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For the ones with the courage to tear down tyrants




There is no greater danger than a nation that 

believes conquest to be the manifestation of destiny.

—Old Eireician proverb most often attributed to

Berach the Cunning, the first High King
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The traitor stuck up on the Black Quay still isn’t dead.

I think I hate him for it, even if my mother would’ve despised me for the thought.

His screams faded to heaving groans hours ago, not long after the fresh flush of dawn bled across the city. That was after we all woke up to the sounds of his shrieks. Now the reek of him up on his blackened pike beside all the other people the High King deems traitors is enough to make my eyes burn.

Just in case any of us dared to go a day without remembering the cost of bartering magic.

You’d think we’d all be used to it by now—the way the mist that never seems to ease carries the stench across the slums of Quayside, downwind from the merchant quarter and Castle Mount looming on the rugged sea cliffs to the east. If I had to, I’d bet all the coin I never seem to have that the mist carries away the screaming, too.

Of course, the nobles and merchants don’t hear the shrieks of the High King’s justice.

We do, though—every peasant walking alongside me to the marketplace. We live on the knife’s edge of that justice, with the silhouettes of traitors impaled along the way.

The sight of them stuck up there even in death is a warning, as clear as the skies used to be five years ago before magic dried up and never-ending mists began rolling in from the north across the isle of Eireann and all over our city—Dyfflin. And though the mists are as gray as bone, it’s the snap of the High King’s black-and-red banners in the wind that weighs most heavily on my mind.

The gusts clawing off the sea rip at them, tearing so fiercely that I can barely staunch the hope that one will go tumbling into the churning water past the docks. But even waving over the wattle-and-daub trading post, even nailed through the ribs of a long-dead traitor impaled on the Black Quay, the banners refuse to yield to the wind.

Each stubborn snap is a reminder that the High King answers to no one, let alone the sea and the wind. Not to the mages he banished five years ago, or to the goddesses who once walked this isle. And certainly not to a peasant like me.

My stomach twists, and I knot my hands into fists inside my too-big threadbare cloak as I pass the Black Quay. Like almost everything else on me, the cloak once belonged to my older sister, Finnola.

Now it’s her voice that trembles through me at the sight of the bannered traitor.

Even death is no escape from the High King.

My palms go slick. If Finn were here, she’d be brave enough to rip the High King’s colors off the traitor. Snatch the banner, and bolt before anyone could call for the gardai—then tell the tale over a drink later tonight. She might be just five years older than me, but she’s got the kind of reckless, wild courage I’ve never felt.



She embraces danger—trusts herself enough to fight and conquer it.

Me? I’m pretty sure no fight is worth dying over.

Especially without magic to even the odds.

That might not be the lesson our mother meant to teach us, but it’s the one I learned from her execution, anyway. Survival is the only thing that matters now.

Surviving together.

A cold breeze howls off the sea, tearing at the mist clinging to the market edge. For a moment the landscape brightens and I imagine the city the way my mother swore it used to be.

Magic shimmering in the waves beneath the docks, in every blade of swirling green grass beyond the city, every leaf fluttering violently green in a soft, warm breeze. She always told us, you could hold a shimmering black pool of magic in your palms after visiting the mages in their temples and make a wish—and it just might come true.

Now the isle only ever gets colder.

And no one’s seen a mage in the open since the High King banished them and razed the temples five years ago, killing anyone who sided with their failed uprising during weeks of executions on the Black Quay.

I pull the cloak’s heavy hood from my head and draw in a breath. The chilled air makes my teeth ache, even though it should almost be the middle of summer.

I pass more than a few worried glances between families lining up at the grain stalls for bread and flour. One look at the merchants’ tables tells me why: The heaps of rye and spelt and oats are far smaller than they should be at this time of year.



The prices are triple what they should be too.

We’ve all heard the excuses the merchants give us. Nothing will grow in this cold. Raiders are burning the fields and the crops. Then the trading caravans go missing.

There’s an undercurrent of fear rippling across their faces. Everything is riding on the harvest in four months.

The only thing keeping food on our table with these prices is my father’s weapons stall—but the second my eyes find it in the chaos of the market, ice floods my veins.

There isn’t a single person in it—including my sister.

Shit.

The lock rattles under my shaking hands. Finn was meant to be here at dawn. Our father’s drilled it into us enough times: The customers looking for his bargain weapons don’t want to be seen when the market is full and gardai trawl the edges of the crowds. We serve criminals and smugglers, poisoners with a price on their heads, and would-be rebels.

If Finn isn’t here, though, and she wasn’t at home this morning either . . .

My ribs tighten around my lungs.

Where is she?

The stall shutters clatter as I shove them back, fighting my rising fear. Rows of gleaming steel knives and short swords and axes with deadly, enticing curves are all that greet me in the cool darkness of the stall.

There’s not even a note from Finn.

One hand skims the edge of the stall’s counter, just in case she tucked any clues along its carved lip. The other trails the thin silver chain hanging around my neck, disappearing beneath the cloak’s cracking leather buckle and the laces of my worn green tunic. The charm hiding against my breast band is a tiny thing, a triple knot wrought in delicate silver, slightly bigger than my thumbnail. But if I close my eyes and focus, I can just barely feel the fading tingle of magic.

Never take this off, my mother made me promise. Not until you choose.

In Quayside, the last thing anyone needs is another mouth to feed. I’m nineteen, and the charm’s come in handy precisely twice, when sour tavern wine got the better of me.

Fear tears my gaze beyond the market back to the pikes of the Black Quay looming in the shadow of Castle Mount far above. I try to never look at their faces, never let myself think too much about who they were or how desperate they must’ve been to try buying what scraps of magic are smuggled into Eireann.

Now I force myself to search each face, to pray to whatever is left of the Old Ones—the ancient goddesses and their first mages—that none of them are my sister.

Losing anyone else—losing Finn—isn’t an option.

But if she’s there . . . if the gardai got her—

My eyes lock on the frame of a figure in all black, wearing boots just like the heavy, laced ones my sister likes best.

No.

I barely feel the wood beneath my fingernails as I claw the counter.

The body’s hair, though . . . It’s blond instead of auburn, and longer than the cut Finn keeps blunt at her jaw. This one’s frame is smaller too. My sister is all broad shoulders and muscle, yet somehow still quick enough to outrun the gardai.



She has to be, smuggling our father’s weapons and money all over town.

I’ve lost track of how many fake names she’s given to the bankers in the merchant quarter. She can tally sums all in her head, while I’m still counting on my fingers so the numbers don’t blend and dance in my mind.

All to keep the money away from our father, who would waste the coin on drinking. Money for our future, she always says. Finn’s always been better than me at imagining a bigger picture, a life where we aren’t trapped here inside the city walls.

Cold air fills my lungs. I check, again and again—Finn isn’t on the Black Quay. None of the bodies rotting up there are her. Wherever she is, whatever she’s doing, she’s okay. I refuse to let myself imagine anything else.

Any world without Finn is unthinkable.

I tear my gaze away and focus on the most important thing right now: drawing in customers. The low groan of the so-called traitor refusing to die lingers in my mind as I work, a haunting reminder that I’ve survived this long because I’m careful. I keep my head down.

And above all, I stay away from the rebel Whisperers.

The dying man on the Black Quay knew what he was risking, buying magic from them.

The whispers—perhaps too fittingly—crawled out from the shadows not long after the stubborn mist settled over the isle from the north. They tell tales of the lingering coals of the uprising, of a man with eyes like green fire—a man the whispers claim once vanished like a breath from Castle Mount’s dungeons.

The warnings about him twine through the mist along with the name of every traitor caught and tortured by the gardai and their spymaster, the Lady of Shadows.

But no one here dares tempt fate by talking about her. Even the wind seems to carry our secrets to the High Queen’s spymaster, and all it would take is one whisper making its way to ­Castle Mount for the Crown to send the gardai out to hunt down would-be rebels.

The smuggled magic the Whisperers offer might work—but I’m not reckless enough to risk getting close, or finding out.

As morning creeps toward noon, the mist lightens but never fully lifts.

And still there’s no sign of Finn.

In the distance, from where the King’s Road winds behind Quayside toward the merchant quarter, the faint blast of trumpets echoes.

I scowl.

Along with the snapping banners and the massive flag billowing on top of Castle Mount, they’re signs of what’s coming for us, what the whispers in the shadows of every alley say has already claimed one peasant woman, snatched from her home in the night to take part.

Even the Cymreans are here for the display, all the way from their empire across the Sapphire Sea to the east. Poisoners and imperialists, all of them. They’ve been licking their lips at Eireann for two centuries, ever since our first High King betrayed the Old Ones to seize power and held off a Cymrean invasion in the aftermath.

Now, five years after the uprising, every betting hall in Quayside has odds on how long before the Cymreans move to annex us for the metals locked deep in our western hills.



Go figure—an empire built on war doesn’t have the mines to supply its own forges.

None of the Cymreans would bat an eye at the Black Quay. To be fair, they’ve probably seen worse. Their nobles are notorious for poisoning each other for every petty grievance and sticking the putrefying corpses of rivals onto newly seized forts.

“There’ll be more up there soon,” mutters one grizzled woman as she wanders up to our stall, eyes flitting over the groaning figure up on the Black Quay before settling on our wares. “’Specially with so many nobles here.”

Right. My stomach twists.

The Assay—the contest where the daughters of the noble families on Eireann fight to the death to be the next High Queen—is about to begin.

I keep my face neutral and lay out a selection of blades—a couple of daggers, some knives small enough to fit into your palm, another the length of my forearm. The steel shines, but it won’t for long. My father uses cheap alloys to make his weapons, but no untrained eye will catch that.

The man behind her agrees, coughing. “Treason’s contagious. Spreads like a fever. Last thing we need is to remind the nobles and the High King of how close we got last time.”

The woman smirks, a hungry light in her watery eyes. There’s longing there too, enough to draw a ripple of tension up my throat as she tuts softly. “All those noblewomen, tearing each other to shreds for power and a prince.”

“What do you expect when they’ve got to give up their inheritances to compete?” The man shakes his balding head. “Heirs to the counties with the Seven Wells. Not that those are worth anything now, with magic drained dry. But all that land, the harvests, the trade? You wouldn’t catch me giving it all up to risk my life for a crown.”

“Eh, you never had the stomach for a good gamble,” the woman barks with a laugh.

Bitterness bites deep in my chest.

Once, ours was an isle ruled by goddesses—warriors, poets, mothers, and scribes—and the land was steeped in shimmering black tendrils of magic, flowing through the Seven Wells into the very earth beneath us. If there was a chance to bring that back, to revive the Seven Wells and magic itself, would anyone be brave enough to take that risk?

The nobles had let the High King drain the Seven Wells after the uprising five years ago, and execute all the mages the gardai could find. Before that—twenty years ago, not long before I was born—they’d let him banish the Martyr, the leader of the mages across the isle. 

Needless to say, any mages still alive after both the Martyr’s banishment and the uprising executions had the good sense to flee five years ago. They took their caoranachs with them too—the winged serpents fed off magic, drawing from the Seven Wells for centuries, and had bound themselves to the strongest of the mages.

Now there’s nothing left in any of the Wells, the source of all magic on the isle.

All we can do is hope that one day the Martyr will return to save us.

If she’s even still alive, after twenty years of exile.

Does anyone know where she went?



I draw in a chilled breath as the pair walks away. At the next stall over, threads of silver-gray mist weave between satchels of sage and rosemary bundled into little charms against heartbreak and trickery.

The hopeful lilt of a pipe grabs at my attention. It’s so persistent, so stubborn despite the chill in the midsummer air, that focusing on work feels impossible. I lock up the stall and follow the sound. With every step, I search the crowds, looking for my sister.

In the bustling market, bodies dance and weave to the tune. Someone picks up a beat with a wooden spoon while a pair of feet stomp out a rhythm, and a singer weaves a tale of some foreign land with dark pools and a long-lost heir. Couples join in the dance—men and women, women and women, men and men. Defiant laughter and stubborn joy rise beneath the weak sunlight struggling to break through the mist, and my throat tightens.

My mother loved to dance too.

At the edge of the crowd where the stalls thin out, a small boy in patched brown trousers huddles under a thin cloak. He keeps his face down to where a tin cup sits empty on the damp ground. At his side, a girl with hollow eyes begs.

An ache flares in my chest like a wound, one only half healed. I flick a thin bronze coin their way, and the girl almost leaps to catch it.

My eyes flit to the boy still hunched over in the dirt. He lifts his chin to meet my stare, and a shudder trails down my spine.

Both his eye sockets are empty, the hollows carved with twisting scars—the mark of a thief.

The scars are so pink, they can only be recent—and probably came from the gardai.



The boy tilts his head, then snaps it toward the slums at the edge of the market.

Fear grabs me then.

Most days, the market is a riot for the senses, with shepherds from Eireann’s inland valleys milling around with grain farmers from the north and miners from the western cliffs with their minerals and ores; herbalists and artisans come from the south and its wild sea coves.

But now—now the bodies move through the lanes not in a swell but in a swarm.

A horde.

A mob.

Pottery tumbles from stall shelves, shattering on the ground. I hear boots slap on mud and voices rising, not haggling or cursing but shouting as the mob surges past the Black Quay, all the bodies moving as one as they scream and run into the thick of the market around us.

We all scatter, but the panicked horde moves impossibly fast toward and around all of us in the market. Something hot and as solid as an ox slams into my back, and I fly forward. A sharp knee to my gut knocks me flat; the hilt of the short blade at my waist digs into my ribs.

I gasp at the pain, tasting thick mud. A heel collides with my mouth, and my blood spatters across the dirt. Another heel lands at the base of my spine. A third blow to my head punctuates the pain, and ringing explodes in my ears.

Through it all, a single word rises above the shrieks of the crowd as I fight my way upright—

Gardai.



The High King’s brutal royal guards. Not two or three or four of them, the normal patrols we see. Instead a thick sea of crimson-and-black uniforms clashes with the crowd beneath the shadow of the Black Quay. There are dozens of them, descending on us all.

I hear the clash of steel on steel and the dull thump of metal on wood—or on human bone. Terror lights in my gut, courses in my veins.

Another body slams into me, and I go flying. Trampling feet crush me down into the dirt once more. Pain beats in my every muscle, but something sparks inside me then. Something fierce—and desperate.

I refuse to be another name lost to the haze coating every inch of this city.

I have to survive this.

My muscles shake, but I shove myself up heavily. I fight against the weight of the crowd, ears ringing with the din of screams, just as a guard in menacing red and black brings his sword swinging down straight for my head.

Instinct seizes every nerve. One hand finds the hilt of the dagger at my side, and I drop, sliding to slice the back of the guard’s knee with my blade before he brings his down on me.

He crumples to one knee with a roar. The guard’s violent glare jerks to me. “You’re dead,” he vows with a savage grimace, struggling to rise.

I hurl the knife from my belt before he can make another move, and it embeds deep in his left lung.

The guard wheezes, hands clutching at his front. He rips my knife out, but it falls into the mud, too close to him for me to risk grabbing it, even when his gasps turn to whistles and his skin begins to gray. Even as he coughs up blood, the crowd is surging again.

Shit.

Suddenly a long knife slashes across the front of the guard’s throat, crimson spraying over the mud. A cloaked arm snaps back as the guard falls, hands grasping at the gash, then going still.

Green eyes, as fierce as fire, lock on mine from beneath a heavy hood. Dark hair falls across a man’s shadowed face, no more than a few years older than me. Stubble covers his jaw, and I catch a haunting, branching scar—like a fork of lightning. There’s a spray of blood across his cheeks, but it’s flaking and dry, as if it’s been there for hours.

“Go for the throat next time. Kills them quicker.” He glares from beneath the cover of the heavy hood and black cloak—

Just as another hand whirls me around into a sweaty mess of leather and auburn hair.

“Maeve!” Finn heaves me up with one arm, her other gripped tight around the hilt of her favorite sword, Macha—named after one of the Old Ones, the goddess of war. Shock twists her face into a mask, as if she’s the one in pain.

I must look as bad as I feel.

A wave of nausea rolls through me at the stink of blood, and I press a bruising hand to my mouth as my sister ducks down to grab my blade from the dead gardai’s side and slides it into the sheath at my hip. 

Finn takes the brunt of my weight and looks behind me. “Come on, we’ve got to move,” she says.

When I look back, the man is gone.

Vanished, quicker than a whisper in the wind.



I squeeze my eyes shut and cling tighter to my sister.

I don’t want to see any of it. The blood. The death. The brutality. And with Finn I don’t have to.

I lock my eyes on the dirt under my boots just as a flash of steel slices into the edge of my vision. I hear the whistle of the sword before Finn’s sharp gasp, and her hands slam into my shoulders, shoving me back into a wall of hard stone. A crack rings through my skull at the impact, pain exploding as a sword slashes down right where I’d been a second ago. 

Brilliant lights pop inside my head; even the roots of my teeth shriek. I see double, and the guard towering over us with his sword raising for another blow splits as my vision flickers.

Finn slashes her sword up, arcing it over her head with a roar and bringing it crashing down into the guard’s shoulder. He collapses, clawing at the vicious gash.

She heaves her blade from the guard’s flesh, wipes the steel on the fallen body behind her, and pulls me after her into the slums behind the market.

I almost think I see the snap of a black cloak along the rooftop just ahead.

I blink, and the shape vanishes just as Finn shakes her head and grins. “I see trouble’s finally found you.”







Two

[image: ]

Rumor has it this whole city’s built on ruins from the days of the Old Ones.

I know how to find my way, but not nearly as well as Finn. She moves like these lanes are part of her. I can’t fight the urge to check over my shoulder every few steps.

“There’s no one following us.” Finn raises a brow, as if the very thought insults her.

“You can’t possibly know that,” I bite back, blood racing.

“Maeve Fallon.” My sister grins. “Is that doubt I hear in your voice?”

I grit my teeth. That might be relief swelling through me at the sight of her, but there’s a lick of agitation, too. “There’d be a lot less if you tell me where you’ve been.”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” She laughs, shaking her head. But a wince pulls at the edges of her lips, and one hand jerks toward her left side.

My stomach twists. “You’re hurt.”

“I’m not.” Finn slings her right arm over my shoulder. “Just a nick.”

Pain wraps around my skull, beating beneath my long dark hair, and I press a hand against the throb. “I’m serious, Finn. What’s going on? Where were you?”



She stops short, grabbing me by both shoulders and fixing her stormy gaze on mine.

“I’m only going to answer the first part of that, and then I need you to trust me. Can you do that?”

I draw in a breath to argue. The tight lines around her eyes and the flash of emotion there kill the burgeoning fight in me. Finn is . . . scared.

And my sister isn’t scared of anything. So I nod.

She glances over my shoulder. “The gardai marched right through the merchant quarter and didn’t touch a single person. Not until they got to Quayside.” Finn grimaces. “They’re looking for someone.”

My mouth goes dry. “How do you know where they started, Finn—and what were you doing in the merchant quarter? The banks aren’t even open today.”

“I meant what I said, Maeve.” My sister’s grip tightens on my shoulders. “Don’t ask questions you really do not want the answers to. I need you to trust me.”

Everything in me revolts at what she’s asking. There’s never been anything I’ve needed to hide from Finn. Never anything I couldn’t talk to her about. My whole chest aches, and not just with hurt. With a fierce ache to know more, to help her.

I would do anything to help her.

As if she sees the fight rising in me, Finn whispers one word. “Please.”

All the fight rushes out of me. “Fine.”

Finn lets go and steps back with a wince.

I seize my chance. “But you need to find Keeva. Take a balm or a tonic, or something.”



“Why do you think I’m taking you this way?” She winks. “Shortcut. Trust me, I’ve found enough of them over the years.”

That I have zero problem believing.

Nothing in Quayside is higher than two stories, but the deeper we go into the warren of lanes and alleys, the more the glare of ­Castle Mount above us seems to fall away anyway. Even the reek of the Black Quay and the salt of the icy sea begin to fade.

Chimes with tiny lupine figures carved from protective woods like cedar and elm and rowan, woven among the dull jewels of sea glass and old, bleached bones, hang from doorframes. Whatever market vendor sold them probably lied through their teeth and claimed the bones came from a dead mage—that there could still be traces of magic in them after all this time.

Fools.

For the many who let themselves hope the Martyr and the mages will return, the wolf is a protector. A subtle symbol of hope—of the Old Ones, of the dream of what our isle used to be—since the uprising was crushed five years ago.

To me it just looks like a waste of someone’s time spent carving the damn things.

We can dream all we want that she’ll come back, but the Martyr is gone. She abandoned us long before the High King formally banned magic five years ago, when the healer mages and the battle mages and the common mages fought in the uprising and then faced the executions. But the Martyr had left Eireann the day he banished her almost twenty years ago, just hours after she failed to save his first High Queen from the short, sudden sickness that killed her.

Now there’s nothing left of magic except for the scraps passed down in secret through families—like my mother’s triple knot charm and whatever the Whisperers barter in the shadows, sourced from Old Ones know where. Magic is dead and buried now.

And so are all our dreams.

But Finn—she trails one hand along a window ledge as we slink through a narrow lane. The wood is thick with heavy, hardened wax, like candles had been lit and melted down on top of it over months. Someone’s left little staves of wood as long as my fingers with markings carved into their lengths lying there. A chill sinks into my bones at the sight.

Ogham was once the language of the Old Ones.

Now it’s treason.

My sister runs her fingers over the runic markings. Their short, brutal lines branch out from a central shaft down each stave. And as much as I wish I don’t, I still know how to interpret them. Finn does too. Our mother made sure of that before they executed her.

“You shouldn’t touch those.”

My words come out heavy and cold, but Finn just shrugs.

“Not the first time I’ve done something I shouldn’t. Won’t be the last, either. There’s no one around to see us here, Maeve.”

A sensation like spiders crawls over my skin, close to the way the mist always seems to tingle along my arms. It never seems to bother Finn.

I shift and steal a glance at the lines of grimy, filthy windows with their curtains pulled tight. “You never know who’s watching,” I murmur.

The Lady of Shadows has spies everywhere.

One of them, somewhere, betrayed our mother.



My sister pulls her fingers back with a sigh and shivers, too. “Then let’s get going.”

Officially, Finn’s partner, Keeva, sells herbs.

But behind the baskets of yellow rock rose petals from the western cliffs and wild thyme and hickory from the southern valleys are the kinds of tinctures no one ingests by choice—­concoctions so lethal and so discreet that even members of the High King’s inner circle turn to her for help disposing of rivals that shine a little too brightly.

The Lady of Shadows has even been known to stop by personally when Keeva brings in an unusual poison. Shards of the elusive ore cinnabar, capable of driving a person mad. Or rarely, the creatlach that causes excruciating death; even poisoners fear it in high-enough doses.

Each time, the royal spymaster pays in gold coin and promises of immunity from the snooping reach of the gardai. And each time, she leaves a little more terror in her wake.

Keeva never lets us anywhere near when she knows the royal spymaster might come calling. It’s like she thinks keeping us a secret can keep us safe. She might’ve barely known our mother, but they would’ve gotten along.

Secrets are your greatest shield, my mother used to whisper between hums of a lullaby so faint I can hardly remember it. The words always slip from my mind each time I grasp for them in the loneliest hours of the night.

The defiant, aching melody, though—that haunts me still.

Just like her screams when the gardai came for her.

They’d razed the Martyr’s old temples when the uprising collapsed five years ago, ripping the mages and apprentices from their posts. It wasn’t the first time the High King ordered raids on the temples that sang for the Martyr. Ever since he’d banished her, they’d hunted anyone who called for her return and for the rise of a new king who would let her restore Eireann’s magic.

As if that was even possible.

But after the uprising backed by the mages and a handful of noble families, the gardai’s brutality turned monstrous. I guess it didn’t help that two of the High King’s children from the new High Queen died during the chaos of those months and her Cymrean allies blamed the mages and the rebels.

So, the High King banned all magic. He executed whatever mages he could find, and wiped out the nobles behind the uprising. Then he named his only surviving child as his heir.

The one all of Dyfflin calls the Bloody Prince.

Just the name sends ice curling down my spine, as if he might find us even here.

The warm, simple scent of soda bread wafts out from a window cracked open to the cold mist as I follow Finn through the lanes. My stomach growls, and she elbows at my side. “Don’t tell me you skipped breakfast again.”

“I didn’t skip it,” I protest. “I forgot. And I was a tiny bit busy worrying you might be food for crows on the Black Quay.”

“You’re never going to pack on the muscle you need for hand-to-hand fighting or a real sword if you don’t eat more.” Finn taps a finger along the thick ridge of muscles down her arms, then ruffles my dark hair. Tangles wisp along the edge of my face where they’ve escaped from my long braid. “I love you, but you’re shit in a fist fight. Well, unless it’s knives. But your enemies won’t always give you a chance to draw a blade. You need to be able to take blows and give them back twice as hard.” Her eyes darken, turning serious. “One day, your life might depend on whether you’re willing to get your hands bloody.”

I arch a brow. “What kinds of enemies do you think I’m going to make?”

It’s not like I’m going to enter the Assay.

There’s a strange look in Finn’s dark gaze—like she wants to say more but swallows it down. “Trust me, Maeve. You don’t need to make enemies. Most of the time, they find you.”

A long beat of silence stretches out between us.

How am I supposed to respond to that? I’m not fierce or strong like Finn, or brutal like our father, or brave and bold like our mother always was. I survive. It’s what I do best.

Finn coughs and brings a hand to her side again. When I reach out for her, she pins me in place with a look.

“Don’t skip meals. It’ll make you weak. And if you eat breakfast every day from now till your birthday in four weeks, I might just find it in my cold, shriveled heart to splurge on a sword we haven’t stolen from our father.”

The gleam of the short sword at her side is too tantalizing to ignore.

I roll my eyes. “Okay, Mother.”

The word is out before I even think about it, and regret rips at the scar of grief behind my ribs—the one I thought I learned to live with years ago.

Finn’s eyes squeeze shut.

I reach out a shaking hand and fight the wedge tightening in my throat. “I didn’t mean—”



Her stormy eyes fly open, flashing to the silvery gray mist thickening at the end of the lane.

A chill climbs up my ribs. “What is it?”

The dull thump of steel shudders through the hazy air, and the heavy pad of marching boots follows.

Finn pales. Her eyes find mine. “Hide!”

I whirl, searching the lane and alleys for a place to hide. But all the doors are shut, the windows drawn tight. Motes of dust and dirt mingle in the dim light. The mist swallows up any sunlight, and the marching is moving fast—too fast.

Finn’s cheeks turn a sickly gray and her breath catches as she runs her hands along every door we slink past. I can sense the thoughts churning in her mind. Smashing a window would make too much noise; it would only get us caught faster. But if we can’t find a place to hide . . .

A faint creak sounds beneath her fingers. Without a word, she twists the two of us through a narrow door halfway off its hinges. We scramble inside and press into a narrow space behind the door, mere inches from the mist thickening to eerie fog outside.

My sister presses a finger to her lips.

She doesn’t say a word. She doesn’t need to. I can read her face as easily as the Lady of Shadows tracks down treachery.

If the gardai catch us on the streets so soon after whatever that was in the market, they’ll kill us.

Mercy isn’t a trait bred into the bones of soldiers.

Figures shift outside the slats of the door. Rough breathing and the clang of weapons rise to a din, and the gardai march right in front of us . . . searching. Hunting.



Wide with terror, Finn’s eyes meet mine. I could reach out an arm and brush the crimson tunics and black leathers of the marching gardai; they’re that close.

Breathing feels lethally loud.

Six. Eight. Ten. Twelve. Fourteen. The column of gardai marches two by two and seems to stretch on without end. My chest burns, and it aches to suck in a full breath; shallow half breaths are all I dare take now.

The gardai mutterings drift through the slats. The same words, again and again, like a chant they’ve been drilled to memorize. “The threat comes in green.”

Finn’s forehead creases.

What threat? Why green?

Outside the slatted door, the gardai’s marching boots fade.

We wait, not daring to move until windows begin to crack open again and the sounds of families spill out onto the mist.

“Come on,” Finn whispers, something heavy and dark weighing in her eyes.

We press forward in silence, passing another small shrine to the Martyr wedged between the rotting timbers of an alehouse. It’s nothing but loose mortar, melted candle wax, and the dust of what could be ground bones—or ash. This time, though, Finn doesn’t reach for it. She keeps her hand on the hilt of the short sword at her side.

I keep mine on the familiar knife at my waist.

The steel might not be worth much, even melted down. But being the daughters of a weapons trader means we’re never without some kind of blade, and thank the Old Ones for that. I might not be as good as Finn with a sword yet—she only started training me on weapons after our mother was executed—and even a short sword is heavy for my size. But at least knives come naturally, and I can defend myself if someone backs me into a corner.

Just ahead, the end of the lane opens.

Finn’s managed to cut us back to the market in half the time it feels like it took us to get away. Familiar stalls held up by salt-warped old wood rise like wraiths in the mist. The crashing of the sea on the market quay beneath us is a haunting heartbeat. In the distance, past the craggy hulk beneath Castle Mount, the sea cliffs stretch out as far as I can see.

A thin skim of rain sticks to my cheeks. I suck in deep breaths of cold air, until a salt-tinged tang bites at my nose.

I can’t tell what comes from the sting of the mist and what comes from all the blood soaking the dock.

It’s everywhere.

They butchered half the market and left the bodies lying in the mud.

And still, I have no idea why—or when it will happen again.

We start to pick our way through the massacre, blood squelching under our soft boots. The world sways. I reach out, one arm finding the nearest wall for balance . . .

And a rough hand clamps down on the back of my neck, yanking me into the shadows.







Three
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Finn whirls, sword flashing.

And she might be twice as strong as I am, more practiced from years of weapons drills and sparring and doing Old Ones know what on the streets—but I’m faster.

The hand on my neck releases, and the clang of steel on steel screams. A figure steps out from the shadows, blade bracing against my sister’s sword. Before the figure can make a sound, I snake up behind them and press my long knife to their neck.

The pulse beneath my knife flickers. I’m close enough to smell the distinctive scent of sea salt and the bitter residue that comes from too many hours spent working with hemlock.

Relief floods through me, the blade almost falling from my hand.

It’s Keeva.

“Old Ones,” I curse, and throw my arms around her shoulders. Soft curves press into me, and the warmth that always seems to radiate from her dulls the chill in my bones. “What were you thinking?”

“Some thanks for trying to keep your sorry asses out of ­trouble.” Keeva’s eyes crease into a smile that quickly darkens. She taps the smooth ebony stump of her left wrist against her side—an anxious tick, and a difference she’s had as long as I can remember. “Or hadn’t you heard? The gardai are on the hunt.”



“You fool.” Finn yanks Keeva out of my embrace and pulls her in close. “I could’ve killed you!”

“If anyone was going to kill me, it would’ve been Maeve.” Keeva winks at me, and a little curl of pride unfurls in my chest. “Looks like all the training’s paying off.”

“You know what the Málmars say.” Finn squeezes my shoulder. A tremor runs through her hand—exhaustion, probably. “A woman with a weapon is like lightning at midday. Just as dangerous as a storm at night. All the more deadly if you don’t expect it.”

Keeva laughs, but a darkness lingers in her brown eyes. It’s unnatural for someone who always seems to have a sly grin tucked at the corners of her mouth.

She nods at my mud-splattered cloak, parted down the ­middle from where I threw my arms around her. The tunic underneath is still a dull green. “Weapon or not, we need to get Maeve inside. Especially wearing that.”

Finn frowns, and a bead of sweat gathers at her temple. “What do you mean?” A flicker of something I can’t decipher passes between her and Keeva.

I pull the cloak tighter to fight the chill of the misty air.

“Didn’t you hear?” Keeva finally answers, glancing sideways at me. “The High King’s gone mad. He had a dream rebels in green are coming for his throne and sent the gardai out hunting anyone wearing it.”

A hard scoff breaks from me. “You say that like he wasn’t already out of his damn mind.”

Finn shakes her head. “He wasn’t mad when he banished the Martyr, or when he burned the temples down. He was a tyrant, and he was brutal, but there’s a difference.” She taps the side of her temple. “He was still here until a month ago, even when he was in a rage at the Martyr for not saving his first queen, or terrified at how close the uprising came to—”

Keeva shoots her a warning look, and Finn’s words cut off in a low breath.

“People like to imagine magic can change the rules of nature,” Finn says more softly, shrugging. “But it’s just the isle’s raw energy, and mages are just people who’ve studied enough to shape that energy, to bend the elements to their desires. Air, water, blood, earth, fire. Magic can influence them—whipping a calm sea into waves or scorching an infection out of your blood.”

Another tremor twitches her fingers.

“But the rules of nature can’t be changed, no matter how powerful the mage. Death can’t be reversed. The rising and setting of the sun can’t be stopped, even if a mage can tear storms from the skies or conjure the air into fog thick enough to blind a whole army.” She lets out a breath that turns into a cough. “I have to think that for a king, realizing magic is beyond his control is . . . terrifying.”

Keeva shares a look with Finn, and her mouth tightens into a thin line.

We step through puddles of crimson, and I try to let my brain believe it’s nothing but water. Just pools of rain that I’ve trudged through a hundred times before.

Each twist and turn we take is deserted, thank the Old Ones.

“I don’t understand.” My voice sounds so loud in the deathly quiet. “How do you know about the High King’s dream?”

Keeva’s shoulders stiffen. “I overheard a few of the gardai in the merchant quarter.”



“Wait.” I pull Keeva to a stop. Finn was in the merchant quarter just before all of this too. “Were you together?”

“Maeve.” Finn’s voice takes on a warning tone I’ve never heard before—not from her.

I flinch back, hurt slivering between my ribs as I understand.

My sister doesn’t trust me—and I have no idea what I’ve done to deserve that.

I pull the cloak more tightly around me and tug the hood up over my head. It hides my stinging eyes.

Keeva shifts uneasily and elbows Finn.

My sister’s face darkens as she glances sideways at me, but she only leads us into the tangle of streets twining behind the trading post, away from the blood-soaked market and the bodies lying in the mud.

“Think they’ll cancel the Assay?” Keeva breaks the tense silence.

Finn shakes her head. “Not a chance. The Bloody Prince is twenty-one. Eireann’s constitution says the heir has to marry at that age or lose their claim to the throne. Not to mention, the High Queen probably sees this as the perfect timing to get a future queen who’s friendly to the idea of Cymrean annexation lined up for the throne.”

My sister stumbles, tripping over nothing but her own feet, and lands hard on both knees.

“Finn!” I reach out for her, but she brushes me off.

“I’m fine,” she says, and a fresh sliver of hurt needles through me.

“You’re not.” I turn to Keeva. “She’s hurt. It’s from something on her side. She keeps trying to hide it. I swear, she never got hit while we were running from the gardai, so I don’t know . . .”



Keeva’s eyes harden. She kneels at Finn’s side and helps her back up. “You know better than to hide injuries by now. Out with it.”

In all the years they’ve been together, I’ve never seen my sister refuse Keeva. Not when Keeva wanted the last piece of crusty bread, or when she asked us to stay far, far away from the market when the Lady of Shadows might make a visit, or when she needed help tallying up taxes from her stall of poisons.

But Finn meets Keeva’s stubborn eyes now, defiance flashing bright and hard along with something softer—something pleading.

Keeva just nods, tight and quick.

I bite my tongue and don’t say a word as we loop our arms around Finn’s waist. By the time we reach our little lane an hour later, all three of us are drenched from the thickening tingle of the silver mist.

Secrets are your greatest shield.

Not just for you but for the ones you love too. That’s what our mother always said.

If my sister is keeping secrets from me, there’s only one reason. She must think whatever she knows could hurt me, too.

One look at her is all it takes for my heart to crack.

Finn is as pale as moonlight. Auburn hair sticks to her cheeks as she stumbles through the door to our shack. Keeva offers a hand to help Finn over to her worn bed in the far corner, but my sister just shakes her head slowly, collapsing in the nearest chair with a low groan.

Our father lumbers out from the back room, flinching when he sees me, his eyes darkening. “Did you get the fish? I ask you to do one thing, and—”



Finn cuts him off with a cough. “My fault. Gardai raided the market. I had to get Maeve out of there.”

The lie rolls off her tongue. That wasn’t just a raid, and we both know it.

I feel our father’s eyes hover on me, but he says nothing—no sound of agreement, not a hint of a care for the heaps of grime and blood sticking to my cloak. Just like he always looks at me, with a dark flash of pain.

I don’t react, not anymore. I’ve had five years to accept that just the sight of me hurts him now.

Everyone always said I was the spitting image of my mother, from my chestnut hair to the lone dimple in my right cheek to my gray eyes.

He staggers into the back room as a cold gust comes through the cracks in the front door.

Pity is a strange thing. It both weighs heavy and lingers in the air.

I feel it in Keeva’s eyes the longer they watch me, so I turn to put my back to her.

The stove casts off peat smoke that fills the shack with a familiar sweet earth scent. I scrub my hands with a bar of soap with little yellow flowers pressed into it and wash the smoke and muck off in the bucket we keep by the door.

There’s a steaming pot of mushroom broth over the small hearth—I scoop out a mug of it for Finn, making sure to ladle out the best bits with extra lentils and barley for any strength I can give her. She takes it gratefully, bringing the salty broth to her lips and sipping slowly before rising on unsteady feet to use the privy out back.



Keeva settles onto a low stool by the fire, her eyes on the door until Finn comes back through. She helps her over to the bed, ignoring Finn’s protests. Only when my sister slumps onto the covers does Keeva bring her tight, dark gaze to Finn’s side.

“Show me.”

For a long moment, I think Finn’s going to refuse her again and I’ll have to rip the tunic up over her ribs. I might be hurt, and I might even be angry with my sister for not trusting me. But none of that matters in the big scheme of things. Nothing matters compared to her being okay.

Her being alive.

Finally, Finn reaches for the hem with trembling fingers and draws it up.

The air slams out of my lungs.

“Finn.” My voice cracks.

The cut down my sister’s side is short and shallow, a thin streak of red the length of my finger. It’s the tendrils of black crawling from it, and the vicious yellow edges of the wound, that make me forget how to breathe.

But the wound isn’t bleeding. It isn’t even weeping anymore. The cut is new but not fresh—it must be several hours old, if not almost a day.

Keeva bows her head, pressing a soft kiss to my sister’s fingers. “You’re a damn fool, Finn Fallon. How many times do I have to tell you to keep your nose in the ledgers and out of their fights?”

No—out of the fights. I misheard her.

Finn winces. “At least once more before it takes, I think.”

She groans as Keeva tests a finger along the skin around the wound, murmuring something too soft for me to make out. Finn nods tightly.

“I have a tincture for infection, but without knowing what was on the blade, we can’t try an antidote without risking making it worse. Some poisons react . . . badly to antidotes that aren’t their own.” Keeva reaches into the little sack around her soft hips and pulls out a glass vial of amber liquid. She unstoppers it, lets the droplets fall over the wound.

Finn hisses, her words unrecognizable.

We stay there, watching over my sister until her breathing deepens and her eyes start to twitch behind her lids in sleep.

Keeva finally shifts her gaze to me, and fear sharpens between us.

“She just needs to rest.” I try to sound certain. “Today was . . . a lot.”

Keeva laughs shortly. “You know how she loves any excuse to play big sister. You don’t always give her much of a chance.”

I bite back the bitterness, but it comes out anyway. “I’m not a little girl anymore.”

“No,” she admits. “But it doesn’t matter how old you get. You’ll still be her little sister. She’d do anything for you.”

“Except tell me whatever she’s hiding.”

Keeva’s dark eyes soften on me with a knowing look. “Finn loves you, Maeve. But some secrets take time to share.”

Of course that only makes me feel worse.

She stands, stretching her shoulders, glancing down once more at Finn on the bed. “Quite the time for a mad king.”

“Do you really think the next one will be any better?”

We both know the stories about the Bloody Prince.



Only two years older than me, but already rumored to be as brutal as his father. Apparently, he oversaw the razing of the Martyr’s temples in Dyfflin and had his best friend and his entire family killed over some perceived insult. Some say the first person he ever loved ended up poisoned. A diplomat’s daughter just before the uprising, from one of the small republics south of Cymrea that still has magic. I can’t help but wonder if the poisoner was him or the High Queen.

If the stories are true, he’s as deadly as creatlach.

I draw in a deep breath and meet Keeva’s worried gaze. She glances back at Finn. “Can I stay?” Keeva’s words are a rasp. “Just until we know she’s . . .”

“Of course.” My fingers find hers, and squeeze. “But she’ll get better.”

I tell myself that, over and over and over again, even as my bones ache and the light outside begins to shift to lavender dusk. My eyelids get heavy. I fight the tug of exhaustion, its milky edges pressing closer around my mind . . .

What feels like barely an hour later, I jolt up from where my cheek presses into the table to the sound of someone choking on their own insides. Hacking. Wet, harsh, and so desperate our father comes stumbling out of his room.

Suddenly, Finn lurches up. The bed quilt tangles and twists in her limbs. Only her hands are free, clawing at the air like they can rip out whatever chokes her from inside. A sharp sucking sound cuts through each gasp.

Old Ones, no.

Finn’s whole body heaves, and there’s no hiding the blue tinge graying my sister’s lips or the shudders racking her frame with each struggle to draw her next breath.



Dark shadows bruise her wild eyes, flying over every corner of the room, and I crumple to my knees in the dirt as Keeva kneels by her side.

Our father smacks Finn square between the shoulder blades, and the gasp she finally sucks in sounds like it’s been shredded through broken glass. Another suck of air, another smack that cuts like a punch to the gut, and Finn falls back on the sheets, blood dribbling through her teeth.

In all my life, I’ve seen her cry only once—right after our mother was executed, just before she forced me into weapons training and started skimming Father’s coins. But lying in her own blood and vomit, gasping for breaths that sound like ragged bursts, Finn sobs. And even as terror freezes me in place, I taste salt from my own tears.

She lifts the hem of her tunic, heaving as she strains to look down at her ribs. The cut there . . . Old Ones, the black tendrils cover her entire side. Snaking out in furious, hungry fingers, reaching up her rib cage toward . . .

The words choke me.

Toward her heart.

My sister shakes, shivering so violently that her teeth knock together and the mountains of blankets piled on top of her quiver.

Every rattling breath shakes me straight down to my bones.

Keeva claps a hand to her mouth at the sight of Finn’s wound and looks up at me.

Old Ones, it must be poison—but how can it possibly work so fast? Desperation claws through my insides.

I won’t give my sister up.

Finn is the one thing in this world I’m not willing to lose.



The coughing fit eases after another minute, but Finn only looks worse afterward.

Keeva’s fingers brush over Finn’s cheeks.

“I won’t lie—you look like something the mages dug up and tried to reanimate.” Keeva attempts a smile, but it’s about as convincing as the forced light tone of her voice.

“You. Still love. Me,” Finn wheezes, hand clutching Keeva’s tight.

It’s not a question. My sister says it like the fact it is.

Keeva is fierce. “Always,” she vows, blinking back tears. “You and me, always.”

I choke back a sob.

Finn’s hazy eyes search the room at the sound. She tries to turn her head on the thin pillow, but the effort only makes her cough all over again. “Maeve?” she whispers.

“I’m here.” Tears turn the violet night bleeding through the windows blurry. “I promise—you’re going to be just fine.”

“Won’t . . .” She barely manages a small shake of her head. “Be.” Finn struggles against her blankets, eyes fighting to hold mine. Sweat beads on her forehead.

“You will.” I cup her face between my hands, not bothering to wipe away the tears coursing down my cheeks. “I’m going to get help.”

Finn’s eyes fly up to Keeva, wild fear burning in the look.

“Nothing,” she chokes out in a plea. “Dangerous.” Finn’s throat spasms and she swallows hard, one hand gripping tight on my wrist. “Promise.”

“I promise,” I vow, emphasizing each word so she knows I’m not going to fail her, that she can trust me. And that she doesn’t have to be afraid for me. “I promise I’ll save you.”



Tears well in her swollen eyes. I lean in and press a kiss to her forehead and whisper a silent prayer to the Old Ones, and even to the Martyr I barely believe in anymore. Help her hold on.

“Keep her safe,” I tell our father, who’s still hovering at the far corner of the room. His frail chest shudders, weak from years of bitter grief, drink, and violence. A steely edge sparks in his tired eyes at my order, and for a moment, I almost remember the way he used to be—the man he was when I was a girl, the man my mother once fell in love with.

Finn heaves for breath as our father comes closer, to lean over us and wipe the blood from her lips.

I step back, hands shaking, nudging Keeva with me.

“We can’t let her die,” I whisper, blinking away the sting of tears.

Keeva’s coal eyes darken. Something strange flashes there—what looks like resignation. “I might know someone who could help.”

My breath catches. “You do?”

She leans in close, dropping her voice so I have to strain to hear. “I know where to find a mage.”

What little moisture is left in my mouth turns to ash.

That’s not possible. All the mages are gone. The Seven Wells are empty—drained to nothing.

Still, desperation lights a spark in my chest. I swallow hard, fighting back the fierce flicker of what feels treasonously close to hope. “Who?”

Keeva’s brow knots, and her voice trembles. “The Whisperers.”







Four
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The smell of blood, copper, and salt fills my nose as Keeva leads me toward the merchant quarter, cutting through the early grip of night clinging to the streets.

There’s no cleansing wash of the sea breeze now, no soothing echo of waves this far into the slums, where the King’s Road slices through Quayside uphill toward Castle Mount.

There’s only the urgent beat of my hammering heart and my feet on damp earth, and the sharp, wondering terror of what will happen if we’re caught.

Impalement is a slow, agonizing way to go—more often than not, it takes days to die. And no one in Quayside will risk putting the condemned out of their misery and being branded a traitor themselves by one of the gardai.

We let them suffer to keep ourselves safe.

But Finn . . . Fiery certainty heats through my bones.

I won’t let her suffer.

“Why didn’t the tincture work?” My words come out in a whisper as the deepening night stretches out around us. We can’t be more than two hours to midnight, judging from where the moon hangs in the sky above.

Keeva draws in a heavy breath.

“The tincture I tried fights infection. If it’s poison, Maeve, not all of them have simple antidotes. Or if there’s something like mage bones ground into it . . .” Keeva shakes her head.

“We both know that’s just a story.” I shake my head too.

There’s
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