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NIGHTFALL

The bone drums had been pounding across the jagged slopes of the
Black Mountains since sundown.

From the rocky outcropping on which her war tent groaned
against the dry wind, Princess Elena Galathynius had monitored the
dread-lord’s army all afternoon as it washed across those mountains
in ebony waves. And now that the sun had long since vanished, the
enemy campfires flickered across the mountains and valley below
like a blanket of stars.

So many fires—so many, compared to those burning on her side
of the valley.

She did not need the qift of her Fae ears to hear the prayers of
her human army, both spoken and silent. She’d offered up several
herself in the past few hours, though she knew they would go
unanswered.

Elena had never considered where she might die—never
considered that it might be so far from the rocky green of Terrasen.
That her body might not be burned, but devoured by the dread-lord’s
beasts.

There would be no marker to tell the world where a Princess of
Terrasen had fallen. There would be no marker for any of them.

“You need rest,” a rough male voice said from the tent entrance
behind her.

Elena looked over her shoulder, her unbound silver hair snagging
on the intricate leather scales of her armor. But Gavin’s dark gaze
was already on the two armies stretching below them. On that
narrow black band of demarcation, too soon to be breached.

For all his talk of rest, Gavin hadn’t removed his own armor upon
entering their tent hours before. Only minutes ago had his war



leaders finally shoved out of the tent, bearing maps in their hands
and not a shred of hope in their hearts. She could scent it on them—
the fear. The despair.

Gavin’s steps hardly crunched on the dry, rocky earth as he
approached her lonely vigil, near-silent thanks to his years roaming
the wilds of the South. Elena again faced those countless enemy
fires.

He said hoarsely, “Your father’s forces could still make it.”

A fool's hope. Her immortal hearing had picked up every word of
the hours of debate raging inside the tent behind them. “This valley
is now a death trap,” Elena said.

And she had led them all here.

Gavin did not answer.

“Come dawn,” Elena went on, “it will be bathed in blood.”

The war leader at her side remained silent. So rare for Gavin,
that silence. Not a flicker of that untamed fierceness shone in his
uptilted eyes, and his shaggy brown hair hung limp. She couldn’t
remember the last time either of them had bathed.

Gavin turned to her with that frank assessment that had stripped
her bare from the moment she’'d first met him in her father’s hall
nearly a year ago. Lifetimes ago.

Such a different time, a different world—when the lands had still
been full of singing and light, when magic hadn’t begun to flicker in
the growing shadow of Erawan and his demon soldiers. She
wondered how long Orynth would hold out once the slaughter here in
the South had ended. Wondered if Erawan would first destroy her
father’s shining palace atop the mountain, or if he would burn the
royal library—burn the heart and knowledge of an age. And then
burn its people.

“Dawn is yet hours away,” said Gavin, his throat bobbing. “Time
enough for you to make a run for it.”

“They’d tear us to shreds before we could clear the passes—’

“Not us. You.” The firelight cast his tan face in flickering relief.
“You alone.”

“I will not abandon these people.” Her fingers grazed his. “Or

you.



Gavin’s face didn’t stir. “There is no avoiding tomorrow. Or the
bloodshed. You overheard what the messenger said—I| know you
did. Anielle is a slaughterhouse. Our allies from the North are gone.
Your father’s army is too far behind. We will all die before the sun is
fully risen.”

“We'll all die one day anyway.”

“No.” Gavin squeezed her hand. “I will die. Those people down
there—they will die. Either by sword or time. But you...” His gaze
flicked to her delicately pointed ears, the heritage of her father. “You
could live for centuries. Millennia. Do not throw it away for a doomed
battle.”

“I would sooner die tomorrow than live for a thousand years with
a coward’s shame.”

But Gavin stared across the valley again. At his people, the last
line of defense against Erawan’s horde.

“Get behind your father’s lines,” he said roughly, “and continue
the fight from there.”

She swallowed hard. “It would be no use.”

Slowly, Gavin looked at her. And after all these months, all this
time, she confessed, “My father’'s power is failing. He is close—
decades now—from the fading. Mala’s light dims inside him with
every passing day. He cannot stand against Erawan and win.” Her
father’s last words before she'd set out on this doomed quest
months ago: My sun is setting, Elena. You must find a way to ensure
yours still rises.

Gavin’s face leeched of color. “You choose now to tell me this?”

“| choose now, Gavin, because there is no hope for me, either—
whether | flee tonight or fight tomorrow. The continent will fall.”

Gavin shifted toward the dozen tents on the outcropping. His
friends.

Her friends.

“None of us are walking away tomorrow,” he said.

And it was the way his words broke, the way his eyes shone, that
had her reaching for his hand once more. Never—not once in all
their adventures, in all the horrors that they had endured together—
had she seen him cry.



“Erawan will win and rule this land, and all others, for eternity,”
Gavin whispered.

Soldiers stirred in their camp below. Men and women,
murmuring, swearing, weeping. Elena tracked the source of their
terror—all the way across the valley.

One by one, as if a great hand of darkness wiped them away, the
fires of the dread-lord’s camp went out. The bone drums beat louder.

He had arrived at last.

Erawan himself had come to oversee the final stand of Gavin'’s
army.

“They are not going to wait until dawn,” Gavin said, a hand
lurching to where Damaris was sheathed at his side.

But Elena gripped his arm, the hard muscle like granite beneath
his leather armor.

Erawan had come.

Perhaps the gods were still listening. Perhaps her mother’s fiery
soul had convinced them.

She took in Gavin’s harsh, wild face—the face that she had come
to cherish above all others. And she said, “We are not going to win
this battle. And we are not going to win this war.”

His body quivered with the restraint to keep from going to his war
leaders, but he gave her the respect of listening. They’d both given
each other that, had learned it the hard way.

With her free hand, Elena lifted her fingers in the air between
them. The raw magic in her veins now danced, from flame to water
to curling vine to cracking ice. Not an endless abyss like her father’s,
but a versatile, nimble gift of magic. Granted by her mother. “We are
not going to win this war,” Elena repeated, Gavin’s face aglow in the
light of her uncut power. “But we can delay it a little while. | can get
across that valley in an hour or two.” She curled her fingers into a
fist, and snuffed out her magic.

Gavin’s brows furrowed. “What you speak of is madness, Elena.
Suicide. His lieutenants will catch you before you can even slip
through the lines.”

“Exactly. They’ll bring me right to him, now that he has come.
They’ll consider me his prized prisoner—not his assassin.”



“No.” An order and a plea.

“Kill Erawan, and his beasts will panic. Long enough for my
father’s forces to arrive, unite with whatever remains of ours, and
crush the enemy legions.”

“You say ‘kill Erawan’ as if that is some easy task. He is a Valg
king, Elena. Even if they bring you to him, he will leash you to his will
before you can make a move.”

Her heart strained, but she forced the words out. “That is why...”
She couldn’t stop her wobbling lips. “That is why | need you to come
with me instead of fight with your men.”

Gavin only stared at her.

“Because | need...” Tears slid down her cheeks. “I need you as a
distraction. | need you to buy me time to get past his inner
defenses.” Just as the battle tomorrow would buy them time.

Because Erawan would go for Gavin first. The human warrior
who had been a bastion against the Dark Lord’s forces for so long,
who had fought him when no other would ... Erawan’s hatred for the
human prince was rivaled only by his hatred for her father.

Gavin studied her for a long moment, then reached to brush her
tears away. “He cannot be killed, Elena. You heard what your
father’s oracle whispered.”

She nodded. “I know.”

“And even if we manage to contain him—trap him...” Gavin
considered her words. “You know that we are only pushing the war
onto someone else—to whoever one day rules these lands.”

“This war,” she said quietly, “is but the second movement in a
game that has been played since those ancient days across the
sea.”

“We put it off for someone else to inherit if he’s freed. And it will
not save those soldiers down there from slaughter tomorrow.”

“If we do not act, there won’t be anyone to inherit this war,” Elena
said. Doubt danced in Gavin’s eyes. “Even now,” she pushed, “our
magic is failing, our gods abandoning us. Running from us. We have
no Fae allies beyond those in my father’s army. And their power, like
his, is fading. But perhaps, when that third movement comes ...
perhaps the players in our unfinished game will be different. Perhaps



it will be a future in which Fae and humans fight side by side, ripe
with power. Maybe they will find a way to end this. So we will lose
this battle, Gavin,” she said. “Our friends will die on that killing field
come dawn, and we will use it as our distraction to contain Erawan
so that Erilea might have a future.”

His lips tightened, his sapphire eyes wide.

“No one must know,” she said, her voice breaking. “Even if we
succeed, no one must know what we do.”

Doubt etched deep lines into his face. She gripped his hand
harder. “No one, Gavin.”

Agony rippled across his features. But he nodded.

Hand in hand, they stared toward the darkness coating the
mountains, the dread-lord’s bone drums pounding like hammers on
iron. Too soon, those drums would be drowned out by the screams
of dying soldiers. Too soon, the valley fields would be carved with
streams of blood.

Gavin said, “If we are to do this, we need to leave now.” His
attention again snagged on the nearby tents. No good-byes. No last
words. “I'll give Holdren the order to lead tomorrow. He’ll know what
to tell the others.”

She nodded, and it was confirmation enough. Gavin released her
hand, striding for the tent closest to their own, to where his dearest
friend and most loyal war leader was likely making the best of his
final hours with his new wife.

Elena drew her eyes away before Gavin’s broad shoulders
pushed through the heavy flaps.

She gazed over the fires, across the valley, to the darkness
perched on the other side. She could have sworn it stared back,
sworn she heard the thousand whetstones as the dread-lord’s
beasts sharpened their poison-slick claws.

She lifted her eyes toward the smoke-stained sky, the plumes
parting for a heartbeat to reveal a star-flecked night.

The Lord of the North flickered down at her. Perhaps the final gift
of Mala to these lands—in this age, at least. Perhaps a thank-you to
Elena herself, and a farewell.



Because for Terrasen, for Erilea, Elena would walk into the
eternal darkness lurking across the valley to buy them all a chance.

Elena sent up a final prayer on a pillar of smoke rising from the
valley floor that the unborn, faraway scions of this night, heirs to a
burden that would doom or save Erilea, would forgive her for what
she was about to do.



PART ONE

THE FIRE-BRINGER



1B

Elide Lochan’s breath scorched her throat with every gasping inhale
as she limped up the steep forest hill.

Beneath the soggy leaves coating Oakwald’s floor, loose gray
stones made the slope treacherous, the towering oaks stretching too
high above for her to grip any branches should she tumble down.
Braving the potential fall in favor of speed, Elide scrambled over the
lip of the craggy summit, her leg twanging with pain as she slumped
to her knees.

Forested hills rolled away in every direction, the trees like the
bars of a never-ending cage.

Weeks. It had been weeks since Manon Blackbeak and the
Thirteen had left her in this forest, the Wing Leader ordering her to
head north. To find her lost queen, now grown and mighty—and to
also find Celaena Sardothien, whoever she was, so that Elide might
repay the life debt she owed to Kaltain Rompier.

Even weeks later, her dreams were plagued by those final
moments in Morath: the guards who had tried to drag her to be
implanted with Valg offspring, the Wing Leader’s complete massacre
of them, and Kaltain Rompier’s final act—carving the strange, dark
stone from where it had been sewn into her arm and ordering Elide
to take it to Celaena Sardothien.

Right before Kaltain turned Morath into a smoldering ruin.

Elide put a dirty, near-trembling hand to the hard lump tucked in
the breast pocket of the flying leathers she still wore. She could have
sworn a faint throbbing echoed into her skin, a counterbeat to her
own racing heart.

Elide shuddered in the watery sunlight trickling through the green
canopy. Summer lay heavy over the world, the heat now oppressive



enough that water had become her most precious commaodity.

It had been from the start—but now her entire day, her life,
revolved around it.

Fortunately, Oakwald was rife with streams after the last of the
melted mountain snows had snaked from their peaks. Unfortunately,
Elide had learned the hard way about what water to drink.

Three days, she’d been near death with vomiting and fever after
gulping down that stagnant pond water. Three days, she’d shivered
so badly she thought her bones would crack apart. Three days,
quietly weeping in pitiful despair that she’'d die here, alone in this
endless forest, and no one would ever know.

And through it all, that stone in her breast pocket thrummed and
throbbed. In her fevered dreams, she could have sworn it whispered
to her, sang lullabies in languages that she did not think human
tongues could utter.

She hadn’t heard it since, but she still wondered. Wondered if
most humans would have died.

Wondered whether she carried a gift or a curse northward. And if
this Celaena Sardothien would know what to do with it.

Tell her that you can open any door, if you have the key, Kaltain
had said. Elide often studied the iridescent black stone whenever
she halted for a needed break. It certainly didn’t look like a key:
rough-hewn, as if it had been cleaved from a larger chunk of stone.
Perhaps Kaltain’s words were a riddle meant only for its recipient.

Elide unslung her too-light pack from her shoulders and yanked
open the canvas flap. She’d run out of food a week ago and had
taken to scavenging for berries. They were all foreign, but a whisper
of a memory from her years with her nursemaid, Finnula, had
warned her to rub them on her wrist first—to see if they raised any
reaction.

Most of the time, too much of the time, they did.

But every now and then she’d stumble across a bush sagging
with the right ones, and she’'d gorge herself before filling her pack.
Fishing inside the pink-and-blue-stained canvas interior, Elide dug
out the last handful, wrapped in her spare shirt, the white fabric now
a splotchy red and purple.



One handful—to last until she found her next meal.

Hunger gnawed at her, but Elide ate only half. Maybe she’d find
more before she stopped for the night.

She didn’t know how to hunt—and the thought of catching
another living thing, of snapping its neck or bashing in its skull with a
rock ... She was not yet that desperate.

Perhaps it made her not a Blackbeak after all, despite her
mother’s hidden bloodline.

Elide licked her fingers clean of the berry juice, dirt and all, and
hissed as she stood on stiff, sore legs. She wouldn’t last long without
food but couldn'’t risk venturing into a village with the money Manon
had given her, or toward any of the hunters’ fires she’d spotted these
past few weeks.

No—she had seen enough of the kindness and mercy of men.
She would never forget how those guards had leered at her naked
body, why her uncle had sold her to Duke Perrington.

Wincing, Elide swung her pack over her shoulders and carefully
set off down the hill’s far slope, picking her way among the rocks and
roots.

Maybe she’d made a wrong turn. How would she know when
she’d crossed Terrasen’s border, anyway?

And how would she ever find her queen—nher court?

Elide shoved the thoughts away, keeping to the murky shadows
and avoiding the splotches of sunlight. It'd only make her thirstier,
hotter.

Find water, perhaps more important than finding berries, before
darkness set in.

She reached the foot of the hill, suppressing a groan at the
labyrinth of wood and stone.

It seemed she now stood in a dried streambed wending between
the hills. It curved sharply ahead—northward. A sigh rattled out of
her. Thank Anneith. At least the Lady of Wise Things had not
abandoned her yet.

She'd follow the streambed for as long as possible, staying
northward, and then—



Elide didn't know what sense, exactly, picked up on it. Not smell
or sight or sound, for nothing beyond the rot of the loam and the
sunlight and stones and the whispering of the high-above leaves was
out of the ordinary.

But—there. Like some thread in a great tapestry had snagged,
her body locked up.

The humming and rustling of the forest went quiet a heartbeat
later.

Elide scanned the hills, the streambed. The roots of an oak atop
the nearest hill jutted from the slope’s grassy side, providing a thatch
of wood and moss over the dead stream. Perfect.

She limped for it, ruined leg barking, stones clattering and
wrenching at her ankles. She could nearly touch the tips of the roots
when the first hollowed-out boom echoed.

Not thunder. No, she would never forget this one particular sound
—for it, too, haunted her dreams both awake and asleep.

The beating of mighty, leathery wings. Wyverns.

And perhaps more deadly: the Ironteeth witches who rode them,
senses as sharp and fine-tuned as their mounts’.

Elide lunged for the overhang of thick roots as the wing beats
neared, the forest silent as a graveyard. Stones and sticks ripped at
her bare hands, her knees banging on the rocky dirt as she pressed
herself into the hillside and peered at the canopy through the
latticework of roots.

One beat—then another not even a heartbeat after. Synced
enough that anyone in the forest might think it was only an echo, but
Elide knew: two witches.

She’d picked up enough in her time in Morath to know the
Ironteeth were under orders to keep their numbers hidden. They’d fly
in perfect, mirrored formation, so listening ears might only report one
wyvern.

But these two, whoever they were, were sloppy. Or as sloppy as
one of the immortal, lethal witches could be. Lower-level coven
members, perhaps. Out on a scouting mission.

Or hunting for someone, a small, petrified voice whispered in her
head.



Elide pressed harder into the soil, roots digging into her back as
she monitored the canopy.

And there. The blur of a swift-moving, massive shape gliding right
above the canopy, rattling the leaves. A leathery, membranous wing,
its edge tipped in a curved, poison-slick talon, flashed in the sunlight.

Rarely—so rarely—were they ever out in daylight. Whatever they
hunted—it had to be important.

Elide didn’t dare breathe too loudly until those wing beats faded,
sailing due north.

Toward the Ferian Gap—where Manon had mentioned the
second half of the host was camped.

Elide only moved when the forest's buzzing and chittering
resumed. Staying still for so long had caused her muscles to cramp,
and she groaned as she stretched out her legs, then her arms, then
rolled her shoulders.

Endless—this journey was endless. She'd give anything for a
safe roof over her head. And a hot meal. Maybe seeking them out, if
only for a night, was worth the risk.

Picking her way along the bone-dry streambed, Elide made it two
steps before that sense-that-was-not-a-sense twanged again, as if a
warm, female hand had gripped her shoulder to stop.

The tangled wood murmured with life. But she could feel it—feel
something out there.

Not witches or wyverns or beasts. But someone—someone was
watching her.

Someone was following her.

Elide casually unsheathed the fighting knife Manon had given her
upon leaving this miserable forest.

She wished the witch had taught her how to Kill.

—

L L

Lorcan Salvaterre had been running from those gods-damned
beasts for two days now.

He didn’'t blame them. The witches had been pissed when he'd
snuck into their forest camp in the dead of night, slaughtered three of



their sentinels without them or their mounts noticing, and dragged a
fourth into the trees for questioning.

It had taken him two hours to get the Yellowlegs witch to break,
hidden so deep down the throat of a cave that even her screams had
been contained. Two hours, and then she was singing for him.

Twin witch armies now stood poised to take the continent one in
Morath, one in the Ferian Gap. The Yellowlegs knew nothing of what
power Duke Perrington wielded—knew nothing of what Lorcan
hunted: the other two Wyrdkeys, the siblings to the one he wore on a
long chain around his neck. Three slivers of stone cleaved from an
unholy Wyrdgate, each key capable of tremendous and terrible
power. And when all three Wyrdkeys were united ... they could open
that gate between worlds. Destroy those worlds—or summon their
armies. And far, far worse.

Lorcan had granted the witch the gift of a swift death.

Her sisters had been hunting him since.

Crouched in a thicket tucked into the side of a steep slope,
Lorcan watched the girl ease from the roots. He'd been hiding here
first, listening to the clamor of her clumsy approach, and had
watched her stumble and limp when she finally heard what swept
toward them.

She was delicately built, small enough that he might have thought
her barely past her first bleed were it not for the full breasts beneath
her close-fitting leathers.

Those clothes had snared his interest immediately. The
Yellowlegs had been wearing similar ones—all the witches had. Yet
this girl was human.

And when she turned in his direction, those dark eyes scanned
the forest with an assessment that was too old, too practiced, to
belong to a child. At least eighteen—maybe older. Her pale face was
dirty, gaunt. She’d likely been out here for a while, struggling to find
food. And the knife she palmed shook enough to suggest she likely
had no idea what to do with it.

Lorcan remained hidden, watching her scan the hills, the stream,
the canopy.

She knew he was out there, somehow.



Interesting. When he wanted to stay hidden, few could find him.

Every muscle in her body was tense—but she finished scanning
the gully, forcing a soft breath through her pursed lips, and continued
on. Away from him.

Each step was limping; she’d likely hurt herself crashing through
the trees.

The length of her braid snapped against her pack, her silky hair
dark like his own. Darker. Black as a starless night.

The wind shifted, blowing her scent toward him, and Lorcan
breathed it in, allowing his Fae senses—the senses he’d inherited
from his prick of a father—to assess, analyze, as they had done for
over five centuries.

Human. Definitely human, but—

He knew that scent.

During the past few months, he'd slaughtered many, many
creatures who bore its reek.

Well, wasn’t this convenient. Perhaps a gift from the gods:
someone useful to interrogate. But later—once he had a chance to
study her. Learn her weaknesses.

Lorcan eased from the thicket, not even a twig rustling at his
passing.

The demon-possessed girl limped up the streambed, that useless
knife still out, her grip on its hilt wholly ineffective. Good.

And so Lorcan began his hunt.



2B

The patter of rain trickling through the leaves and low-lying mists of
Oakwald Forest nearly drowned out the gurgle of the swollen stream
cutting between the bumps and hollows.

Crouched beside the brook, empty skins forgotten on the mossy
bank, Aelin Ashryver Galathynius extended a scarred hand over the
rushing water and let the song of the early-morning storm wash over
her.

The groaning of breaking thunderheads and the sear of
answering lightning had been a violent, frenzied beat since the hour
before dawn—now spreading farther apart, calming their fury, as
Aelin soothed her own burning core of magic.

She breathed in the chill mists and fresh rain, dragging them
deep into her lungs. Her magic guttered in answer, as if yawning
good morning and tumbling back to sleep.

Indeed, around the camp just within view, her companions still
slept, protected from the storm by an invisible shield of Rowan’s
making, and warmed from the northern chill that persisted even in
the height of summer by a merry ruby flame that she’d kept burning
all night. It was the flame that had been the difficult thing to work
around—how to keep it crackling while also summoning the small gift
of water her mother had given her.

Aelin flexed her fingers over the stream.

Across the brook, atop a mossy boulder tucked into the arms of a
gnarled oak, a pair of tiny bone-white fingers flexed and cracked, a
mirror to her own movements.

Aelin smiled and said so quietly it was barely audible over the
stream and rain, “If you have any pointers, friend, I'd love to hear
them.”



The spindly fingers darted back over the crest of the rock—which,
like so many in these woods, had been carved with symbols and
whorls.

The Little Folk had been tracking them since they crossed the
border into Terrasen. Escorting, Aedion had insisted whenever they
spotted large, depthless eyes blinking from a tangle of brambles or
peering through a cluster of leaves atop one of Oakwald’s famed
trees. They hadn’'t come close enough for Aelin to even get a solid
look at them.

But they’d left small gifts just outside the border of Rowan’s
nightly shields, somehow deposited without alerting whichever of
them was on watch.

One morning, it had been a crown of forest violets. Aelin had
given it to Evangeline, who had worn the crown on her red-gold head
until it fell apart. The next morning, two crowns waited: one for Aelin,
and a smaller one for the scarred girl. Another day, the Little Folk left
a replica of Rowan’s hawk form, crafted from gathered sparrow
feathers, acorns, and beetle husks. Her Fae Prince had smiled a bit
when he’d found it—and carried it in his saddlebag since.

Aelin herself smiled at the memory. Though knowing the Little
Folk were following their every step, listening and watching, had
made things ... difficult. Not in any real way that mattered, but
slipping off into the trees with Rowan was certainly less romantic
knowing they had an audience. Especially whenever Aedion and
Lysandra got so sick of their silent, heated glances that the two
made up flimsy excuses to get Aelin and Rowan out of sight and
scent for a while: the lady had dropped her nonexistent handkerchief
on the nonexistent path far behind; they needed more logs for a fire
that did not require wood to burn.

And as for her current audience...

Aelin splayed her fingers over the stream, letting her heart
become as still as a sun-warmed forest pool, letting her mind shake
free of its normal boundaries.

A ribbon of water fluttered up from the stream, gray and clear,
and she wended it through her spread fingers as if she were
threading a loom.



She tilted her wrist, admiring the way she could see her skin
through the water, letting it slip down her hand and curl about her
wrist. She said to the faerie watching from the other side of the
boulder, “Not much to report to your companions, is it?”

Soggy leaves crunched behind her, and Aelin knew it was only
because Rowan wanted her to hear his approach. “Careful, or they’ll
leave something wet and cold in your bedroll next time.”

Aelin made herself release the water into the stream before she
looked over a shoulder. “Do you think they take requests? Because
I'd hand over my kingdom for a hot bath right about now.”

Rowan’s eyes danced as she eased to her feet. She lowered the
shield she’d put around herself to keep dry—the steam off the
invisible flame blending with the mist around them. The Fae Prince
lifted a brow. “Should | be concerned that you’re so chatty this early
in the morning?”

She rolled her eyes and turned toward the rock where the faerie
had been monitoring her shoddy attempts to master water. But only
rain-slick leaves and snaking mist remained.

Strong hands slid over her waist, tugging her into his warmth, as
Rowan'’s lips grazed her neck, right under her ear.

Aelin arched back into him while his mouth roved across her
throat, heating mist-chilled skin. “Good morning to you,” she
breathed.

Rowan’s responding grumble set her toes curling.

They hadn’'t dared stop at an inn, even after crossing into
Terrasen three days ago, not when there were still so many enemy
eyes fixed on the roads and taprooms. Not when there were still
streaming lines of Adarlanian soldiers finally marching out of her
gods-damned territory—thanks to Dorian’s decrees.

Especially when those soldiers might very well march right back
here, might choose to ally themselves with the monster squatting
down in Morath rather than their true king.

“If you want to take a bath so badly,” Rowan murmured against
her neck, “| spotted a pool about a quarter mile back. You could heat
it—for both of us.”



She ran her nails down the back of his hands, up his forearms.
“I'd boil all the fish and frogs inside it. | doubt it'd be very pleasant
then.”

“At least we’d have breakfast prepared.”

She laughed under her breath, and Rowan’s canines scratched
the sensitive spot where her neck met her shoulder. Aelin dug her
fingers into the powerful muscles of his forearms, savoring the
strength there. “The lords won’t be here until sundown. We've got
time.” Her words were breathless, barely more than a whisper.

Upon crossing the border, Aedion had sent messages to the few
lords he trusted, coordinating the meeting that was to happen today
—in this clearing, which Aedion himself had used for covert rebel
meetings these long years.

They'd arrived early to scope out the land, the pitfalls and
advantages. Not a trace of any humans lingered: Aedion and the
Bane had always ensured any evidence was wiped away from
unfriendly eyes. Her cousin and his legendary legion had already
done so much to ensure the safety of Terrasen this past decade. But
they were still taking no risks, even with lords who had once been
her uncle’s banner men.

“Tempting as it might be,” Rowan said, nipping her ear in a way
that made it hard to think, “I need to be on my way in an hour.” To
scout the land ahead for any threats. Featherlight kisses brushed
over her jaw, her cheek. “And what | said still holds. I'm not taking
you against a tree the first time.”

“It wouldn’t be against a tree—it'd be in a pool.” A dark laugh
against her now-burning skin. It was an effort to keep from taking
one of his hands and guiding it up to her breasts, to beg him to
touch, take, taste. “You know, I’'m starting to think you're a sadist.”

“Trust me, | don'’t find it easy, either.” He tugged her a bit harder
against him, letting her feel the evidence pushing with impressive
demand against her backside. She nearly groaned at that, too.

Then Rowan pulled away, and she frowned at the loss of his
warmth, at the loss of those hands and that body and that mouth.
She turned, finding his pine-green eyes pinned on her, and a thrill
sparked through her blood brighter than any magic.



But he said, “Why are you so coherent this early?”

She stuck out her tongue. “I took over the watch for Aedion, since
Lysandra and Fleetfoot were snoring loud enough to wake the dead.”
Rowan’s mouth twitched upward, but Aelin shrugged. “I couldn’t
sleep anyway.”

His jaw tightened as he glanced to where the amulet was hidden
beneath her shirt and the dark leather jacket atop it. “Is the Wyrdkey
bothering you?”

“No, it's not that” She'd taken to wearing the amulet after
Evangeline had looted through her saddlebags and donned the
necklace. They’'d only discovered it because the child had returned
from washing herself with the Amulet of Orynth proudly displayed
over her traveling clothes. Thank the gods they’d been deep in
Oakwald at the time, but—Aelin wasn’t taking any other chances.

E specially since Lorcan still believed he had the real thing.

They hadn’t heard from the immortal warrior since he'd left
Rifthold, and Aelin often wondered how far south he’d gotten—if he’'d
yet realized he bore a fake Wyrdkey within an equally fake Amulet of
Orynth. If he’d discovered where the other two had been hidden by
the King of Adarlan and Duke Perrington.

Not Perrington—Erawan.

A chill snaked down her back, as if the shadow of Morath had
taken form behind her and run a clawed finger along her spine.

“It's just ... this meeting,” Aelin said, waving a hand. “Should we
have done it in Orynth? Out in the woods like this just seems so ...
cloak-and-dagger.”

Rowan’s eyes again drifted toward the northern horizon. At least
another week lay between them and the city—the once-glorious
heart of her kingdom. Of this continent. And when they got there, it
would be an endless stream of councils and preparations and
decisions that only she could make. This meeting Aedion had
arranged would just be the start of it.

“Better to go into the city with established allies than to enter not
knowing what you might find,” Rowan said at last. He gave her a wry
smile and aimed a pointed look at Goldryn, sheathed across her



back, and the various knives strapped to her. “And besides: | thought
‘cloak-and-dagger’ was your middle name.”

She offered him a vulgar gesture in return.

Aedion had been so careful with his messages while setting up
the meeting—had selected this spot far from any possible casualties
or spying eyes. And even though he trusted the lords, whom he’d
familiarized her with these past weeks, Aedion still hadn’t informed
them how many traveled in their party—what their talents were. Just
in case.

No matter that Aelin was the bearer of a weapon capable of
wiping out this entire valley, along with the gray Staghorn Mountains
watching over it. And that was just her magic.

Rowan played with a strand of her hair—grown almost to her
breasts again. “You're worried because Erawan hasn’t made a move
yet.”

She sucked on a tooth. “What is he waiting for? Are we fools for
expecting an invitation to march on him? Or is he letting us gather
our strength, letting me return with Aedion to get the Bane and raise
a larger army around it, only so he can savor our utter despair when
we fail?”

Rowan’s fingers stilled in her hair. “You heard Aedion’s
messenger. That blast took out a good chunk of Morath. He might be
rebuilding himself.”

“No one has claimed that blast as their doing. | don’t trust it.”

“You trust nothing.”

She met his eyes. “| trust you.”

Rowan brushed a finger along her cheek. The rain turned heavy
again, its soft patter the only sound for miles.

Aelin lifted onto her toes. She felt Rowan’s eyes on her the whole
time, felt his body go still with predatory focus, as she kissed the
corner of his mouth, the bow of his lips, the other corner.

Soft, taunting kisses. Designed to see which one of them yielded
first.

Rowan did.

With a sharp intake of breath, he gripped her hips, tugging her
against him as he slanted his mouth over hers, deepening the kiss



until her knees threatened to buckle. His tongue brushed hers—Iazy,
deft strokes that told her precisely what he was capable of doing
elsewhere.

Embers sparked in her blood, and the moss beneath them hissed
as rain turned to steam.

Aelin broke the kiss, breathing ragged, satisfied to find Rowan’s
own chest rising and falling in an uneven rhythm. So new—this thing
between them was still so new, so ... raw. Utterly consuming. The
desire was only the start of it.

Rowan made her magic sing. And maybe that was the carranam
bond between them, but ... her magic wanted to dance with his. And
from the frost sparkling in his eyes, she knew his own demanded the
same.

Rowan leaned forward until they were brow-to-brow. “Soon,” he
promised, his voice rough and low. “Let’'s get somewhere safe—
somewhere defensible.”

Because her safety always would come first. For him, keeping
her protected, keeping her alive, would always come first. He'd
learned it the hard way.

Her heart strained, and she pulled back to lift a hand to his face.
Rowan read the softness in her eyes, her body, and his own inherent
fierceness slipped into a gentleness that so few would ever see. Her
throat ached with the effort of keeping the words in.

She’d been in love with him for a while now. Longer than she
wanted to admit.

She tried not to think about it, whether he felt the same. Those
things—those wishes—were at the bottom of a very, very long and
bloody priority list.

So Aelin kissed Rowan gently, his hands again locking around
her hips.

“Fireheart,” he said onto her mouth.

“Buzzard,” she murmured onto his.

Rowan laughed, the rumble echoing in her chest.

From the camp, Evangeline’s sweet voice chirped through the
rain, “Is it time for breakfast?”



Aelin snorted. Sure enough, Fleetfoot and Evangeline were now
nudging at poor Lysandra, sprawled out as a ghost leopard by the
immortal-burning fire. Aedion, across the fire, lay as unmoving as a
boulder. Fleetfoot would likely leap on him next.

“This cannot end well,” Rowan muttered.

Evangeline howled, “Fooooood!” Fleetfoot's answering howl
followed a heartbeat later.

Then Lysandra’s snarl rippled toward them, silencing girl and
hound.

Rowan laughed again—and Aelin thought she might never get
sick of it, that laugh. That smile.

“We should make breakfast,” he said, turning toward the camp,
“before Evangeline and Fleetfoot ransack the whole site.”

Aelin chuckled but glanced over her shoulder to the forest
stretching toward the Staghorns. Toward the lords who were
hopefully making their way southward—to decide how they would
proceed with war ... and rebuilding their broken kingdom.

When she looked back, Rowan was halfway to the camp,
Evangeline’s red-gold hair flashing as she bounded through the
dripping trees, begging the prince for toast and eggs.

Her family—and her kingdom.

Two dreams long believed lost, she realized as the northern wind
ruffled her hair. That she would do anything—ruin herself, sell herself
—to protect.

Aelin was about to head for the camp to spare Evangeline from
Rowan’s cooking when she noticed the object atop the boulder
across the stream.

She cleared the stream in one bound and carefully studied what
the faerie had left.

Fashioned with twigs, cobwebs, and fish scales, the tiny wyvern
was unnervingly accurate, its wings spread wide and thorn-fanged
mouth roaring.

Aelin left the wyvern where it was, but her eyes shifted
southward, toward the ancient flow of Oakwald, and Morath looming
far beyond it. To Erawan reborn, waiting for her with his host of
Ironteeth witches and Valg foot soldiers.



And Aelin Galathynius, Queen of Terrasen, knew the time would
soon come to prove just how much she’d bleed for Erilea.

—

L L

It was useful, Aedion Ashryver thought, to travel with two gifted
magic-wielders. Especially during piss-poor weather.

The rains lingered throughout the day as they prepared for the
meeting. Rowan had flown northward twice now to track the
progress of the lords, but he hadn’t seen or scented them.

No one braved the notoriously muddy Terrasen roads in this
weather. But with Ren Allsbrook in their company, Aedion had little
doubt they’'d stay hidden until sunset anyway. Unless the weather
had delayed them. Which was a good possibility.

Thunder boomed, so close that the trees shuddered. Lightning
flashed with little pause for breath, limning the soaked leaves with
silver, illuminating the world so brightly that his Fae senses were
blinded. But at least he was dry. And warm.

They’'d avoided civilization so much that Aedion had hardly
witnessed or been able to track how many magic-wielders had crept
out of hiding—or who was now enjoying the return of their gifts. He'd
only seen one girl, no older than nine, weaving tendrils of water
above her village’s lone fountain for the entertainment and delight of
a gaggle of children.

Stone-faced, scarred adults had looked on from the shadows, but
none had interfered for better or worse. Aedion’s messengers had
already confirmed that most people now knew the King of Adarlan
had wielded his dark powers to repress magic these last ten years.
But even so, he doubted those who had suffered its loss, then the
extermination of their kind, would comfortably reveal their powers
anytime soon.

At least until people like his companions, and that girl in the
square, showed the world it was safe to do so. That a girl with a gift
of water could ensure her village and its farmlands thrived.

Aedion frowned at the darkening sky, idly twirling the Sword of
Orynth between his palms. Even before magic had vanished, there



had been one kind feared above all others, its bearers pariahs at
best, dead at worst. Courts in every land had sought them as spies
and assassins for centuries. But his court—

A delighted, throaty purr rumbled through their little camp, and
Aedion shifted his stare to the subject of his thoughts. Evangeline
was kneeling on her sleeping mat, humming to herself as she gently
ran the horse’s brush through Lysandra’s fur.

It had taken him days to get used to the ghost leopard form.
Years in the Staghorns had drilled the gut-level terror into him. But
there was Lysandra, claws retracted, sprawled on her belly as her
ward groomed her.

Spy and assassin indeed. A smile tugged on his lips at the pale
green eyes heavy-lidded with pleasure. That'd be a fine sight for the
lords to see when they arrived.

The shape-shifter had used these weeks of travel to try out new
forms: birds, beasts, insects that had a tendency to buzz in his ear or
bite him. Rarely—so rarely—had Lysandra taken the human form
he’d met her in. Given all that had been done to her and all she'd
been forced to do in that human body, Aedion didn’t blame her.

Though she’d have to take human form soon, when she was
introduced as a lady in Aelin’s court. He wondered if she’'d wear that
exquisite face, or find another human skin that suited her.

More than that, he often wondered what it felt like to be able to
change bone and skin and color—though he hadn’t asked. Mostly
because Lysandra hadn’t been in human form long enough to do so.

Aedion looked to Aelin, seated across the fire with Fleetfoot
sprawled in her lap, playing with the hound’s long ears—waiting, as
they all were. His cousin, however, was studying the ancient blade—
her father’s blade—that Aedion so unceremoniously twirled and
tossed from hand to hand, every inch of the metal hilt and cracked
bone pommel as familiar to him as his own face. Sorrow flickered in
her eyes, as fast as the lightning above, and then vanished.

She’d returned the sword to him upon their departure from
Rifthold, choosing to bear Goldryn instead. He'd tried to convince her
to keep Terrasen’s sacred blade, but she’d insisted it was better off



in his hands, that he deserved the honor more than anyone else,
including her.

She’d grown quieter the farther north they’d traveled. Perhaps
weeks on the road had sapped her.

After tonight, depending on what the lords reported, he’d try to
find her a quiet place to rest for a day or two before they made the
last leg of the trek to Orynth.

Aedion uncoiled to his feet, sheathing the sword beside the knife
Rowan had gifted him, and stalked to her. Fleetfoot’s feathery tail
thumped in greeting as he sat beside his queen.

“You could use a haircut,” she said. Indeed, his hair had grown
longer than he usually kept it. “It's almost the same length as mine.”
She frowned. “It makes us look like we coordinated it.”

Aedion snorted, stroking the dog’s head. “So what if we did?”

Aelin shrugged. “If you want to start wearing matching outfits as
well, 'min.”

He grinned. “The Bane would never let me live it down.”

His legion now camped just outside of Orynth, where he'd
ordered them to shore up the city’s defenses and wait. Wait to Kkill
and die for her.

And with the money Aelin had schemed and butchered to claim
from her former master this spring, they could buy themselves an
army to follow behind the Bane. Perhaps mercenaries, too.

The spark in Aelin’s eyes died a bit as if she, too, considered all
that commanding his legion implied. The risks and costs—not of
gold, but lives. Aedion could have sworn the campfire guttered as
well.

She had slaughtered and fought and nearly died again and again
for the past ten years. Yet he knew she would balk at sending
soldiers—at sending him—to fight.

That, above all else, would be her first test as queen.

But before that ... this meeting. “You remember everything | told
you about them?”

Aelin gave him a flat look. “Yes, | remember everything, cousin.”
She poked him hard in the ribs, right where the still-healing tattoo
Rowan had inked on him three days ago now lay. All their names,



entwined in a complex Terrasen knot right near his heart. Aedion
winced as she jabbed the sore flesh, and he batted away her hand
as she recited, “Murtaugh was a farmer’s son, but married Ren’s
grandmother. Though he wasn'’t born into the Allsbrook line, he still
commands the seat, despite his insistence that Ren take up the title.”
She looked skyward. “Darrow is the wealthiest landowner after yours
truly, and more than that, he holds sway over the few surviving lords,
mostly through his years of carefully handling Adarlan during the
occupation.” She gave him a glare sharp enough to slice skin.

Aedion lifted his hands. “Can you blame me for wanting to make
sure this goes smoothly?”

She shrugged but didn’t bite his head off.

“Darrow was your uncle’s lover,” he added, stretching his legs out
before him. “For decades. He's never spoken once to me about your
uncle, but ... they were very close, Aelin. Darrow didn’t publicly
mourn Orlon beyond what was required after the passing of a king,
but he became a different man afterward. He's a hard bastard now,
but still a fair one. Much of what he’s done has been out of his
unfading love for Orlon—and for Terrasen. His own maneuvering
kept us from becoming completely starved and destitute. Remember
that.” Indeed, Darrow had long straddled a line between serving the
King of Adarlan and undermining him.

“l. Know,” she said tightly. Pushing too far—that tone was likely
her first and last warning that he was starting to piss her off. He'd
spent many of the miles they'd traveled these past few days telling
her about Ren, and Murtaugh, and Darrow. Aedion knew she could
likely now recite their land holdings, what crops and livestock and
goods they yielded, their ancestors, and dead and surviving family
members from this past decade. But pushing her about it one last
time, making sure she knew ... He couldn’t shut the instincts down to
ensure it all went well. Not when so much was at stake.

From where he’d been perched on a high branch to monitor the
forest, Rowan clicked his beak and flapped into the rain, sailing
through his shield as if it parted for him.

Aedion eased to his feet, scanning the forest, listening. Only the
trickle of rain on leaves filled his ears. Lysandra stretched, baring her



long teeth as she did so, her needlelike claws slipping free and
glinting in the firelight.

Until Rowan gave the all clear—until it was just those lords and
no one else—the safety protocols they’d established would hold.

Evangeline, as they had taught her, crept to the fire. The flames
pulled apart like drawn curtains to allow her and Fleetfoot, sensing
the child’s fear and pressing close, passage to an inner ring that
would not burn her. But would melt the bones of their enemies.

Aelin merely glanced at Aedion in silent order, and he stepped
toward the western side of the fire, Lysandra taking up a spot at the
southern point. Aelin took the northern but gazed west—toward
where Rowan had flapped away.

A dry, hot breeze flowed through their little bubble, and sparks
danced like fireflies at Aelin’s fingers, her hand hanging casually at
her side. The other gripped Goldryn, the ruby in its hilt bright as an
ember.

Leaves rustled and branches snapped, and the Sword of Orynth
gleamed gold and red in the light of Aelin’s flames as he drew it free.
He angled the ancient dagger Rowan had gifted him in his other
hand. Rowan had been teaching Aedion—teaching all of them, really
—about the OIld Ways these weeks. About the long-forgotten
traditions and codes of the Fae, mostly abandoned even in Maeve’s
court. But reborn here, and enacted now, as they fell into the roles
and duties that they had sorted out and decided for themselves.

Rowan emerged from the rain in his Fae form, his silver hair
plastered to his head, his tattoo stark on his tan face. No sign of the
lords.

But Rowan held his hunting knife against the bared throat of a
young, slender-nosed man and escorted him toward the fire—the
stranger’s travel-stained, soaked clothes bearing Darrow’s crest of a
striking badger.

“A messenger,” Rowan ground out.

L 1



Aelin decided right then and there she didn’t particularly enjoy
surprises.

The messenger’s blue eyes were wide, but his rain-slick, freckled
face was calm. Steady. Even as he took in Lysandra, her fangs
gilded with firelight. Even as Rowan nudged him forward, that cruel
knife still angled at his throat.

Aedion jerked his chin at Rowan. “He can'’t very well deliver the
message with a blade at his windpipe.”

Rowan lowered his weapon, but the Fae Prince didn’t sheathe his
knife. Didn’t move more than a foot from the man.

Aedion demanded, “Where are they?”

The man bowed swiftly to her cousin. “At a tavern, four miles
from here, General—’

The words died as Aelin at last stepped around the curve of the
fire. She kept it burning high, kept Evangeline and Fleetfoot
ensconced within. The messenger let out a small noise.

He knew. With the way he kept glancing between her and
Aedion, seeing the same eyes, the same hair color ... he knew. And
as if the thought had hit him, the messenger bowed.

Aelin watched the way the man lowered his eyes, watched the
exposed back of his neck, his skin shining with rain. Her magic
simmered in response. And that thing—that hideous power hanging
between her breasts—seemed to open an ancient eye at all the
commotion.

The messenger stiffened, wide-eyed at Lysandra’s silent
approach, her whiskers twitching as she sniffed at his wet clothes.
He was smart enough to remain still.

“Is the meeting canceled?” Aedion said tightly, scanning the
woods again.

The man winced. “No, General—but they want you to come to
the tavern where they’re staying. Because of the rain.”

Aedion rolled his eyes. “Go tell Darrow to drag his carcass out
here. Water won't kill him.”

“It's not Lord Darrow,” the man said quickly. “With all due respect,
Lord Murtaugh’s slowed down this summer. Lord Ren didn’t want
him out in the dark and rain.”



The old man had ridden across the kingdoms like a demon from
hell this spring, Aelin remembered. Perhaps it had taken its toll.
Aedion sighed. “You know we’ll need to scout the tavern first. The
meeting will be later than they want.”

“Of course, General. They'll expect that.” The messenger cringed
as he at last spotted Evangeline and Fleetfoot within the flame’s ring
of safety. And despite the Fae Prince armed beside him, despite the
ghost leopard with unsheathed claws sniffing at him, the sight of
Aelin’s fire made his face go deathly pale. “But they are waiting—and
Lord Darrow is impatient. Being outside Orynth’s walls makes him
anxious. Makes us all anxious, these days.”

Aelin snorted softly. Indeed.



3B

Manon Blackbeak stood at attention by one end of the long, dark
bridge into Morath and watched her grandmother’s coven descend
from the gray clouds.

Even with the plumes and pillars of smoke from the countless
forges, the High Witch of the Blackbeak Witch-Clan’s voluminous
obsidian robes were unmistakable. No other dressed as the Matron
did. Her coven swept from the heavy cloud cover, keeping a
respectful distance from the Matron and the extra rider flanking her
massive bull.

Manon, her Thirteen in rank behind her, made no movement as
the wyverns and their riders landed on the dark stones of the
courtyard across the bridge. Far below, the rushing of a filthy, ruined
river roared, vying with the scrape of talons on stone and the rustle
of settling wings.

Her grandmother had come to Morath.

Or what was left of it, when one-third was nothing more than
rubble.

Asterin hissed in a breath as Manon’s grandmother dismounted
in a smooth movement, scowling at the black fortress looming above
Manon and her Thirteen. Duke Perrington was already waiting in his
council chamber, and Manon had no doubt his pet, Lord Vernon,
would do his best to undermine and shake her at every turn. If
Vernon were to make a move to be rid of Manon, it would be now—
when her grandmother was seeing for herself what Manon had
accomplished.

And failed to do.

Manon kept her back straight as her grandmother strode across
the broad stone bridge, her steps drowned out by the rush of the



river, the beat of distant wings, and those forges working day and
night to equip their army. When she could see the white in her
grandmother’s eyes, Manon bowed.

The creak of flying leathers told her the Thirteen had followed
suit.

When Manon lifted her head, her grandmother was before her.

Death, cruel and cunning, waited in that gold-flecked onyx stare.

“Take me to the duke,” the Matron said by way of greeting.

Manon felt her Thirteen stiffen. Not at the words, but at the High
Witch’s coven now following on her heels. Rare—so rare for them to
track her, guard her.

But this was a citadel of men—and demons. And this would be
an extended stay, if not permanent, judging by the fact that her
grandmother had brought along the beautiful, dark-haired young
witch currently warming her bed. The Matron would be a fool not to
take extra protection. Even if the Thirteen had always been enough.
Should have been enough.

It was an effort not to flick out her iron nails at the imagined
threat.

Manon bowed again and turned in to the towering, open doors to
Morath. The Thirteen parted for Manon and the Matron as they
passed, then closed ranks like a lethal veil. No chances—not when
the heir and the Matron were concerned.

Manon’s steps were near-silent as she led her grandmother
through the dark halls, the Thirteen and the Matron’s coven trailing
close. The servants, through either spying or some human instinct,
were nowhere to be found.

The Matron spoke as they ascended the first of many spiral
stairwells toward the duke’s new council chamber. “Anything to
report?”

“No, Grandmother.” Manon avoided the urge to glance sidelong
at the witch—at the silver-streaked dark hair, the pale features
carved with ancient hate, the rusted teeth on permanent display.

The face of the High Witch who had branded Manon’s Second.
Who had cast Asterin’s stillborn witchling into the fire, denying her
the right to hold her once. Who had then beaten and broken her



Second, thrown her into the snow to die, and lied to Manon about it
for nearly a century.

Manon wondered what thoughts now churned through Asterin’s
head as they walked. Wondered what went through the heads of
Sorrel and Vesta, who had found Asterin in the snow. Then healed
her.

And never told Manon about it, either.

Her grandmother’s creature—that's what Manon was. It had
never seemed like a hateful thing.

“Did you discover who caused the explosion?” The Matron’s
robes swirled behind her as they entered the long, narrow hallway
toward the duke’s council chamber.

“No, Grandmother.”

Those gold-flecked black eyes snapped to her. “How convenient,
Wing Leader, that you complain about the duke’s breeding
experiments—only for the Yellowlegs to be incinerated days later.”

Good riddance, Manon almost said. Despite the covens lost in
the blast, good rutting riddance that the breeding of those
Yellowlegs-Valg witchlings had stopped. But Manon felt, rather than
saw or heard, her Thirteen’s attention fix on her grandmother’s back.

And perhaps something like fear went through Manon.

At the Matron’s accusation—and the line her Thirteen were
drawing. Had drawn for some time now.

Defiance. That's what it had been these past months. If the High
Witch learned of it, she’d tie Manon to a post and whip her back until
her skin was hanging in strips. She’d make the Thirteen watch, to
prove their powerlessness to defend their heir, and then give them
the same treatment. Perhaps chucking salted water on them when
she was done. Then do it again, day after day.

Manon said coolly, “I heard a rumor it was the duke’s pet—that
human woman. But as she was incinerated in the blaze, no one can
confirm. | didn’'t want to waste your time with gossip and theories.”

“She was leashed to him.”

“It would seem her shadowfire was not.” Shadowfire—the mighty
power that would have melted their enemies within heartbeats when
combined with the mirror-lined witch towers the three Matrons had



been building in the Ferian Gap. But with Kaltain gone ... so was the
threat of pure annihilation.

Even if the duke would suffer no other master now that his king
was dead. He’d rejected the Crown Prince’s claim to the throne.

Her grandmother said nothing as they continued onward.

The other piece on the board—the sapphire-eyed prince who had
once been in thrall to a Valg prince himself. Now free. And allied with
that golden-haired young queen.

They reached the council room doors, and Manon wiped all
thoughts from her head as the blank-faced guards opened the black
rock for them.

Manon’s senses honed to a killing calm the moment she laid
eyes on the ebony glass table and who stood at it.

Vernon: tall, lanky, ever-smirking, clad in Terrasen green.

And a golden-haired man, his skin pale as ivory.

No sign of the duke. The stranger twisted toward them. Even her
grandmother gave pause.

Not at the man’s beauty, not at the strength in his sculpted body
or the fine black clothes he wore. But at those gold eyes. Twin to
Manon’s.

The eyes of the Valg kings.

L 1

Manon assessed the exits, the windows, the weapons she would use
when they fought their way out. Instinct had her stepping in front of
her grandmother; training had her palming two knives before the
golden-eyed man could blink.

But the man fixed those Valg eyes on her. He smiled.

“Wing Leader.” He looked to her grandmother and inclined his
head. “Matron.”

The voice was carnal and lovely and cruel. But the tone, the
demandinit...

Something in Vernon’s smirk now seemed too strained, his tan
skin too pale.



“Who are you,” Manon said to the stranger, more an order than a
question.

The man jerked his chin toward the unclaimed seats at the table.
“You know perfectly well who | am, Manon Blackbeak.”

Perrington. In another body, somehow. Because...

Because that otherworldly, foul thing she had sometimes
glimpsed staring out through his eyes ... Here it was, given flesh.

The Matron’s tight face told her she’d already guessed.

“I grew tired of wearing that sagging meat,” he said, sliding with
feline grace into the chair beside Vernon. A wave of long, powerful
fingers. “My enemies know who | am. My allies might as well, too.”

Vernon bowed his head and murmured, “My Lord Erawan, if it
would please you, allow me to fetch the Matron refreshments. Her
journey has been long.”

Manon assessed the tall, reedy man. Two gifts he had offered
them: respect to her grandmother, and the knowledge of the duke’s
true name. Erawan.

She wondered what Ghislaine, on guard in the hall beyond, knew
of him.

The Valg king nodded his approval. The Lord of Perranth hustled
to the small buffet table against the wall, grabbing a ewer as Manon
and the Matron slid into the seats across from the demon king.

Respect—something Vernon had not once offered without a
mocking grin. But now...

Perhaps now that the Lord of Perranth realized what manner of
monster held his leash, he was desperate for allies. Knew, perhaps,
that Manon ... that Manon might have indeed been part of that
explosion.

Manon accepted the carved-horn cups of water Vernon set
before them but did not drink. Neither did her grandmother.

Across the table, Erawan smiled faintly. No darkness, no
corruption leaked from him—as if he were powerful enough to keep it
contained, unnoticed, save for those eyes. Her eyes.

Behind them, the rest of the Thirteen and her grandmother’s
coven remained in the hall, only their Seconds lingering in the room
as the doors were sealed again.



Trapping them all with the Valg king.

“So,” Erawan said, looking them over in a way that had Manon
clamping her lips to keep from baring her teeth, “are the forces at the
Ferian Gap prepared?”

Her grandmother yielded a short dip of her chin. “They move at
sundown. They’ll be in Rifthold two days after that.”

Manon didn’t dare shift in her seat. “You're sending the host to
Rifthold?”

The demon king flashed her a narrowed glance. “I am sending
you to Rifthold, to take back my city. When you have finished your
task, the Ferian legion will be stationed there under the command of
Iskra Yellowlegs.”

To Rifthold. To finally, finally fight, to see what their wyverns could
do in battle— “Do they suspect the attack?”

A lifeless smile. “Our forces will move too swiftly for word to reach
them.” No doubt why this information had been contained until now.

Manon tapped a foot on the slate floor, already itching to move, to
command the others in preparations. “How many of the Morath
covens do | bring northward?”

“Iskra flies with the second half of our aerial legion. | would think
that only a few covens from Morath would be necessary.” A
challenge—and a test.

Manon considered. “l fly with my Thirteen and two escort
covens.” No need for their enemies to get a good count on how
many covens flew in the aerial legion—or for the entirety to go when
she’d bet good money that even the Thirteen would be enough to
sack the capital.

Erawan just inclined his head in agreement. Her grandmother
gave her a barely perceptible nod—as close to approval as she’d
ever get.

But Manon asked, “What of the prince?” King. King Dorian.

Her grandmother shot her a look, but the demon said, “| want you
to personally bring him to me. If he survives the attack.”

And with the fiery queen now gone, Dorian Havilliard and his city
were defenseless.

It mattered little to her. It was war.



Fight this war, and go home to the Wastes at the end of it. Even if
this man, this demon king, might very well renege on his word.

She’'d deal with that later. But first ... open battle. She could
already hear its wild song in her blood.

The demon king and her grandmother were speaking again, and
Manon cleared away the melody of clashing shields and sparking
swords long enough to process their words.

“Once the capital is secured, | want those boats on the Avery.”

“The men of the Silver Lake have agreed?” Her grandmother
studied the map weighted to the glass table by smooth stones.
Manon followed the Matron’s stare to the Silver Lake, at the other
end of the Avery, and to its city, nestled against the White Fangs:
Anielle.

Perrington—E rawan—shrugged his broad shoulders. “Its lord has
not yet declared allegiance to me or the boy-king. | suspect when
word reaches him of Rifthold’s demise, we will find his messengers
groveling on our doorstep.” A flicker of a smile. “Their Keep along the
Western Falls of the lake still bears scars from the last time my
armies marched. | have seen the countless monuments in Anielle to
that war—its lord will know how easily | can again turn his city into a
charnel house.”

Manon studied the map again, shutting out the questions.

Old. The Valg king was so old as to make her feel young. To
make her grandmother look like a child, too.

Fool—perhaps her grandmother had been a fool to sell them into
an unwitting alliance with this creature. She made herself meet
Erawan’s stare. “With strongholds in Morath, Rifthold, and Anielle,
that only covers the southern half of Adarlan. What of north of the
Ferian Gap? Or south of Adarlan?”

“Bellhaven remains under my control—its lords and merchants
love their gold too much. Melisande...” The demon king’s golden
eyes fixed on the western country across the mountains. “Eyllwe lies
shattered beneath her, Fenharrow in barren shambles to the east. It
remains in Melisande’s best interest to continue allying her forces
with my own, especially when Terrasen hasn’t a copper to its name.”
The king's stare roamed northward. “Aelin Galathynius will have



reached her seat by now. And when Rifthold is gone, she will also
find how very alone she is in the North. Brannon’s heir has no allies
on this continent. Not anymore.”

But Manon noted the way the demon king’s eyes darted to Eyllwe
—ijust for a flicker.

She looked to her grandmother, silent yet watching Manon with
an expression that promised death if she pushed too far. But Manon
said to Erawan, “Your capital is the heart of your commerce. If |
unleash my legion upon it, you will have few human allies—"

“Last | looked, Manon Blackbeak, it was my legion.”

Manon held Erawan’s burning gaze, even as it stripped her bare.
“Turn Rifthold into a complete ruin,” she said flatly, “and rulers like
the Lord of Anielle or the Queen of Melisande or the Lords of
Fenharrow might very well find it worth the risk to rally against you. If
you wreck your own capital, why should they believe your claims of
alliance? Send a decree ahead of us that the king, the queen are
enemies to the continent. Establish us as liberators of Rifthold, not
conquerors, and you will have the other rulers thinking twice before
allying with Terrasen. | will sack the city for you enough to display our
might—but keep the Ironteeth host from leaving it in rubble.”

Those gold eyes narrowed with consideration.

She knew her grandmother was one more word away from
gouging her nails down Manon’s cheek, but she kept her shoulders
back. She didn’t care about the city, its people. But this war could
indeed turn against them if the annihilation of Rifthold united their
scattered enemies. And delay the Blackbeaks that much more from
returning to the Wastes.

Vernon’s eyes flicked to meet hers. Fear—and calculation. He
murmured to Erawan, “The Wing Leader has a point, milord.” What
did Vernon know that she didn’t?

But Erawan angled his head, his golden hair sliding across his
brow. “That is why you are my Wing Leader, Manon Blackbeak, and
why Iskra Yellowlegs did not win the position.”

Disgust and pride warred in her, but she nodded.

“One more thing.”

She remained still, waiting.



The demon king lounged in his seat. “There is a glass wall in
Rifthold. Impossible to miss.” She knew it—had perched atop it.
“Damage the city enough to instill fear, show our power. But that wall
... Bring it down.”

She only said, “Why?”

Those golden eyes simmered like hot coals. “Because destroying
a symbol can break the spirits of men as much as bloodshed.”

That glass wall—Aelin Galathynius’s power. And mercy. Manon
held that gaze long enough to nod. The king jerked his chin toward
the shut doors in silent dismissal.

Manon was out of the room before he’d turned back to Vernon. It
did not occur to her until she was long gone that she should have
remained to protect the Matron.

Do ™y

The Thirteen did not speak until they had landed at their personal
armory in the army camp below, had not even risked it while saddling
their wyverns in the new aerie.

Sweeping through the smoke and gloom that always wreathed
Morath, the two escort covens Manon had selected—both
Blackbeaks—steered for their own armories. Good.

Now standing in the mud of the valley floor outside the cobbled-
together labyrinth of forges and tents, Manon said to her assembled
Thirteen, “We fly in thirty minutes.” Behind them, blacksmiths and
handlers were already rushing to haul armor onto the chained-down
wyverns.

If they were smart, or fast, they wouldn’t wind up between those
jaws. Already, Asterin’s sky-blue mare was sizing up the man closest
to her.

Manon was half tempted to see if she’d take a bite out of him, but
she said to her coven, “If we are lucky, we will arrive before Iskra and
set the tone for how the sacking unfolds. If we are not, we seek out
Iskra and her coven upon arriving and staunch the slaughter. Leave
the prince to me.” She didn’t dare look at Asterin as she said it. “I



have no doubt the Yellowlegs will try to claim his head. Stop any one
of them who dares take it.”

And perhaps put an end to Iskra as well. Accidents happened all
the time in battle.

The Thirteen bowed their heads in acquiescence. Manon jerked
her head over a shoulder, to the armory under the shoddy canvas
tents. “Full armor.” She gave them a slashing grin. “We don’t want to
make our grand appearance looking anything but our best.”

Twelve matching grins met hers, and they peeled away, heading
toward the tables and dummies where their armor had been carefully
and meticulously built these past months.

Only Asterin remained at her side as Manon grabbed Ghislaine
by an arm when the curly-haired sentinel strode past.

She murmured over the clank of forges and roar of wyverns, “Tell
us what you know of Erawan.” Ghislaine opened her mouth, dark
skin wan, and Manon snapped, “Concisely.”

Ghislaine swallowed hard, nodding as the rest of the Thirteen
readied beyond them. The warrior-scholar whispered so only Manon
and Asterin could hear. “He was one of the three Valg kings who
invaded this world at the dawn of time. The other two were either
killed or sent back to their dark world. He was stranded here, with a
small army. He fled to this continent after Maeve and Brannon
squashed his forces, and spent a thousand years rebuilding his
numbers in secret, deep beyond the White Fangs. When he was
ready, when he noticed that King Brannon’s flame was dimming,
Erawan launched his attack to claim this continent. Legend has it
that he was defeated by Brannon’s own daughter and her human
mate.”

Asterin snorted. “It would seem that legend is wrong.”

Manon released Ghislaine’s arm. “Get ready. Tell the others when
you can.”

Ghislaine bowed her head and stalked into the arsenal.

Manon ignored Asterin’s narrow stare. Now was not the time for
this conversation.

She found the mute blacksmith by his usual forge, sweat
streaming down his soot-stained brow. But his eyes were solid, calm,



as he pulled back the canvas tarp on his worktable to reveal her
armor. Polished, ready.

The suit of dark metal had been fashioned like intricate wyvern
scales. Manon ran a finger along the overlapping plates and lifted a
gauntlet, perfectly formed to her own hand. “It’s beautiful.”

Horrible, yet beautiful. She wondered what he made of the fact
that he’d forged this armor for her to wear while ending the lives of
his countrymen. His ruddy face revealed nothing.

She stripped off her red cloak and began donning the armor bit
by bit. It slid over her like a second skin, flexible and pliant where
she needed it to be, unyielding where her life depended on it.

When she was done, the blacksmith looked her over and nodded,
then reached below his table to place another object on its surface.
For a heartbeat, Manon only stared at the crowned helmet.

It had been forged of the same dark metal, the nose and brow
guards fashioned so that most of her face would be in shadow—
save for her mouth. And her iron teeth. The six lances of the crown
jutted upward like small swords.

A conqueror’s helm. A demon’s helm.

Manon felt the eyes of her Thirteen, now armed, upon her as she
tucked her braid into the neck of her armor and lifted the helmet over
her head.

It fitted easily, its interior cool against her hot skin. Even with the
shadows that hid most of her face, she could see the blacksmith with
perfect clarity as his chin dipped in approval.

She had no idea why she bothered, but Manon found herself
saying, “Thank you.”

Another shallow nod was his only reply before she swept from his
table.

Soldiers cowered from her storming path as she signaled to the
Thirteen and mounted Abraxos, her wyvern preening in his new
armor.

She didn’t look back at Morath as they took to the gray skies.



4B

Aedion and Rowan did not let Darrow’s messenger go ahead to warn
the lords of their arrival. If this was some maneuver to get them on
uneven footing, despite all that Murtaugh and Ren had done for them
this spring, then they’d gain the advantage whatever way they could.

Aelin supposed that she should have taken the stormy weather
as an omen. Or perhaps Murtaugh’s age provided a convenient
excuse for Darrow to test her. She leashed her temper at the
thought.

The tavern was erected at a crossroads just inside the tangle of
Oakwald. With the rain and night settling in, it was packed, and they
had to pay double to stable their horses. Aelin was fairly certain that
one word from her, one flicker of that telltale fire, would have cleared
out not only the stables, but also the tavern itself.

Lysandra had padded off half a mile away, and when they
arrived, she slunk from the bushes and nodded her fuzzy, drenched
head at Aelin. All clear.

Inside the inn, there were no rooms to be found for rent, and the
taproom itself was crammed full of travelers, hunters, and whoever
else was escaping the downpour. Some even sat against the walls—
and Aelin supposed that it was how she and her friends might very
well spend their evening once this meeting concluded.

A few heads twisted their way as they entered, but dripping
hoods and cloaks concealed their faces and weapons, and those
heads quickly returned to their drinks or cards or drunken songs.

Lysandra had finally shifted back into her human form—and true
to her oath months ago, her once-full breasts were now smaller.
Despite what awaited them in the private dining room at the back of
the inn, Aelin caught the shape-shifter’s eye and smirked.



“Better?” she murmured over Evangeline’s head as Darrow’s
messenger, Aedion at his side, strolled through the crowd.

Lysandra’s grin was half feral. “Oh, you have no idea.”

Behind them, Aelin could have sworn Rowan chuckled.

The messenger and Aedion turned down a hallway, the dim
candlelight flickering amongst the raindrops still sliding off the round,
scarred shield strapped across her cousin’s back. The Wolf of the
North, who, even though he had won battles with his Fae speed and
strength, had earned the respect and loyalty of his legion as a man—
as a human. Aelin, still in her Fae form, wondered if she should have
shifted herself.

Ren Allsbrook waited in there. Ren, another childhood friend,
whom she had almost killed, tried to kill this past winter, and who had
no idea who she really was. Who had stayed at her apartment
without realizing it belonged to his lost queen. And Murtaugh ... She
had vague memories of the man, mostly involving him sitting at her
uncle’s table, slipping her extra blackberry tarts.

Any good that remained, any shred of safety, it was thanks to
Aedion, the dents and scratches marring his shield utter proof of it,
and to the three men who awaited her.

Aelin’'s shoulders began to curve inward, but Aedion and the
messenger paused before a wooden door, knocking once. Fleetfoot
brushed against her calf, tail wagging, and Aelin smiled down at the
hound, who shook herself again, flinging droplets of water. Lysandra
snorted. Bringing a wet dog into a covert meeting—very queenly.

But Aelin had promised herself, months and months ago, that she
would not pretend to be anything but what she was. She had crawled
through darkness and blood and despair—she had survived. And
even if Lord Darrow could offer men and funding for a war ... she
had both, too. More would be better, but—she was not empty-
handed. She had done that for herself. For them all.

Aelin squared her shoulders as Aedion stepped into the room,
already speaking to those inside: “Just like you bastards to make us
trudge through the rain because you don’'t want to get wet. Ren,
looking put-out, as usual. Murtaugh, always a pleasure. Darrow—
your hair looks as bad as mine.”



Someone said from within in a dry, cold voice, “Given the secrecy
with which you arranged this meeting, one would think you were
sneaking through your own kingdom, Aedion.”

Aelin reached the ajar door, debating whether it was worth it to
open the conversation by telling the fools inside to keep their voices
down, but—

They were. With her Fae ears, she picked up more sounds than
the average human. She stepped ahead of Lysandra and
Evangeline, letting them enter behind her as she paused in the
doorway to survey the private dining room.

One window, cracked to soothe the stifling heat of the inn. A large
rectangular table before a roaring hearth, littered with empty plates,
crumbs, and worn serving platters. Two old men sat at it, one with
the messenger whispering something in his ear too softly for her Fae
hearing before he bowed to all of them and saw himself out. Both old
men straightened as they looked past where Aedion stood before the
table—to her.

But Aelin focused upon the dark-haired young man by the hearth,
an arm braced against the mantel, his scarred, tan face slack.

She remembered those twin swords at his back. Those dark,
burning eyes.

Her mouth had gone slightly dry by the time she tugged back her
hood. Ren Allsbrook started.

But the old men had risen to their feet. She knew one of them.

Aelin didn’t know how she hadn’t recognized Murtaugh that night
she’d gone to the warehouse to end so many of them. Especially
when he’d been the one who halted her slaughtering.

The other old man, though ... while wrinkled, his face was strong
—hard. Without amusement or joy or warmth. A man used to getting
his way, to being obeyed without question. His body was thin and
wiry, but his spine was still straight. Not a warrior of the sword, but of
the mind.

Her great-uncle, Orlon, had been both. And kind—she'd never
heard a stern or raging word from Orlon. This man, though ... Aelin
held Darrow’s gray-eyed gaze, predator recognizing predator.



“Lord Darrow,” she said, inclining her head. She couldn’t help the
crooked grin. “You look toasty.”

Darrow’s plain face remained unmoved. Unimpressed.

Well, then.

Aelin watched Darrow, waiting—refusing to break his stare until
he bowed.

A dip of his head was all he offered.

“A bit lower,” she purred.

Aedion’s gaze snapped to her, full of warning.

Darrow did no such thing.

It was Murtaugh who bowed deeply at the waist and said,
“Majesty. We apologize for sending the messenger to fetch you—but
my grandson worries after my health.” An attempt at a smile. “To my
chagrin.”

Ren ignored his grandfather and pushed off the mantel, his boot-
steps the only sound as he rounded the table. “You knew,” he
breathed to Aedion.

Lysandra, wisely, shut the door and bid Evangeline and Fleetfoot
to stand by the window—to watch for any peering eyes. Aedion gave
Ren a little smile. “Surprise.”

Before the young lord could retort, Rowan stepped to Aelin’s side
and pulled back his hood.

The men stiffened as the Fae warrior was revealed in his
undimmed glory—glazed violence already in his eyes. Already
focused on Lord Darrow.

“Now, that is a sight | have not seen for an age,” Darrow
murmured.

Murtaugh mastered his shock—and perhaps a bit of fear—
enough to extend a hand toward the empty chairs across from them.
“Please, sit. Apologies for the mess. We hadn’t realized the
messenger might retrieve you so swiftly.” Aelin made no move to sit.
Neither did her companions. Murtaugh added, “We can order fresh
food if you wish. You must be famished.” Ren shot his grandfather
an incredulous look that told her everything she needed to know
about the rebel’s opinion of her.

Lord Darrow was watching her again. Assessing.



Humility—gratitude. She should try; she could try, damn it.
Darrow had sacrificed for her kingdom; he had men and money to
offer in the upcoming battle with Erawan. She had called this
meeting; she had asked these lords to meet them. Who cared if it
was in another location? They were all here. It was enough.

Aelin forced herself to walk to the table. To claim the chair across
from Darrow and Murtaugh.

Ren remained standing, monitoring her with dark fire in his eyes.

She said quietly to Ren, “Thank you—for helping Captain
Westfall this spring.”

A muscle flickered in Ren’s jaw, but he said, “How does he fare?
Aedion mentioned his injuries in his letter.”

“Last | heard, he was on his way to the healers in Antica. To the
Torre Cesme.”

“Good.”

Lord Darrow said, “Would you care to enlighten me on how you
know each other, or shall | be required to guess?”

Aelin began counting to ten at the tone. But it was Aedion who
said as he claimed a seat, “Careful, Darrow.”

Darrow interlaced his gnarled but manicured fingers and set them
on the table. “Or what? Shall you burn me to ash, Princess? Melt my
bones?”

Lysandra slipped into a chair beside Aedion and asked with the
sweet, unthreatening politeness that had been trained into her, “Is
there any water left in that pitcher? Traveling through the storm was
rather taxing.”

Aelin could have kissed her friend for the attempt at dulling the
razor-sharp tension.

“Who, pray tell, are you?” Darrow frowned at the exquisite
beauty, the uptilted eyes that did not shy from his despite her gentle
words. Right—he had not known who traveled with her and Aedion.
Or what gifts they bore.

“Lysandra,” Aedion answered, unbuckling his shield and setting it
on the floor behind them with a heavy thunk. “Lady of Caraverre.”

“There is no Caraverre,” Darrow said.



Aelin shrugged. “There is now.” Lysandra had settled on the
name a week ago, whatever it meant, bolting upright in the middle of
the night and practically shouting it at Aelin once she’d mastered
herself long enough to shift back into her human form. Aelin doubted
she’d soon forget the image of a wide-eyed ghost leopard trying to
speak. She smiled a bit at Ren, still watching her like a hawk. “| took
the liberty of buying the land your family yielded. Looks like you'll be
neighbors.”

“And what bloodline,” Darrow asked, his mouth tightening at the
brand across Lysandra’s tattoo, the mark visible no matter what form
she took, “does Lady Lysandra hail from?”

“We didn’'t arrange this meeting to discuss bloodlines and
heritage,” Aelin countered evenly. She looked to Rowan, who gave a
confirming nod that the inn staff was far from the room and no one
was within hearing range.

Her Fae Prince stalked to the serving table against the wall to
fetch the water Lysandra had asked for. He sniffed it, and she knew
his magic swept through it, probing the water for any poison or drug,
while he floated four glasses over to them on a phantom wind.

The three lords watched in wide-eyed silence. Rowan sat and
casually poured the water, then summoned a fifth cup, filled it, and
floated it to Evangeline. The girl beamed at the magic and went back
to staring out the rain-splattered window. Listening while pretending
to be pretty, to be useless and small, as Lysandra had taught her.

Lord Darrow said, “At least your Fae warrior is good for
something other than brute violence.”

“If this meeting is interrupted by unfriendly forces,” Aelin said
smoothly, “you’ll be glad for that brute violence, Lord Darrow.”

“And what of your particular skill set? Should | be glad of that,
too?”

She didn’t care how he'd learned. Aelin cocked her head,
choosing each word, forcing herself to think it through for once. “Is
there a skill set that you would prefer | possess?”

Darrow smiled. It didn’t reach his eyes. “Some control would do
Your Highness well.”



On either side of her, Rowan and Aedion were taut as
bowstrings. But if she could keep her temper leashed, then they
could—

Your Highness. Not Ma jesty.

“I'll take that into consideration,” she said with a little smile of her
own. “As for why my court and | wished to meet with you today—"

“Court?” Lord Darrow raised his silver brows. Then he slowly
raked his stare over Lysandra, then Aedion, and finally Rowan. Ren
was gaping at them all, something like longing—and dismay—on his
face. “This is what you consider a court?”

“Obviously, the court will be expanded once we’re in Orynth—"

“And for that matter, | do not see how there can even be a court,
as you are not yet queen.”

She kept her chin high. “I'm not sure | catch your meaning.”

Darrow sipped from his tankard of ale. The plunk as he set it
down echoed through the room. Beside him, Murtaugh had gone still
as death. “Any ruler of Terrasen must be approved by the ruling
families of each territory.”

Ice, cold and ancient, cracked through her veins. Aelin wished
she could blame it on the thing hanging from her neck.

“Are you telling me,” she said too quietly, fire flickering in her gut,
dancing along her tongue, “that even though | am the last living
Galathynius, my throne does not yet belong to me?”

She felt Rowan’s attention fix upon her face, but she didn’t look
away from Lord Darrow.

“l am telling you, Princess, that while you might be the last living
direct descendant of Brannon, there are other possibilities, other
directions to go in, should you be deemed unfit.”

“Weylan, please,” Murtaugh cut in. “We did not accept the offer to
meet for this. It was to discuss rebuilding, to help her and work with
her.”

They all ignored him.

“Other possibilities such as yourself?” Aelin asked Darrow.
Smoke curled in her mouth. She swallowed it down, nearly choking
on it.



Darrow didn’t so much as flinch. “You can hardly expect us to
allow a nineteen-year-old assassin to parade into our kingdom and
start yapping orders, regardless of her bloodline.”

Think it through, take a deep breath. Men, money, support from
your already-broken people. That’s what Darrow offers, what you
can stand to gain, if you just control your rutting temper.

She stifled the fire in her veins into murmuring embers. I
understand that my personal history might be considered
problematic—"

“l find everything about you, Princess, to be problematic. The
least of which is your choice in friends and court members. Can you
explain to me why a common whore is in your company and being
passed as a lady? Or why one of Maeve’s minions is now sitting at
your side?” He tossed a sneer in Rowan’s direction. “Prince Rowan,
is it?” He must have pieced it together from what the messenger had
whispered in his ear upon arriving. “Oh, yes, we've heard of you.
What an interesting turn of events, that when our kingdom is
weakest and its heir so young, one of Maeve’s most trusted warriors
manages to gain a foothold, after so many years of gazing at our
kingdom with such longing. Or perhaps the better question is, why
serve at Maeve’s feet when you could rule beside Princess Aelin?”

It took considerable effort to keep her fingers from curling into
fists. “Prince Rowan is my carranam. He is above any doubt.”

“Carranam. A long-forgotten term. What other things did Maeve
teach you in Doranelle this spring?”

She bit back her retort as Rowan’s hand grazed hers beneath the
table—his face bored, uninterested. The calm of a feral, frozen
storm. Permission to speak, Majesty?

She had a feeling Rowan would very, very much enjoy the task of
shredding Darrow into little pieces. She also had the feeling that
she’d very, very much enjoy joining him.

Aelin gave a slight nod, at a loss for words herself as she
struggled to keep her flames at bay.

Honestly, she felt slightly bad for Darrow as the Fae Prince gave
him a look laced with three hundred years of cold violence. “Are you
accusing me of taking the blood oath to my queen with dishonor?”



Nothing human, nothing merciful in those words.

To his credit, Darrow didn’t shrink. Rather, he raised his brows at
Aedion, then turned and shook his head at Aelin. “You gave away
the sacred oath to this ... male?”

Ren gaped a bit as he surveyed Aedion, that scar stark against
his tan skin. She had not been there to protect him from it. Or to
protect Ren’s sisters when their magic academy became a
slaughterhouse during Adarlan’s invasion. Aedion caught Ren’s
surprise and subtly shook his head, as if to say, I'll explain later.

But Rowan leaned back in his chair with a faint smile—and it was
a horrifying, terrible thing. “I have known many princesses with
kingdoms to inherit, Lord Darrow, and | can tell you that absolutely
none of them were ever stupid enough to allow a male to manipulate
them that way, least of all my queen. But if | were going to scheme
my way onto a throne, I'd pick a far more peaceful and prosperous
kingdom.” He shrugged. “But | do not think my brother and sister in
this room would allow me to live for very long if they suspected |
meant their queen ill—or their kingdom.”

Aedion gave a grim nod, but beside him, Lysandra straightened
—not in anger or surprise, but pride. It broke Aelin’s heart as much
as it lightened it.

Aelin smiled slowly at Darrow, flames banking. “How long did it
take you to come up with a list of every possible thing to insult me
with and accuse me of during this meeting?”

Darrow ignored her and jerked his chin at Aedion. “You're rather
quiet tonight.”

“l don’t think you particularly want to hear my thoughts right now,
Darrow,” Aedion replied.

“Your blood oath is stolen by a foreign prince, your queen is an
assassin who appoints common whores to serve her, and yet you
have nothing to say?”

Aedion’s chair groaned, and Aelin dared a look—to find him
gripping the sides of it so hard his knuckles were white.

Lysandra, though stiff-backed, did not give Darrow the pleasure
of blushing with shame.



And she was done. Sparks danced at her fingertips beneath the
table.

But Darrow went on before Aelin could speak or incinerate the
room. “Perhaps, Aedion, if you hope to still gain an official position in
Terrasen, you could see if your kin in Wendlyn have reconsidered
the betrothal proposition of so many years ago. See if they'll
recognize you as family. What a difference it might have made, if you
and our beloved Princess Aelin had been betrothed—if Wendlyn had
not rejected the offer to formally unite our kingdoms, likely at
Maeve’s behest.” A smile in Rowan’s direction.

Her world tilted a bit. Even Aedion had paled. No one had ever
hinted that there had been an official attempt at betrothing them. Or
that the Ashryvers had truly left Terrasen to war and ruin.

“Whatever will the adoring masses say of their savior princess,”
Darrow mused, putting his hands flat on the table, “when they hear
of how she has spent her time while they suffered?” A slap in the
face, one after another. “But,” Darrow added, “you’ve always been
good at whoring yourself out, Aedion. Though | wonder if Princess
Aelin knows what—"

Aelin lunged.

Not with flame, but steel.

The dagger shuddering between Darrow’s fingers flickered with
the light of the crackling hearth.

She snarled in the old man’s face, Rowan and Aedion half out of
their chairs, Ren reaching for a weapon, but looking sick—sick at the
sight of the ghost leopard now sitting where Lysandra had been a
moment ago.

Murtaugh gaped at the shape-shifter. But Darrow glared at Aelin,
his face white with rage.

“You want to sling insults at me, Darrow, then go ahead,” Aelin
hissed, her nose almost touching his. “But you insult my own again,
and | won’t miss next time.” She flicked her eyes to the dagger
between the old man’s splayed fingers, a hairsbreadth separating
the blade from his speckled flesh.

“| see you inherited your father’s temper,” Darrow sneered. “Is
this how you plan to rule? When you don’t like someone, you'll



threaten them?” He slid his hand from the blade and pulled back far
enough to cross his arms. “What would Orlon think of this behavior,
this bullying?”

“Choose your words wisely, Darrow,” Aedion warned.

Darrow lifted his brows. “All the work | have done, all that | have
sacrificed these past ten years, has been in Orlon’s name, to honor
him and to save his kihgdom—my kingdom. | do not plan to let a
spoiled, arrogant child destroy that with her temper tantrums. Did
you enjoy the riches of Rifthold these years, Princess? Was it very
easy to forget us in the North when you were buying clothes and
serving the monster who butchered your family and friends?”

Men, and money, and a unified Terrasen.

“Even your cousin, despite his whoring, helped us in the North.
And Ren Allsbrook™—a wave of the hand in Ren’s direction—"while
you were living in luxury, did you know that Ren and his grandfather
were scraping together every copper they could, all to find a way to
keep the rebel effort alive? That they squatted in shanties and slept
under horses?”

“That’s enough,” Aedion said.

“Let him go on,” Aelin said, sitting back in her seat and crossing
her arms.

“What else is there to say, Princess? Do you think the people of
Terrasen will be glad to have a queen who served their enemy? Who
shared a bed with the son of their enemy?”

Lysandra snarled softly, rattling the glasses.

Darrow was unfazed. “And a queen who now undoubtedly shares
a bed with a Fae Prince who served the other enemy at our backs—
what do you suppose our people will make of that?”

She didn't want to know how Darrow had guessed, what he’d
read between them.

“Who shares my bed,” she said, “is none of your concern.”

“And that is why you are not fit to rule. Who shares the queen’s
bed is everyone’s concern. Will you lie to our people about your past,
deny that you served the deposed king—and served his son, too, in
a different manner?”



Beneath the table, Rowan’s hand shot out to grip her own, his
fingers coated in ice that soothed the fire starting to flicker at her
nails. Not in warning or reprimand—just to tell her that he, too, was
struggling with the effort to keep from using the pewter food platter to
smash in Darrow’s face.

So she didn’t break Darrow’s stare, even as she laced her fingers
with Rowan'’s.

“I will tell my people,” Aelin said quietly but not weakly, “the entire
truth. | will show them the scars on my back from Endovier, the scars
on my body from my years as Celaena Sardothien, and | will tell
them that the new King of Adarlan is not a monster. | will tell them
that we have one enemy:. the bastard down in Morath. And Dorian
Havilliard is the only chance for survival—and future peace between
our two kingdoms.”

“And if he is not? Will you shatter his stone castle as you
shattered the glass one?”

Chaol had mentioned this—months ago. She should have
considered it more, that ordinary humans might demand checks
against her power. Against the power of the court gathering around
her. But let Darrow believe she’'d shattered the glass castle; let him
believe she’'d killed the king. Better than the potentially disastrous
truth.

“Should you still wish to be a part of Terrasen,” Darrow continued
when none of them replied, “I'm sure Aedion can find some use for
you in the Bane. But | will have no use for you in Orynth.”

She flicked her brows up. “Is there anything else that you have to
say to me?”

His gray eyes turned flinty. “| do not recognize your right to rule; |
do not recognize you as the rightful Queen of Terrasen. Neither do
the Lords Sloane, Ironwood, and Gunnar, who make up the
remaining surviving majority of what was once your uncle’s court.
Even if the Allsbrook family sides with you, that is still one vote
against four. General Ashryver has no lands or title here—and no
say as a result. As for Lady Lysandra, Caraverre is not a recognized
territory, nor do we recognize her lineage or your purchase of those
lands.” Formal words, for a formal declaration. “Should you return to



Orynth and seize your throne without our invitation, it will be
considered an act of war and treason.” Darrow pulled a piece of
paper from his jacket—lots of fancy writing and four different
signatures on the bottom. “As of this moment, until it is otherwise
decided, you shall remain a princess by blood—but not queen.”
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Aelin stared and stared at that piece of paper, at the names that had
been signed long before tonight, the men who had decided against
her without meeting her, the men who had changed her future, her
kingdom, with just their signatures.

Perhaps she should have waited to call this meeting until she
was in Orynth—until her people saw her return and it would have
been harder to kick her to the curb of the palace.

Aelin breathed, “Our doom gathers in the South of Adarlan—yet
this is what you focus on?”

Darrow sneered, “When we have need of your ... skill set, we will
send word.”

No fire burned in her, not even an ember. As if Darrow had
clenched it in his fist, snuffed it out.

“The Bane,” Aedion said with a hint of that legendary insolence,
“will answer to none but Aelin Galathynius.”

“The Bane,” Darrow spat, “is now ours to command. In the event
that there is no fit ruler on the throne, the lords control the armies of
Terrasen.” He again surveyed Aelin, as if sensing the vague plan to
publicly return to her city, to make it harder for him to shut her out,
glimmering as it formed. “Set foot in Orynth, girl, and you will pay.”

“Is that a threat?” Aedion snarled, a hand darting to grip the hilt of
the Sword of Orynth sheathed at his side.

“It is the law,” Darrow said simply. “One generations of
Galathynius rulers have honored.”

There was such a roaring in her head, and such a still emptiness
in the world beyond.

“The Valg march on us—a Valg king marches on us,” Aedion
pushed, the general incarnate. “And your queen, Darrow, might be



the only person capable of keeping them at bay.”

“War is a game of numbers, not magic. You know this, Aedion.
You fought at Theralis.” The great plain before Orynth, host to the
final, doomed battle as the empire had swept down upon them. Most
of Terrasen’s forces and commanders had not walked away from the
bloodbath, so thorough streams ran red for days afterward. If Aedion
had fought in it ... Gods, he must have been barely fourteen. Her
stomach turned. Darrow concluded, “Magic failed us once before.
We will not trust in it again.”

Aedion snapped, “We will need allies—’

“There are no allies,” Darrow said. “Unless Her Highness decides
to be useful and gain us men and arms through marriage—a sharp
glance at Rowan—*we are alone.”

Aelin debated revealing what she knew, the money she’d
schemed and killed to attain, but—

Something cold and oily clanged through her. Marriage to a
foreign king or prince or emperor.

Would this be the cost? Not just in blood shed, but in dreams
yielded? To be a princess eternal, but never a queen? To fight with
not just magic, but the other power in her blood: royalty.

She could not look at Rowan, could not face those pine-green
eyes without being sick.

She had laughed once at Dorian—/aughed and scolded him for
admitting that the thought of marriage to anyone but his soul-bonded
was abhorrent. She’d chided him for choosing love over the peace of
his kingdom.

Perhaps the gods did hate her. Perhaps this was her test. To
escape one form of enslavement only to walk into another. Perhaps
this was the punishment for those years in Rifthold’s riches.

Darrow gave her a small, satisfied smile. “Find me allies, Aelin
Galathynius, and perhaps we shall consider your role in Terrasen’s
future. Think on it. Thank you for asking us to meet.”

Silently, Aelin rose to her feet. The others did as well. Save for
Darrow.

Aelin plucked up the piece of paper he had signed and examined
the damning words, the scribbled signatures. The crackling fire was



the only sound.

Aelin silenced it.

And the candles. And the wrought-iron chandelier over the table.

Darkness fell, cleaved only by twin sharp inhales of breath—
Murtaugh and Ren. The patter of rain filled the black room.

Aelin spoke into the dark, toward where Darrow was seated. “I
suggest, Lord Darrow, that you become accustomed to this. For if we
lose this war, darkness will reign forever.”

There was a scratch and a hiss—then a match sputtered as it lit a
candle on the table. Darrow’s wrinkled, hateful face flickered into
view. “Men can make their own light, Heir of Brannon.”

Aelin stared at the sole flame Darrow had sparked. The paper in
her hands wilted into ashes.

Before she could speak, Darrow said, “That is our law—our right.
You ignore that decree, Princess, and you defile all that your family
stood and died for. The Lords of Terrasen have spoken.”

Rowan’s hand was solid against her lower back. But Aelin looked
to Ren, his face tight. And over the roaring in her head, she said,
“Whether or not you vote in my favor, there is a spot for you in this
court. For what you helped Aedion and the captain do. For
Nehemia.” Nehemia, who had worked with Ren, fought with him.
Something like pain rippled in Ren’s eyes, and he opened his mouth
to speak, but Darrow cut him off.

“What a waste of a life that was,” Darrow spat. “A princess
actually dedicated to her people, who fought until her last breath for

“One more word,” Rowan said softly, “and | don’t care how many
lords support you or what your laws are. One more word about that,
and | will gut you before you can get up from that chair.
Understand?”

For the first time, Darrow looked into Rowan’s eyes and blanched
at the death he found waiting there. But the lord’s words had found
their mark, leaving a shuddering sort of numbness in their wake.

Aedion snatched Aelin’s dagger off the table. “We’ll take your
thoughts into consideration.” He scooped up his shield and put a
hand on Aelin’s shoulder to guide her from the room. It was only the



sight of that dented and scarred shield, the ancient sword hanging at
his side, that set her feet moving, slicing through that thick
numbness.

Ren moved to open the door, stepping into the hall beyond to
scan it, giving Lysandra a wide berth as she padded past,
Evangeline and Fleetfoot on her fluffy tail, secrecy be damned.

Aelin met the young lord’s eyes and drew in breath to say
something, when Lysandra snarled down the hall.

A dagger was instantly in Aelin’s hand, angled and readly.

But it was Darrow’s messenger, hurtling for them.

“Rifthold,” he panted as he skidded to a stop, flinging rain on
them. “One of the scouts from the Ferian Gap just raced past. The
Ironteeth host flies for Rifthold. They mean to sack the city.”

L 1

Aelin stood in a clearing just past the inn’s glow, the cold rain
plastering her hair and raising bumps on her skin. Soaking them all,
because Rowan now buckled on the extra blades she handed him,
conserving each drop of his magic for what he was about to do.

They’d let the messenger spill the information he’d received—not
much at all.

The Ironteeth host lingering in the Ferian Gap were now flying for
Rifthold. Dorian Havilliard would be their target. Dead or alive.

They’d be upon the city by nightfall tomorrow, and once Rifthold
was taken ... Erawan’s net across the middle of the continent would
be complete. No forces from Melisande, Fenharrow, or Eyllwe could
reach them—and none of Terrasen’s forces could get to them, either.
Not without wasting months to trek around the mountains.

“There’s nothing to be done for the city,” Aedion said, his voice
cutting through the rain. The three of them lingered under the cover
of a large oak, all keeping an eye on Ren and Murtaugh, who were
speaking with Evangeline and Lysandra, now back in her human
form. Her cousin went on, rain pinging against the shield across his
back, “If the witches fly on Rifthold, then Rifthold already is gone.”



Aelin wondered if Manon Blackbeak would be leading the attack
—if itd be a blessing. The Wing Leader had saved them once
before, but only as a payment for a life debt. She doubted the witch
would feel obliged to throw them a bone anytime soon.

Aedion met Rowan’s gaze. “Dorian must be saved at all costs. |
know Perrington’'s—Erawan’s—style. Don’t believe any promises
they make, and don’t let Dorian be taken again.” Aedion dragged a
hand through his rain-soaked hair and added, “Or yourself, Rowan.”

They were the most hideous words she'd ever heard. Rowan’s
confirming nod made her knees buckle. She tried not to think about
the two glass vials Aedion had handed the prince moments before.
What they contained. She didn’t even know when or where he'd
acquired them.

Anything but that. Anything but—

Rowan’s hand brushed hers. “l will save him,” he murmured.

“l wouldn'’t ask this of you unless it was ... Dorian is vital. Lose
him, and we lose any support in Adarlan.” And one of the few magic-
wielders who could stand against Morath.

Rowan’s nod was grim. “I serve you, Aelin. Do not apologize for
putting me to use.”

Because only Rowan, riding the winds with his magic, could
reach Rifthold in time. Even now, he might be too late. Aelin
swallowed hard, fighting the feeling that the world was being ripped
from under her feet.

A glimmer of movement near the tree line caught her eye, and
Aelin schooled her face into neutrality as she studied what had been
left by little, spindly hands at the base of a gnarled oak. None of the
others so much as blinked in its direction.

Rowan finished with his weapons, glancing between her and
Aedion with a warrior’s frankness. “Where do | meet you once I've
secured the prince?”

Aedion said, “Run north. Stay clear of the Ferian Gap—~

Darrow appeared at the other end of the clearing, barking an
order for Murtaugh to come to him.

“No,” Aelin said. Both warriors turned.

She stared northward into the roiling rain and lightning.



She would not set foot in Orynth; she would not see her home.

Find me allies, Darrow had sneered.

She didn’t dare glance at what the Little Folk had left in the
shadow of that rain-lashed tree mere feet away.

Aelin said to Aedion, “If Ren is to be trusted, you tell him to get to
the Bane, and to be ready to march and press from the North. If we
are not to lead them, then they will have to work around Darrow’s
orders as best they can.”

Aedion’s brows rose. “What are you thinking?”

Aelin jerked her chin at Rowan. “Get a boat and travel south with
Dorian. Land is too risky, but your winds on the seas can get you
there in a few days. To Skull's Bay.”

“Shit,” Aedion breathed.

But Aelin pointed with a thumb over a shoulder to Ren and
Murtaugh as she said to her cousin, “You told me that they were in
communication with Captain Rolfe. Get one of them to write a letter
of recommendation for us. Right now.”

“l thought you knew Rolfe,” Aedion said.

Aelin gave him a grim smile. “He and | parted on ... bad terms, to
say the least. But if Rolfe can be turned to our side...”

Aedion finished for her, “Then we’'d have a small fleet that could
unite North and South—brave the blockades.”

And it was a good thing she’d taken all that gold from Arobynn to
pay for it. “Skull’s Bay might be the only safe place for us to hide—to
contact the other kingdoms.” She didn’'t dare tell them that Rolfe
might have far more than a fleet of blockade runners to offer them, if
she played it right. She said to Rowan, “Wait for us there. We’'ll strike
out for the coast tonight, and sail to the Dead Islands. We'll be two
weeks behind you.”

Aedion clasped Rowan on the shoulder in farewell and headed
for Ren and Murtaugh. A heartbeat later, the old man was hobbling
into the inn, Darrow on his heels, demanding answers.

As long as Murtaugh wrote that letter to Rolfe, she didn’t care.

Alone with Rowan, Aelin said, “Darrow expects me to take this
order lying down. But if we can rally a host in the South, we can push
Erawan right onto the blades of the Bane.”



“It still might not convince Darrow and the others—’

“I'll deal with that later,” she said, spraying water as she shook
her head. “For now, | have no plans to lose this war because some
old bastard has learned he likes playing king.”

Rowan’s grin was fierce, wicked. He leaned in, grazing his mouth
against hers. “I have no plans to let him keep that throne, either,
Aelin.”

She only breathed, “Come back to me.” The thought of what
awaited him down in Rifthold struck her again. Gods—oh, gods. If
anything happened to him...

He brushed a knuckle down her wet cheek, tracing her mouth
with his thumb. She put a hand on his muscled chest, right where
those two vials of poison were now hidden. For a heartbeat, she
debated turning the deadly liquid within into steam.

But if Rowan was caught, if Dorian was caught ... “l can't—I can’t
let you go—~

“You can,” he said with little room for argument. The voice of her
prince-commander. “And you will.” Rowan again traced her mouth.
“When you find me again, we will have that night. | don’t care where,
or who is around.” He pressed a kiss to her neck and said onto her
rain-slick skin, “You are my Fireheart.”

She grabbed his face in both hands, drawing him down to kiss
her.

Rowan wrapped his arms around her, crushing her against him,
his hands roaming as if he were branding the feel of her into his
palms. His kiss was savage—ice and fire twining together. Even the
rain seemed to pause as they at last drew away, panting.

And through the rain and fire and ice, through the dark and
lightning and thunder, a word flickered into her head, an answer and
a challenge and a truth she immediately denied, ignored. Not for
herself, but for him—for him—

Rowan shifted in a flash brighter than lightning.

When she finished blinking, a large hawk was flapping up through
the trees and into the rain-tossed night. Rowan loosed a shriek as he
banked right—toward the coast—the sound a farewell and a promise
and a battle cry.



Aelin swallowed the tightness in her throat as Aedion approached
and gripped her shoulder. “Lysandra wants Murtaugh to take
Evangeline. For ‘lady training.” The girl refuses to go. You might
need to... help.”

The girl was indeed clinging to her mistress, shoulders shaking
with the force of her weeping. Murtaugh looked on helplessly, now
back from the inn.

Aelin stalked through the mud, the ground squelching. How far
away, how long ago, their merry morning now seemed.

She touched Evangeline’s soaked hair, and the girl pulled back
long enough for Aelin to say to her, “You are a member of my court.
And as such, you answer to me. You are wise, and brave, and a joy
—but we are headed into dark, horrible places where even | fear to
tread.”

Evangeline’s lip wobbled. Something in Aelin’s chest strained, but
she let out a low whistle, and Fleetfoot, who had been cowering from
the rain under their horses, slunk over.

“l need you to care for Fleetfoot,” Aelin said, stroking the hound’s
damp head, her long ears. “Because in those dark, horrible places, a
dog would be in peril. You are the only one | trust with her safety.
Can you look after her for me?” She should have cherished them
more—those happy, calm, boring moments on the road. Should have
savored each second they were all together, all safe.

Above the girl, Lysandra’s face was tight—her eyes shone with
more than just the rain. But the lady nodded at Aelin, even as she
surveyed Murtaugh once more with a predator’s focus.

“Stay with Lord Murtaugh, learn about this court and its workings,
and protect my friend,” Aelin said to Evangeline, squatting to kiss
Fleetfoot’'s sodden head. Once. Twice. The dog absently licked the
rain off her face. “Can you do that?” Aelin repeated.

Evangeline stared at the dog, at her mistress. And nodded.

Aelin kissed the girl's cheek and whispered into her ear, “Work
your magic on these miserable old men while you're at it.” She pulled
away to wink at the girl. “Win me back my kingdom, Evangeline.”

But the girl was beyond smiles, and nodded again.



Aelin kissed Fleetfoot one last time and turned to her awaiting
cousin as Lysandra knelt in the mud before the girl, brushing back
her wet hair and speaking too low for her Fae ears to detect.

Aedion’s mouth was a hard line as he dragged his eyes away
from Lysandra and the girl and inclined his head toward Ren and
Murtaugh. Aelin fell into step beside him, pausing a few feet from the
Allsbrook lords.

“Your letter, Majesty,” Murtaugh said, extending a wax-sealed
tube.

Aelin took it, bowing her head in thanks.

Aedion said to Ren, “Unless you want to swap one tyrant for
another, | suggest you get the Bane and any others ready to push
from the North.”

Murtaugh answered for his grandson, “Darrow means well—’

“Darrow,” Aedion interrupted, “is now a man of limited days.”

They all looked to her. But Aelin watched the inn flickering
through the trees—and the old man once again storming for them, a
force of nature in his own right. She said, “We don’t touch Darrow.”

“What?” Aedion snapped.

Aelin said, “I'd bet all my money that he’s already taken the steps
to ensure that if he meets an untimely death, we never set foot in
Orynth again.” Murtaugh gave her a grim, confirming nod. Aelin
shrugged. “So we don’t touch him. We play his game—play by rules
and laws and oaths.”

Several feet away, Lysandra and Evangeline still spoke softly, the
girl now crying in her mistress’s arms, Fleetfoot anxiously nuzzling
her hip.

Aelin met Murtaugh’s stare. “I do not know you, Lord, but you
were loyal to my uncle—to my family these long years.” She slid a
dagger free of a hidden sheath along her thigh. They flinched as she
sliced into her palm. Even Aedion started. Aelin clenched her
bloodied palm into a fist, holding it in the air between them. “Because
of that loyalty, you will understand what blood promises mean to me
when | say if that girl comes to harm, physical or otherwise, | do not
care what laws exist, what rules | will break.” Lysandra had now



turned to them, her shifter senses detecting blood. “If Evangeline is
hurt, you will burn. All of you.”

“Threatening your loyal court?” sneered a cold voice as Darrow
halted a few feet away. Aelin ignored him. Murtaugh was wide-eyed
—so was Ren.

Her blood seeped into the sacred earth. “Let this be your test.”

Aedion swore. He understood. If the Lords of Terrasen could not
keep one child safe in their kingdom, could not find it in themselves
to save Evangeline, to look after someone who could do them no
good, gain them no wealth or rank ... they would deserve to perish.

Murtaugh bowed again. “Your will is mine, Majesty.” He added
quietly, “I lost my granddaughters. | will not lose another.” With that,
the old man walked toward where Darrow waited, pulling the lord
aside.

Her heart strained, but Aelin said to Ren, that scar hidden by the
shadows of his rain-drenched hood, “| wish we had time to speak.
Time for me to explain.”

“You're good at walking away from this kingdom. | don’t see why
now would be different.”

Aedion let out a snarl, but Aelin cut him off. “Judge me all you
like, Ren Allsbrook. But do not fail this kingdom.”

She saw the unspoken retort flash in Ren’s eyes. Like you did for
ten years.

The blow struck low and deep, but she turned away. As she did,
she noted how Ren’s eyes fell on the little girl—on the brutal scars
across Evangeline’s face. Near-twins to the ones on his own.
Something in his gaze softened, just a bit.

But Darrow was now thundering toward Aelin, pushing past
Murtaugh, his face white with anger. “You—" he started.

Aelin held up a hand, flame leaping at her fingertips, rain turning
to steam above it. Blood snaked down her wrist from the deep cut,
sibling to the other on her right hand, bright as Goldryn’s ruby,
peeking over her shoulder. “I'll make one more promise,” she said,
folding her bloodied hand into a fist as she lowered it before them.
Darrow tensed.



Her blood dripped onto the sacred soil of Terrasen, and her smile
turned lethal. Even Aedion held his breath beside her.

Aelin said, “I promise you that no matter how far | go, no matter
the cost, when you call for my aid, | will come. | promise you on my
blood, on my family’s name, that | will not turn my back on Terrasen
as you have turned your back on me. | promise you, Darrow, that
when the day comes and you crawl for my help, | will put my
kingdom before my pride and not kill you for this. | think the true
punishment will be seeing me on the throne for the rest of your
miserable life.”

His face had gone from white to purple.

She just turned away.

“Where do you think you're going?” Darrow demanded. So
Murtaugh had not filled him in on her plan to go to the Dead Islands.
Interesting.

She looked over her shoulder. “To call in old debts and promises.
To raise an army of assassins and thieves and exiles and
commoners. To finish what was started long, long ago.”

Silence was his answer.

So Aelin and Aedion strode to where Lysandra now monitored
them, solemn-faced in the rain, Evangeline hugging herself as
Fleetfoot leaned against the silently weeping girl.

Aelin said to the shape-shifter and the general, locking out the
sorrow from her heart, locking out the pain and worry from her mind,
“We travel now.”

And when they dispersed to gather the horses, Aedion brushing a
kiss to Evangeline’s soaked head before Murtaugh and Ren led her
back to the inn with considerable gentleness, Darrow striding ahead
with no farewell whatsoever, when Aelin was alone, she finally
approached that shadowed, gnarled tree.

The Little Folk had known about the wyvern attack this morning.

So she'd supposed that this little effigy, already falling apart
under the torrent of rain, was another message of sorts. One just for
her.

Brannon’s temple on the coast had been rendered carefully—a
clever little contraption of twigs and rocks to form the pillars and altar



... And on the sacred rock in its center, they’d created a white stag
from raw sheep’s wool, his mighty antlers no more than curling
thorns.

An order—where to go, what she needed to obtain. She was
willing to listen, play along. Even if it had meant telling the others
only half the truth.

Aelin broke apart the temple reconstruction but left the stag in her
palm, the wool deflating in the rain.

Horses nickered as Aedion and Lysandra hauled them closer, but
Aelin felt him a heartbeat before he emerged between the distant,
night-veiled trees. Too far in the wood to be anything but a ghost, a
figment of an ancient god’s dream.

Barely breathing, she watched him for as long as she dared, and
when Aelin mounted her horse, she wondered if her companions
could tell that it was not rain gleaming on her face as she tugged on
her black hood.

Wondered if they, too, had spied the Lord of the North standing
watch deep in the forest, the white stag’s immortal glow muted in the
rain, come to bid Aelin Galathynius farewell.
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Dorian Havilliard, King of Adarlan, hated the silence.

It had become his companion, walking beside him through the
near-empty halls of his stone castle, crouching in the corner of his
cluttered tower room at night, sitting across the table at each meal.

He had always known he would one day be king.

He had not expected to inherit a shattered throne and vacant
stronghold.

His mother and younger brother were still ensconced in their
mountain residence in Ararat. He had not sent for them. He’'d given
the order to remain, actually.

If only because it would mean the return of his mother’s preening
court, and he’d gladly take the silence over their tittering. If only
because it would mean looking into his mother’s face, his brother’s
face, and lying about who had destroyed the glass castle, who had
slaughtered most of their courtiers, and who had ended his father.
Lying about what his father had been—the demon that had dwelled
inside him.

A demon that had reproduced with his mother—not once, but
twice.

Standing on the small stone balcony atop his private tower,
Dorian gazed at the glittering sprawl of Rifthold beneath the setting
sun, at the sparkling ribbon of the Avery as it wended inland from the
sea, curving around the city like the coils of a snake, and then
flowing straight through the continent’s heart.

He lifted his hands before the view, his palms callused from the
exercises and swordplay he’d made himself start learning once
more. His favorite guards—Chaol’'s men—were all dead.

Tortured and killed.



His memories of his time beneath the Wyrdstone collar were dim
and blurred. But in his nightmares, he sometimes stood in a dungeon
far beneath this castle, blood that was not his own coating his hands,
screams that were not his own ringing in his ears, begging him for
mercy.

Not him, he told himself. The Valg prince had done it. His father
had done it.

He’d still had difficulty meeting the stare of the new Captain of the
Guard, a friend of Nesryn Faliq, as he’'d asked the man to show him
how to fight, help him become stronger, faster.

Never again. Never again would he be weak and useless and
frightened.

Dorian cast his gaze southward, as if he could see all the way to
Antica. He wondered if Chaol and Nesryn had gotten there—
wondered if his friend was already at the Torre Cesme, having his
broken body healed by its gifted masters.

The demon inside his father had done that, too—snapped
Chaol’s spine.

The man fighting inside his father had kept the blow from being
fatal.

Dorian had possessed no such control, no such strength, when
he watched the demon use his own body—when the demon had
tortured and killed and taken what it wanted. Maybe his father had
been the stronger man in the end. The better man.

Not that he’'d ever had a chance to know him as a man. As a
human.

Dorian flexed his fingers, frost sparking in his palm. Raw magic—
yet there was no one here to teach him. No one he dared ask.

He leaned against the stone wall beside the balcony door.

He lifted his hand toward the pale band marking his throat. Even
with the hours he’d spent outside training, the skin where the collar
had once laid had not darkened to a golden tan. Maybe it always
would remain pale.

Maybe his dreams would always be haunted by that demon
prince’s hissing voice. Maybe he would always wake up with his



sweat feeling like Sorscha’s blood on him, like Aelin’s blood as he
stabbed her.

Aelin. Not a word from her—or from anyone regarding the
queen’s return to her kingdom. He tried not to worry, to contemplate
why there was such silence.

Such silence, when Nesryn and Chaol’s scouts now brought him
news that Morath was stirring.

Dorian glanced inside, toward the pile of papers on his cluttered
desk, and winced. He still had a disgusting amount of paperwork to
do before sleep: letters to sign, plans to read—

Thunder murmured across the city.

Perhaps a sign that he should get to work, unless he wanted to
be up until the black hours of the morning once again. Dorian turned
inside, sighing sharply through his nose, and thunder boomed again.

Too soon, and the sound too short-lived.

Dorian scanned the horizon. No clouds—nothing but the red-and-
pink-and-gold sKky.

But the city lounging at the foot of the castle’s hill seemed to
pause. Even the muddy Avery seemed to halt its slithering as the
boom sounded again.

He had heard that sound before.

His magic roiled in his veins, and he wondered what it sensed as
ice coated his balcony against his will, so swift and cold the stones
groaned.

He tried to reel it back in—as if it were a ball of yarn that had
tumbled from his hands—but it ignored him, spreading thicker, faster
over the stones. Along the arch of the doorway behind him, down the
curving face of the tower—

A horn sounded in the west. A high, bleating note.

It was cut off before it finished.

With the angle of the balcony, he couldn’t see its source. He
rushed into his room, leaving his magic to the stones, and hurtled for
the open western window. He was halfway through the pillars of
books and papers when he spied the horizon. When his city began
screaming.



Spreading into the distance, blotting out the sunset like a storm of
bats, flew a legion of wyverns.

Each bore armed witches, roaring their battle cries to the color-
stained sky.

L 1

Manon and her Thirteen had been flying without stop, without sleep.
They'd left the two escort covens behind yesterday, their wyverns too
exhausted to keep up. Especially when the Thirteen had been going
on all those extra runs and patrols for months—and had quietly,
solidly built up their stamina.

They flew high to keep hidden, and through gaps in the clouds,
the continent had flashed below in varying shades of summer green
and butter yellow and sparkling sapphire. Today had been clear
enough that no clouds concealed them as they hurtled for Rifthold,
the sun beginning its final descent toward the west.

Toward her lost homeland.

With the height and distance, Manon fully beheld the carnage as
the horizon at last revealed the sprawl of the capital city.

The attack had begun without her. Iskra’s legion was still falling
upon it, still spearing for the palace and the glass wall that crested
over the city at its eastern edge.

She nudged Abraxos with her knees, a silent command to go
faster.

He did—but barely. He was drained. They all were.

Iskra wanted the victory for herself. Manon had no doubt the
Yellowlegs heir had received orders to yield ... but only once Manon
arrived. Bitch. Bitch to get here first, not to wait—

Closer and closer they swept for the city.

The screams reached them soon enough. Her red cape became
a millstone.

Manon aimed Abraxos for the stone castle atop the hill, barely
peeking above that shining glass wall—the wall she had been
ordered to bring down—and hoped she had not been too late in one
regard.



And that she knew what the hell she was doing.
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Dorian had sounded the alarm, but the guards already knew. And
when he’d gone to rush down the tower stairs, they blocked his path,
telling him to stay in his tower. He tried to go again, to help—but they
begged him to stay. Begged him, so that they would not lose him.

It was the desperation, how young their voices were, that kept
him in the tower. But not useless.

Dorian stood atop his balcony, a hand raised before him.

From the distance, he could do nothing as the wyverns
unleashed hell beyond the glass wall. They shredded through
buildings, ripping apart roofs with their talons, snatching up people—
his people—from the street.

They covered the skies like a blanket of fangs and claws, and
though arrows from the city guards hit true, the wyverns did not
pause.

Dorian rallied his magic, willing it to obey, summoning ice and
wind to his palm, letting it build.

He should have trained, should have asked Aelin to teach him
something when she was here.

The wyverns sailed closer to the castle and the glass wall still
around it, as if they’d wanted to show him precisely how powerless
he was before they came for him.

Let them come. Let them get close enough for his magic.

He might not have Aelin’s long range, might not be able to
encircle the city with his power, but if they got close enough...

He would not be weak or cowering again.

The first of the wyverns crested the glass wall. Huge—so much
bigger than the white-haired witch and her scarred mount. Six of
them flapped for his castle, for his tower. For its king.



He’'d give them a king.

He let them draw nearer, clenching his fingers into a fist,
burrowing down, down, down into his magic. Many witches lingered
at the glass wall, slamming their wyverns’ tails into it, cracking that
opaque glass bit by bit. Like the six who sailed for the castle were all
it would take to sack it.

He could see their figures now—see their iron-studded leather,
the setting sun glinting on the massive breastplates of the wyverns
as they raced over the still-healing castle grounds.

And when Dorian could see their iron teeth as they grinned at
him, when the shouts of the guards so valiantly firing arrows from the
castle doors and windows became a din in his ears, he extended his
hand toward the witches.

Ice and wind tore into them, shredding through beast and rider.

The guards shouted in alarm—then fell into a stunned silence.

Dorian gasped for breath, gasped to remember his name and
what he was as the magic drained out of him. He'd killed while
enslaved, but never of his own free will.

And as the dead meat rained down, thudding on the castle
grounds, as their blood misted the air ... More, his magic moaned,
spiraling down and up at the same time, dragging him again into its
icy eddies.

Beyond the cracking glass wall, his city was bleeding. Screaming
in terror.

Four more wyverns crossed the now-crumbling glass wall,
banking as the riders beheld their shredded sisters. Cries shattered
from their immortal throats, the tendrils of the yellow bands across
their brows snapping in the wind. They shot their wyverns into the
sky, as if they’d rise and rise and then plunge down directly atop him.

A smile danced on Dorian’s lips as he unleashed his magic
again, a two-pronged whip snapping for the ascending wyverns.

More blood and chunks of wyvern and witch fell to the ground, all
coated with ice so thick they shattered upon the courtyard
flagstones.

Dorian tunneled deeper. Maybe if he could get into the city, he
could cast a wider net—



That was when the other attack hit. Not from ahead or above or
below.

But from behind.

His tower rocked to the side, and Dorian was flung forward,
slamming into the stone balcony, narrowly avoiding flipping over the
edge.

Stone cracked and wood splintered, and he was spared from a
crushing bit of rock only by the magic he’'d flung around himself as
he covered his head.

He whirled toward the interior of his bedroom. A giant, gaping
hole had been ripped into the side and roof. And perched on the
broken stone, a solidly built witch now smiled at him with flesh-
shredding iron teeth, a faded band of yellow leather around her brow.

He rallied his magic, but it sputtered to a flicker.

Too soon, too fast, he realized. Too uncontrolled. Not enough
time to draw up the full depths of his power. The wyvern’s head
snaked into the tower.

Behind him, six other wyverns crested the wall, soaring for his
exposed back. And the wall itself ... Aelin’s wall ... Beneath those
frantic, furious claws and tails ... it collapsed entirely.

Dorian eyed the door to the tower stairs, where the guards should
have already been charging through. Only silence waited.

So close—but getting to it would require passing in front of the
wyvern’s maw. Exactly why the witch was smiling.

One chance—he’d have one chance to do this.

Dorian clenched his fingers, not granting the witch time to study
him further.

He flung out a hand, ice shattering from his palm and into the
eyes of the wyvern. It roared, rearing back, and he ran.

Something sharp nicked his ear and embedded in the wall before
him. A dagger.

He kept sprinting for the door—

The tail whipped through his vision a heartbeat before it slammed
into his side.

His magic was a film around him, shielding his bones, his skull,
as he was hurled against the stone wall. Hard enough that the



stones cracked. Hard enough that most humans would have been
dead.

Stars and darkness danced in his vision. The door was so close.

Dorian tried to rise, but his limbs wouldn’t obey.

Stunned; stunned by—

Wet warmth leaked just below his ribs. Blood. Not a deep cut, but
enough to hurt, courtesy of one of the spines on that tail. Spines
coated in a greenish sheen.

Venom. Some sort of venom that weakened and paralyzed
before it killed—

He wouldn’t be taken again, not to Morath, not to the duke and
his collars—

His magic thrashed against the venom’s paralyzing, lethal kiss.
Healing magic. But slow, weakened by his careless expenditure
moments before.

Dorian tried to crawl for the door, panting through his gritted
teeth.

The witch barked a command to her wyvern, and Dorian rallied
enough to crane his head. To see her draw her swords and begin to
dismount.

No, no, no—

The witch didn’t make it to the ground.

One heartbeat she was perched in her saddle, swinging a leg
over.

The next, her head was gone, her blood spraying her wyvern as it
roared and turned—

And was slammed off the tower by another, smaller wyvern.
Scarred and vicious, with glimmering wings.

Dorian didn’t wait to see what happened, didn’t wonder.

He crawled for the door, his magic devouring the venom that
should have killed him, a raging torrent of light fighting with all of its
considerable force against that greenish darkness.

Cleaved skin, muscle, and bone itched as they slowly knit
together—and that spark flickered and guttered in his veins.

Dorian was reaching for the door handle when the small wyvern
landed in the ruined hole of his tower, its enormous fangs dripping



blood onto the scattered paperwork he’d been grousing over mere
minutes ago. Its armored, lithe rider nimbly leaped off, the arrows in
the quiver across her back clacking against the hilt of the mighty
sword now strapped alongside it.

She hauled away the helmet crowned with slender, lancelike
blades.

He knew her face before he remembered her name.

Knew the white hair, like moonlight on water, that spilled over her
dark, scalelike armor; knew the burnt-gold eyes.

Knew that impossibly beautiful face, full of cold bloodlust and
wicked cunning.

“Get up,” Manon Blackbeak snarled.

Do ™y

Shit.

The word was a steady chant in Manon’s head as she stalked
across the ruins of the king’s tower, armor thundering against the
fallen stones, fluttering paper, and scattered books.

Shit, shit, shit.

Iskra was nowhere to be found—not by the castle, at least. But
her coven was.

And when Manon had spied that Yellowlegs sentinel perched
inside the tower, readying to claim this kill for herself ... a century of
training and instinct had barreled into Manon.

All it had taken was one swipe of Wind-Cleaver as Abraxos flew
by, and Iskra’s sentinel was dead.

Shit, shit, shit.

Then Abraxos attacked the remaining mount, a dull-eyed bull
who hadn’'t even the chance to roar before Abraxos’s teeth were
clamped around his broad throat and blood and flesh were flying as
they tumbled through the air.

She didn’t have a heartbeat to spare to marvel that Abraxos had
not balked at the fight, that he had not yielded. Her warrior-hearted
wyvern. She’d give him an extra ration of meat.



The young king’s dark, bloody jacket was coated in dust and dirt.
But his sapphire eyes were clear, if not wide, as she snarled again
over the screaming city, “Get up.”

He reached a hand toward the iron door handle. Not to call for
help or flee, she realized, now a foot from him, but to raise himself.

Manon studied his long legs, more muscled than the last time
she’d seen him. Then she noted the wound peeking through the side
of his torn jacket. Not deep and not gushing, but—

Shit, shit, shit.

The venom of the wyvern’s tail was deadly at worst, paralyzing at
best. Paralyzing with just a scratch. He should be dead. Or dying.

“What do you want?” he rasped, eyes darting between her and
Abraxos, who was busy monitoring the skies for any other attackers,
his wings rustling with impatience.

The king was buying himself time—while his wound healed.

Magic. Only the strongest magic could have kept him from death.
Manon snapped, “Quiet,” and hauled him to his feet.

He didn’t flinch at her touch, or at the iron nails that snagged and
ripped through his jacket. He was heavier than she’'d estimated—as
if he’d packed on more muscle beneath those clothes, too. But with
her immortal strength, heaving him to a standing position required
little energy.

She’d forgotten how much taller he was. Face-to-face, Dorian
panted as he stared down at her and breathed, “Hello, witchling.”

Some ancient, predatory part of her awoke at the half smile. It sat
up, cocking its ears toward him. Not a whiff of fear. Interesting.

Manon purred back, “Hello, princeling.”

Abraxos gave a warning growl, and Manon whipped her head to
discover another wyvern sailing hard and fast for them.

“Go,” she said, letting him support himself as she hauled open
the tower door. The screams of the men levels below rose to meet
them. Dorian sagged against the wall, as if focusing all his attention
on staying upright. “Is there another exit? Another way out?”

The king assessed her with a frankness that had her snarling.

Behind them, as if the Mother had stretched out her hand, a
mighty wind buffeted the wyvern and rider away from the tower,



sending them tumbling into the city. Even Abraxos roared, clinging to
the tower stones so hard the rock cracked beneath his claws.

“There are passages,” the king said. “But you—"

“Then find them. Get out.”

He didn’t move from his spot against the wall. “Why.”

The pale line still sliced across his throat, so stark against the
golden tan of his skin. But she did not take questioning from mortals.
Not even kings. Not anymore.

So she ignored his question and said, “Perrington is not as he
seems. He is a demon in a mortal body, and has shed his former
skin to don a new one. A golden-haired man. He breeds evil in
Morath that he plans to unleash any day now. This is a taste.” She
flicked an iron-tipped hand to the destruction around them. “A way to
break your spirits and win favor from other kingdoms by casting you
as the enemy. Rally your forces before he is given a chance to grow
his numbers to an unconquerable size. He means to take not just
this continent, but the whole of Erilea.”

“Why would his crowned rider tell me this?”

“My reasons are none of your concern. Flee.” Again, that mighty
wind blasted the castle, shoving back any approaching forces,
setting the stones groaning. A wind that smelled of pine and snow—
a familiar, strange scent. Ancient and clever and cruel.

“You killed that witch.” Indeed, the sentinel’s blood freckled the
stones. It coated Wind-Cleaver and her discarded helmet. Witch
Killer.

Manon shoved the thought away, along with his implied question.
“You owe me a life debt, King of Adarlan. Prepare yourself for the
day | come to claim it.”

His sensuous mouth tightened. “Fight with us. Now—fight with us
now against him.”

Through the doorway, screams and battle cries rent the air.
Witches had managed to land somewhere—had infiltrated the castle.
Itd be a matter of moments before they were found. And if the king
was not gone ... She yanked him off the wall and shoved him into
the stairwell.



His legs buckled, and he braced a tan hand against the ancient
stone wall as he shot her a glare over a broad shoulder. A glare.

“Do you not know death when you see it?” she hissed, low and
vicious.

“I have seen death, and worse,” he said, those sapphire eyes
frozen as he surveyed her from head to armored boot-tip and back
again. “The death you'd offer is kind compared to that.”

It struck something in her, but the king was already limping down
the stairs, a hand braced on the wall. Moving so damn slowly while
that poison worked its way out of him, his magic surely battling with
everything it had to keep him on this side of life.

The door at the base of the tower shattered.

Dorian halted at the four Yellowlegs sentinels who rushed in,
snarling up the hollow center of the tower. The witches paused,
blinking at their Wing Leader.

Wind-Cleaver twitched in her hand. Kill him—Kkill him now, before
they could spread the word that she’d been spotted with him ... Shit,
shit, shit.

Manon didn't have to decide. In a whirlwind of steel, the
Yellowlegs died before they could turn toward the warrior who
exploded through the doorway.

Silver hair, tattooed face and neck, and slightly pointed ears. The
source of that wind.

Dorian swore, staggering down a step, but the Fae warrior’s eyes
were on her. Only lethal rage flickered there.

The air in Manon’s throat choked away into nothing.

A strangled sound came out of her, and she stumbled back,
clawing at her throat as if she could carve an airway. But the male’s
magic held firm.

He’d kill her for what she’d tried to do to his queen. For the arrow
Asterin had shot, meaning to strike the queen’s heart. An arrow he
had jumped in front of.

Manon crashed to her knees. The king was instantly at her side,
studying her for a heartbeat before he roared down the stairs, “NO!”

That was all it took. Air flooded her mouth, her lungs, and Manon
gasped, back arching as she drank it in.



Her kind had no magical shields against attacks like that. Only
when most desperate, most enraged, could a witch summon the
core of magic in her—with devastating consequences. Even the
most bloodthirsty and soulless of them only whispered of that act
the Yielding.

Dorian’s face swam in her watery vision. Manon still gasped for
that fresh, lifesaving air as he said, “Find me when you change your
mind, Blackbeak.”

Then the king was gone.
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Rowan Whitethorn had flown without food or water or rest for two
days.

He’d still reached Rifthold too late.

The capital was in chaos under the claws of the witches and their
wyverns. He'd seen enough cities fall over the centuries to know that
this one was done for.

Even if the people rallied, it would only be to meet their deaths
head-first. The witches had already brought down Aelin’s glass wall.
Another calculated move by Erawan.

It had been an effort to leave the innocent to fight on their own, to
race hard and fast for the stone castle and the king’s tower. He had
one order, given to him by his queen.

He’d still come too late—but not without a glimmer of hope.

Dorian Havilliard stumbled as they hurried down the castle
hallway, Rowan’s keen ears and sense of smell keeping them from
areas where the fighting raged. If the secret tunnels were watched, if
they could not reach the sewers ... Rowan calculated plan after plan.
None ended well.

“This way,” the king panted. It was the first thing Dorian had said
since rushing down the stairs. They were in a residential part of the
palace Rowan had only seen from his own scouting outside—in
hawk form. The queen’s quarters. “There’s a secret exit from my
mother’s bedroom.”

The pale white doors to the queen’s suite were locked.

Rowan blasted through them with half a thought, wood splintering
and impaling the lavish furniture, the art on the walls. Baubles and
valuables shattered. “Sorry,” Rowan said to the king—not sounding
like it at all.



His magic flickered, a distant flutter to let him know it was
draining. Two days of riding the winds at breakneck speed, then
fighting off those wyverns outside, had taken its toll.

Dorian surveyed the casual damage. “Someone would have done
it anyway.” No feeling, no sorrow behind it. He hurried through the
room, limping a bit. If the king had possessed a fraction less magic,
he might have succumbed to the wyvern’s venomous tail.

Dorian reached a large, gilded portrait of a beautiful auburn-
haired young woman with a sapphire-eyed babe in her arms.

The king looked at it for a heartbeat longer than necessary,
enough to tell Rowan everything. But Dorian hauled the painting
toward him. It pulled away to reveal a small trapdoor.

Rowan saw to it that the king went inside first, candle in hand,
before using his magic to float the painting back into its resting place,
then shutting the door behind them.

The hall was cramped, the stones dusty. But the wind ahead
whispered of open spaces, of dampness and mold. Rowan sent a
tendril of magic to probe the stairs they now strode down and the
many halls ahead. No sign of the cave-in from when they'd
destroyed the clock tower. No signs of enemies lying in wait, or the
corrupt reek of the Valg and their beasts. A small mercy.

His Fae ears picked up the muffled screams and shouts of the
dying above them.

“l should stay,” Dorian said softly.

A qift of the king’'s magic, then—the enhanced hearing. Raw
magic that could grant him any gifts: ice, flame, healing, heightened
senses and strength. Perhaps shape-shifting, if he tried.

“You are more useful to your people alive,” Rowan said, his voice
rough against the stones. Exhaustion nagged at him, but he shoved
it aside. He’d rest when they were safe.

The king didn’t respond.

Rowan said, “|I have seen many cities fall. | have seen entire
kingdoms fall. And the destruction | saw as | flew in was thorough
enough that even with your considerable gifts, there is nothing you
could have done.” He wasn’t entirely sure what they'd do if that



destruction were brought to Orynth’s doorstep. Or why Erawan was
waiting to do it. He'd think about that later.

“l should die with them,” was the king’s answer.

They reached the bottom of the stairs, the passage now widening
into breathable chambers. Rowan again snaked his magic through
the many tunnels and stairs. The one to the right suggested a sewer
entrance lay at its bottom. Good.

“l was sent here to keep you from doing just that,” Rowan said at
last.

The king glanced over his shoulder at him, wincing a bit as the
motion stretched his still-healing skin. Where Rowan suspected a
gaping wound had been minutes before, now only an angry red scar
peeked through the side of his torn jacket. Dorian said, “You were
going to kill her.”

He knew whom the king meant. “Why did you tell me not to?”

So the king told him of the encounter as they descended deeper
into the castle’s bowels. “I wouldn’t trust her,” Rowan said after
Dorian had finished, “but perhaps the gods will throw us a bone.
Perhaps the Blackbeak heir will join our cause.”

If her crimes weren’t discovered first. But even if they only had
thirteen witches and their wyverns, if that coven was the most skilled
of all the Ironteeth ... it could mean the difference between Orynth
falling or standing against Erawan.

They reached the castle sewers. Even the rats were fleeing
through the small stream entrance, as if the bellowing of the wyverns
were a death knell.

They passed an archway sealed off by collapsed stones—no
doubt from the hellfire eruption this summer.

Aelin’s passageway, Rowan realized with a tug deep in his chest.
And a few steps ahead, an old pool of dried blood stained the stones
along the water’s edge. A human reek lingered around it, tainted and
foul.

“She gutted Archer Finn right there,” Dorian said, following his
stare.

Rowan didn’t let himself think about it, or that these fools had
unwittingly given an assassin a room that connected to their queen’s



chambers.

There was a boat moored to a stone post, its hull almost rotted
through, but solid enough. And the grate to the little river snaking
past the castle remained open.

Rowan again speared his magic into the world, tasting the air
beyond the sewers. No wings cleaved it, no blood scented its path. A
quiet, eastern part of the castle. If the witches had been smart,
they’d have sentries monitoring every inch of it.

But from the screaming and pleading going on above, Rowan
knew the witches were too lost in their bloodlust to think straight. At
least for a few minutes.

Rowan jerked his chin to the boat. “Get in.”

Dorian frowned at the mold and rot. “We’ll be lucky if it doesn’t
collapse around us.”

“You,” Rowan corrected. “Around you. Not me. Get in.”

Dorian heard his tone and wisely got in. “What are you—"

Rowan yanked off his cloak and threw it over the king. “Lie down,
and put that over you.”

Face a bit pale, Dorian obeyed. Rowan snapped the ropes with a
flash of his knives.

He shifted, wings flapping loudly enough to inform Dorian what
had happened. Rowan’s magic groaned and strained while it pushed
what looked like an empty, meandering vessel out of the sewers, as
if someone had accidentally loosed it.

Flying through the sewer mouth, he shielded the boat with a wall
of hard air—containing the king’'s scent and keeping any stray
arrows from piercing it.

Rowan looked back only once as he flew down the little river,
high above the boat.

Only once, at the city that had forged and broken and sheltered
his queen.

Her glass wall was no more than chunks and shards gleaming in
the streets and the grass.

These past weeks of travel had been torture—the need to claim
her, taste her, driving him out of his wits. And given what Darrow had



said ... perhaps, despite his promise when he’'d left, it had been a
good thing that they had not taken that final step.

It had been in the back of his mind long before Darrow and his
horse-shit decrees: he was a prince, but in name only.

He had no army, no money. The substantial funds he possessed
were in Doranelle—and Maeve would never allow him to claim them.
They'd likely already been distributed amongst his meddlesome
cousins, along with his lands and residences. It wouldn’'t matter if
some of them—the cousins he’'d been raised with—might refuse to
accept out of typical Whitethorn loyalty and stubbornness. All Rowan
now had to offer his queen were the strength of his sword, the depth
of his magic, and the loyalty of his heart.

Such things did not win wars.

He’'d scented the despair on her, though her face had hidden it,
when Darrow had spoken. And he knew her fiery soul: she would do
it. Consider marriage to a foreign prince or lord. Even if this thing
between them ... even if he knew it was not mere lust, or even just
love.

This thing between them, the force of it, could devour the world.

And if they picked it, picked them, it might very well cause the
end of it.

It was why he had not uttered the words he’d meant to tell her for
some time, even when every instinct was roaring for him to do it as
they parted. And maybe having Aelin only to lose her was his
punishment for letting his mate die; his punishment for finally letting
go of that grief and loathing.

The lap of waves was barely audible over the roar of wyverns
and the innocents screaming for help that would never come. He
shut out the ache in his chest, the urge to turn around.

This was war. These lands would endure far worse in the coming
days and months. His queen, no matter how he tried to shield her,
would endure far worse.

By the time the boat drifted down the little river snaking toward
the Avery delta, a white-tailed hawk soaring high above it, the walls
of the stone castle were bathed in blood.



-H9B-

Elide Lochan knew she was being hunted.

For three days now, she’'d tried to lose whatever tracked her
through the endless sprawl of Oakwald. And in the process, she
herself had become lost.

Three days hardly sleeping, barely stopping long enough to
scavenge for food and water.

She’d turned south once—to backtrack and shake it off her trail.
She’d wound up heading a day in that direction. Then west, toward
the mountains. Then south, possibly east; she couldn’t tell. She’d
been running then, Oakwald so dense that she could hardly track the
sun. And without a clear view of the stars, not daring to stop and find
an easy tree to climb, she couldn’t find the Lord of the North—her
beacon home.

By noon on the third day, she was close to weeping. From
exhaustion, from rage, from bone-deep fear. Whatever took its time
hunting her would surely take its time killing her.

Her knife trembled in her hand as she paused in a clearing, a
swift, nimble stream dancing through it. Her leg ached—her ruined,
useless leg. She’d offer the dark god her soul for a few hours of
peace and safety.

Elide dropped the knife into the grass beside her, falling to her
knees before the stream and drinking swift and deep. Water filled the
gaps in her belly left by berries and roots. She refilled her canteen,
hands shaking uncontrollably.

Shaking so hard she dropped the metal cap into the stream.

She swore, plunging into the cold water up to her elbows as she
fumbled for the cap, patting the rocks and slick tendrils of river weed,
begging for one solitary break—



Her fingers closed on the cap as the first howl sounded through
the forest.

Elide and the forest went still.

She had heard dogs baying, had listened to the unearthly
choruses of wolves when she’d been hauled from Perranth down to
Morath.

This was neither. This was...

There had been nights in Morath when she’d been yanked from
sleep because of howls like that. Howls she’d believed were
imagined when they didn’t sound again. No one ever mentioned
them.

But there was the sound. That sound.

We shall create wonders that will make the world tremble.

Oh, gods. Elide blindly screwed the cap onto the canteen.
Whatever it might be, it was closing in fast. Maybe a tree—high up a
tree—might save her. Hide her. Maybe.

Elide twisted to shove her canteen into her bag.

But a warrior was crouched across the stream, a long, wicked
knife balanced on his knee.

His black eyes devoured her, his face harsh beneath equally
dark, shoulder-length hair as he said in a voice like granite, “Unless
you want to be lunch, girl, | suggest you come with me.”

A small, ancient voice whispered in her ear that she’d at last
found her relentless hunter.

And they’d now both become someone else’s prey.

Do ™Y

Lorcan Salvaterre listened to the rising snarls in the ancient wood
and knew they were likely about to die.
Well, the girl was about to die. Either at the claws of whatever
pursued them or at the end of Lorcan’s blade. He hadn’t yet decided.
Human—the cinnamon-and-elderberries scent of her was utterly
human—and yet that other smell remained, that tinge of darkness
fluttering about her like a hummingbird’s wings.



He might have suspected she’d summoned the beasts were it not
for the tang of fear staining the air. And for the fact that he’'d been
tracking her for three days now, letting her lose herself in the tangled
labyrinth of Oakwald, and had found little to indicate she was under
Valg thrall.

Lorcan rose to his feet, and her dark eyes widened as she took in
his towering height. She remained kneeling by the stream, a dirty
hand reaching for the dagger she’d foolishly discarded in the grass.
She wasn’t stupid or desperate enough to lift it against him. “Who
are you?”

Her hoarse voice was low—not the sweet, high thing he'd
expected from her delicate, fully curved frame. Low and cold and
steady.

“If you want to die,” Lorcan said, “then go ahead: keep asking
questions.” He turned away—northward.

And that was when the second set of snarling began. From the
other direction.

Two packs, closing in. Grass and cloth rustled, and when he
looked, the girl was on her feet, dagger angled, face sickly pale as
she realized what was happening: they were being herded.

“East or west,” Lorcan said. In the five centuries he’d been
slaughtering his way across the world, he’d never heard snarls like
that from any manner of beast. He thumbed free his hatchet from
where it was strapped at his side.

“East,” the girl breathed, eyes darting to either direction. “I—I was
told to stay out of the mountains. Wyverns—lIlarge, winged beasts—
patrol them.”

“l know what a wyvern is,” he said.

Some temper snapped in her dark eyes at his tone, but the fear
washed it away. She began backing toward the direction she’d
chosen. One of the creatures loosed a keening cry. Not a canine
sound. No, this was high-pitched, screeching—like a bat. But deeper.
Hungrier. “Run,” he said.

She did.

Lorcan had to give the girl credit despite the still-injured leg,
despite the exhaustion that had made her sloppy these past few



days, she bolted like a doe through the trees, her terror likely
leeching away any pain. Lorcan leaped the wide stream in an easy
movement, closing the distance between them in mere heartbeats.
Slow; these humans were so damned slow. Her breathing was
already ragged as she hauled herself up a hill, making enough noise
to alert their trackers.

Crashing from the brush behind them—from the south. Two or
three from the sound of it. Big, from the snapping branches and
thudding of footfalls.

The girl hit the top of the hill, stumbling. She stayed upright, and
Lorcan eyed the leg again.

There was no point in having tracked her for so long if she died
now. For a heartbeat, he contemplated the weight in his jacket—the
Wyrdkey tucked away. His magic was strong, the strongest of any
demi-Fae male in any kingdom, any realm. But if he used the key—

If he used the key, then he’d deserve the damnation it'd call down
upon him.

So Lorcan flung out a net of his power behind them, an invisible
barrier wafting black tendrils of wind. The girl stiffened, whipping her
head to him as the power rippled away in a wave. Her skin blanched
further, but she continued, half falling, half running down the hill.

The impact of four massive bodies against his magic struck a
moment later.

The tang of her blood as she sliced herself open on rock and root
shoved itself up his nose. She was nowhere near fast enough.

Lorcan opened his mouth to order her to hurry when the invisible
wall snapped.

Not snapped, but cracked, as if those beasts had cleaved it.

Impossible. No one could get through those shields. Not even
Rowan-rutting-Whitethorn.

But sure enough, the magic had been sundered.

The girl hit the gully at the bottom of the hill, near-sobbing at the
flat expanse of forest sprawling ahead. She sprinted, dark braid
thrashing, pack bouncing against her slim back. Lorcan moved after
her, eyeing the trees to either side as the snarling and rustling began
again.



They were being herded, but toward what? And if these things
had ripped his magic apart...

It had been a long, long while since he’d had a new enemy to
study, to break.

“Keep going,” he growled, and the girl didn't so much as look
over her shoulder as Lorcan slammed to a stop between two
towering oaks. He'd been spiraling down into his magic for days,
planning to use it on the human-but-not girl when he grew bored of
stalking her. Now his body was rife with it, the power aching to get
out.

Lorcan flipped his axe in his hand—once, twice, the metal singing
through the dense forest. A chill wind edged in black mist danced
between the fingers of his other hand.

Not wind like Whitethorn’s, and not light and flame like
Whitethorn’s bitch-queen. Not even raw magic like the new King of
Adarlan.

No, Lorcan’s magic was that of will—of death and thought and
destruction. There was no name for it.

Not even his queen had known what it was, where it had come
from. A gift from the dark god, from Hellas, Maeve had mused—a
dark qift, for her dark warrior. And left it at that.

A wild smile danced on Lorcan’s lips as he let his magic rise to
the surface, let its black roar fill his veins.

He had crumbled cities with this power.

He did not think these beasts, however fell, would fare much
better.

They slowed as they closed in, sensing a predator was waiting—
sizing him up.

For the first time in a damn long while, Lorcan had no words for
what he saw.

Maybe he should have killed the girl. Death at his hand would be
a mercy compared to what snarled before him, crouching low on
massive, flesh-shredding claws. Not a Wyrdhound. No, these things
were far worse.

Their skin was a mottled blue, so dark as to be almost black.
Each long, lightly muscled limb had been ruthlessly crafted and



honed. For the long claws at the end of their hands—five-fingered
hands—now curled as if in anticipation of a strike.

But it was not their bodies that stunned him.

It was the way the creatures halted, smiling beneath their
smashed in, bat-like noses to reveal double rows of needlelike teeth,
and then stood on their hind legs.

Stood to their full height, as a crawling man might rise. They
dwarfed him by a foot at least.

And the physical attributes that seemed unnervingly familiar were
confirmed when the one closest to him opened its hideous mouth
and said, “We have not tasted your kind’s flesh yet.”

Lorcan’s axe twitched up. “|I can’t say I've had the pleasure,
either.”

There were very, very few beasts who could speak in the tongues
of mortal and Fae. Most had developed it through magic, ill-gained or
blessed.

But there, slitted with pleasure in anticipation of violence,
gleamed dark, human eyes.

Whitethorn had warned of what was occurring in Morath—had
mentioned the Wyrdhounds might be the first of many awful things to
be unleashed. Lorcan hadn’t realized those things would be nearly
eight feet tall and part human, part whatever Erawan had done to
turn it into this.

The closest one dared a step but hissed—nhissed at the invisible
line he’d drawn. Lorcan’s power flickered and throbbed at the
poisoned claw-tips of the creature as it prodded the shield.

Four against one. Usually easy odds for him.

Usually.

But he bore the Wyrdkey they sought, and that golden ring he’d
stolen from Maeve, then given to and stolen from Aelin Galathynius.
Athril’s ring. And if they brought either to their master...

Then Erawan would possess all three Wyrdkeys. And would be
able to open a door between worlds to unleash his awaiting Valg
hordes upon them all. And as for Athril’s golden ring ... Lorcan had
no doubt Erawan would destroy the ring forged by Mala herself—the



one object in Erilea that granted immunity to its bearer against
Wyrdstone ... and the Valg.

So Lorcan moved. Faster than even they could detect, he hurled
his axe at the creature farthest from him, its focus pinned on its
companion as it prodded his shield.

They all whirled toward their companion as the axe slammed into
its neck, deep and permanent. All turned away to see it fall. Lethal by
nature, but untrained.

The beasts’ attention diverted for a heartbeat, Lorcan’s next two
knives flew.

Both blades embedded to the hilt in their ridged foreheads, their
heads reeling back as the blows sent them clattering to their knees.

The one in the center, the one who had spoken, loosed a primal
scream that set Lorcan’s ears ringing. It lunged for the shield.

It rebounded, the magic denser this time. Lorcan drew his long-
sword and a knife.

And could only watch as the thing roared at the shield and
slammed against it with both ruined, clawed hands ... and his magic,
his shield, melted under its touch.

It stepped through his shield like it was a doorway. “Now we’ll
play.”

Lorcan crouched into a defensive stance, wondering how far the
girl had made it, if she’'d even turned to look at what pursued them.
The sounds of her flight had faded away.

Behind the creature, its companions were twitching.

No—reviving.

They each lifted a strong, clawed hand to the daggers through
their skulls—and yanked them out. Metal rasped on bone.

Only the one with its head now attached by a few tendons
remained down. Beheading, then.

Even if it meant getting close enough to do so.

The creature before him smiled in savage delight.

“What are you?” Lorcan ground out.

The two others were now on their feet, the wounds in their heads
already healed, bristling with menace.



“We are hunters for His Dark Majesty,” the leader said with a
mock bow. “We are the ilken. And we have been sent to retrieve our
quarry.”

Those witches had dispatched these beasts for him? Cowards,
not to do their own hunting.

The ilken went on, stepping toward him on legs that bent
backward. “We were going to let you have a quick death—a qift.” Its
broad nostrils flared, scenting the silent forest. “But as you have
stood between us and our prey ... we will savor your long end.”

Not him. He was not what the wyverns had been stalking these
days, what these creatures had come to claim. They had no idea
what he bore—who he was.

“What do you want with her?” he asked, monitoring the creeping
approach of the three.

“It is none of your concern,” the leader said.

“If there is a reward in it, | will help you.”

Dark, soulless eyes flashed toward him. “You do not protect the
girl?”

Lorcan gave a shrug, praying they couldn’t scent his bluff as he
bought her more time, bought himself time to work out the puzzle of
their power. “I don’t even know her name.”

The three ilken looked at one another, a glance of question and
decision. Their leader said, “She is important to our king. Retrieve
her, and he will fill you with power far greater than feeble shields.”

Was that the price for the humans they’d once been—magic that
was somehow immune to what flowed naturally in this world? Or had
the choice been taken from them, as surely as their souls had been
stolen, too?

“Why is she important?”

They were now within spitting range. He wondered how long it'd
take to replenish the supply of whatever power allowed them to
cleave through magic. Perhaps they were buying themselves time,
too.

The ilken said, “She is a thief and a murderer. She must be
brought to our king for justice.”

Lorcan could have sworn an invisible hand touched his shoulder.



He knew that touch—had trusted it his entire life. It had kept him
alive this long.

A touch on his back to go forward, to fight and kill and breathe in
death. A touch on his shoulder to instead run. To know that only
doom waited ahead, and life lay behind.

The ilken smiled once more, its teeth bright in the gloom of the
wood.

As if in answer, a scream shattered from the forest behind him.



210

Elide Lochan stood before a creature birthed from a dark god’s
nightmares.

Across the clearing, it towered over her, its talons digging into the
loam of the forest floor. “There you are,” it hissed through teeth
sharper than a fish’s. “Come with me, girl, and | will grant you a quick
end.”

Lies. She saw how it sized her up, claws curling as if it could
already feel them shredding into her soft belly. The thing had
appeared in her path as if a cloud of night had dropped it there, and
had laughed when she screamed. Her knife shook as she raised it.

It stood like a man—spoke like one. And its eyes ... Utterly
soulless, yet the shape of them ... They were human, too. Monstrous
—what terrible mind had dreamed up such a thing?

She knew the answer.

Help. She needed help. But that man from the stream was likely
dead at the claws of the other beasts. She wondered how long that
magic of his had held out.

The creature stepped toward her, its muscled legs closing the
distance too quickly. She backed toward the trees, the direction
she’d come from.

“Is your blood as sweet as your face, girl?” Its grayish tongue
tasted the air between them.

Think, think, think.

What would Manon do before such a creature?

Manon, she remembered, came equipped with claws and fangs
of her own.

But a small voice whispered in her ear, So do you. Use what you
have.



There were other weapons than those made of iron and steel.

Though her knees shook, Elide lifted her chin and met the black,
human eyes of the creature.

“Careful,” she said, dropping her voice into the purr Manon had
so often used to frighten the wits out of everyone. Elide reached into
the pocket of her coat, pulling out the shard of stone and clenching it
in her fist, willing that otherworldly presence to fill the clearing, the
world. She prayed the creature wouldn’t look at her fist, wouldn’t ask
what was in it as she drawled, “Do you think the Dark King will be
pleased if you harm me?” She looked down her nose at it. Or as best
as she could while standing several feet shorter. “| have been sent to
look for the girl. Do not interfere.”

The creature seemed to recognize the fighting leathers then.

Seemed to scent that strange, off scent surrounding the rock.

And it hesitated.

Elide kept her face a mask of cold displeasure. “Get out of my
sight.”

She almost vomited as she began stalking toward it, toward sure
death. But she stomped along, prowling as Manon had so often
done. Elide made herself look up into the bat-like, hideous face as
she passed. “Tell your brethren that if you interfere again, | will
personally oversee what delights you experience upon Morath’s
tables.”

Doubt still danced in its eyes—along with real fear. A lucky
guess, those words and phrases, based on what she’d overheard.
She didn’t let herself consider what had been done to make such a
creature quake at the mention.

Elide was five paces from the creature, keenly aware that her
spine was now vulnerable to those shredding claws and teeth, when
it asked, “Why did you flee at our approach?”

She said without turning, in that cold, vicious voice of Manon
Blackbeak, “I do not tolerate the questions of underlings. You have
already disrupted my hunt and injured my ankle with your useless
attack. Pray that | do not remember your face when | return to the
Keep.”

She knew her mistake the moment it sucked in a hissing breath.



Still, she kept her legs moving, back straight.

“What a coincidence,” it mused, “that our prey is similarly lamed.”

Anneith save her. Perhaps it had not noticed the limp until then.
Fool. Fool.

Running would do her no good—running would proclaim the
creature had won, that it was right. She halted, as if her temper had
yanked on its leash, and snapped her face toward the creature.
“What is that you're hissing about?”

Utter conviction, utter rage.

Again the creature paused. One chance—just one chance. It'd
learn soon enough that it had been duped.

Elide held its gaze. It was like staring a dead snake in the eyes.

She said with that lethal quiet the witches liked to use, “Do not
make me reveal what His Dark Majesty put inside me on that table.”

As if in response, the stone in her hand throbbed, and she could
have sworn darkness flickered.

The creature shuddered, backing away a step.

Elide didn’t consider what she held as she sneered one last time
and stalked away.

She made it perhaps half a mile before the forest was again full
of chittering life.

She fell to her knees and vomited.

Nothing but bile and water came out. She was so busy hurling up
her guts with stupid fear and relief that she didn’t notice anyone’s
approach until it was too late.

A broad hand clamped on her shoulder, whirling her around.

She drew her dagger, but too slowly. The same hand released
her to slap the blade to the grass.

Elide found herself staring into the dirt-splattered face of the man
from the stream. No, not dirt. Blood that reeked—black blood.

“How?” she said, stumbling away a step.

“You first” he snarled, but whipped his head toward the forest
behind them. She followed his gaze. Saw nothing.

When she looked at his harsh face, a sword lay against her
throat.



She tried to fall back, but he gripped her arm, holding her as steel
bit into her skin. “Why do you smell of one of them? Why do they
chase you?”

She’d pocketed the stone, or else she might have shown him. But
movement might cause him to strike—and that small voice
whispered to keep the stone concealed.

She offered another truth. “Because | have spent the past several
months in Morath, living amongst that scent. They seek me because
| managed to get free. | flee north—to safety.”

Faster than she could see, he lowered his blade—only to slice it
across her arm. A scratch, barely more than a whisper of pain.

They both watched as her red blood surged and dribbled.

It seemed answer enough for him.

“You can call me Lorcan,” he said, though she hadn’t asked. And
with that, he hauled her over his broad shoulder like a sack of
potatoes and ran.

Elide knew two things within seconds:

That the remaining creatures—however many there were—had
to be on their trail and closing in fast. Had to have realized she’d
bluffed her way free.

And that the man, moving swift as a wind between the oaks, was
demi-Fae.

Do ™Y

Lorcan ran and ran, his lungs gobbling down great gulps of the
forest’'s stifling air. Slung over his shoulder, the girl didn’t even
whimper as the miles passed. He’d carried packs heavier than her
over entire mountain ranges.

Lorcan slowed when his strength at last began to flag, spent
quicker thanks to the magic he’d used to get those three beasts into
a stranglehold, battering past their natural-born immunity to it, then
kill two while he pinned the other long enough to sprint for the girl.

He’'d been lucky.

The girl, it seemed, had been smart.



He jogged into a stop, setting her down hard enough that she
winced—winced and hopped a bit on that hurt ankle. Her blood had
flowed red instead of the reeking black that implied Valg possession,
but it still didn’t explain how she’d been able to intimidate that ilken
into submission.

“Where are we going?” she said, swinging her pack to pull out
her canteen. He waited for the tears and prayers and begging. She
just unscrewed the cap of the leather-coated container and swigged
deep. Then, to his surprise, offered him some.

Lorcan didn'’t take it. She merely drank again.

“We're going to the edge of the forest—to the Acanthus River.”

“Where—where are we?” The hesitation said enough: she'd
calculated the risk of revealing how vulnerable she was with that
question ... and decided she was too desperate for the answer.

“What is your name?”

“Marion.” She held his gaze with a sort of unflinching steel that
had him angling his head.

An answer for an answer. He said, “We’re in the middle of
Adarlan. You were about a day’s hike from the Avery River.”

Marion blinked. He wondered if she even knew that—or had
considered how she’d cross the mighty body of water that had
claimed ships captained by the most seasoned of men and women.

She said, “Are we running, or can | sit for a moment?”

He listened to the sounds of the forest for any hint of danger, then
jerked his chin.

Marion sighed as she sat on the moss and roots. She surveyed
him. “I thought all the Fae were dead. Even the demi-Fae.”

“I'm from Wendlyn. And you,” he said, brows rising slightly, “are
from Morath.”

“Not from. Escaping from.”

“Why—and how.”

Her narrowed eyes told him enough: she knew he still didn’t
believe her, not entirely, red blood or no. Yet she didn’t answer,
instead leaning over her legs to unlace a boot. Her fingers trembled
a bit, but she got through the laces, yanking off the boot, removing
the sock, and rolling up her leather pant leg to reveal—



Shit. He’d seen plenty of ruined bodies in his day, had done
plenty of ruining himself, but rarely were they left so untreated.
Marion’s leg was a mess of scar tissue and twisted bone. And right
above her misshapen ankle lay still-healing wounds where shackles
had unmistakably been.

She said quietly, “Allies of Morath are usually whole. Their dark
magic could surely cure a cripple—and they surely would have no
use for one.”

That was why she’d managed so well with the limp. She’d had
years to master it, from the coloring of the scar tissue.

Marion rolled her pant leg back down but left her foot bare,
massaging it. She hissed through her teeth.

He sat on a fallen log a few feet away, taking off his own pack to
rifle through it. “Tell me what you know of Morath,” he said, and
chucked her a tin of salve straight from Doranelle.

The girl stared at it, those sharp eyes putting together what he
was, where he was from, and what that tin likely contained. When
she lifted them to his face, she nodded silently in agreement of his
offer. relief from the pain for answers. She unscrewed the lid, and he
caught the way her mouth parted as she breathed in the pungent
herbs.

Pain and pleasure danced across her face as she began rubbing
the salve into her old injuries.

And as she worked, she spoke.

Marion told him of the lronteeth host, of the Wing Leader and the
Thirteen, of the armies camped around the mountain Keep, of the
places where only screaming echoed, of the countless forges and
blacksmiths. She described her own escape: without warning, she
didn’t know how, the castle had exploded. She’d seen it as her
chance, disguising herself in a witch’s attire, grabbing one of their
packs, and running. In the chaos, no one had chased her.

“I've been running for weeks,” she said. “Apparently, I've barely
covered half the distance.”

“To where?”

Marion looked northward. “Terrasen.”

Lorcan stifled a snarl. “You’re not missing much.”



“Have you news of it?” Alarm filled those eyes.

“No,” he said, shrugging. She finished rubbing her foot and ankle.
“What's in Terrasen? Your family?” He had not asked why she'd
been brought to Morath. He didn’t particularly care to hear her sad
story. Everyone had one, he’d found.

The girl’s face tightened. “| owe a debt to a friend—someone who
helped me get out of Morath. She bade me to find someone named
Celaena Sardothien. So that is my first task learning who she is,
where she is. Terrasen seems like a better place to start than
Adarlan.”

No guile, no whisper of this meeting being anything but chance.

“And then,” the girl went on, the brightness in her eyes growing, “I
need to find Aelin Galathynius, the Queen of Terrasen.”

It was an effort not to go for his sword. “Why?”

Marion glanced toward him, as if she’d somehow even forgotten
he was there. “| heard a rumor that she’s raising an army to stop the
one in Morath. | plan to offer my services.”

“Why?” he said again. Aside from the wits that had kept her out of
the ilken’s claws, he saw no other reason for the bitch-queen to need
the girl.

Marion’s full mouth tightened. “Because | am from Terrasen and
believed my queen dead. And now she is alive, and fighting, so | will
fight with her. So that no other girls will be taken from their homes
and brought to Morath and forgotten.”

Lorcan debated telling her what he knew: that her two quests
were one and the same. But that would lead to questions from her,
and he was in no mood—

“Why do you wish to go to Morath? Everyone else is fleeing from
it.”

“| was sent by my mistress to stop the threat it poses.”

“You'’re one man—male.” Not an insult, but Lorcan stared her
down anyway.

“I have my skKills, just as you have yours.”

Her eyes darted to his hands, now crusted in dried black blood.
He wondered, though, if she was imagining the magic that had
sparked there.



He waited for Marion to ask more, but she pulled on her sock,
then her boot, and laced it up. “We shouldn’t rest for long.” Indeed.

She eased to her feet, wincing a bit, but gave an appreciative
frown toward her leg. Lorcan took that as answer enough regarding
the salve’s efficiency. She bent down to retrieve the tin, her dark
curtain of hair sweeping over her face. At some point, it had come
free of its braid.

She rose, chucking him the tin. He caught it in one hand. “Once
we reach the Acanthus, what then?”

He pocketed the tin in his cloak. “There are countless merchants’
caravans and seasonal carnivals wandering the plains—I| passed
many on my way down here. Some might even be trying to cross the
river. We'll get in with one of them. Hide out. Once we've crossed
and wandered far enough onto the grasslands, you’ll take one north;
I'll head south.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly. But Marion said, “Why travel with me
at all?”

“There are more details regarding Morath’s interior that | want
from you. I'll keep you from danger, and you’ll provide them for me.”

The sun began its final descent, bathing the woods in gold.
Marion frowned slightly. “You swear it? That you will protect me?”

“l didn’t leave you to the ilken today, did 1?”

She eyed him with a clarity and frankness that made him pause.
“Swear it.”

He rolled his eyes. “I promise.” The girl had no idea that for the
past five centuries, promises were the only currency he really traded
in. “I will not abandon you.”

She nodded, seemingly satisfied with that. “Then | will tell you
what | know.”

He started eastward, slinging his pack over his shoulder.

But Marion said, “They’ll be hunting for us at every crossing,
searching wagons. If they could find me here, they’ll find me on any
main road.”

And find him, too, if the witches were still out for his blood.

Lorcan said, “And you have some idea around this?”



A faint smile danced around her rosebud mouth, despite the
horrors they’d escaped, her misery in the woods. “I might.”



H11B-

Manon Blackbeak landed in Morath more than ready to start slitting
throats.

E verything had gone to shit.

E verything.

She’d ended that Yellowlegs bitch and her wyvern, saved the
sapphire-eyed king, and watched the Fae Prince slaughter those
four other Yellowlegs sentinels.

Five. Five Yellowlegs witches now lay dead, either by her hand or
through her inaction. Five members of Iskra’s coven.

In the end, she’d barely participated in Rifthold’s destruction,
leaving it to the others. But she’d again donned her crowned helm,
then ordered Abraxos to sail to the highest spire of the stone castle
and roar his victory—and command.

Even at the distant white walls of the city, ripping apart the guards
and fleeing folk, the wyverns had paused at his order to stand down.
Not one coven disobeyed.

The Thirteen had found her moments later. She didn’t tell them
what had happened, but both Sorrel and Asterin stared closely at
her. the former to inspect for any cuts or wounds received during the
“attack” Manon had claimed occurred, the latter because she had
been with Manon that day they’d flown to Rifthold and painted a
message to the Queen of Terrasen in Valg blood.

With the Thirteen perched on the castle towers, some draped
along them like cats or serpents, Manon had waited for Iskra
Yellowlegs.

As Manon now stalked down the dim, reeking halls of Morath,
that crowned helm tucked into the crook of her arm, Asterin and
Sorrel on her heels, she went over that conversation again.



Iskra had landed on the only space left a lower bit of roofing
below Manon. The positioning had been intentional.

Iskra’s brown hair had come untangled from her tight braid, and
her haughty face was splattered with human blood as she’d snarled
at Manon, “This was my victory.”

Her face veiled in shadow beneath the helm, Manon had said,
“The city is mine.”

“Rifthold was mine to take—you were only to oversee.” A flash of
iron teeth. On the spire to Manon’s right, Asterin growled in warning.
Iskra cast her dark eyes on the blond sentinel and snarled again.
“Get your pack of bitches out of my city.”

Manon sized up Fendir, Iskra’s bull. “You've left your mark
enough. Your work is noted.”

Iskra trembled with rage. Not from the words.

The wind had shifted, blowing toward Iskra.

Blowing Manon’s scent at her.

“Who?” Iskra seethed. “Who of mine did you butcher?”

Manon had not yielded, had not allowed one flicker of regret or
worry to shine through. “Why should | know any of your names? She
attacked me as | closed in on my prey, wanting to get the king for
herself and willing to strike an heir for it. She deserved her
punishment. Especially because my prey slipped away while | dealt
with her.”

Liar liar liar.

Manon bared her iron teeth, the only bit of her face visible
beneath that crowned helm. “Four others lie dead inside the castle—
at the hand of the Fae Prince who came to rescue the king while /
dealt with your wunruly bitch. Consider yourself lucky, Iskra
Yellowlegs, that | do not take that loss out of your hide as well.”

Iskra’s tan face had gone pale. She surveyed Manon, all of the
Thirteen assembled. Then she said, “Do what you want with the city.
It's yours.” A flash of a smile as she lifted her hand and pointed at
Manon. The Thirteen tensed around her, arrows silently drawn and
aimed at the Yellowlegs heir. “But you, Wing Leader...” That smile
grew and she reined her wyvern, preparing to take to the skies. “You
are a liar, Witch Killer.”



Then she was gone.

Soaring not for the city, but the skies.

Within minutes, she’d vanished from sight—sailing toward
Morath.

Toward Manon’s grandmother.

Manon now glanced at Asterin, then at Sorrel, as they slowed to
a stop before turning the corner that would lead to Erawan’s council
chamber. Where she knew lIskra, and her grandmother, and the
other Matrons would be waiting. Indeed, a glance around the corner
revealed the Thirds and Fourths of several covens on guard, eyeing
one another as suspiciously as the blank-faced men posted beside
the double doors.

Manon said to her Second and Third, “This will be messy.”

Sorrel said quietly, “We’ll deal with it.”

Manon clenched the helmet a bit harder. “If it goes poorly, you
are to take the Thirteen and leave.”

Asterin breathed, “You cannot go in there, Manon, accepting
defeat. Deny it until your last breath.” Whether Sorrel had realized
Manon had killed that witch to save their enemy, she didn’t let on.
Asterin demanded, “Where would we even go?”

Manon said, “I don’'t know or care. But when | am dead, the
Thirteen will be targeted by anyone with a score to settle.” A very,
very long list. She held her Second’s stare. “You get them out. At any
cost.”

They glanced at each other. Sorrel said, “We will do as you ask,
Wing Leader.”

Manon waited—waited for any objection from her Second, but
Asterin’s dark eyes were bright as she bowed her head and
murmured her agreement.

A knot in Manon’s chest loosened, and she rolled her shoulders
once before turning away. But Asterin gripped her hand. “Be careful.”

Manon debated snapping to not be a spineless fool, but ... she’d
seen what her grandmother was capable of. It was carved into
Asterin’s flesh.

She would not go into this looking guilty, looking like a liar. No—
she’d make Iskra crawl by the end.



So Manon took a solid breath before she resumed her usual
storming pace, red cape flapping behind her on a phantom wind.

Everyone stared as they approached. But that was to be
expected.

Manon didn't deign to acknowledge the Thirds and Fourths
assembled, though she took them in through her peripheral vision.
Two young ones from Iskra’s coven. Six old ones, iron teeth flecked
with rust, from the covens of the Matrons. And—

There were two other young sentinels in the hall, braided bands
of dyed blue leather upon their brows.

Petrah Blueblood had come.

If the heirs and their Matrons were all assembled...

She did not have room for fear in her husk of a heart.

Manon flung open the doors, Asterin on her heels, Sorrel falling
back to join the others in the hall.

Ten witches turned toward Manon as she entered. Erawan was
nowhere in sight.

And though her grandmother was in the center of where they all
stood in the room, her own Second against the stone wall behind
Manon, lined up with the four other Seconds gathered, Manon’s
attention went to the golden-haired heir.

To Petrah.

She had not seen the Blueblood heir since the day of the War
Games, when Manon had saved her life from a sure-kill fall. Saved
her life, but was unable to save the life of Petrah’s wyvern—whose
throat had been ripped to shreds by Iskra’s bull.

The Blueblood heir stood beside her mother, Cresseida, both of
them tall and thin. A crown of iron stars sat upon the Matron’s pale
brow, the face below unreadable.

Unlike Petrah’s. Caution—warning shone in her deep blue eyes.
She wore her riding leathers, a cloak of midnight blue hanging from
bronze clasps at her shoulders, her golden braid snaking over her
chest. Petrah had always been odd, head in the clouds, but that was
the way of the Bluebloods. Mystics, fanatics, zealots were among the
pleasanter terms used to describe them and their worship of the
Three-Faced Goddess.



But there was a hollowness in Petrah’s face that had not been
there months ago. Rumor had claimed that losing her wyvern had
broken the heir—that she had not gotten out of bed for weeks.

Witches did not mourn, because witches did not love enough to
allow it to break them. Even if Asterin, now taking up her place by
the Blackbeak Matron’s Second, had proved otherwise.

Petrah nodded, a slight dip of the chin—more than a mere
acknowledgment of an heir to an heir. Manon turned toward her
grandmother before anyone could notice.

Her grandmother stood in her voluminous black robes, her dark
hair plaited over the crown of her head. Like the crown her
grandmother sought for them—for her and Manon. High Queens of
the Wastes, she’d once promised Manon. Even if it meant selling out
every witch in this room.

Manon bowed to her grandmother, to the other two Matrons
assembled.

Iskra snarled from beside the Yellowlegs Matron, an ancient,
bent-backed crone with bits of flesh still in her teeth from lunch.
Manon fixed the heir with a cool stare as she straightened.

“Three stand gathered,” her grandmother began, and every bone
in Manon’s body went stiff. “Three Matrons, to honor the three faces
of our Mother.” Maiden, Mother, Crone. It was why the Yellowlegs
Matron was always ancient, why the Blackbeak was always a witch
in her prime, and why Cresseida, as the Blueblood Matron, still
looked young and fresh.

But Manon did not care about that. Not when the words were
being spoken.

“The Crone’s Sickle hangs above us,” Cresseida intoned. “Let it
be the Mother’s blade of justice.”

This was not a meeting.

This was a trial.

Iskra began smiling.

As if a thread wove between them, Manon could feel Asterin
straightening behind her, feel her Second readying for the worst.

“Blood calls for blood,” the Yellowlegs crone rasped. “We shall
decide how much is owed.”



Manon kept still, not daring to show one inch of fear, of
trepidation.

Witch trials were brutal, exact. Usually, problems were settled
with the three blows to face, ribs, and stomach. Rarely, only in the
gravest circumstances, did the three Matrons gather to mete out
judgment.

Manon’s grandmother said, “You stand accused, Manon
Blackbeak, of cutting down a Yellowlegs sentinel with no provocation
beyond your own pride.”

Iskra’s eyes positively burned.

“And, as the sentinel was a part of the Yellowlegs' heir's own
coven, it is also a crime against Iskra.” Her grandmother’s face was
tight with rage—not for what Manon had done, but for getting caught.
“Through either your own neglect or ill-planning, the lives of four
other coven members were ended. Their blood, too, stains your
hands.” Her grandmother’s iron teeth shone in the candlelight. “Do
you deny these charges?”

Manon kept her back straight, looked each of them in the eye. “I|
do not deny that | killed Iskra’s sentinel when she tried to claim my
rightful prize. | do not deny that the other four were slaughtered by
the Fae Prince. But | do deny any wrongdoing on my part.”

Iskra hissed. “You can smell Zelta’s blood on her—smell the fear
and pain.”

Manon sneered, “You smell that, Yellowlegs, because your
sentinel had a coward’s heart and attacked another sister-in-arms.
When she realized she would not win our fight, it was already too
late for her.”

Iskra’s face contorted with fury. “Liar—"

“Tell us, Blackbeak Heir,” Cresseida said, “what happened in
Rifthold three days past.”

So Manon did.

And for the first time in her century of miserable existence, she
lied to her elders. She wove a fine tapestry of falsehoods, believing
the stories she told them. As she finished, she gestured to Iskra
Yellowlegs. “It's common knowledge the Yellowlegs heir has long
coveted my position. Perhaps she rushed back here to fling



accusations at me so she might steal my place as Wing Leader, just
as her sentinel tried to steal my prey.”

Iskra bristled but kept her mouth shut. Petrah took a step forward,
however, and spoke. “|I have questions for the Blackbeak heir, if it
would not be an impertinence.”

Manon’s grandmother looked like she’d rather have her own nails
ripped out, but the other two nodded.

Manon straightened, bracing herself for whatever Petrah thought
she was doing.

Petrah’s blue eyes were calm as she met Manon’s stare. “Would
you consider me your enemy or rival?”

“l consider you an ally when the occasion demands it, but always
a rival, yes.” The first true thing Manon had said.

“And yet you saved me from sure death at the War Games.
Why?”

The other Matrons glanced at one another, faces unreadable.

Manon lifted her chin. “Because Keelie fought for you as she
died. | would not allow her death to be wasted. | could offer a fellow
warrior nothing less.”

At the sound of her dead wyvern’s name, pain flickered across
Petrah’s face. “You remember her name?”

Manon knew it wasn’t an intended question. But she nodded all
the same.

Petrah faced the Matrons. “That day, Iskra Yellowlegs nearly
killed me, and her bull slaughtered my mare.”

“We have dealt with that,” Iskra cut in, teeth flashing, “and
dismissed it as accidental—’

Petrah held up a hand. “I am not finished, Iskra Yellowlegs.”

Nothing but brutal steel in those words as she addressed the
other heir. A small part of Manon was glad not to be on the receiving
end of it.

Iskra saw the unfinished business that waited in that tone and
backed down.

Petrah lowered her hand. “Manon Blackbeak had the chance to
let me die that day. The easier choice would have been to let me die,



and she would not be standing accused as she is now. But she
risked her life, and the life of her mount, to spare me from death.”

A life debt—that was what lay between them. Did Petrah think to
fill it by speaking in her favor now? Manon reined in her sneer.

Petrah went on, “| do not comprehend why Manon Blackbeak
would save me only to later turn on her Yellowlegs sisters. You
crowned her Wing Leader for her obedience, discipline, and brutality
—do not let the anger of Iskra Yellowlegs sully the qualities you saw
in her then, and which still shine forth today. Do not lose your Wing
Leader over a misunderstanding.”

The Matrons again glanced among them as Petrah bowed,
backing into her place at her mother’s right. But the three witches
continued that unspoken discussion waging between them. Until
Manon’s grandmother stepped forward, the other two falling back—
yielding the decision to her. Manon almost sagged in relief.

She’d corner Petrah the next time the heir was foolish enough to
be out alone, get her to admit why she’d spoken in Manon'’s favor.

Her grandmother’s black-and-gold gaze was hard. Unforgiving.

“Petrah Blueblood has spoken true.”

That tense, tight string between Manon and Asterin loosened,
too.

“It would be a waste to lose our obedient, faithful Wing Leader.”

Manon had been beaten before. She could endure her
grandmother’s fists again.

“Why should the heir of the Blackbeak Witch-Clan yield her life
for that of a mere sentinel? Wing Leader or not, it is still the word of
heir against heir in this matter. But the blood has still been shed. And
blood must be paid.”

Manon again gripped her helm. Her grandmother smiled a little.

“The blood shed must be equal,” her grandmother intoned. Her
attention flicked over Manon’s shoulder. “So you, Granddaughter, will
not die for this. But one of your Thirteen will.”

For the first time in a long, long while, Manon knew what fear,
what human helplessness, tasted like as her grandmother said,
triumph lighting her ancient eyes, “Your Second, Asterin Blackbeak,



shall pay the blood debt between our clans. She dies at sunrise
tomorrow.”
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Without Evangeline slowing them down, Aelin, Aedion, and Lysandra
traveled with little rest as they hauled ass for the coast.

Aelin remained in her Fae form to keep up with Aedion, who she
begrudgingly admitted was by far the better rider, while Lysandra
shifted in and out of various bird shapes to scout the land ahead for
any danger. Rowan had been instructing her on how to do it, what
things to note and what to avoid or get a closer look at, while they'd
been on the road these weeks. But Lysandra found little to report
from the skies, and Aelin and Aedion encountered few dangers on
the ground as they crossed the valleys and plains of Terrasen’s
lowlands.

So little remained of the once-rich territory.

Aelin tried not to dwell on it too much—on the threadbare estates,
the abandoned farms, the gaunt-faced people whenever they
ventured into town, cloaked and disguised, for desperately needed
supplies. Though she had faced darkness and emerged full of light,
a voice whispered in her head, You did this, you did this, you did this.

That voice often sounded like Weylan Darrow’s icy tones.

Aelin left gold pieces in her wake—tucked under a mug of watery
tea offered to her and Aedion on a stormy morning; dropped in the
bread box of a farmer who’d given them slices and a bit of meat for
Lysandra in falcon form; slipped into the coin drawer of an innkeeper
who had offered them a free extra bowl of stew upon seeing how
swiftly they devoured their lunches.

But that gold didn’t ease the cracking in her heart—that hideous
voice that haunted her waking and dreaming thoughts.

By the time they reached the ancient port town of Ilium a week
later, she’d stopped leaving gold behind.



It'd started to feel more like a bribe. Not to her people, who had
no inkling she’d been among them, but to her own conscience.

The green flatlands eventually yielded to rocky, arid coastline
miles before the white-walled town rose between the thrashing
turquoise sea and the broad mouth of the Florine River snaking
inland, all the way to Orynth. The town of llium was as ancient as
Terrasen itself, and would likely have already been forgotten by
traders and history were it not for the crumbling temple at the
northeastern edge of the city, drawing enough pilgrims to keep it
thriving.

The Temple of the Stone, it was called, had been built around the
very rock where Brannon had first placed his foot upon the continent
before sailing up the Florine to its source at the base of the
Staghorns. How the Little Folk had known how to render the temple
for her, she had no idea.

llium’s stout, sprawling temple had been erected on a pale cliff
with commanding views of the storm-worn, pretty town behind it and
the endless ocean beyond—so blue that it reminded Aelin of the
tranquil waters of the South.

Waters where Rowan and Dorian should now be headed, if they
were lucky. Aelin tried not to dwell on that, either. Without the Fae
Prince at her side, there was a horrible, endless silence.

Almost as quiet as the white walls of the town—and the people
inside. Hooded and armed to the teeth beneath their heavy cloaks,
Aelin and Aedion rode through the open gates, no more than two
cautious pilgrims on their way to the temple. Disguised for secrecy—
and for the little fact that llium was now under Adarlanian occupation.

Lysandra had brought the news that morning after flying ahead,
lingering in human form only long enough to inform them.

“We should have gone north to Eldrys,” Aedion murmured as
they rode past a cluster of hard-faced sentries in Adarlanian armor,
the soldiers only glancing their way to note the sharp-eyed, sharper-
beaked falcon perched on Aelin’s shoulder. None marked the shield
hidden amongst Aedion’s saddlebags, carefully veiled by the folds of
his cloak. Or the swords they’d both concealed as well. Damaris
remained where she’'d stored it these weeks on the road: strapped



beneath the heavy bags containing the ancient spellbooks she'd
borrowed from Dorian’s royal library in Rifthold. “We can still turn
around.”

Aelin shot him a glare beneath the shadows of her hood. “If you
think for one moment I’'m leaving this city in Adarlan’s hands, you
can go to hell.” Lysandra clicked her beak in agreement.

The Little Folk had not been wrong to send the message to come
here, their rendering of the temple near-perfect. Through whatever
magic they possessed, they had foreseen the news long before it
ever reached Aelin on the road: Rifthold had indeed fallen, its king
vanished and the city sacked by witches. Emboldened by this, and
by the rumor that she was not taking back her throne but rather
running as well, the Lord of Meah, Roland Havilliard’s father and one
of the most powerful lords in Adarlan, had marched his garrison of
troops just over the border into Terrasen. And claimed this port for
himself.

“Fifty soldiers are camped here,” Aedion warned her and
Lysandra.

The shifter only puffed out her feathers as if to say, So?

His jaw clenched. “Believe me, | want a piece of them, too. But—"

“l am not hiding in my own kingdom,” Aelin cut in. “And | am not
going to leave without sending a reminder of who this land belongs
to.”

Aedion kept quiet as they rounded a corner, aiming for the small
seaside inn Lysandra had also scouted that morning. On the other
side of the city from the temple.

The temple the soldiers had the nerve to use as their barracks.

“Is this about sending a message to Adarlan, or to Darrow?”
Aedion asked at last.

“It is about freeing my people, who have dealt with these
Adarlanian pieces of shit for too long,” Aelin snapped, reining her
mare in to a halt before the inn courtyard. Lysandra’s talons dug into
her shoulder in silent agreement. Mere feet beyond the weatherworn
courtyard wall, the sea gleamed sapphire-bright. “We move at
nightfall.”



Aedion remained quiet, his face partially hidden as the inn’s
owner scuttled out and they secured a room for the night. Aelin let
her cousin brood a bit, wrangling her magic under control. She
hadn’t released any of it this morning, wanting it to be at full force for
what they were to do tonight, but the strain now tugged at her, an
itch with no relief, an edge she could not dull.

Only when they were ensconced in their tiny, two-bed chamber,
Lysandra perched on the windowsill, did Aedion say, “Aelin, you
know I'll help—you know | want these bastards out of here. But the
people of llium have lived here for centuries, aware that in war, they
are the first to be attacked.”

And these soldiers could easily return as soon as they left, he
didn’t need to add.

Lysandra pecked the window—a quiet request. Aelin strode over,
shoved open the window to let the sea breeze flit in. “Symbols have
power, Aedion,” she said, watching the shifter fan her speckled
wings. She'd read books and books on it during that ridiculous
competition in Rifthold.

He snorted. “I know. Believe me—I've wielded them to my
advantage as often as | can.” He patted the bone pommel of the
Sword of Orynth for emphasis. “Come to think of it, | said the same
exact thing once to Dorian and Chaol.” He shook his head at the
memory.

Aelin just leaned against the windowsill. “llium used to be the
stronghold of the Mycenians.”

“The Mycenians are nothing more than a myth—they were
banished three hundred years ago. If you're looking for a symbol,
they’re fairly outdated—and divisive.”

She knew that. The Mycenians had once ruled llium not as
nobility, but crime lords. And during some long-ago war, their lethal
fleet had been so crucial in winning that they’d been turned
legitimate by whatever king ruled at the time. Until they had been
exiled centuries later for their refusal to come to Terrasen’s aid in
another war.

She met Lysandra’s green-eyed stare as the shifter lowered her
wings, sufficiently cooled. She’'d been distant on the road this week,



preferring feathers or fur to skin. Perhaps because some piece of her
heart now rode for Orynth with Ren and Murtaugh. Aelin stroked her
friend’s silken head. “The Mycenians abandoned Terrasen so they
would not die in a war they did not believe in.”

“And they disbanded and vanished soon after that, never to be
seen again,” Aedion countered. “What's your point? You think
liberating Ilium will summon them again? They're long gone, Aelin,
their sea dragons with them.”

Indeed, there was no sign anywhere in this city of the legendary
fleet and warriors who had sailed to wars across distant, violent
seas, who had defended these borders with their own blood spilled
upon the waves beyond the windows. And the blood of their sea
dragons, both allies and weapons. Only when the last of the dragons
had died, heartsick to be banished from Terrasen’s waters, had the
Mycenians truly been lost. And only when the sea dragons returned
would the Mycenians, too, come home. Or so their ancient
prophecies claimed.

Aedion began removing the extra blades hidden in their
saddlebags, save for Damaris, and strapped them on, one by one.
He double-checked that Rowan’s knife was securely buckled at his
side before he said to Aelin and Lysandra, still by the window, ‘I
know you two are of the opinion that we males are here to provide
you with a pretty view and meals, but | am a general of Terrasen. We
need to find a real army—not spend our time chasing ghosts. If we
don’t get a host to the North by mid-fall, the winter storms will keep it
away by land and sea.”

“If you're so versed in symbols wielding such power, Aedion,” she
said, “then you know why llium is vital. We can'’t allow Adarlan to
hold it. For a dozen reasons.” She was certain her cousin had
already calculated all of them.

“So take back the town,” Aedion challenged. “But we need to salil
by dawn.” Her cousin’s eyes narrowed. “The temple. It's also that
they took the temple, isn’t it?”

“That temple is my birthright,” Aelin said. “| cannot allow that
insult to go unchecked.” She rolled her shoulders. Revealing her
plans, explaining herself ... It would take some getting used to. But



she’d promised she’d try to be more ... open about her plotting. And
for this matter, at least, she could be. “Both for Adarlan and for
Darrow. Not if | am to one day reclaim my throne.”

Aedion considered. Then snorted, a hint of a smile on his face.
“An undisputed queen of not just blood, but also of legends.” His
face remained contemplative. “You would be the undisputed queen if
you got the kingsflame to bloom again.”

“Too bad Lysandra can only shift herself and not things,” Aelin
muttered. Lysandra clicked her beak in agreement, puffing her
feathers.

“They say the kingsflame bloomed once during Orlon’s reign,”
Aedion mused. “Just one blossom, found in Oakwald.”

“I know,” Aelin said quietly. “He kept it pressed within glass on his
desk.” She still remembered that small red-and-orange flower, so
simple in its make, but so vibrant it had always snatched her breath
away. It had bloomed in fields and across mountains throughout the
kingdom the day Brannon set foot on this continent. And for
centuries afterward, if a solitary blossom was ever found, the current
sovereign was deemed blessed, the kingdom truly at peace.

Before the flower was found in Orlon’s second decade of
kingship, the last one had been spotted ninety-five years earlier.
Aelin swallowed hard. “Did Adarlan—"

“Darrow has it,” Aedion said. “It was the only thing of Orlon’s he
managed to grab before the soldiers took the palace.”

Aelin nodded, her magic flickering in answer. Even the Sword of
Orynth had fallen into Adarlan’s hands—until Aedion had won it
back. Yes, her cousin understood perhaps more than anyone else
the power a single symbol could wield. How the loss or reclaiming of
one could shatter or rally an army, a people.

Enough—it was enough destruction and pain inflicted on her
kingdom.

“Come on,” she said to Lysandra and Aedion, heading for the
door. “We’d better eat before we raise hell.”
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It had been a long while since Dorian had seen so many stars.

Far behind them, smoke still stained the sky, the plumes
illuminated by the crescent moon overhead. At least the screams
had faded miles ago. Along with the thump of mighty wings.

Seated behind him in the one-masted skiff, Prince Rowan
Whitethorn gazed over the calm black expanse of the sea. They'd
sail south, pushed by the prince’s own magic, to the Dead Islands.
The Fae warrior had gotten them quickly to the coast, where he'd
had no qualms about stealing this boat while its owner was focused
on the panicking city to the west. And all the while, Dorian had been
silent, useless. As he had been while his city was destroyed, his
people murdered.

“You should eat,” Rowan said from the other end of the small
boat.

Dorian glanced toward the sack of supplies Rowan had also
stolen. Bread, cheese, apples, dried fish ... Dorian’s stomach turned.

“You were impaled by a poisoned barb,” Rowan said, his voice no
louder than the waves lapping against their boat as the swift wind
pushed them from behind. “Your magic was drained keeping you
alive and walking. You need to eat, or else it won't replenish.” A
pause. “Didn’t Aelin warn you about that?”

Dorian swallowed. “No. She didn’t really have the time to teach
me about magic.” He looked toward the back of the boat, where
Rowan sat with a hand braced on the rudder. The sight of those
pointed ears was still a shock, even months after meeting the male.
And that silver hair—

Not like Manon’s hair, which was the pure white of moonlight on
snow.



He wondered what had become of the Wing Leader—who had
killed for him, spared him.

Not spared him. Rescued him.

He wasn’t a fool. He knew she’d done it for whatever reasons
were useful to her. She was as alien to him as the warrior sitting at
the other end of the boat—more so.

And yet, that darkness, that violence and stark, honest way of
looking at the world ... There would be no secrets with her. No lies.

“You need to eat to keep up your strength,” Rowan went on.
“Your magic feeds on your energy—feeds on you. The more rested
you are, the greater the strength. More important, the greater the
control. Your power is both part of you and its own entity. If left to its
own devices, it will consume you, wield you like a tool.” A flash of
teeth as Rowan smiled. “A certain person we know likes to siphon off
her power, use it on frivolous things to keep its edge dull.” Dorian
could feel Rowan'’s stare pin him like a physical blow. “The choice is
yours how much you allow it into your life, how to use it—but go any
longer without mastering it, Majesty, and it will destroy you.”

A chill went down Dorian’s spine.

And maybe it was the open ocean, or the endless stars above
them, but Dorian said, “It wasn’'t enough. That day ... that day
Sorscha died, it wasn’t enough to save her.” He spread his hands on
his lap. “It only wishes to destroy.”

Silence fell, long enough that Dorian wondered if Rowan had
fallen asleep. He hadn’t dared ask when the prince himself had last
slept; he'd certainly eaten enough for a starved man.

“l was not there to save my mate when she was murdered,
either,” Rowan said at last.

Dorian straightened. Aelin had told him plenty of the prince’s
history, but not this. He supposed it wasn’t her secret, her sorrow to
share. “I'm sorry,” Dorian said.

His magic had felt the bond between Aelin and Rowan—the bond
that went deeper than blood, than their magic, and he’d assumed it
was just that they were mates, and hadn’t announced it to anyone.
But if Rowan already had a mate, and had lost her...



Rowan said, “You're going to hate the world, Dorian. You are
going to hate yourself. You will hate your magic, and you will hate
any moment of peace or happiness. But | had the luxury of a
kingdom at peace and no one depending upon me. You do not.”

Rowan shifted the rudder, adjusting their course farther out to sea
as the coastline jutted to meet them, a rising wall of steep cliffs. He’'d
known they were traveling swiftly, but they had to be almost halfway
to the southern border—and traveling far faster than he’d realized
under the cover of darkness.

Dorian said at last, “| am the sovereign of a broken kingdom. My
people do not know who rules them. And now that | am fleeing...” He
shook his head, exhaustion gnawing on his bones. “Have | yielded
my kingdom to Erawan? What—what do | even do from here?”

The ship’s creaking and the rush of water were the only sounds.
“Your people will have learned by now that you were not among the
dead. It is upon you to tell them how to interpret it—if they are to see
you as abandoning them, or if they are to see you as a man who is
leaving to find help—to save them. You must make that clear.”

“By going to the Dead Islands.”

A nod. “Aelin, unsurprisingly, has a fraught history with the Pirate
Lord. You don'’t. It's in your best interest to make him see you as an
advantageous ally. Aedion told me the Dead Islands were once
overrun by General Narrok and several of Erawan’s forces. Rolfe
and his fleet fled—and though Rolfe is now once more ruler of
Skull's Bay, that disgrace might be your way in with him. Convince
him you are not your father’s son—and that you’ll grant Rolfe and his
pirates privileges.”

“You mean turn them into privateers.”

“You have gold, we have gold. If promising Rolfe money and free
rein to loot Erawan’s ships will secure us an armada in the South,
we'd be fools to shy from it.”

Dorian considered the prince’s words. “I've never met a pirate.”

“You met Aelin when she was still pretending to be Celaena,”
Rowan said drily. “I can promise you Rolfe won’t be much worse.”

“That’s not reassuring.”



A huffed laugh. Silence fell between them again. At last, Rowan
said, “I'm sorry—about Sorscha.”

Dorian shrugged, and hated himself for the gesture, as if it
diminished what Sorscha had meant, how brave she'd been—how
special. “You know,” he said, “sometimes | wish Chaol were here—to
help me. And then sometimes I'm glad he’s not, so he wouldn'’t be at
risk again. I'm glad he’s in Antica with Nesryn.” He studied the
prince, the lethal lines of his body, the predatory stillness with which
he sat, even as he manned their boat. “Could you—could you teach
me about magic? Not everything, | mean, but ... what you can,
whenever we can.”

Rowan considered for a moment, and then said, “| have known
many kings in my life, Dorian Havilliard. And it was a rare man
indeed who asked for help when he needed it, who would put aside
pride.”

Dorian was fairly certain his pride had been shredded under the
claws of the Valg prince.

“I'll teach you as much as | can before we arrive in Skull's Bay,”
Rowan said. “We may find someone there who escaped the
butchers—someone to instruct you more than | can.”

“You taught Aelin.”

Again, silence. Then, “Aelin is my heart. | taught her what | knew,
and it worked because our magics understood each other deep
down—just as our souls did. You are ... different. Your magic is
something | have rarely encountered. You need someone who
grasps it, or at least how to train you in it. But | can teach you
control; | can teach you about spiraling down into your power, and
taking care of yourself.”

Dorian nodded his thanks. “The first time you met Aelin, did you
know ... ?”

A snort. “No. Gods, no. We wanted to kill each other.” The
amusement flickered. “She was ... in a very dark place. We both
were. But we led each other out of it. Found a way—together.”

For a heartbeat, Dorian could only stare. As if reading his mind,
Rowan said, “You will find your way, too, Dorian. You'll find your way
out.”



He didn’t have the right words to convey what was in his heart, so
he sighed up at the starry, endless sky. “To Skull's Bay, then.”

Rowan’s smile was a slash of white in the darkness. “To Skull’s
Bay.”
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Clothed in battle-black from head to toe, Aedion Ashryver kept to the
shadows of the street across from the temple and watched his
cousin scale the building beside him.

They’d already secured passage on a ship for tomorrow morning,
along with another messenger ship to sail to Wendlyn, bearing
letters beseeching the Ashryvers for aid and signed by both Aelin
and Aedion himself. Because what they’d learned today...

He'd been to llium enough times over the past decade to know
his way around. Usually, he and his Bane had camped outside the
town walls and enjoyed themselves so thoroughly at the taverns that
he’d wound up puking in his own helmet the next morning. A far cry
from the stunned silence as he and Aelin had walked down the pale,
dusty streets, disguised and unsociable.

In all those visits to the town, he’d never imagined traversing
these streets with his queen—or that her face would be so grave as
she took in the frightened, unhappy people, the scars of war.

No flowers thrown in their path, no trumpets singing their return.
Just the crash of the sea, the howl of the wind, and the beating sun
overhead. And the rage rippling off Aelin at the sight of the soldiers
stationed around the town...

All strangers were watched enough that they’d had to be careful
about securing their ship. To the town, the world, they’d be boarding
the Summer Lady at midmorning, heading north to Suria. But they
would instead be sneaking onto the Wind-Singer just before sunrise
to sail south come dawn. They'd paid in gold for the captain’s
silence.

And for his information. They had been about to leave the man’s
cabin when he’d said, “My brother is a merchant. He specializes in



goods from distant lands. He brought me news last week that ships
were spotted rallying along the western coast of the Fae territory.”

Aelin had asked, “To sail here?” at the same time Aedion had
demanded, “How many ships?”

“Fifty—all warships,” the captain had said, looking them over
carefully. No doubt assuming they were agents of one of the many
crowns at play in this war. “An army of Fae warriors camped on the
beach beyond. They seemed to be waiting for the order to sail.”

The news would likely spread fast. Panic the people. Aedion had
made a note to send warning to his Second to brace the Bane for it
—and counter any wild rumors.

Aelin’s face had gone a bit bloodless, and he'd braced a
steadying hand between her shoulder blades. But she had only
stood straighter at his touch and asked the captain, “Did your brother
get the sense that Queen Maeve has allied with Morath, or that she
is coming to assist Terrasen?”

“Neither,” the captain had cut in. “He was only sailing past,
though if the armada was out like that, | doubt it was secret. We
know nothing else—perhaps the ships were for another war.”

His queen’s face yielded nothing in the dimness of her hood.
Aedion made his do the same.

Except her face had remained like that the entire walk back, and
in the hours since, when they’d honed their weapons and then
slipped back onto the streets under cover of darkness. If Maeve was
indeed rallying an army to stand against them...

Aelin paused atop the roof, Goldryn’s bright hilt wrapped in cloth
to hide its gleaming, and Aedion glanced between her shadowy
figure and the Adarlan watch patrolling the temple walls mere feet
below.

But his cousin turned her head toward the nearby ocean, as if
she could see all the way to Maeve and her awaiting fleet. If the
immortal bitch allied with Morath ... Surely Maeve would not be so
stupid. Perhaps the two dark rulers would destroy each other in their
bid for power. And likely destroy this continent in the process.

But a Dark King and a Dark Queen united against the Fire-
Bringer...



They had to act quickly. Cut off one snake’s head before dealing
with the other.

Cloth on skin hissed, and Aedion glanced at where Lysandra
waited behind him, on the lookout for Aelin’s signal. She was in her
traveling clothes—a bit worn and dirty. She’d been reading an
ancient-looking book all afternoon. Forgotten Creatures of the Deep
or whatever it had been called. A smile tugged at his lips as he
wondered whether she’d borrowed or stolen the title.

The lady looked to where Aelin still stood on the roof, no more
than a shadow. Lysandra cleared her throat a bit and said too softly
for anyone to hear, either the queen or the soldiers across the street,
“She’s accepted Darrow’s decree too calmly.”

“I'd hardly call any of this calm.” But he knew what the shifter
meant. Since Rowan had gone, since word of Rifthold’s fall had
arrived, Aelin had been half present. Distant.

Lysandra’s pale green eyes pinned him to the spot. “It's the calm
before the storm, Aedion.”

Every one of his predatory instincts perked.

Lysandra’s eyes again drifted to Aelin’s lithe figure. “A storm is
coming. A great storm.”

Not the forces lurking in Morath, not Darrow plotting in Orynth or
Maeve assembling her armada—but the woman on that roof, hands
braced on the edge as she crouched down.

“You're not frightened of ... ?” He couldn’t say the rest. He'd
somehow grown accustomed to having the shifter guard Aelin’s back
—had found the idea mighty appealing. Rowan at her right, Aedion
at her left, Lysandra at her back: nothing and no one would get to
their queen.

“No—no, never,” Lysandra said. Something eased in his chest.
“But the more | think about it, the more ... the more it seems like this
was all planned, laid out long ago. Erawan had decades before Aelin
was born to strike—decades during which no one with her powers,
or Dorian’s powers, existed to challenge him. Yet, as fate or fortune
would have it, he moves now. At a time when a Fire-Bringer walks
the earth.”



“What are you getting at?” He'd considered all this before, during
those long watches on the road. It was all horrifying, impossible, but
—so much of their lives defied logic or normalcy. The shifter next to
him proved that.

“Morath is unleashing its horrors,” Lysandra said. “Maeve stirs
across the sea. Two goddesses walk hand in hand with Aelin. More
than that, Mala and Deanna have watched over her the entirety of
her life. But perhaps it wasn’t watching. Perhaps it was ... shaping.
So they might one day unleash her, too. And | wonder if the gods
have weighed the costs of that storm. And deemed the casualties
worth it.”

A chill snaked down his spine.

Lysandra went on, so quietly that Aedion wondered if she feared
not the queen hearing, but those gods. “We have yet to see the full
extent of Erawan’s darkness. And | think we have yet to see the full
extent of Aelin’s fire.”

“She’s not some unwitting pawn.” He'd defy the gods, find a way
to slaughter them, if they threatened Aelin, if they deemed these
lands a worthy sacrifice to defeat the Dark King.

“Is it really that hard for you to just agree with me for once?”

“| never disagree.”

“You always have an answer to everything.” She shook her head.
“It’s insufferable.”

Aedion grinned. “Good to know I'm finally getting under your skin.
Or is it skins?”

That staggeringly beautiful face turned positively wicked.
“Careful, Aedion. | bite.”

Aedion leaned in a bit closer. He knew there were lines with
Lysandra—knew there were boundaries he wouldn’t cross, wouldn’t
push at. Not after what she’d endured since childhood, not after
she’d regained her freedom. Not after what he’d been through, too.

Even if he hadn’t yet told Aelin about it. How could he? How
could he explain what had been done to him, what he’d been forced
to do in those early years of conquest?

But flirting with Lysandra was harmless—for both him and the
shifter. And gods, it was good to talk to her for more than a minute



between forms. So he snapped his teeth at her and said, “Good
thing | know how to make women purr.”

She laughed softly, but the sound died as she looked toward their
queen again, the sea breeze shifting her dark silken hair. “Any
minute now,” she warned him.

Aedion didn’t give a shit what Darrow thought, what he sneered
about. Lysandra had saved his life—had fought for their queen and
put everything on the line, including her ward, to rescue him from
execution and reunite him with Aelin. He’d seen how often the
shifter’s eyes had darted behind them the first few days—as if she
could see Evangeline with Murtaugh and Ren. He knew even now
part of her remained with the girl, just as part of Aelin remained with
Rowan. He wondered if he'd ever feel it—that degree of love.

For Aelin, yes—but ... it was a part of him, as his limbs were a
part of him. It had never been a choice, as Lysandra’s selflessness
with that little girl had been, as Rowan and Aelin had chosen each
other. Perhaps it was stupid to consider, given what he'd been
trained to do and what awaited them in Morath, but... He'd never tell
her this in a thousand years, but looking at Aelin and Rowan, he
sometimes envied them.

He didn’t even want to think about what else Darrow had implied
—that a union between Wendlyn and Terrasen had been attempted
over ten years ago, with marriage between him and Aelin the asking
price, only to be rejected by their kin across the sea.

He loved his cousin, but the thought of touching her like that
made his stomach turn. He had a feeling she returned the sentiment.

She hadn’t shown him the letter she’d written to Wendlyn. It
hadn’t occurred to him until now to ask to see it. Aedion stared up at
the lone figure before the vast, dark sea.

And realized he didn’t want to know.

He was a general, a warrior honed by blood and rage and loss;
he had seen and done things that still drew him from his sleep, night
after night, but... He did not want to know. Not yet.

Lysandra said, “We should leave before dawn. | don’t like the
smell of this place.”



He inclined his head toward the fifty soldiers camped inside the
temple walls. “Obviously.”

But before she could speak, blue flames sparked at Aelin’s
fingertips. The signal.

Lysandra shifted into a ghost leopard, and Aedion faded into the
shadows as she loosed a roar that set the nearby homes tumbling
awake. People spilled out of their doors just as the soldiers threw
open the gates to the temple to see what the commotion was about.

Aelin was off the roof in a few nimble maneuvers, landing with
feline grace as the soldiers shoved into the street, weapons out and
eyes wide.

Those eyes grew wider as Lysandra slunk up beside Aelin,
snarling. As Aedion fell into step on her other side. Together, they
pulled off their hoods. Someone gasped behind them.

Not at their golden hair, their faces. But at the hand wreathed in
blue flame as Aelin lifted it above her head and said to the soldiers
pointing crossbows at them, “Get the hell out of my temple.”

The soldiers blinked. One of the townsfolk behind them began
weeping as a crown of fire appeared atop Aelin’s hair. As the cloth
smothering Goldryn burned away and the ruby glowed bloodred.

Aedion smiled at the Adarlanian bastards, unhooked his shield
from across his back, and said, “My lady gives you a choice: leave
now ... or never leave at all.”

The soldiers exchanged glances. The flame around Aelin’s head
burned brighter, a beacon in the dark. Symbols have power indeed.

There she was, crowned in flame, a bastion against the gathered
night. So Aedion drew the Sword of Orynth from its sheath along his
spine. Someone cried out at the sight of that ancient, mighty blade.

More and more soldiers filled the open temple courtyard beyond
the gate. And some dropped their weapons outright, lifting their
hands. Backing away.

“You bleeding cowards,” a soldier snarled, shoving to the front. A
commander, from the decorations on his red-and-gold uniform.
Human. No black rings on any of them. His lip curled as he beheld
Aedion, the shield and sword he held angled and ready for



bloodletting. “The Wolf of the North.” The sneer deepened. “And the
fire-breathing bitch herself.”

Aelin, to her credit, only looked bored. And she said one last time
to the human soldiers gathered there, shifting on their feet, “Live or
die; it's your choice. But make it now.”

“Don’t listen to the bitch,” the commander snapped. “Simple
parlor tricks, Lord Meah said.”

But five more soldiers dropped their weapons and ran. Outright
sprinted into the streets. “Anyone else?” Aelin asked softly.

Thirty-five soldiers remained, weapons out, faces hard. Aedion
had fought against and alongside such men. Aelin looked to him in
question. Aedion nodded. The commander had his claws in them—
they would only retreat when the man did.

“Come on, then. Let's see what you have to offer,” the
commander taunted. “I've got a lovely farmer’s daughter | want to
finish—"

As if she were blowing out a candle, Aelin exhaled a breath
toward the man.

First the commander went quiet. As if every thought, every
feeling had halted. Then his body seemed to stiffen, like he’d been
turned to stone.

And for a heartbeat, Aedion thought the man had been turned to
stone as his skin, his Adarlanian uniform, turned varying shades of
gray.

But as the sea breeze brushed past, and the man simply fell
apart into nothing but ashes, Aedion realized with no small amount
of shock what she had done.

She’d burned him alive. From the inside out. Someone
screamed.

Aelin merely said, “| warned you.” A few soldiers now bolted.

But most held their ground, hate and disgust shining in their eyes
at the magic, at his queen—at him.

And Aedion smiled like the wolf he was as he lifted the Sword of
Orynth and unleashed himself upon the line of soldiers raising
weapons on the left, Lysandra lunging to the right with a guttural
snarl, and Aelin rained down flames of gold and ruby upon the world.
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They took back the temple in twenty minutes.

It was only ten before they had control of it, the soldiers either
dead or, if they’'d surrendered, hauled to the town dungeon by the
men and women who had joined the fight. The other ten minutes
were spent scouring the place for any ambushers. But they found
only their trappings and refuse, and the sight of the temple in such
disrepair, the sacred walls carved with the names of Adarlanian
brutes, the ancient urns of never-ending fire extinguished or used for
chamber pots...

Aelin had let them all see when she sent a razing fire through the
place, gobbling up any trace of those soldiers, removing years of dirt
and dust and gull droppings to reveal the glorious, ancient carvings
beneath, etched into every pillar and step and wall.

The temple complex comprised three buildings around a massive
courtyard: the archives, the residence for the long-dead priestesses,
and the temple proper, where the ancient Rock was held. It was in
the archives, the most defensible area by far, that she left Aedion
and Lysandra to find anything suitable for bedding, a wall of flame
now encompassing the entire site.

Aedion’s eyes still shone with the thrill of battle when she claimed
she wanted a moment alone by the Rock. He’d fought beautifully—
and she’d made sure to leave some men alive for him to take down.
She was not the only symbol here tonight, not the only one watched.

And as for the shifter who had ripped into those soldiers with
such feral savagery ... Aelin left her again in falcon form, perched on
a rotting beam in the cavernous archives, staring at the enormous
rendering of a sea dragon carved into the floor, at last revealed by
that razing fire. One of many similar carvings throughout, the
heritage of a people long since exiled.

From every space inside the temple, the crashing of waves on
the shore far below whispered or roared. There was nothing to
absorb the sound, to soften it. Great, sprawling rooms and
courtyards where there should have been altars and statues and



gardens of reflection were wholly empty, the smoke of her fire still
lingering.

Good. Fire could destroy—but also cleanse.

She crept across the darkened temple-complex grounds to where
the innermost, holiest of sanctuaries sprawled to the lip of the sea.
Golden light leaked onto the rocky ground before the inner
sanctum’s steps—Ilight from the now-eternally-burning vats of flame
to honor Brannon's gift.

Still clothed in black, Aelin was little more than a shadow as she
dimmed those fires to sleepy, murmuring embers and entered the
heart of the temple.

A great sea wall had been built to push back the wrath of storms
from the stone itself, but even then, the space was damp, the air
thick with brine.

Aelin cleared the massive antechamber and strode between the
two fat pillars that framed the inner sanctuary. At its far end, open to
the wrath of the sea beyond, arose the massive black Rock.

It was smooth as glass, no doubt from the reverent hands that
had touched it over the millennia, and perhaps as big as a farmer’s
market wagon. It jutted upward, overhanging the sea, and starlight
bounced off its pocked surface as Aelin extinguished every flame but
the sole white candle fluttering in the center of the Rock.

The temple carvings revealed no Wyrdmarks or further messages
from the Little Folk. Just swirls and stags.

She’d have to do this the old-fashioned way, then.

Aelin mounted the small stairs that allowed pilgrims to gaze upon
the sacred Rock—then stepped onto it.



215k

The sea seemed to pause.

Aelin tugged the Wyrdkey from her jacket, letting it rest between
her breasts as she took a seat on the overhanging lip of the stone
and peered out into the night-veiled sea.

And waited.

The sliver of crescent moon was beginning to descend when a
deep male voice said behind her, “You look younger than | thought.”

Aelin stared at the sea, even as her stomach tightened. “But just
as good-looking, right?”

She did not hear any footsteps, but the voice was definitely closer
as he said, “At least my daughter was right about your humility.”

“Funny, she never implied you had a sense of humor.”

A whisper of wind to her right, then long, muscled legs beneath
ancient armor appeared beside hers, sandaled feet dangling into the
surf. She finally dared to turn her head, finding that armor continued
to a powerful male body and a broad-boned, handsome face. He
might have fooled anyone into thinking he was flesh and blood—
were it not for the pale glimmer of blue light along his edges.

Aelin bowed her head slightly to Brannon.

A half smile was his only acknowledgment, his red-gold hair
shifting in the moonlight. “A brutal but efficient battle,” he said.

She shrugged. “I was told to come to this temple. | found it
occupied. So | unoccupied it. You’re welcome.”

His lips twitched toward a smile. “I cannot stay long.”

“But you’re going to manage to cram in as many cryptic warnings
as you can, right?”

Brannon’s brows rose, his brandy-colored eyes crinkling with
amusement. “I had my friends send you a message to come for a



reason, you know.”

“Oh, I'm sure of it.” She wouldn’'t have risked reclaiming the
temple otherwise. “But first tell me about Maeve.” She’'d had enough
of waiting until they dumped their message into her lap. She had her
own gods-damned questions.

Brannon’s mouth tightened. “Specify what you need to know.”

“Can she be killed?”

The king’s head whipped toward her. “She is old, Heir of
Terrasen. She was old when | was a child. Her plans are far-reaching

“I know, | know. But will she die if | shove a blade into her heart?
Cut off her head?”

A pause. “l don’t know.”

“What?”

Brannon shook his head. “I don’t know. All Fae may be killed, yet
she has outlived even our extended life spans, and her power ... no
one really understands her power.”

“But you journeyed with her to get the keys back—"

“l do not know. But she long feared my flame. And yours.”

“She’s not Valg, is she?”

A low laugh. “No. As cold as one, but no.” Brannon’'s edges
began to blur a bit.

But he saw the question in her eyes and nodded for her to go on.

Aelin swallowed, her jaw clenching a bit as she forced out a
breath. “Does the power ever get easier to handle?”

Brannon’s gaze softened a fraction. “Yes and no. How it impacts
your relationships with those around you becomes harder than
managing the power—yet is tied to it as well. Magic is no easy gift in
any form, yet fire ... We burn not just within our magic, but also in
our very souls. For better or worse.” His attention flicked to Goldryn,
peeking over her shoulder, and he laughed in quiet surprise. “Is the
beast in the cave dead?”

“No, but he told me that he misses you and you should pay him a
visit. He’s lonely out there.”

Brannon chuckled again. “We would have had fun together, you
and |.”



“I'm starting to wish they’d sent you to deal with me instead of
your daughter. The sense of humor must skip a generation.”

Perhaps it was the wrong thing to say. For that sense of humor
instantly faded from that beautiful tan face, those brandy eyes going
cold and hard. Brannon gripped her hand, but his fingers went
through hers—right down to the stone itself. “The Lock, Heir of
Terrasen. | summoned you here for it. In the Stone Marshes, there
lies a sunken city—the Lock is hidden there. It is needed to bind the
keys back into the broken Wyrdgate. It is the only way to get them
back into that gate and seal it permanently. My daughter begs you—"

“What Lock—’

“Find the Lock.”

“Where in the Stone Marshes? It's not exactly a small—’

Brannon was gone.

Aelin scowled and shoved the Amulet of Orynth back into her
shirt. “Of course there’s a gods-damned lock,” she muttered.

She groaned a bit as she eased to her feet, and frowned at the
night-dark sea crashing mere yards away. At the ancient queen
across it, readying her armada.

Aelin stuck out her tongue.

“Well, if Maeve wasn’t already poised to attack, that'll certainly
set her off,” Aedion drawled from the shadows of a nearby pillar.

Aelin stiffened, hissing.

Her cousin grinned at her, his teeth moon white. “You think |
didn’t know you had something else up your sleeve for why we took
back this temple? Or that this spring in Rifthold taught me nothing
about your tendency to be planning a few things at once?”

She rolled her eyes, stepping off the sacred stone and stomping
down the stairs. “| assume you heard everything.”

“Brannon even winked at me before he vanished.”

She clenched her jaw.

Aedion leaned his shoulder against the carved pillar. “A Lock, eh?
And when, precisely, were you going to inform us about this new
shift in direction?”

She stalked up to him. “When | rutting felt like it, that's when. And
it's not a shift in direction—not yet. Allies remain our goal, not cryptic



commands from dead royals.”

Aedion just smiled. A ripple in the murky shadows of the temple
snagged her attention, and Aelin heaved a sigh. “You two are
honestly insufferable.”

Lysandra flapped onto the top of a nearby statue and clicked her
beak rather saucily.

Aedion slid an arm around Aelin’s shoulders, guiding her back
toward the ramshackle residence within the compound. “New court,
new traditions, you said. Even for you. Starting with fewer schemes
and secrets that take years off my life every time you do a grand
reveal. Though | certainly enjoyed that new trick with the ash. Very
artistic.”

Aelin jabbed him in the side. “Do not—"

The words halted as footsteps crunched on the dry earth from the
nearby courtyard. The wind drifted by, carrying a scent they knew too
well.

Valg. A powerful one, if he'd walked through her wall of flame.

Aelin drew Goldryn as Aedion’s own blade whined softly, the
Sword of Orynth gleaming like freshly forged steel in the moonlight.
Lysandra remained aloft, ducking deeper into the shadows.

“Sold out or shit-poor luck?” Aedion murmured.

“Likely both,” Aelin muttered back as the figure appeared through
two pillars.

He was stocky, slightly overweight—not at all the impossible
beauty that the Valg princes preferred when inhabiting a human
body. But the inhuman reek, even with that collar on his wide neck ...
So much stronger than usual.

Of course, Brannon couldn’t have been bothered to warn her.

The Valg stepped into the light of the sacred braziers.

The thoughts eddied from her head as she saw his face.

And Aelin knew that Aedion had been right her actions tonight
had sent a message. An outright declaration of her location. Erawan
had been waiting for this meeting far longer than a few hours. And
the Valg king knew both sides of her history.

For it was the Chief Overseer of Endovier who now grinned at
them.



She still dreamt of him.

Of that ruddy, common face leering at her, at the other women in
Endovier. Of his laughter when she was stripped to the waist and
whipped in the open, then left to hang from her shackles in the bitter
cold or blazing sun. Of his smile as she was shoved into those
lightless pits; the grin still stretching wide when they removed her
from them days or weeks later.

Goldryn’s hilt became slimy in her hand. Flame instantly burned
along the fingers of her other. She cursed Lorcan for stealing back
the golden ring, for taking away that one bit of immunity, of
redemption.

Aedion was glancing between them, reading the recognition in
her eyes.

The Overseer of Endovier sneered at her, “Aren’t you going to
introduce us, slave?”

The utter stillness that crept over her cousin’s face told her
enough about what he’'d pieced together—along with the glance at
the faint scars on her wrists where shackles had been.

Aedion slid a step between them, no doubt reading every sound
and shadow and scent to see if the man was alone, estimating how
hard and long they’d have to fight their way out of here. Lysandra
flapped to another pillar, poised to shift and pounce at a single word.

Aelin tried to rally the swagger that had shielded and bluffed her
way out of everything. But all she saw was the man dragging those
women behind the buildings; all she heard was the slam of that iron
grate over her lightless pit, all she smelled were the salt and the
blood and the unwashed bodies; all she felt was the burning, wet
slide of blood down her ravaged back—

| will not be afraid; | will not be afraid—

“Have they run out of pretty boys in the kingdoms for you to
wear?” Aedion drawled, buying them time to figure out the odds.

“Come a bit closer,” the overseer smirked, “and we’ll see if you
make a better fit, General.”



Aedion let out a low chuckle, the Sword of Orynth lifting a bit
higher. “I don’t think you’d walk away from it.”

And it was the sight of that blade, her father’s blade, the blade of
her people...

Aelin lifted her chin, and the flames encircling her left hand
flickered brighter.

The overseer’s watery blue eyes slid to hers, narrowing with
amusement. “Too bad you didn’t have that little gift when | put you in
those pits. Or when | painted the earth with your blood.”

A low snarl was Aedion’s answer.

But Aelin made herself smile. “It's late. | just trounced your
soldiers. Let’'s get this chat out of the way so | can have some rest.”

The overseer’s lip curled. “You'll learn proper manners soon
enough, girl. All of you will.”

The amulet between her breasts seemed to grumble, a flicker of
raw, ancient power.

Aelin ignored it, shutting out any thought of it. If the Valg, if
Erawan, got one whiff that she possessed what he so desperately
sought—

The overseer again opened his mouth. She attacked.

Fire blasted him into the nearest wall, surging down his throat,
through his ears, up his nose. Flame that did not burn, flame that
was mere light, blindingly white—

The overseer roared, thrashing as her magic swept into him,
melded with him.

But there was nothing inside to grab on to. No darkness to burn
out, no remaining ember to breathe life into. Only—

Aelin reeled back, magic vanishing and knees buckling as if
struck. Her head gave a throb, and nausea roiled in her gut. She
knew that feeling—that taste.

Iron. As if the man’s core was made of it. And that oily, hideous
aftertaste ... Wyrdstone.

The demon inside the overseer let out a choked laugh. “What are
collars and rings compared to a solid heart? A heart of iron and
Wyrdstone, to replace the coward’s heart beating within.”

“Why,” she breathed.



“| was planted here to demonstrate what is waiting should you
and your court visit Morath.”

Aelin slammed her fire into him, scouring his insides, striking that
core of pure darkness inside. Again, again, again. The overseer kept
roaring, but Aelin kept attacking, until—

She vomited all over the stones between them. Aedion hauled
her upright.

Aelin lifted her head. She’d burned off his clothes, but not
touched the skin.

And there—pulsing against his ribs as if it were a fist punching
through—was his heart.

It slammed into his skin, stretching bone and flesh.

Aelin flinched back. Aedion threw a hand in her path as the
overseer arched in agony, his mouth open in a silent scream.

Lysandra flapped down from the rafters, shifting into leopard form
at their side and snarling.

Again, that fist struck from inside. And then bones snapped,
punching outward, ripping through muscle and skin as if his chest
cavity were the petals of a blooming flower. There was nothing
inside. No blood, no organs.

Only a mighty, ageless darkness—and two flickering golden
embers at its core.

Not embers. Eyes. Simmering with ancient malice. They
narrowed in acknowledgment and pleasure.

It took every ounce of her fire to steel her spine, to tilt her head at
a jaunty angle and drawl, “At least you know how to make a good
entrance, Erawan.”
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The overseer spoke, but the voice was not his. And the voice was
not Perrington’s.

It was a new voice, an old voice, a voice from a different world
and lifetime, a voice that fed on screams and blood and pain. Her
magic thrashed against the sound, and even Aedion swore softly,
still trying to herd her behind him.

But Aelin stood fast against the darkness peering at them from
the man’s cracked chest. And she knew that even if his body hadn'’t
been irreparably broken, there was nothing left inside him to save
anyway. Nothing worth saving to begin with.

She flexed her fingers at her sides, rallying her magic against the
darkness that coiled and swirled inside the man’s shattered chest.

Erawan said, “| would think gratitude is in order, Heir of Brannon.”

She flicked her brows up, tasting smoke in her mouth. Easy, she
murmured to her magic. Careful—she’d have to be so careful he did
not see the amulet around her neck, sense the presence of the final
Wyrdkey inside. With the first two already in his possession, if
Erawan suspected that the third key was in this temple, and that his
utter dominance over this land and all others was close enough to
grab ... She had to keep him distracted.

So Aelin snorted. “Why should | thank you, exactly?”

The embers of eyes slid upward, as if surveying the hollow body
of the overseer. “For this small warning present. For ridding the world
of one more bit of vermin.”

And for making you realize how fruitless standing against me will
be, that voice whispered right into her skull.

She slammed fire outward in a blind maneuver, stumbling back
into Aedion at the caress in that hideous, beautiful voice. From her



cousin’s pale face, she knew he'd heard it, too, felt its violating
touch.

Erawan chuckled. “I'm surprised you tried to save him first. Given
what he did to you at Endovier. My prince could scarcely stand to be
inside his mind, it was already so vile. Do you find pleasure in
deciding who shall be saved and who is beyond it? So easy, to
become a little, burning god.”

Nausea, true and cold, struck her.

But it was Aedion who smirked, “I'd think you’d have better things
to do, Erawan, than taunt us in the dead hours of the morning. Or is
this all just a way to make yourself feel better about Dorian Havilliard
slipping through your nets?”

The darkness hissed. Aedion squeezed her shoulder in silent
warning. End it now. Before Erawan might strike. Before he could
sense that the Wyrdkey he sought was mere feet away.

So Aelin inclined her head to the force staring at them through
flesh and bone. “I suggest you rest and gather your strength,
Erawan,” she purred, winking at him with every shred of bravado left
in her. “You’re going to need it.”

A low laugh as flames started to flicker in her eyes, heating her
blood with welcome, delicious warmth. “Indeed. Especially
considering the plans | have for the would-be King of Adarlan.”

Aelin’s heart stopped.

“Perhaps you should have told your lover to disguise himself
before he snatched Dorian Havilliard out of Rifthold.” Those eyes
narrowed to slits. “What was his name ... Oh, yes,” Erawan
breathed, as if someone had whispered it to him. “Prince Rowan
Whitethorn of Doranelle. What a prize he shall be.”

Aelin plummeted down into fire and darkness, refusing to yield
one inch to the terror creeping over her.

Erawan crooned, “My hunters are already tracking them. And |
am going to hurt them, Aelin Galathynius. | am going to hone them
into my most loyal generals. Starting with your Fae Prince—"

A battering ram of hottest blue slammed into that pit in the man’s
chest cavity, into those burning eyes.



Aelin kept her magic focused on that chest, on the bones and
flesh melting away, leaving only that heart of iron and Wyrdstone
untouched. Her magic flowed around it like a stream surging past a
rock, burning his body, that thing inside him—

“Don’t bother saving any part of him,” Aedion snarled softly.

Her magic roaring out of her, Aelin glanced over a shoulder.
Lysandra was now in human form beside Aedion, teeth gritted at the
overseer—

The look cost her.

She heard Aedion’s shout before she felt Erawan’s punch of
darkness crash into her chest.

Felt the air snap against her as she was hurled back, felt her
body bark against the stone wall before the agony of that darkness
really sank in. Her breath stalled, her blood halted—

Get up get up get up.

Erawan laughed softly as Aedion was instantly at her side,
dragging her to her feet as her mind, her body tried to reorder itself—

Aelin threw out her power again, letting Aedion believe she
allowed him to hold her upright simply because she forgot to step
away, not because her knees were shaking so violently she wasn't
sure she could stand.

But her hand remained steady, at least, as she extended it.

The temple around them shuddered at the force of the power she
hurled out of herself. Dust and kernels of debris trickled from the
ceiling high above; columns swayed like drunken friends.

Aedion’s and Lysandra’s faces glowed in the blue light of her
flame, their features wide-eyed but set with solid determination—and
wrath. She leaned farther into Aedion as her magic roared from her,
his grip tightening at her waist.

Each heartbeat was a lifetime; each breath ached.

But the overseer’s body at last ripped apart under her power—the
dark shields around it yielding to her.

And some small part of her realized that it only did so when
Erawan deigned to leave, those amused, ember-like eyes guttering
into nothing.



When the man’s body was only ashes, Aelin reeled back her
magic, cocooned her heart in it. She gripped Aedion’s arm, trying not
to breathe too loudly, lest he hear the rasp of her battered lungs,
realize how hard that single plume of darkness had hit.

A heavy thud echoed through the silent temple as the lump of
iron and Wyrdstone fell.

That was the cost—Erawan’s plan. To realize that the only mercy
she might offer her court would be death.

If they were ever captured ... he’d make her watch as they were
all carved apart and filled with his power. Make her look into their
faces when he’d finished, and find no trace of their souls within.
Then he'd get to work on her.

And Rowan and Dorian ... If Erawan was hunting them at this
very moment, if he learned that they were in Skull's Bay, and how
hard he’d actually struck her—

Aelin’s flames banked to a quiet ember, and she finally found
enough strength in her legs to push away from Aedion’s grip.

“We need to be on that ship before dawn, Aelin,” he said. “If
Erawan wasn't bluffing...”

Aelin only nodded. They had to get to Skull's Bay as fast as the
winds and currents could carry them.

But as she turned toward the archway out of the temple, heading
for the archives, she glanced at her chest—utterly untouched,
though Erawan’s power had hit her like a hurled spear.

He’d missed. By three inches, Erawan had narrowly missed
hitting the amulet. And possibly sensing the Wyrdkey inside it.

Yet the blow still reverberated against her bones in brutal ripples.

A reminder that she might be the heir of fire ... but Erawan was
King of the Darkness.
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Manon Blackbeak watched the black skies above Morath bleed to
rotted gray on the last morning of Asterin’s life.

She had not slept the entirety of the night had not eaten or
drank; had done nothing but sharpen Wind-Cleaver in the frigid
openness of the wyvern’s aerie. Over and over, she had honed the
blade, leaning against Abraxos’s warm side, until her fingers were
too stiff with cold to grip sword or stone.

Her grandmother had ordered Asterin locked in the deepest
bowels of the Keep’s dungeon, so heavily guarded that escape was
impossible. Or rescue.

Manon had toyed with the idea for the first few hours after the
sentence had been given. But to rescue Asterin would be to betray
her Matron, her Clan. Her mistake—it was her own mistake, her own
damned choices, that had led to this.

And if she stepped out of line again, the rest of the Thirteen
would be put down. She was lucky she hadn’t been stripped of her
title as Wing Leader. At least she could still lead her people, protect
them. Better than allowing someone like Iskra to take command.

The Ferian Gap legion’s assault on Rifthold under Iskra’s
command had been sloppy, chaotic—not the systematic, careful
sacking Manon would have planned had they asked her. It made no
difference now whether the city was in full or half ruin. It didn’t alter
Asterin’s fate.

So there was little to be done, other than to sharpen her ancient
blade and memorize the Words of Request. Manon would have to
utter them at the right moment. This last gift, she could give her
cousin. Her only gift.



Not the long, slow torture and beheading that was typical of a
witch execution.

But the swift mercy of Manon’s own blade.

Boots scuffed on stone and crunched the hay littering the aerie
floor. Manon knew that step—knew it as well as Asterin’s own gait.
“What,” she said to Sorrel without looking behind her.

“Dawn approaches,” her Third said.

Soon to be Second. Vesta would become Third, and ... and
maybe Asterin would at last see that hunter of hers, see the stillborn
witchling they’d had together.

Never again would Asterin ride the winds; never again would
Asterin soar on the back of her sky-blue mare. Manon’s eyes slid to
the wyvern across the aerie—shifting on her two legs, awake when
the others were not.

As if she could sense her mistress’s doom beckoning with each
passing moment.

What would become of the mare when Asterin was gone?

Manon rose to her feet, Abraxos nudging the backs of her thighs
with his snout. She reached down, brushing his scaly head. She
didn’t know who it was meant to comfort. Her crimson cape, as
bloody and filthy as the rest of her, was still clasped at her
collarbone.

The Thirteen would become twelve.

Manon met Sorrel’'s gaze. But her Third’s attention was on Wind-
Cleaver, bare in Manon’s hand.

Her Third said, “You mean to make the Words of Request.”

Manon tried to speak. But she could not open her mouth. So she
only nodded.

Sorrel stared toward the open archway beyond Abraxos. “I wish
she had the chance to see the Wastes. Just once.”

Manon forced herself to lift her chin. “We do not wish. We do not
hope,” she said to her soon-to-be Second. Sorrel’s eyes snapped to
her, something like hurt flashing there. Manon took the inner blow.
She said, “We will move on, adapt.”

Sorrel said quietly, but not weakly, “She goes to her death to keep
your secrets.”



It was the closest Sorrel had ever come to outright challenge. To
resentment.

Manon sheathed Wind-Cleaver at her side and strode for the
stairwell, unable to meet Abraxos’s curious stare. “Then she will
have served me well as Second, and will be remembered for it.”

Sorrel said nothing.

So Manon descended into the gloom of Morath to kill her cousin.

—

L L

The execution was not to be held in the dungeon.

Rather, her grandmother had selected a broad veranda
overlooking one of the endless drops into the ravine curled around
Morath. Witches were crowded onto the balcony, practically
thrumming with bloodlust.

The Matrons stood before the gathered group, Cresseida and the
Yellowlegs Matron flanked by each of their heirs, all facing the open
doors through which Manon and the Thirteen exited the Keep proper.

Manon did not hear the murmur of the crowd; did not hear the
roaring wind ripping between the high turrets; did not hear the strike
of hammers in the forges of the valley below.

Not when her attention went to Asterin, on her knees before the
Matrons. She, too, was facing Manon, still in her riding leathers, her
golden hair limp and knotted, flecked with blood. She lifted her face

“It was only fair,” Manon’s grandmother drawled, the crowd
silencing, “for Iskra Yellowlegs to also avenge the four sentinels
slaughtered on your watch. Three blows apiece for each of the
sentinels killed.”

Twelve blows total. But from the cuts and bruises on Asterin’s
face, the split lip, from the way she cradled her body as she bent
over her knees ... It had been far more than that.

Slowly, Manon looked at Iskra. Cuts marred her knuckles—still
raw from the beating she’d given Asterin in the dungeon.

While Manon had been upstairs, brooding.



Manon opened her mouth, her rage a living thing thrashing in her
gut, her blood. But Asterin spoke instead.

“Be glad to know, Manon,” her Second rasped with a faint, cocky
smile, “that she had to chain me up to beat me.”

Iskra’s eyes flashed. “You still screamed, bitch, when | whipped
you.”

“Enough,” Manon’s grandmother cut in, waving a hand.

Manon barely heard the order.

They had whipped her sentinel like some underling, like some
mortal beast—

Someone snarled, low and vicious, to her right.

The breath went out of her as she found Sorrel—unmovable rock,
unfeeling stone—baring her teeth at Iskra, at those assembled here.

Manon’s grandmother stepped forward, brimming with
displeasure. Behind Manon, the Thirteen were a silent, unbreakable
wall.

Asterin began scanning their faces, and Manon realized her
Second understood that it was the last time she’d do so.

“Blood shall be paid with blood,” Manon’s grandmother and the
Yellowlegs Matron said in unison, reciting from their eldest rituals.
Manon steeled her spine, waiting for the right moment. “Any witch
who wishes to extract blood in the name of Zelta Yellowlegs may
come forward.”

Iron nails slid out from the hands of the entire Yellowlegs coven.

Asterin only stared at the Thirteen, her bloody face unmoved,
eyes clear.

The Yellowlegs Matron said, “Form the line.”

Manon pounced.

“l invoke the right of execution.”

Everyone froze.

Manon’s grandmother’s face went pale with rage. But the other
two Matrons, even Yellowlegs, just waited.

Manon said, head high, “I claim the right to my Second’s head.
Blood shall be paid with blood—but at my sword’s edge. She is
mine, and so shall her death be mine.”



For the first time, Asterin’s mouth tightened, eyes gleaming. Yes,
she understood the only gift Manon could give her, the only honor
left.

It was Cresseida Blueblood who cut in before the other two
Matrons could speak. “For saving my daughter’s life, Wing Leader, it
shall be granted.”

The Yellowlegs Matron whipped her head to Cresseida, a retort
on her lips, but it was too late. The words had been spoken, and the
rules were to be obeyed at any cost.

The Crochan’s red cape fluttering behind her in the wind, Manon
dared a look at her grandmother. Only hatred glowed in those
ancient eyes—hatred, and a flicker of satisfaction that Asterin would
be ended after decades of being deemed an unfit Second.

But at least this death was now hers to give.

And in the east, slipping over the mountains like molten gold, the
sun began to rise.

A hundred years she’d had with Asterin. She’d always thought
they’d have a hundred more.

Manon said softly to Sorrel, “Turn her around. My Second shall
see the dawn one last time.”

Sorrel obediently stepped forward, pivoting Asterin to face the
High Witches, the crowd by the rail—and the rare sunrise piercing
through Morath’s gloom.

Blood soaked through the back of her Second’s leathers.

And yet Asterin knelt, shoulders square and head high, as she
looked not at the dawn—but at Manon herself while she stalked
around her Second to take a place a few feet before the Matrons.

“Sometime before breakfast, Manon,” her grandmother said from
a few feet behind.

Manon drew Wind-Cleaver, the blade singing softly as it slid free
of its sheath.

The sunlight gilded the balcony as Asterin whispered, so softly
that only Manon could hear, “Bring my body back to the cabin.”

Something in Manon’s chest broke—broke so violently that she
wondered if it was possible for no one to have heard it.

Manon lifted her sword.



All it would take was one word from Asterin, and she could save
her own hide. Spill Manon’s secrets, her betrayals, and she’d walk
free. Yet her Second uttered no other word.

And Manon understood in that moment that there were forces
greater than obedience, and discipline, and brutality. Understood that
she had not been born soulless; she had not been born without a
heart.

For there were both, begging her not to swing that blade.

Manon looked to the Thirteen, standing around Asterin in a half
circle.

One by one, they lifted two fingers to their brows.

A murmur went through the crowd. The gesture not to honor a
High Witch.

But a Witch-Queen.

There had not been a Queen of Witches in five hundred years,
either among the Crochans or the Ironteeth. Not one.

Forgiveness shone in the faces of her Thirteen. Forgiveness and
understanding and loyalty that was not blind obedience, but forged in
pain and battle, in shared victory and defeat. Forged in hope for a
better life—a better world.

At last, Manon found Asterin’s gaze, tears now rolling down her
Second’s face. Not from fear or pain, but in farewell. A hundred
years—and yet Manon wished she’d had mo