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PART ONE
Lady of Shadows





There was a thing waiting in the dark ness.
It was ancient, and cruel, and paced in the shadows leash ing his mind. 

It was not of his world, and had been brought here to fill him with its 
prim or dial cold. Some invis ible barrier still separ ated them, but the wall 
crumbled a little more every time the thing stalked along its length, 
testing its strength.

He could not remem ber his name.
That was the first thing he’d forgot ten when the dark ness envel oped 

him weeks or months or eons ago. Then he’d forgot ten the names of the 
others who had meant so much to him. He could recall horror and 
despair—only because of the solit ary moment that kept inter rupt ing the 
black ness like the steady beat of a drum: a few minutes of scream ing and 
blood and frozen wind. There had been people he loved in that room of 
red marble and glass; the woman had lost her head—

Lost, as if the behead ing were her fault.
A lovely woman with delic ate hands like golden doves. It was not her 

1



• •

fault, even if he could not remem ber her name. It was the fault of the man 
on the glass throne, who had ordered that guard’s sword to sever flesh and 
bone.

There was nothing in the dark ness beyond the moment when that 
woman’s head thudded to the ground. There was nothing but that moment, 
again and again and again—and that thing pacing nearby, waiting for 
him to break, to yield, to let it in. A prince.

He could not remem ber if the thing was the prince, or if he himself 
had once been a prince. Not likely. A prince would not have allowed that 
woman’s head to be cut off. A prince would have stopped the blade. A 
prince would have saved her.

Yet he had not saved her, and he knew there was no one coming to 
save him.

There was still a real world beyond the shadows. He was forced to 
parti cip ate in it by the man who had ordered the slaughter of that lovely 
woman. And when he did, no one noticed that he had become hardly 
more than a mari on ette, strug gling to speak, to act past the shackles on 
his mind. He hated them for not noti cing. That was one of the emotions 
he still knew.

I was not supposed to love you. The woman had said that—and then she 
died. She should not have loved him, and he should not have dared to love 
her. He deserved this dark ness, and once the invis ible bound ary shattered 
and the waiting thing pounced, infilt rat ing and filling him . . . he’d have 
earned it.

So he remained bound in night, witness ing the scream and the blood 
and the impact of flesh on stone. He knew he should struggle, knew he 
had struggled in those final seconds before the collar of black stone had 
clamped around his neck.

But there was a thing waiting in the dark ness, and he could not bring 
himself to fight it for much longer.



Aelin Ashryver Galathynius, heir of fire, beloved of Mala Light-Bringer, 
and right ful Queen of Terrasen, leaned against the worn oak bar and 
listened care fully to the sounds of the pleas ure hall, sorting through the 
cheers and moans and bawdy singing. Though it had chewed up and spat 
out several owners over the past few years, the subter ranean warren of sin 
known as the Vaults remained the same: uncom fort ably hot, reeking of 
stale ale and unwashed bodies, and packed to the rafters with lowlifes and 
career crim in als.

More than a few young lords and merchants’ sons had swaggered 
down the steps into the Vaults and never seen daylight again. Sometimes 
it was because they flashed their gold and silver in front of the wrong 
person; some times it was because they were vain or drunk enough to 
think that they could jump into the fight ing pits and walk out alive. 
Sometimes they mishandled one of the women for hire in the alcoves 
flank ing the cavernous space and learned the hard way about which people 
the owners of the Vaults really valued.
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Aelin sipped from the mug of ale the sweat ing barkeep had slid her 
moments before. Watery and cheap, but at least it was cold. Above the 
tang of filthy bodies, the scent of roast ing meat and garlic floated to her. 
Her stomach grumbled, but she wasn’t stupid enough to order food. One, 
the meat was usually cour tesy of rats in the alley a level above; two, 
wealth ier patrons usually found it laced with some thing that left them 
awaken ing in the afore men tioned alley, purse empty. If they woke up  
at all.

Her clothes were dirty, but fine enough to mark her as a thief ’s target. 
So she’d care fully examined her ale, sniff ng and then sipping it before 
deeming it safe. She’d still have to find food at some point soon, but not 
until she learned what she needed to from the Vaults: what the hell had 
happened in Rifthold in the months she’d been gone.

And what client Arobynn Hamel wanted to see so badly that he was 
risking a meeting here—espe cially when brutal, black-uniformed guards 
were roaming the city like packs of wolves.

She’d managed to slip past one such patrol during the chaos of 
docking, but not before noting the onyx wyvern embroidered on their 
uniforms. Black on black—perhaps the King of Adarlan had grown tired 
of pretend ing he was anything but a menace and had issued a royal decree 
to abandon the tradi tional crimson and gold of his empire. Black for 
death; black for his two Wyrdkeys; black for the Valg demons he was now 
using to build himself an unstop pable army.

A shudder crawled along her spine, and she drained the rest of her ale. 
As she set down the mug, her auburn hair shifted and caught the light of 
the wrought-iron chan deliers.

She’d hurried from the docks to the river side Shadow Market—where 
anyone could find anything they wanted, rare or contra band or common-
place—and purchased a brick of dye. She’d paid the merchant an extra piece 
of silver to use the small room in the back of the shop to dye her hair, still 
short enough to brush just below her collar bones. If those guards had been 
monit or ing the docks and had somehow seen her, they would be looking for 
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a golden-haired young woman. Everyone would be looking for a golden-
haired young woman, once word arrived in a few weeks that the King’s 
Champion had failed in her task to assas sin ate Wendlyn’s royal family and 
steal its naval defense plans.

She’d sent a warning to the King and Queen of Eyllwe months ago, 
and knew they’d take the proper precau tions. But that still left one person 
at risk before she could fulfill the first steps of her plan—the same person 
who might be able to explain the new guards by the docks. And why the 
city was notice ably quieter, tenser. Hushed.

If she were to over hear anything regard ing the Captain of the Guard 
and whether he was safe, it would be here. It was only a matter of listen ing 
to the right conver sa tion or sitting with the right card part ners. What a 
fortu nate coin cid ence, then, that she’d spotted Tern—one of Arobynn’s 
favored assas sins—buying the latest dose of his preferred poison at the 
Shadow Market.

She’d followed him here in time to spy several more of Arobynn’s 
assas sins conver ging on the pleas ure hall. They never did that—not unless 
their master was present. Usually only when Arobynn was taking a 
meeting with someone very, very import ant. Or danger ous.

After Tern and the others had slipped inside the Vaults, she’d waited 
on the street for a few minutes, linger ing in the shadows to see whether 
Arobynn arrived, but no such luck. He must have already been within.

So she’d come in on the heels of a group of drunken merchants’ sons, 
spotted where Arobynn was holding court, and done her best to remain 
unnoticed and unre mark able while she lurked at the bar—and observed.

With her hood and dark clothes, she blended in well enough not to 
garner much atten tion. She supposed that if anyone was foolish enough to 
attempt to rob her, it made them fair game to be robbed right back. She 
was running low on money.

She sighed through her nose. If her people could only see her: Aelin of 
the Wildfire, assas sin and pick pocket. Her parents and uncle were prob-
ably thrash ing in their graves.
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Still. Some things were worth it. Aelin crooked a gloved finger at the 
bald barkeep, signal ing for another ale.

“I’d mind how much you drink, girl,” sneered a voice beside her.
She glanced side long at the average-sized man who had slipped up 

beside her at the bar. She would have known him for his ancient cutlass if 
she hadn’t recog nized the disarm ingly common face. The ruddy skin, the 
beady eyes and thick brows—all a bland mask to hide the hungry killer 
beneath.

Aelin braced her fore arms on the bar, cross ing one ankle over the 
other. “Hello, Tern.” Arobynn’s second in command—or he had been two 
years ago. A vicious, calcu lat ing little prick who had always been more 
than eager to do Arobynn’s dirty work. “I figured it was only a matter of 
time before one of Arobynn’s dogs sniffed me out.”

Tern leaned against the bar, flash ing her a too-bright smile. “If 
memory serves, you were always his favor ite bitch.”

She chuckled, facing him fully. They were nearly equal in height— 
and with his slim build, Tern had been unnerv ingly good at getting into 
even the most well-guarded places. The barkeep, spot ting Tern, kept  
well away.

Tern inclined his head over a shoulder, gestur ing to the shadowy back 
of the cavernous space. “Last banquette against the wall. He’s finish ing up 
with a client.”

She flicked her gaze in the direc tion Tern indic ated. Both sides of the 
Vaults were lined with alcoves teeming with whores, barely curtained off 
from the crowds. She skipped over the writh ing bodies, over the gaunt-
faced, hollow-eyed women waiting to earn their keep in this fester ing 
shit-hole, over the people who monitored the proceed ings from the nearest 
tables—guards and voyeurs and flesh mon gers. But there, tucked into the 
wall adja cent to the alcoves, were several wooden booths.

Exactly the ones she’d been discreetly monit or ing since her arrival.
And in the one farthest from the lights . . . a gleam of polished leather 

boots stretched out beneath the table. A second pair of boots, worn and 



• •

muddy, were braced on the floor across from the first, as if the client were 
ready to bolt. Or, if he were truly stupid, to fight.

He was certainly stupid enough to have let his personal guard stay 
visible, a beacon alert ing anyone who cared to notice that some thing 
rather import ant was happen ing in that last booth.

The client’s guard—a slender, hooded young woman armed to the 
teeth—was leaning against a wooden pillar nearby, her silky, shoulder-
length dark hair shining in the light as she care fully monitored the pleas-
ure hall. Too stiff to be a casual patron. No uniform, no house colors or 
sigils. Not surpris ing, given the client’s need for secrecy.

The client prob ably thought it was safer to meet here, when these sorts 
of meet ings were usually held at the Assassins’ Keep or one of the shadowy 
inns owned by Arobynn himself. He had no idea that Arobynn was also a 
major investor in the Vaults, and it would take only a nod from Aelin’s 
former master for the metal doors to lock—and the client and his guard to 
never walk out again.

It still left the ques tion of why Arobynn had agreed to meet here.
And still left Aelin looking across the hall toward the man who had 

shattered her life in so many ways.
Her stomach tightened, but she smiled at Tern. “I knew the leash 

wouldn’t stretch far.”
Aelin pushed off the bar, slip ping through the crowd before the assas-

sin could say anything else. She could feel Tern’s stare fixed right between 
her shoulder blades, and knew he was aching to plunge his cutlass there.

Without both er ing to glance back, she gave him an obscene gesture 
over her shoulder.

His barked string of curses was far better than the bawdy music being 
played across the room.

She noted each face she passed, each table of revel ers and crim in als 
and workers. The client’s personal guard now watched her, a gloved hand 
slip ping to the ordin ary sword at her side.

Not your concern, but nice try. 
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Aelin was half tempted to smirk at the woman. Might have done so, 
actu ally, if she wasn’t focused on the King of the Assassins. On what 
waited for her in that booth.

But she was ready—or as ready as she could ever be. She’d spent long 
enough plan ning.

Aelin had given herself a day at sea to rest and to miss Rowan. With 
the blood oath now etern ally binding her to the Fae Prince—and him to 
her—his absence was like a phantom limb. She still felt that way, even 
when she had so much to do, even though missing her carranam was 
useless and he’d no doubt kick her ass for it.

The second day they’d been apart, she’d offered the ship’s captain a 
silver coin for a pen and a stack of paper. And after locking herself in her 
cramped state room, she’d begun writing.

There were two men in this city respons ible for destroy ing her life and 
the people she’d loved. She would not leave Rifthold until she’d buried 
them both.

So she’d written page after page of notes and ideas, until she had a list 
of names and places and targets. She’d memor ized every step and calcu la-
tion, and then she’d burned the pages with the power smol der ing in her 
veins, making sure every last scrap was nothing more than ash float ing 
out the porthole window and across the vast, night-darkened ocean.

Though she had braced herself, it had still been a shock weeks later 
when the ship had passed some unseen marker just off the coast and her 
magic vanished. All that fire she’d spent so many months carefully 
mastering . . . gone as if it had never existed, not even an ember left 
flickering in her veins. A new sort of emptiness—different from the hole 
Rowan’s absence left in her.

Stranded in her human skin, she’d curled up on her cot and recalled 
how to breathe, how to think, how to move her damn body without the 
immor tal grace she’d become so depend ent on. She was a useless fool for 
letting those gifts become a crutch, for being caught unguarded when 
they were again ripped from her. Rowan defin itely would have kicked her 
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ass for that—once he’d recovered himself. It was enough to make her glad 
she’d asked him to stay behind.

So she had breathed in the brine and the wood, and reminded herself 
that she’d been trained to kill with her bare hands long before she’d ever 
learned to melt bones with her fire. She did not need the extra strength, 
speed, and agility of her Fae form to bring down her enemies.

The man respons ible for that initial brutal train ing—the man who had 
been savior and tormentor, but never declared himself father or brother or 
lover—was now steps away, still speak ing with his oh-so-important client.

Aelin pushed against the tension threat en ing to lock up her limbs and 
kept her move ments feline-smooth as she closed the final twenty feet 
between them.

Until Arobynn’s client rose to his feet, snap ping some thing at the 
King of the Assassins, and stormed toward his guard.

Even with the hood, she knew the way he moved. She knew the shape 
of the chin poking from the shadows of the cowl, the way his left hand 
tended to brush against his scab bard.

But the sword with the eagle-shaped pommel was not hanging at his 
side.

And there was no black uniform—only brown, nondes cript clothes, 
spotted with dirt and blood.

She grabbed an empty chair and pulled it up to a table of card players 
before the client had taken two steps. She slid into the seat and focused on 
breath ing, on listen ing, even as the three people at the table frowned at her.

She didn’t care.
From the corner of her eye, she saw the guard jerk her chin toward her.
“Deal me in,” Aelin muttered to the man beside her. “Right now.”
“We’re in the middle of a game.”
“Next round, then,” she said, relax ing her posture and slump ing her 

shoulders as Chaol Westfall cast his gaze in her direc tion.



Chaol was Arobynn’s client.
Or he wanted some thing from her former master badly enough to risk 

meeting here.
What the hell had happened while she was away?
She watched the cards being slapped down on the ale-damp table, 

even as the captain’s atten tion fixed on her back. She wished she could see 
his face, see anything in the gloom under neath that hood. Despite the 
splat ter ing of blood on his clothes, he moved as though no injur ies plagued 
him.

Something that had been coiled tightly in her chest for months slowly 
loosened.

Alive—but where had the blood come from?
He must have deemed her nonthreat en ing, because he merely 

motioned to his compan ion to go, and they both strolled toward the bar—
no, toward the stairs beyond. He moved at a steady, casual pace, though 
the woman at his side was too tense to pass for uncon cerned. Fortunately 
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for them all, no one looked his way as he left, and the captain didn’t glance 
in her direc tion again.

She’d moved fast enough that he likely hadn’t been able to detect that 
it was her. Good. Good, even if she would have known him moving or 
still, cloaked or bare.

There he went, up the stairs, not even glan cing down, though his 
compan ion contin ued watch ing her. Who the hell was that? There hadn’t 
been any female guards at the palace when she’d left, and she had been 
fairly certain the king had an absurd no-women rule.

Seeing Chaol changed nothing—not right now.
She curled her hand into a fist, keenly aware of the bare finger on her 

right hand. It hadn’t felt naked until now.
A card landed before her. “Three silvers to join,” the bald, tattooed 

man beside her said as he dealt the cards, inclin ing his head toward the 
tidy pile of coins in the center.

Meeting with Arobynn—she’d never thought Chaol was stupid, but 
this . . . Aelin rose from the chair, cooling the wrath that had started to 
boil in her veins. “I’m dead broke,” she said. “Enjoy the game.”

The door atop the stone stairs was already shut, Chaol and his compan-
ion gone.

She gave herself a second to wipe any expres sion beyond mild amuse-
ment off her face.

Odds were, Arobynn had planned the whole thing to coin cide with 
her arrival. He’d prob ably sent Tern to the Shadow Market just to catch 
her eye, to draw her here. Maybe he knew what the captain was up to, 
whose side the young lord was now on; maybe he’d just lured her here to 
worm his way into her mind, to shake her up a bit.

Getting answers from Arobynn would come at a price, but it was 
smarter than running after Chaol into the night, though the urge had her 
muscles locking up. Months—months and months since she’d seen him, 
since she’d left Adarlan, broken and hollow.

But no more.
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Aelin swaggered the last few steps to the banquette and paused in 
front of it, cross ing her arms as she beheld Arobynn Hamel, the King of 
the Assassins and her former master, smiling up at her.

•

Lounging in the shadows of the wooden banquette, a glass of wine before 
him, Arobynn looked exactly as he had the last time she’d seen him: a fine-
boned aristo face, silky auburn hair that grazed his shoulders, and a deep-
blue tunic of exquis ite make, unbuttoned with an assumed casu al ness at the 
top to reveal the toned chest beneath. No sign at all of a neck lace or chain. 
His long, muscled arm was draped across the back of the bench, and his 
tanned, scar-flecked fingers drummed a beat in time with the hall music.

“Hello, darling,” he purred, his silver eyes bright even in the dimness.
No weapons save for a beau ti ful rapier at his side, its ornate, twist ing 

guards like a swirl ing wind bound in gold. The only overt sign of the 
wealth that rivaled the riches of kings and empresses.

Aelin slid onto the bench across from him, too aware of the wood still 
warm from Chaol. Her own daggers pressed against her with every move-
ment. Goldryn was a heavy weight at her side, the massive ruby in its hilt 
hidden by her dark cloak—the legendary blade utterly useless in such 
tight quar ters. No doubt why he’d picked the booth for this meeting.

“You look more or less the same,” she said, leaning against the hard 
bench and tugging back her hood. “Rifthold contin ues to treat you well.”

It was true. In his late thirties, Arobynn remained hand some, and as 
calm and collec ted as he’d been at the Assassins’ Keep during the dark 
blur of days after Sam had died.

There were many, many debts to be paid for what happened back then.
Arobynn looked her up and down—a slow, delib er ate exam in a tion. “I 

think I preferred your natural hair color.”
“Precautions,” she said, cross ing her legs and surveying him just as 

slowly. No indic a tion that he was wearing the Amulet of Orynth, the 
royal heir loom he’d stolen from her when he found her half-dead on the 
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banks of the Florine. He’d allowed her to believe the amulet that secretly 
contained the third and final Wyrdkey had been lost to the river. For a 
thou sand years, her ancest ors had unwit tingly worn the amulet, and it 
had made their kingdom—her kingdom—a power house: pros per ous  
and safe, the ideal to which all courts in all lands were held. Still, she’d 
never seen Arobynn wear any sort of chain around his neck. He prob ably 
had it squirreled away some where at the Keep. “I wouldn’t want to wind 
up back in Endovier.”

Those silver eyes sparkled. It was an effort to keep from reach ing for a 
dagger and throw ing it hard. 

But too much was depend ent on him to kill him right away. She’d had 
a long, long while to think this over—what she wanted to do, how she 
wanted to do it. Ending it here and now would be a waste. Especially 
when he and Chaol were somehow tangled up.

Perhaps that was why he’d lured her here—so she would spy Chaol 
with him . . . and hesit ate.

“Indeed,” Arobynn said, “I’d hate to see you back in Endovier, too. 
Though I will say these past two years have made you even more strik ing. 
Womanhood suits you.” He cocked his head, and she knew it was coming 
before he amended, “Or should I say queen-hood?”

It had been a decade since they’d spoken baldly of her herit age, or of 
the title he had helped her walk away from, had taught her to hate and 
fear. Sometimes he’d mentioned it in veiled terms, usually as a threat to 
keep her bound to him. But he had never once said her true name—not 
even when he’d found her on that icy riverb ank and carried her into his 
house of killers.

“What makes you think I have any interest in that?” she said casu ally.
Arobynn shrugged his broad shoulders. “One can’t put much faith in 

gossip, but word arrived about a month ago from Wendlyn. It claimed that 
a certain lost queen put on a rather spec tac u lar show for an invad ing legion 
from Adarlan. Actually, I believe the title our esteemed friends in the 
empire now like to use is ‘fire-breathing bitch-queen.’ ”
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Honestly, she almost found it funny—flat ter ing, even. She’d known 
word would spread about what she had done to General Narrok and the 
three other Valg princes squat ting like toads inside human bodies. She 
just hadn’t real ized every one would learn of it so quickly. “People will 
believe anything they hear these days.”

“True,” Arobynn said. At the other end of the Vaults, a fren zied crowd 
roared at the fight ers slug ging it out in the pits. The King of the Assassins 
looked toward it, smiling faintly.

It had been almost two years since she’d stood in that crowd, watch ing 
Sam take on vastly inferior fight ers, hust ling to raise enough money to get 
them out of Rifthold and away from Arobynn. A few days later, she’d 
wound up in a prison wagon bound for Endovier, but Sam . . .

She’d never discovered where they’d buried Sam after Rourke 
Farran—second in command to Ioan Jayne, the Crime Lord of Rifthold—
had tortured and killed him. She’d killed Jayne herself, with a dagger 
hurled into his meaty face. And Farran . . . She’d later learned that  
Farran had been murdered by Arobynn’s own body guard, Wesley, as 
retri bu tion for what had been done to Sam. But that wasn’t her concern, 
even if Arobynn had killed Wesley to mend the bond between the 
Assassins’ Guild and the new Crime Lord. Another debt.

She could wait; she could be patient. She merely said, “So you’re doing 
busi ness here now? What happened to the Keep?”

“Some clients,” Arobynn drawled, “prefer public meet ings. The Keep 
can make people edgy.”

“Your client must be new to the game, if he didn’t insist on a private 
room.”

“He didn’t trust me that much, either. He thought the main floor 
would be safer.”

“He must not know the Vaults, then.” No, Chaol had never been here, 
as far as she knew. She’d usually avoided telling him about the time she’d 
spent in this festering place. Like she’d avoided telling him a good many 
things.
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“Why don’t you just ask me about him?”
She kept her face neutral, disin ter ested. “I don’t partic u larly care about 

your clients. Tell me or don’t.”
Arobynn shrugged again, a beau ti ful, casual gesture. A game, then. A 

bit of inform a tion to hold against her, to keep from her until it was useful. 
It didn’t matter if it was valu able inform a tion or not; it was the with hold-
ing, the power of it, that he loved.

Arobynn sighed. “There is so much I want to ask you—to know.”
“I’m surprised you’re admit ting that you don’t already know 

everything.”
He rested his head against the back of the booth, his red hair gleam ing 

like fresh blood. As an investor in the Vaults, she supposed he didn’t need 
to bother hiding his face here. No one—not even the King of Adarlan—
would be stupid enough to go after him.

“Things have been wretched since you left,” Arobynn said quietly.
Left. As if she’d will ingly gone to Endovier; as if he hadn’t been 

respons ible for it; as if she had just been away on holiday. But she knew him 
too well. He was still feeling her out, despite having lured her here. Perfect.

He glanced at the thick scar across her palm—proof of the vow she’d 
made to Nehemia to free Eyllwe. Arobynn clicked his tongue. “It hurts 
my heart to see so many new scars on you.”

“I rather like them.” It was the truth.
Arobynn shifted in his seat—a delib er ate move ment, as all his move-

ments were—and the light fell on a wicked scar stretch ing from his ear to 
his collar bone.

“I rather like that scar, too,” she said with a midnight smile. That 
explained why he’d left the tunic unbuttoned, then.

Arobynn waved a hand with fluid grace. “Courtesy of Wesley.”
A casual reminder of what he was capable of doing, what he could 

endure. Wesley had been one of the finest warri ors she’d ever encountered. 
If he hadn’t survived the fight with Arobynn, few existed who would. 
“First Sam,” she said, “then me, then Wesley—what a tyrant you’ve 
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become. Is there anyone at all left in the Keep besides darling Tern, or 
have you put down every person who displeased you?” She glanced  
at Tern, loiter ing at the bar, and then at the other two assas sins seated at 
separ ate tables halfway across the room, trying to pretend they weren’t 
monit or ing every move ment she made. “At least Harding and Mullin are 
alive, too. But they’ve always been so good at kissing your ass that I have 
a hard time imagin ing you ever bring ing your self to kill them.”

A low laugh. “And here I was, think ing my men were doing a good job 
of keeping hidden in the crowd.” He sipped from his wine. “Perhaps you’ll 
come home and teach them a few things.”

Home. Another test, another game. “You know I’m always happy to 
teach your syco phants a lesson—but I have other lodgings prepared while 
I’m here.”

“And how long will your visit be, exactly?”
“As long as neces sary.” To destroy him and get what she needed.
“Well, I’m glad to hear it,” he said, drink ing again. No doubt from a 

bottle brought in just for him, as there was no way in the dark god’s 
burning realm that Arobynn would drink the watered-down rat’s blood 
they served at the bar. “You’ll have to be here for a few weeks at least, 
given what happened.”

Ice coated her veins. She gave Arobynn a lazy grin, even as she began 
praying to Mala, to Deanna, the sister-goddesses who had watched over 
her for so many years.

“You do know what happened, don’t you?” he said, swirl ing the wine 
in his glass.

Bastard—bastard for making her confirm she didn’t know. “Does it 
explain why the royal guard has such spec tac u lar new uniforms?” Not 
Chaol or Dorian, not Chaol or Dorian, not Chaol or—

“Oh, no. Those men are merely a delight ful new addi tion to our city. 
My acolytes have such fun torment ing them.” He drained his glass. 
“Though I’d bet good money that the king’s new guard was present the 
day it happened.”
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She kept her hands from shaking, despite the panic devour ing every 
last shred of common sense.

“No one knows what, exactly, went on that day in the glass castle,” 
Arobynn began.

After all that she had endured, after what she had over come in 
Wendlyn, to return to this . . . She wished Rowan were beside her, wished 
she could smell his pine-and-snow scent and know that no matter what 
news Arobynn bore, no matter how it shattered her, the Fae warrior would 
be there to help put the pieces back together.

But Rowan was across an ocean—and she prayed he’d never get within 
a hundred miles of Arobynn.

“Why don’t you get to the point,” she said. “I want to have a few hours 
of sleep tonight.” Not a lie. With every breath, exhaus tion wrapped tighter 
around her bones.

“I would have thought,” Arobynn said, “given how close you two were, 
and your abil it ies, that you’d somehow be able to sense it. Or at least hear 
of it, consid er ing what he was accused of.”

The prick was enjoy ing every second of this. If Dorian was dead or 
hurt—

“Your cousin Aedion has been imprisoned for treason—for conspir ing 
with the rebels here in Rifthold to depose the king and put you back on 
the throne.”

The world stopped.
Stopped, and started, then stopped again.
“But,” Arobynn went on, “it seems you had no idea about that little 

plot of his, which makes me wonder whether the king was merely looking 
for an excuse to lure a certain fire-breathing bitch-queen back to these 
shores. Aedion is to be executed in three days at the prince’s birth day 
party as the main enter tain ment. Practically screams trap, doesn’t it? I’d 
be a little more subtle if I’d planned it, but you can’t blame the king for 
sending a loud message.”

Aedion. She mastered the swarm of thoughts that clouded her 
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mind—batted it aside and focused on the assas sin in front of her. He 
wouldn’t tell her about Aedion without a damn good reason.

“Why warn me at all?” she said. Aedion was captured by the king; 
Aedion was destined for the gallows—as a trap for her. Every plan she 
had was ruined.

No—she could still see those plans through to the end, still do what 
she had to. But Aedion . . . Aedion had to come first. Even if he later 
hated her, even if he spat in her face and called her a traitor and a whore 
and a lying murderer. Even if he resen ted what she had done and become, 
she would save him.

“Consider the tip a favor,” Arobynn said, rising from the bench. “A 
token of good faith.”

She’d bet there was more—perhaps tied to a certain captain whose 
warmth lingered in the wooden bench beneath her.

She stood as well, sliding out of the booth. She knew that more spies 
than Arobynn’s lackeys monitored them—had seen her arrive, wait at the 
bar, and then head to this banquette. She wondered if her old master 
knew, too.

Arobynn only smiled at her, taller by a head. And when he reached 
out, she allowed him to brush his knuckles down her cheek. The calluses 
on his fingers said enough about how often he still prac ticed. “I do not 
expect you to trust me; I do not expect you to love me.”

Only once, during those days of hell and heart break, had Arobynn 
ever said that he loved her in any capa city. She’d been about to leave with 
Sam, and he had come to her ware house apart ment, begging her to stay, 
claim ing that he was angry with her for leaving and that everything he’d 
done, every twisted scheme, had been enacted out of spite for her moving 
out of the Keep. She’d never known in what way he’d meant those three 
words—I love you—but she’d been inclined to consider them another lie 
in the days that followed, after Rourke Farran had drugged her and put 
his filthy hands all over her. After she’d rotted away in that dungeon.

Arobynn’s eyes softened. “I missed you.”
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She stepped out of his reach. “Funny—I was in Rifthold this fall and 
winter, and you never tried to see me.”

“How could I dare? I thought you’d kill me on sight. But then I got 
word this evening that you had returned at last—and I hoped you might 
have changed your mind. You’ll forgive me if my methods of getting you 
here were . . . round about.”

Another move and coun ter move, to admit to the how but not the real 
why. She said, “I have better things to do than care about whether you live 
or die.”

“Indeed. But you would care a great deal if your beloved Aedion died.” 
Her heart beat thundered through her, and she braced herself. Arobynn 
contin ued, “My resources are yours. Aedion is in the royal dungeon, 
guarded day and night. Any help you need, any support—you know where 
to find me.”

“At what cost?”
Arobynn looked her over once more, and some thing low in her 

abdomen twisted at the gaze that was anything but that of a brother or 
father. “A favor—just one favor.” Warning bells pealed in her head. She’d 
be better off making a bargain with one of the Valg princes. “There are 
creatures lurking in my city,” he said. “Creatures who wear the bodies of 
men like cloth ing. I want to know what they are.”

Too many threads were now poised to tangle.
She said care fully, “What do you mean?”
“The king’s new guard has a few of them among its command ers. 

They’re round ing up people suspec ted of being sympath etic to magic—or 
those who once possessed it. Executions every day, at sunrise and sunset. 
These things seem to thrive on them. I’m surprised you didn’t notice them 
lurking about the docks.”

“They’re all monsters to me.” But Chaol hadn’t looked or felt like 
them. A small mercy.

He waited.
So did she.
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She let herself break first. “Is this my favor, then? Telling you what I 
know?” There was little use in denying she was aware of the truth—or 
asking how he’d become aware that she knew it.

“Part of it.”
She snorted. “Two favors for the price of one? How typical.”
“Two sides of the same coin.”
She stared flatly at him, and then said, “Through years of steal ing know-

ledge and some strange, archaic power, the king has been able to stifle magic, 
while also summon ing ancient demons to infilt rate human bodies for his 
growing army. He uses rings or collars of black stone to allow the demons to 
invade their hosts, and he’s been target ing former magic-wielders, as their 
gifts make it easier for the demons to latch on.” Truth, truth, truth—but not 
the whole truth. Not about the Wyrdmarks or Wyrdkeys—never to 
Arobynn. “When I was in the castle, I encountered some of the men he’d 
corrup ted, men who fed off that power and became stronger. And when I 
was in Wendlyn, I faced one of his gener als, who had been seized by a demon 
prince of unima gin able power.”

“Narrok,” Arobynn mused. If he was horri fied, if he was shocked, his 
face revealed none of it.

She nodded. “They devour life. A prince like that can suck the soul 
right out of you, feed on you.” She swal lowed, and real fear coated her 
tongue. “Do the men you’ve seen—these command ers—have collars or 
rings?” Chaol’s hands had been bare.

“Just rings,” Arobynn said. “Is there a differ ence?”
“I think only a collar can hold a prince; the rings are for lesser demons.”
“How do you kill them?”
“Fire,” she said. “I killed the princes with fire.”
“Ah. Not the usual sort, I take it.” She nodded. “And if they wear a 

ring?”
“I’ve seen one of them killed with a sword through the heart.” Chaol 

had killed Cain that easily. A small relief, but . . . “Beheading might work 
for the ones with collars.”



• •

“And the people who used to own those bodies—they’re gone?”
Narrok’s plead ing, relieved face flashed before her. “It would seem so.”
“I want you to capture one and bring it to the Keep.”
She started. “Absolutely not. And why?”
“Perhaps it will be able to tell me some thing useful.”
“Go capture it your self,” she snapped. “Find me another favor to 

fulfill.”
“You’re the only one who has faced these things and lived.” There  

was nothing merci ful in his gaze. “Capture one for me at your earli est 
conveni ence—and I’ll assist you with your cousin.”

To face one of the Valg, even a lesser Valg . . .
“Aedion comes first,” she said. “We rescue Aedion, and then I’ll risk 

my neck getting one of the demons for you.”
Gods help them all if Arobynn ever real ized that he might control 

that demon with the amulet he had hidden away.
“Of course,” he said.
She knew it was foolish, but she couldn’t help the next ques tion. “To 

what end?”
“This is my city,” he purred. “And I don’t partic u larly care for the 

direc tion in which it’s headed. It’s bad for my invest ments, and I’m sick of 
hearing the crows feast ing day and night.”

Well, at least they agreed on some thing. “A busi ness man through and 
through, aren’t you?”

Arobynn contin ued to pin her with that lover’s gaze. “Nothing is 
without a price.” He brushed a kiss against her cheekbone, his lips soft and 
warm. She fought the shudder that trembled through her, and made herself 
lean into him as he brought his mouth against her ear and whispered, “Tell 
me what I must do to atone; tell me to crawl over hot coals, to sleep on a 
bed of nails, to carve up my flesh. Say the word, and it is done. But let me 
care for you as I once did, before . . . before that madness poisoned my 
heart. Punish me, torture me, wreck me, but let me help you. Do this small 
thing for me—and let me lay the world at your feet.”
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Her throat went dry, and she pulled back far enough to look into that 
hand some, aris to cratic face, the eyes shining with a grief and a pred at ory 
intent she could almost taste. If Arobynn knew about her history with 
Chaol, and had summoned the captain here . . . Had it been for inform a-
tion, to test her, or some grot esque way to assure himself of his domin-
ance? “There is nothing—”

“No—not yet,” he said, step ping away. “Don’t say it yet. Sleep on it. 
Though, before you do—perhaps pay a visit to the south east ern section of 
the tunnels tonight. You might find the person you’re looking for.” She 
kept her face still—bored, even—as she tucked away the inform a tion. 
Arobynn moved toward the crowded room, where his three assas sins were 
alert and ready, and then looked back at her. “If you are allowed to change 
so greatly in two years, may I not be permit ted to have changed as well?”

With that, he sauntered off between the tables. Tern, Harding, and 
Mullin fell into step behind him—and Tern glanced in her direc tion just 
once, to give her the exact same obscene gesture she’d given him earlier.

But Aelin stared only at the King of the Assassins, at his elegant, 
power ful steps, at the warrior’s body disguised in noble man’s clothes.

Liar. Trained, cunning liar.
There were too many eyes in the Vaults for her to scrub at her cheek, 

where the phantom imprint of Arobynn’s lips still whispered, or at her 
ear, where his warm breath lingered.

Bastard. She glanced at the fight ing pits across the hall, at the pros ti-
tutes clawing out a living, at the men who ran this place, who had profited 
for too long from so much blood and sorrow and pain. She could almost 
see Sam there—almost picture him fight ing, young and strong and  
glor i ous.

She tugged on her gloves. There were many, many debts to be paid 
before she left Rifthold and took back her throne. Starting now. Fortunate 
that she was in a killing sort of mood.

It was only a matter of time before either Arobynn showed his hand or 
the King of Adarlan’s men found the trail she’d care fully laid from the 
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docks. Someone would be coming for her—within moments, actu ally, if 
the shouts followed by utter silence behind the metal door atop the stairs 
were any indic a tion. At least that much of her plan remained on course. 
She’d deal with Chaol later.

With a gloved hand, she plucked up one of the coppers Arobynn had 
left on the table. She stuck out her tongue at the brutish, unfor giv ing 
profile of the king stamped on one side—then at the roaring wyvern 
gracing the other. Heads, Arobynn had betrayed her again. Tails, the 
king’s men. The iron door at the top of the stairs groaned open, cool night 
air pouring in.

With a half smile, she flipped the coin with her thumb.
The coin was still rotat ing when four men in black uniforms appeared 

atop the stone stairs, an assort ment of vicious weapons strapped to their 
bodies. By the time the copper thudded on the table, the wyvern glint ing 
in the dim light, Aelin Galathynius was ready for blood shed.



Aedion Ashryver knew he was going to die—and soon.
He didn’t bother trying to bargain with the gods. They’d never 

answered his pleas, anyway.
In the years he’d been a warrior and a general, he’d always known that 

he would die some way or another—prefer ably on a battle field, in a way 
that would be worthy of a song or a tale around a fire.

This would not be that sort of death.
He would either be executed at whatever grand event the king had 

planned to make the most of his demise, or he would die down here in 
this rotting, damp cell, from the infec tion that was slowly and surely 
destroy ing his body.

It had started off as a small wound in his side, cour tesy of the fight 
he’d put up three weeks ago when that butcher ing monster had murdered 
Sorscha. He’d hidden the slice along his ribs from the guards who looked 
him over, hoping that he’d either bleed out or that it’d fester and kill him 
before the king could use him against Aelin.

4
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Aelin. His execu tion was to be a trap for her, a way to lure her into 
risking an attempt to save him. He’d die before he would allow it.

He just hadn’t expec ted it to hurt so damn much.
He concealed the fever from the sneer ing guards who fed and watered 

him twice a day, pretend ing to slowly fall into sullen silence, feign ing that 
the prowl ing, cursing animal had broken. The cowards wouldn’t get close 
enough for him to reach, and they hadn’t noticed that he’d given up trying 
to snap the chains that allowed him to stand and walk a few paces, but not 
much else. They hadn’t noticed that he was no longer stand ing very much 
at all, except to see to his body’s needs. The degrad a tion of that was 
nothing new.

At least he hadn’t been forced into one of those collars, though he’d 
seen one beside the king’s throne that night everything went to shit. He 
would bet good money that the Wyrdstone collar was for the king’s own 
son—and he prayed that the prince had died before he’d allowed his 
father to leash him like a dog.

Aedion shifted on his pallet of moldy hay and bit back his bark of 
agony at the pain explod ing along his ribs. Worse—worse by the day. His 
diluted Fae blood was the only thing that had kept him alive this long, 
trying desper ately to heal him, but soon even the immor tal grace in his 
veins would bow to the infec tion.

It would be such a relief—such a blessed relief to know he couldn’t be 
used against her, and that he would soon see those he had secretly 
harbored in his shred ded heart all these years.

So he bore down on every spike of fever, every roiling fit of nausea and 
pain. Soon—soon Death would come to greet him.

Aedion just hoped Death arrived before Aelin did.



The night might very well end in her blood being shed, Aelin real ized as 
she hurtled down the crooked streets of the slums, sheath ing her blood ied 
fight ing knives to keep from drip ping a trail behind her.

Thanks to months of running through the Cambrian Mountains with 
Rowan, her breath ing remained steady, her head clear. She supposed that 
after facing skin walk ers, after escap ing ancient creatures the size of small 
cottages, and after incin er at ing four demon princes, twenty men in pursuit 
wasn’t all that horrific.

But still a giant, raging pain in her ass. And one that would not likely 
end pleas antly for her. No sign of Chaol—no whisper of his name on the 
lips of the men who had surged into the Vaults. She hadn’t recog nized any 
of them, but she’d felt the offness that marked most of those who had been 
in contact with Wyrdstone, or been corrup ted by it. They wore no collars 
or rings, but some thing inside these men had rotted nonethe less.

At least Arobynn hadn’t betrayed her—though how conveni ent that 
he’d left only minutes before the king’s new guards had finally found the 
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winding trail she’d left from the docks. Perhaps it was a test, to see 
whether her abil it ies remained up to Arobynn’s stand ards, should she 
accept their little bargain. As she’d hacked her way through body after 
body, she wondered if he’d even real ized that this entire evening had been 
a test for him as well, and that she’d brought those men right to the Vaults. 
She wondered how furious he would be when he discovered what was left 
of the pleas ure hall that had brought him so much money.

It had also filled the coffers of the people who had slaughtered Sam—
and who had enjoyed every moment of it. What a shame that the current 
owner of the Vaults, a former under ling of Rourke Farran and a dealer of 
flesh and opiates, had acci dent ally run into her knives. Repeatedly.

She’d left the Vaults in bloody splin ters, which she supposed was 
merci ful. If she’d had her magic, she prob ably would have burned it to 
ash. But she didn’t have magic, and her mortal body, despite months of 
hard train ing, was start ing to feel heavy and cumber some as she contin-
ued her sprint down the alley. The broad street at its other end was too 
bright, too open.

She veered toward a stack of broken crates and rubbish heaped against 
the wall of a brick build ing, high enough that if she timed it right, she 
could jump for the windowsill a few feet above.

Behind her, closer now, rushing foot steps and shouts sounded. They 
had to be fast as hell to have kept up with her all this way.

Well, damn.
She leaped onto the crates, the pile shaking and swaying as she scaled it, 

each move ment concise, swift, balanced. One wrong step and she would go 
shoot ing through the rotten wood, or topple the whole thing to the ground. 
The crates groaned, but she kept moving up and up and up, until she reached 
the pinnacle and jumped for the over hanging windowsill.

Her fingers barked in pain, digging into the brick so hard that her 
nails broke inside her gloves. She gritted her teeth and pulled, hauling 
herself onto the ledge and then through the open window.

She allowed herself two heart beats to take in the cramped kitchen: 
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dark and clean, a candle burning from the narrow hall beyond. Palming 
her knives, the shouting coming closer from the alley below, she raced for 
the hall.

Someone’s home—this was someone’s home, and she was leading 
those men through it. She charged down the hall, the wooden floors 
shud der ing under her boots, scan ning. There were two bedrooms, both 
occu pied. Shit. Shit.

Three adults were sprawled on dirty mattresses in the first room. And 
two more adults slept in the other bedroom, one of them shoot ing upright 
as she thundered past. “Stay down,” she hissed, the only warning she could 
give before reach ing the remain ing door in the hall, barri caded with a 
chair wedged beneath the knob. It was about as much protec tion as they 
could find in the slums.

She hurled the chair aside, sending it clat ter ing against the walls of 
the narrow hallway, where it would slow her pursuers for a few seconds at 
least. She yanked the apart ment door open, the feeble lock splin ter ing 
with a snap. Half a move ment had her hurling a silver coin behind her to 
pay for the damage—and a better lock.

A communal stair well lay beyond, the wooden steps stained and 
rotted. Completely dark.

Male voices echoed too close behind, and banging began at the bottom 
of the stair well.

Aelin raced for the ascend ing stairs. Around and around, her breath 
now shards of glass in her lungs, until she passed the third level—until 
the stairs narrowed, and—

Aelin didn’t bother being quiet as she slammed into the roof door. The 
men already knew where she was. Balmy night air smothered her, and she 
gulped it down as she scanned the roof and the streets below. The alley 
behind was too wide; the broad street to her left wasn’t an option, but—
there. Down the alley. That sewer grate.

Perhaps pay a visit to the south east ern section of the tunnels tonight. You 
might find the person you’re looking for.
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She knew who he meant. Another little present of his, then—a piece 
in their game.

With feline ease, she shim mied down the drain pipe anchored to the 
side of the build ing. Far above, the shouts grew. They’d reached the roof. 
She dropped into a puddle of what smelled undoubtedly like piss, and was 
running before the impact had fully shuddered through her bones.

She hurtled toward the grate, drop ping onto her knees and sliding the 
last few feet until her fingers latched onto the lid, and she hauled it open. 
Silent, swift, eff cient.

The sewers below were merci fully empty. She bit back a gag against 
the reek already rising up to meet her.

By the time the guards peered over the roof edge, she was gone.

•

Aelin loathed the sewers.
Not because they were filthy, reeking, and full of vermin. They were 

actu ally a conveni ent way to get around Rifthold unseen and undis turbed, 
if you knew the way.

She’d hated them ever since she’d been bound up and left to die, cour-
tesy of a body guard who hadn’t taken so well to her plans to kill his 
master. The sewers had flooded, and after freeing herself from her bonds, 
she had swum—actu ally swum—through the fester ing water. But the exit 
had been sealed. Sam, by pure luck, had saved her, but not before she’d 
nearly drowned, swal low ing half the sewer along the way.

It had taken her days and count less baths to feel clean. And endless 
vomit ing.

So climb ing into that sewer, then sealing the grate above her . . . For 
the first time that night, her hands shook. But she forced herself past the 
echo of fear and began creep ing through the dim, moonlit tunnels.

Listening.
Heading south east, she took a large, ancient tunnel, one of the main 

arter ies of the system. It had prob ably been here from the moment Gavin 



• •

Havilliard decided to estab lish his capital along the Avery. She paused 
every so often to listen, but there were no signs of her pursuers behind  
her.

An inter sec tion of four differ ent tunnels loomed ahead, and she slowed 
her steps, palming her fight ing knives. The first two were clear; the third—
the one that would take her right into the path of the captain if he was 
headed to the castle—darker, but wide. And the fourth . . . Southeast.

She didn’t need her Fae senses to know that the dark ness leaking from 
the south east ern tunnel wasn’t of the usual sort. The moon light from the 
grates above didn’t pierce it. No noise issued, not even the scam per ing of 
rats.

Another trick of Arobynn’s—or a gift? The faint sounds she’d been 
follow ing had come from this direc tion. But any trail died here.

She paced with feline quiet in front of the line where the murky light 
faded into impenetrable blackness. Silently, she plucked up a bit of fallen 
stone and chucked it into the gloom ahead.

There was no answer ing sound when it should have landed.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”
Aelin turned toward the cool female voice, casu ally angling her knives.
The hooded guard from the Vaults was leaning against the tunnel wall 

not twenty paces behind her.
Well, at least one of them was here. As for Chaol . . .
Aelin held up a knife as she stalked toward the guard, gobbling down 

every detail. “Sneaking up on strangers in the sewers is also some thing I’d 
advise against.”

When Aelin got within a few feet, the woman lifted her hands—delic ate 
but scarred, her skin tan even in the pale glow from the street lights in the 
avenue above. If she’d managed to sneak up this close, she had to be 
trained—in combat or stealth or both. Of course she was skilled, if Chaol 
had her watching his back at the Vaults. But where had he gone now?

“Disreputable pleas ure halls and sewers,” Aelin said, keeping her 
knives out. “You certainly live the good life, don’t you?”



• •

The young woman pushed off the wall, her curtain of inky hair 
swaying in the shadows of her hood. “Not all of us are blessed enough to 
be on the king’s payroll, Champion.”

She recog nized her, then. The real ques tion was whether she’d told 
Chaol—and where he now was. “Dare I ask why I shouldn’t throw stones 
down that tunnel?”

The guard pointed toward the tunnel closest behind her—bright, open 
air. “Come with me.”

Aelin chuckled. “You’ll have to do better than that.”
The slender woman stepped nearer, the moon light illu min at ing her 

hooded face. Pretty, if grave, and perhaps two or three years older.
The stranger said a bit flatly, “You’ve got twenty guards on your ass, 

and they’re cunning enough to start looking down here very soon. I’d 
suggest you come along.”

Aelin was half tempted to suggest she go to hell, but smiled instead. 
“How’d you find me?” She didn’t care; she just needed to feel her out a bit 
more.

“Luck. I’m on scout ing duty, and popped onto the street to discover 
that you’d made new friends. Usually, we have a strike-first, ask-questions-
later policy about people wander ing the sewers.”

“And who is this ‘we’?” Aelin said sweetly.
The woman just began walking down the bright tunnel, completely 

uncon cerned with the knives Aelin still held. Arrogant and stupid, then. 
“You can come with me, Champion, and learn some things you prob ably 
want to know, or you can stay here and wait to see what answers that rock 
you threw.”

Aelin weighed the words—and what she’d heard and seen so far that 
night. Despite the shiver down her spine, she fell into step beside the 
guard, sheath ing her knives at her thighs.

With each block they trudged through the sewer muck, Aelin used 
the quiet to gather her strength.

The woman strode swiftly but smoothly down another tunnel, and 
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then another. Aelin marked each turn, each unique feature, each grate, 
forming a mental map as they moved.

“How did you recog nize me?” Aelin said at last.
“I’ve seen you around the city—months ago. The red hair was why I 

didn’t imme di ately identify you at the Vaults.”
Aelin watched her from the corner of her eye. The stranger might not 

know who Chaol really was. He could have used a differ ent name, despite 
what the woman claimed to know about whatever it was she thought 
Aelin was seeking.

The woman said in that cool, calm voice, “Are the guards chasing you 
because they recog nized you, or because you picked the fight you were so 
desper ate to have at the Vaults?”

Point for the stranger. “Why don’t you tell me? Do the guards work 
for Captain Westfall?”

The woman laughed under her breath. “No—those guards don’t 
answer to him.” Aelin bit back her sigh of relief, even as a thou sand more 
ques tions rattled in her skull.

Her boots squished some thing too soft for comfort, and she repressed a 
shudder as the woman stopped before the entrance to another long tunnel, 
the first half illu min ated by moon light stream ing in through the scattered 
grates. Unnatural dark ness drifted out from the far end. A pred at ory still-
ness crept over Aelin as she peered into the gloom. Silence. Utter silence.

“Here,” the stranger said, approach ing an elev ated stone walkway 
built into the side of the tunnel. Fool—fool for expos ing her back like 
that. She didn’t even see Aelin slide free a knife.

They’d gone far enough.
The woman stepped onto the small, slick stair case leading to the 

walkway, her move ments long-limbed and grace ful. Aelin calcu lated the 
distance to the nearest exits, the depth of the little stream of filth running 
through the tunnel’s center. Deep enough to dump a body, if need be.

Aelin angled her knife and slipped up behind the woman, as close as a 
lover, and pressed the blade against her throat.



“You get one sentence,” Aelin breathed in the woman’s ear as she pressed 
the dagger harder against her neck. “One sentence to convince me not to 
spill your throat on the ground.”

The woman stepped off the stairs and, to her credit, wasn’t stupid 
enough to go for the concealed weapons at her side. With her back against 
Aelin’s chest, her weapons were beyond reach, anyway. She swal lowed, 
her throat bobbing against the dagger Aelin held along her smooth skin. 
“I’m taking you to the captain.”

Aelin dug the knife in a bit more. “Not all that compel ling to someone 
with a blade at your throat.”

“Three weeks ago, he aban doned his posi tion at the castle and fled. To 
join our cause. The rebel cause.”

Aelin’s knees threatened to buckle.
She supposed she should have included three parties in her plans: the 

king, Arobynn, and the rebels—who might very well have a score to settle 
with her after she’d gutted Archer Finn last winter. Even if Chaol was 
working with them.

6
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She shut the thought down before its full impact hit her. “And the 
prince?”

“Alive, but still at the castle,” the rebel hissed. “Is that enough for you 
to put the knife down?”

Yes. No. If Chaol was now working with the rebels . . . Aelin lowered 
her knife and stepped back into a pool of moon light trick ling in from an 
over head grate.

The rebel whirled and reached for one of her knives. Aelin clicked her 
tongue. The woman’s fingers paused on the well-polished hilt.

“I decide to spare you, and that’s how you repay me?” Aelin said, 
tugging back her hood. “I don’t partic u larly know why I’m surprised.”

The rebel let go of her knife and pulled off her own hood, reveal ing 
her pretty, tanned face—solemn and wholly unafraid. Her dark eyes fixed 
on Aelin, scan ning. Ally or enemy?

“Tell me why you came here,” the rebel said quietly. “The captain says 
you’re on our side. Yet you hid from him at the Vaults tonight.”

Aelin crossed her arms and leaned against the damp stone wall behind 
her. “Let’s start with you telling me your name.”

“My name is not your concern.”
Aelin lifted a brow. “You demand answers but refuse to give me any in 

return. No wonder the captain had you sit out the meeting. Hard to play 
the game when you don’t know the rules.”

“I heard what happened this winter. That you went to the ware house 
and killed so many of us. You slaughtered rebels—my friends.” That cool, 
calm mask didn’t so much as flinch. “And yet I’m now supposed to believe 
you were on our side all along. Forgive me if I’m not forth right with you.”

“Should I not kill the people who kidnap and beat my friends?” Aelin 
said softly. “Am I not supposed to react with viol ence when I receive notes 
threat en ing to kill my friends? Am I not supposed to gut the self-serving 
prick who had my beloved friend assas sin ated?” She pushed off the  
wall, stalk ing toward the woman. “Would you like me to apolo gize? 
Should I grovel on my knees for any of that?” The rebel’s face showed 
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nothing—either from train ing or genuine iciness. Aelin snorted. “I 
thought so. So why don’t you take me to the captain and save the self-
righteous bull shit for later?”

The woman glanced toward the dark ness again and shook her head 
slightly. “If you hadn’t put a blade to my throat, I would have told you that 
we’d arrived.” She pointed to the tunnel ahead. “You’re welcome.”

Aelin debated slam ming the woman into the filthy, wet wall just to 
remind her who, exactly, the King’s Champion was, but then ragged 
breath ing scraped past her ears, coming from that dark ness. Human 
breath ing—and whis pers.

Boots sliding and thump ing against stone, more whis pers—hushed 
demands from voices she didn’t recog nize to hurry, and quiet now, and—

Aelin’s muscles locked up as one male voice hissed, “We’ve got twenty 
minutes until that ship leaves. Move.”

She knew that voice.
But she still couldn’t brace herself for the full impact of Chaol Westfall 

stag ger ing out of the dark ness at the end of the tunnel, holding a limp, 
too-thin man between himself and a compan ion, another armed man 
guard ing their backs.

Even from the distance, the captain’s eyes locked onto Aelin’s.
He didn’t smile.



There were two injured people in total, one held between Chaol and his 
compan ion, the other sagging between two men she didn’t recog nize. 
Three others—two men and another woman—guarded the rear.

The rebel they dismissed with a glance. A friend.
Aelin held each of their gazes as they hurried toward her, their 

weapons out. Blood was splattered on them all—red blood and black blood 
that she knew too well. And the two nearly uncon scious people . . .

She also knew that emaci ated, dried-out look. The hollow ness on their 
faces. She’d been too late with the ones in Wendlyn. But somehow Chaol 
and his allies had gotten these two out. Her stomach flipped. Scouting—
the young woman beside her had been scout ing the path ahead, to make 
sure it was safe for this rescue.

The guards in this city weren’t corrup ted just by ordin ary Valg, as 
Arobynn had sugges ted.

No, there was at least one Valg prince here. In these tunnels, if the 
dark ness was any indic ator. Shit. And Chaol had been—
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Chaol paused long enough for a compan ion to step in to help carry the 
injured man away. Then he was striding ahead. Twenty feet away now. 
Fifteen. Ten. Blood leaked from the corner of his mouth, and his bottom 
lip was split open. They’d fought their way out—

“Explain,” she breathed to the woman at her side.
“It’s not my place,” was the woman’s response.
She didn’t bother to push it. Not with Chaol now in front of her, his 

bronze eyes wide as he took in the blood on Aelin herself.
“Are you hurt?” His voice was hoarse.
Aelin silently shook her head. Gods. Gods. Without that hood, now 

that she could see his features . . . He was exactly as she remembered—
that ruggedly hand some, tan face perhaps a bit more gaunt and stubbly, 
but still Chaol. Still the man she’d come to love, before . . . before 
everything had changed.

There were so many things she had thought she’d say, or do, or feel.
A slender white scar slashed down his cheek. She’d given him that. 

The night Nehemia had died, she’d given him that, and tried to kill him.
Would have killed him. If Dorian hadn’t stopped her.
Even then, she’d under stood that what Chaol had done, whom he had 

chosen, had forever cleaved what was between them. It was the one thing 
she could not forget, could not forgive.

Her silent answer seemed enough for the captain. He looked to the 
woman beside Aelin—to his scout. His scout—who repor ted to him. As 
though he were leading them all.

“The path ahead is clear. Stick to the eastern tunnels,” she said.
Chaol nodded. “Keep moving,” he said to the others, who had now 

reached his side. “I’ll catch up in a moment.” No hesit a tion—and no soft-
ness, either. As if he’d done this a hundred times.

They word lessly contin ued on through the tunnels, casting glances 
Aelin’s way as they swept past. Only the young woman lingered. 
Watching.

“Nesryn,” Chaol said, the name an order in itself.
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Nesryn stared at Aelin—analyz ing, calcu lat ing.
Aelin gave her a lazy grin.
“Faliq,” Chaol growled, and the woman slid her midnight eyes toward 

him. If Nesryn’s family name didn’t give away her herit age, it was those 
eyes, slightly uptil ted at the corners and lightly lined with kohl, that 
revealed at least one of her parents was from the Southern Continent. 
Interesting that the woman didn’t try to hide it, that she chose to wear the 
kohl even while on a mission, despite Rifthold’s less-than-pleasant policies 
toward immig rants. Chaol jerked his chin toward their vanish ing compan-
ions. “Get to the docks.”

“It’s safer to have one of us remain here.” Again that cool voice—
steady.

“Help them get to the docks, then get the hell back to the crafts man 
district. Your garrison commander will notice if you’re late.”

Nesryn looked Aelin up and down, those grave features never shift-
ing. “How do we know she didn’t come here on his orders?”

Aelin knew very well who she meant. She winked at the young 
woman. “If I’d come here on the king’s orders, Nesryn Faliq, you’d have 
been dead minutes ago.”

No flicker of amuse ment, no hint of fear. The woman could give 
Rowan a run for his money for sheer iciness.

“Sunset tomor row,” Chaol said sharply to Nesryn. The young woman 
stared him down, her shoulders tight, before she headed into the tunnel. 
She moved like water, Aelin thought.

“Go,” Aelin said to Chaol, her voice a thin rasp. “You should go—help 
them.” Or whatever he was doing.

Chaol’s blood ied mouth formed a thin line. “I will. In a moment.”
No invit a tion for her to join. Maybe she should have offered.
“You came back,” he said. His hair was longer, shag gier than it’d been 

months ago. “It—Aedion—it’s a trap—”
“I know about Aedion.” Gods, what could she even say?
Chaol nodded distantly, blink ing. “You . . . You look differ ent.”
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She fingered her red hair. “Obviously.”
“No,” he said, taking one step closer, but only one. “Your face. The 

way you stand. You . . .” He shook his head, glan cing toward the dark ness 
they’d just fled. “Walk with me.”

She did. Well, it was more like walking-as-fast-as-they-could-
without-running. Ahead, she could just make out the sounds of his 
compan ions hurry ing through the tunnels.

All the words she’d wanted to say rushed around in her head, fight ing 
to get out, but she pushed back against them for a moment longer.

I love you—that’s what he’d said to her the day she left. She hadn’t 
given him an answer other than I’m sorry.

“A rescue mission?” she said, glan cing behind them. No whisper of 
pursuit.

Chaol grunted in confirmation. “Former magic-wielders are being 
hunted and executed again. The king’s new guards bring them into the 
tunnels to hold until it’s time for the butcher ing block. They like the  
dark ness—seem to thrive on it.”

“Why not the prisons?” They were plenty dark enough, even for the 
Valg.

“Too public. At least for what they do to them before they’re executed.”
A chill snaked down her spine. “Do they wear black rings?” A nod. 

Her heart nearly stopped. “I don’t care how many people they take into 
the tunnels. Don’t go in again.”

Chaol gave a short laugh. “Not an option. We go in because we’re the 
only ones who can.”

The sewers began to reek of brine. They had to be nearing the Avery, 
if she’d correctly counted the turns. “Explain.”

“They don’t notice or really care about the pres ence of ordin ary 
humans—only people with magic in their blood line. Even dormant  
carri ers.” He glanced side long at her. “It’s why I sent Ren to the North—
to get out of the city.”

She almost tripped over a loose stone. “Ren . . . Allsbrook?”
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Chaol nodded slowly.
The ground rocked beneath her. Ren Allsbrook. Another child of 

Terrasen. Still alive. Alive.
“Ren’s the reason we learned about it in the first place,” Chaol said. 

“We went into one of their nests. They looked right at him. Ignored 
Nesryn and me entirely. We barely got out. I sent him to Terrasen— 
to rally the rebels there—the day after. He wasn’t too happy about it, 
believe me.”

Interesting. Interesting, and utterly insane. “Those things are demons. 
The Valg. And they—”

“Drain the life out of you, feed on you, until they make a show of 
execut ing you?”

“It’s not a joke,” she snapped. Her dreams were haunted by the roaming 
hands of those Valg princes as they fed on her. And every time she would 
awaken with a scream on her lips, reach ing for a Fae warrior who wasn’t 
there to remind her that they’d made it, they’d survived.

“I know it’s not,” Chaol said. His eyes flicked to where Goldryn 
peeked over her shoulder. “New sword?”

She nodded. There were perhaps only three feet between them now—
three feet and months and months of missing and hating him. Months of 
crawl ing out of that abyss he’d shoved her into. But now that she was 
here . . . Everything was an effort not to say she was sorry. Sorry not for 
what she’d done to his face, but for the fact that her heart was healed—
still frac tured in spots, but healed—and he . . . he was not in it. Not as 
he’d once been.

“You figured out who I am,” she said, mindful of how far ahead his 
compan ions were.

“The day you left.”
She monitored the dark ness behind them for a moment. All clear.
He didn’t move closer—didn’t seem at all inclined to hold her or kiss 

her or even touch her. Ahead, the rebels veered into a smaller tunnel, one 
she knew led directly toward the ramshackle docks in the slums.
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“I grabbed Fleetfoot,” he said after a moment of silence.
She tried not to exhale too loudly. “Where is she?”
“Safe. Nesryn’s father owns a few popular baker ies in Rifthold, and 

has done well enough that he’s got a country house in the foot hills outside 
the city. He said his staff there would care for her in secret. She seemed 
more than happy to torture the sheep, so—I’m sorry I couldn’t keep her 
here, but with the barking—”

“I under stand,” she breathed. “Thank you.” She cocked her head. “A 
land-owning man’s daugh ter is a rebel?”

“Nesryn is in the city guard, despite her father’s wishes. I’ve known 
her for years.”

That didn’t answer her ques tion. “She can be trusted?”
“As you said, we’d all be dead already if she was here on the king’s 

orders.”
“Right.” She swal lowed hard, sheath ing her knives and tugging off 

her gloves, if only because it gave her some thing to do with her hands. But 
then Chaol looked—to the empty finger where his amethyst ring had 
once been. The skin was soaked with the blood that had seeped in through 
the fabric, some red, some black and reeking.

Chaol gazed at that empty spot—and when his eyes rose to hers again, 
it became hard to breathe. He stopped at the entrance to the narrow tunnel. 
Far enough, she real ized. He’d taken her as far as he was willing to allow 
her to follow.

“I have a lot to tell you,” she said before he could speak. “But I think 
I’d rather hear your story first. How you got here; what happened to 
Dorian. And Aedion. All of it.” Why you were meeting with Arobynn 
tonight.

That tent at ive tender ness in his face hardened into a cold, grim 
resolve—and her heart cracked a bit at the sight of it. Whatever he had to 
say wasn’t going to be pleas ant.

But he just said, “Meet me in forty minutes,” and named an address in 
the slums. “I have to deal with this first.”
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He didn’t wait for a response before jogging down the tunnel after his 
compan ions.

Aelin followed anyway.

•

Aelin watched from a rooftop, monit or ing the docks of the slums as Chaol 
and his compan ions approached the small boat. The crew didn’t dare lay 
anchor—only tying the boat to the rotted posts long enough for the rebels 
to pass the sagging victims into the arms of the waiting sailors. Then they 
were rowing hard, out into the dark curve of the Avery and hope fully to a 
larger ship at its mouth.

She observed Chaol speak quickly to the rebels, Nesryn linger ing when 
he’d finished. A short, clipped fight about some thing she couldn’t hear, 
and then the captain was walking alone, Nesryn and the others headed off 
in the oppos ite direc tion without so much as a back ward glance.

Chaol made it a block before Aelin silently dropped down beside him. 
He didn’t flinch. “I should have known better.”

“You really should have.”
Chaol’s jaw tightened, but he kept walking farther into the slums.
Aelin examined the night-dark, sleep ing streets. A few feral urchins 

darted past, and she eyed them from beneath her hood, wonder ing which 
were on Arobynn’s payroll and might report to him that she’d been 
spotted blocks away from her old home. There was no point in trying to 
hide her move ments—she hadn’t wanted to, anyway.

The houses here were ramshackle but not wrecked. Whatever working-
class famil ies dwelled within tried their best to keep them in shape. Given 
their prox im ity to the river, they were likely occu pied by fish er men, dock-
work ers, and maybe the occa sional slave on loan from his or her master. 
But no sign of trouble, no vagrants or pimps or would-be thieves lurking 
about.

Almost charm ing, for the slums.
“The story isn’t a pleas ant one,” the captain began at last.
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Aelin let Chaol talk as they strode through the slums, and it broke her heart.
She kept her mouth shut as he told her how he’d met Aedion and 

worked with him, and then how the king had captured Aedion and inter-
rog ated Dorian. It took consid er able effort to keep from shaking the 
captain to demand how he could have been so reck less and stupid and 
taken so long to act.

Then Chaol got to the part where Sorscha was beheaded, each word 
quieter and more clipped than the last.

She had never learned the healer’s name, not in all the times the 
woman had patched and sewn her up. For Dorian to lose her . . . Aelin 
swal lowed hard.

It got worse.
So much worse, as Chaol explained what Dorian had done to get him 

out of the castle. He’d sacri ficed himself, reveal ing his power to the king. 
She was shaking so badly that she tucked her hands into her pockets and 
clamped her lips together to lock up the words.

But they danced in her skull anyway, around and around.
You should have gotten Dorian and Sorscha out the day the king butchered 

those slaves. Did you learn nothing from Nehemia’s death? Did you somehow 
think you could win with your honor intact, without sacri fi cing some thing? You 
shouldn’t have left him; how could you let him face the king alone? How could 
you, how could you, how could you?

The grief in Chaol’s eyes kept her from speak ing.
She took a breath as he fell silent, master ing the anger and the disap-

point ment and the shock. It took three blocks before she could think 
straight.

Her wrath and tears would do no good. Her plans would change 
again—but not by much. Free Aedion, retrieve the Wyrdkey . . . she 
could still do it. She squared her shoulders. They were mere blocks away 
from her old apart ment.
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At least she could have a place to lie low, if Arobynn hadn’t sold the 
property. He prob ably would have taunted her about it if he had—or 
perhaps left her to find it had a new owner. He loved surprises like that.

“So now you’re working with the rebels,” she said to Chaol. “Or 
leading them, from the look of it.”

“There are a few of us in charge. My territ ory covers the slums and 
docks—there are others respons ible for differ ent sections of the city. We 
meet as often as we dare. Nesryn and some of the city guards have been 
able to get in contact with a few of my men. Ress and Brullo, mostly. 
They’ve been looking for ways to get Dorian out. And Aedion. But that 
dungeon is impen et rable, and they’re watch ing the secret tunnels. We only 
went into their nest in the sewer tonight because we’d received word from 
Ress that there was some big meeting at the palace. Turns out they’d left 
more sentries behind than we’d anti cip ated.”

The castle was impossible to get into—unless she accep ted Arobynn’s 
help. Another decision. For tomor row. “What have you heard about 
Dorian since you fled?”

A flicker of shame shone in his bronze eyes. He had fled, though. 
He’d left Dorian in his father’s hands.

She clenched her fingers into fists to keep from slam ming his head 
into the side of a brick build ing. How could he have served that monster? 
How could he not have seen it, not have tried to kill the king anytime he 
got within strik ing range?

She hoped that whatever Dorian’s father had done to him, however he’d 
been punished, the prince knew he was not the only one griev ing. And after 
she retrieved Dorian, she would let him know, when he was ready to listen, 
that she under stood—and that it would be hard and long and painful, but 
he might come back from it, the loss. When he did, with that raw magic of 
his, free when hers was not . . . It could be crit ical in defeat ing the Valg.

“The king hasn’t publicly punished Dorian,” Chaol said. “Hasn’t even 
locked him up. As far as we can tell, he’s still attend ing events, and will be 
at this execu tion–birth day party of his.”
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Aedion—oh, Aedion. He knew who she was, what she had become, 
but Chaol hadn’t sugges ted whether her cousin might spit in her face the 
moment he laid eyes on her. She wouldn’t care about it until Aedion was 
safe, until he was free.

“So, we’ve got Ress and Brullo inside, and eyes on the castle walls,” 
Chaol went on. “They say that Dorian seems to be behav ing normally, but 
his demeanor is off. Colder, more distant—but that’s to be expec ted after 
Sorscha was—”

“Did they report him wearing a black ring?”
Chaol shuddered. “No—not a ring.” There was some thing about his 

tone that made her look at him and wish she didn’t have to hear his next 
words. Chaol said, “But one of the spies claimed that Dorian has a torque 
of black stone around his neck.”

A Wyrdstone collar.
For a moment, all Aelin could manage to do was stare at Chaol. The 

surround ing build ings pressed on her, a giant pit opening beneath the 
cobble stones she walked upon, threat en ing to swallow her whole.

“You’re pale,” Chaol said, but he made no move to touch her.
Good. She wasn’t entirely certain she could handle being touched 

without ripping his face off.
But she took a breath, refusing to let the enormity of what had 

happened to Dorian hit her—for now at least. “Chaol, I don’t know what 
to say—about Dorian, and Sorscha, and Aedion. About you being here.” 
She gestured to the slums around them.

“Just tell me what happened to you all these months.”
She told him. She told him what had happened in Terrasen ten years 

ago, and what had happened to her in Wendlyn. When she got to the 
Valg princes, she did not tell him about those collars, because—because 
he already looked sick. And she did not tell him of the third Wyrdkey—
only that Arobynn had stolen the Amulet of Orynth, and she wanted  
it back. “So now you know why I’m here, and what I did, and what I plan 
to do.”
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Chaol didn’t reply for an entire block. He’d been silent through out. 
He had not smiled.

There was so little left of the guard she’d come to care for as he at last 
met her gaze, his lips a thin line. He said, “So you’re here alone.”

“I told Rowan it would be safer for him to remain in Wendlyn.”
“No,” he said a bit sharply, facing the street ahead. “I mean—you  

came back, but without an army. Without allies. You came back empty-
handed.”

Empty-handed. “I don’t know what you expec ted. You—you sent me to 
Wendlyn. If you’d wanted me to bring back an army, you should have 
been a little more specific.”

“I sent you there for your safety, so you could get away from the king. 
And as soon as I real ized who you were, how could I not assume you’d 
run to your cousins, to Maeve—”

“Have you not been listen ing to anything I said? About what Maeve is 
like? The Ashryvers are at her beck and call, and if Maeve does not send 
aid, they will not send aid.”

“You didn’t even try.” He paused on a deser ted corner. “If your cousin 
Galan is a block ade runner—”

“My cousin Galan is none of your concern. Do you even under stand 
what I faced?”

“Do you under stand what it was like for us here? While you were off 
playing with magic, off galli vant ing with your faerie prince, do you under-
stand what happened to me—to Dorian? Do you under stand what’s 
happen ing every day in this city? Because your antics in Wendlyn might 
very well have been the cause of all this.”

Each word was like a stone to the head. Yes—yes, maybe, but . . . “My 
antics?”

“If you hadn’t been so dramatic about it, hadn’t flaunted your defeat of 
Narrok and prac tic ally shouted at the king that you were back, he would 
never have called us to that room—”

“You do not get to blame me for that. For his actions.” She clenched 
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her fists as she looked at him—really looked at him, at the scar that would 
forever remind her of what he’d done, what she could not forgive.

“So what do I get to blame you for?” he deman ded as she started 
walking again, her steps swift and precise. “Anything?”

He couldn’t mean that—couldn’t possibly mean it. “Are you looking for 
things to blame me for? How about the fall of the king doms? The loss of 
magic?”

“The second one,” he said through his teeth, “at least I know without a 
doubt is not your doing.”

She paused again. “What did you say?”
His shoulders tightened. That was all she needed to see to know he’d 

planned to keep it from her. Not from Celaena, his former friend and 
lover, but from Aelin—Queen of Terrasen. A threat. Whatever this 
inform a tion about magic was, he hadn’t planned to tell her.

“What, exactly, did you learn about magic, Chaol?” she said too quietly.
He didn’t reply.
“Tell me.”
He shook his head, a gap in the street lights shad ow ing his face. “No. 

Not a chance. Not with you so unpre dict able.”
Unpredictable. It was a mercy, she supposed, that magic was indeed 

stifled here, or else she might have turned the street to cinders around 
them, just to show him how very predict able she was.

“You found a way to free it, didn’t you. You know how.”
He didn’t try to pretend other wise. “Having magic free would result 

only in chaos—it would make things worse. Perhaps make it easier for 
those demons to find and feed on magic-wielders.”

“You might very well regret those words when you hear the rest of what 
I have to say,” she hissed, raging and roaring inside. She kept her voice low 
enough that no one nearby might over hear as she contin ued. “That collar 
Dorian is wearing—let me tell you what it does, and let’s see if you refuse 
to tell me then, if you dismiss what I’ve been doing these past months.” 
With every word, his face further drained of color. A small, wicked part of 
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her reveled in it. “They target magic-wielders, feeding off the power in 
their blood. They drain the life from those that aren’t compat ible to take in 
a Valg demon. Or, consid er ing Rifthold’s new favor ite pastime, just execute 
them to drum up fear. They feed on it—fear, misery, despair. It’s like wine 
to them. The lesser Valg, they can seize a mortal’s body through those black 
rings. But their civil iz a tion—a whole damn civil iz a tion,” she said, “is split 
into hier arch ies like our own. And their princes want to come to our world 
very, very badly. So the king uses collars. Black Wyrdstone collars.” She 
didn’t think Chaol was breath ing. “The collars are stronger, capable of 
helping the demons stay inside human bodies while they devour the person 
and power inside. Narrok had one inside him. He begged me at the end to 
kill him. Nothing else could. I witnessed monsters you cannot begin to 
imagine take on one of them and fail. Only flame, or behead ing, ends it.

“So you see,” she finished, “consid er ing the gifts I have, you’ll find 
that you want to tell me what you know. I might be the only person 
capable of freeing Dorian, or at least giving him the mercy of killing him. 
If he’s even in there.” The last words tasted as horrible as they sounded.

Chaol shook his head. Once. Twice. And she might have felt bad for the 
panic, for the grief and despair on his face. Until he said, “Did it even occur 
to you to send us a warning? To let any of us know about the king’s collars?”

It was like a bucket of water had been dumped on her. She blinked. 
She could have warned them—could have tried. Later—she’d think about 
that later.

“That doesn’t matter,” she said. “Right now, we need to help Aedion 
and Dorian.”

“There is no we.” He unfastened the Eye of Elena from around his 
neck and chucked it at her. It glimmered in the street lights as it flew 
between them. She caught it with one hand, the metal warm against her 
skin. She didn’t look at it before sliding it into her pocket. He went on. 
“There hasn’t been a we for a while, Celaena—”

“It’s Aelin now,” she snapped as loudly as she dared. “Celaena 
Sardothien doesn’t exist anymore.”
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“You’re still the same assas sin who walked away. You came back only 
when it was useful for you.”

It was an effort to keep from sending her fist into his nose. Instead she 
pulled the silver amethyst ring out of her pocket and grabbed his hand, 
slam ming it into his gloved palm. “Why were you meeting with Arobynn 
Hamel tonight?”

“How—”
“It doesn’t matter. Tell me why.”
“I wanted his help to kill the king.”
Aelin started. “Are you insane? Did you tell him that?”
“No, but he guessed it. I’d been trying to meet with him for a week 

now, and tonight he summoned me.”
“You’re a fool for going.” She began walking again. Staying in one 

spot, however deser ted, wasn’t wise.
Chaol fell into step beside her. “I didn’t see any other assas sins offer ing 

their services.”
She opened her mouth, then shut it. She curled her fingers, then 

straightened them one by one. “The price won’t be gold or favors. The price 
will be the last thing you see coming. Likely the death or suffer ing of the 
people you care about.”

“You think I didn’t know that?”
“So you want to have Arobynn kill the king, and what? Put Dorian on 

the throne? With a Valg demon inside him?”
“I didn’t know that until now. But it changes nothing.”
“It changes everything. Even if you get that collar off, there’s no guar-

an tee the Valg hasn’t taken root inside him. You might replace one 
monster with another.”

“Why don’t you say whatever it is you’re getting at, Aelin?” He hissed 
her name barely loud enough for her to hear.

“Can you kill the king? When it comes down to it, could you kill your 
king?”

“Dorian is my king.”
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It was an effort not to flinch. “Semantics.”
“He killed Sorscha.”
“He killed millions before her.” Perhaps a chal lenge, perhaps another 

ques tion.
His eyes flared. “I need to go. I’m meeting Brullo in an hour.”
“I’ll come with you,” she said, glan cing toward the glass castle towering 

over the north east ern quarter of the city. Perhaps she’d learn a bit more 
about what the Weapons Master knew about Dorian. And how she might 
be able to put down her friend. Her blood turned icy, slug gish.

“No, you won’t,” Chaol said. Her head snapped toward him. “If you’re 
there, I have to answer too many ques tions. I won’t jeop ard ize Dorian to 
satisfy your curi os ity.”

He kept walking straight, but she turned the corner with a tight shrug. 
“Do what you want.”

Noticing she was heading away, he halted. “And what are you going to 
be doing?”

Too much suspi cion in that voice. She paused her steps and arched an 
eyebrow. “Many things. Wicked things.”

“If you give us away, Dorian will—”
She cut him off with a snort. “You refused to share your inform a tion, 

Captain. I don’t think it’s unreas on able for me to with hold mine.” She 
made to walk down the street, toward her old apart ment.

“Not captain,” he said.
She looked over her shoulder and studied him again. “What happened 

to your sword?”
His eyes were hollow. “I lost it.”
Ah. “So is it Lord Chaol, then?”
“Just Chaol.”
For a heart beat, she pitied him, and part of her wished she could say it 

more kindly, more compas sion ately. “There’s no getting Dorian out. 
There’s no saving him.”

“Like hell there isn’t.”



• •

“You’d be better off consid er ing other contenders to put on the 
throne—”

“Do not finish that sentence.” His eyes were wide, his breath ing uneven.
She’d said enough. She rolled her shoulders, leash ing her temper. 

“With my magic, I could help him—I could try to find a way to free him.”
But most likely kill him. She wouldn’t admit that aloud. Not until she 

could see him for herself.
“And what then?” Chaol asked. “Will you hold all of Rifthold hostage 

the way you did Doranelle? Burn anyone who doesn’t agree with you? Or 
will you just incin er ate our kingdom from spite? And what of others like 
you, who feel that they have a score to settle with Adarlan?” He huffed a 
bitter laugh. “Perhaps we’re better off without magic. Perhaps magic 
doesn’t exactly make things fair amongst us mere mortals.”

“Fair? You think that any part of this is fair?”
“Magic makes people danger ous.”
“Magic has saved your life a few times now, if I recall correctly.”
“Yes,” he breathed, “you and Dorian both—and I’m grate ful, I am. 

But where are the checks against your kind? Iron? Not much of a deterrent, 
is it? Once magic is free, who is to stop the monsters from coming out 
again? Who is to stop you?”

A spear of ice shot through her heart.
Monster.
It truly had been horror and revul sion that she’d seen on his face that 

day she revealed her Fae form in the other world—the day she’d cleaved 
the earth and called down fire to save him, to save Fleetfoot. Yes, there 
would always need to be checks against any sort of power, but . . . Monster.

She wished he’d struck her instead. “So Dorian is allowed to have 
magic. You can come to terms with his power, and yet my power is an 
abom in a tion to you?”

“Dorian has never killed anyone. Dorian didn’t gut Archer Finn in 
the tunnels or torture and kill Grave and then chop him up into pieces. 
Dorian didn’t go on a killing spree at Endovier that left dozens dead.”


