
A COURT OF FROST AND STARLIGHT by Sarah J. Maas, Copyright © 2022. CHAPTER 1 Feyre The first snow of winter had begun whipping through Velaris an hour earlier. The ground had finally frozen solid last week, and by the time I’d finished devouring my breakfast of toast and bacon, washed down wit
h a heady cup of tea, the pale cobblestones were dusted with fine, white powder. I had no idea where Rhys was. He hadn’t been in bed when I’d awoken, the mattress on his side already cold. Nothing unusual, as we were both busy to the point of exhaustion these days. Seated at the long cherrywood dining
 table at the town house, I frowned at the whirling snow beyond the leaded glass windows. Once, I had dreaded that first snow, had lived in terror of long, brutal winters. But it had been a long, brutal winter that had brought me so deep into the woods that day nearly two years ago. A long, brutal winter that 
had made me desperate enough to kill a wolf, that had eventually led me here—to this life, this … happiness. The snow fell, thick clumps plopping onto the dried grass of the tiny front lawn, crusting the spikes and arches of the decorative fence beyond it. Deep inside me, rising with every swirling flake, a sp
arkling, crisp power stirred. I was High Lady of the Night Court, yes, but also one blessed with the gifts of all the courts. It seemed Winter now wanted to play. Finally awake enough to be coherent, I lowered the shield of black adamant guarding my mind and cast a thought down the soul-bridge between me 
and Rhys. Where’d you fly off to so early? My question faded into blackness. A sure sign that Rhys was nowhere near Velaris. Likely not even within the borders of the Night Court. Also not unusual—he’d been visiting our war allies these months to solidify our relationships, build trade, and keep tabs on th
eir post-wall intentions. When my own work allowed it, I often joined him. I scooped up my plate, draining my tea to the dregs, and padded toward the kitchen. Playing with ice and snow could wait. Nuala was already preparing for lunch at the worktable, no sign of her twin, Cerridwen, but I waved her off as s
he made to take my dishes. “I can wash them,” I said by way of greeting. Up to the elbows in making some sort of meat pie, the half-wraith gave me a grateful smile and let me do it. A female of few words, though neither twin could be considered shy. Certainly not when they worked—spied—for both Rhys a
nd Azriel. “It’s still snowing,” I observed rather pointlessly, peering out the kitchen window at the garden beyond as I rinsed off the plate, fork, and cup. Elain had already readied the garden for winter, veiling the more delicate bushes and beds with burlap. “I wonder if it’ll let up at all.” Nuala laid the ornate l
attice crust atop the pie and began pinching the edges together, her shadowy fingers making quick, deft work of it. “It’ll be nice to have a white Solstice,” she said, voice lilting and yet hushed. Full of whispers and shadows. “Some years, it can be fairly mild.” Right. The Winter Solstice. In a week. I was still 
new enough to being High Lady that I had no idea what my formal role was to be. If we’d have a High Priestess do some odious ceremony, as Ianthe had done the year before— A year. Gods, nearly a year since Rhys had called in his bargain, desperate to get me away from the poison of the Spring Court, to 
save me from my despair. Had he been only a minute later, the Mother knew what would have happened. Where I’d now be. Snow swirled and eddied in the garden, catching in the brown fibers of the burlap covering the shrubs. My mate—who had worked so hard and so selflessly, all without hope that I wou
ld ever be with him. We had both fought for that love, bled for it. Rhys had died for it. I still saw that moment, in my sleeping and waking dreams. How his face had looked, how his chest had not risen, how the bond between us had shredded into ribbons. I still felt it, that hollowness in my chest where the bo
nd had been, where he had been. Even now, with that bond again flowing between us like a river of star-flecked night, the echo of its vanishing lingered. Drew me from sleep; drew me from a conversation, a painting, a meal. Rhys knew exactly why there were nights when I would cling tighter to him, why the
re were moments in the bright, clear sunshine that I would grip his hand. He knew, because I knew why his eyes sometimes turned distant, why he occasionally just blinked at all of us as if not quite believing it and rubbed his chest as if to ease an ache. Working had helped. Both of us. Keeping busy, keepin
g focused—I sometimes dreaded the quiet, idle days when all those thoughts snared me at last. When there was nothing but me and my mind, and that memory of Rhys lying dead on the rocky ground, the King of Hybern snapping my father’s neck, all those Illyrians blasted out of the sky and falling to earth
 as ashes. Perhaps one day, even the work wouldn’t be a battlement to keep the memories out. Mercifully, plenty of work remained for the foreseeable future. Rebuilding Velaris after the attacks from Hybern being only one of many monumental tasks. For other tasks required doing as well—both in Velaris a
nd beyond it: in the Illyrian Mountains, in the Hewn City, in the vastness of the entire Night Court. And then there were the other courts of Prythian. And the new, emerging world beyond. But for now: Solstice. The longest night of the year. I turned from the window to Nuala, who was still fussing over the ed
ges of her pie. “It’s a special holiday here as well, right?” I asked casually. “Not just in Winter and Day.” And Spring. “Oh, yes,” Nuala said, stooping over the worktable to examine her pie. Skilled spy—trained by Azriel himself—and master cook. “We love it dearly. It’s intimate, warm, lovely. Presents and m
usic and food, sometimes feasting under the starlight …” The opposite of the enormous, wild, days-long party I’d been subjected to last year. But—presents. I had to buy presents for all of them. Not had to, but wanted to. Because all my friends, now my family, had fought and bled and nearly died as well. I 
shut out the image that tore through my mind: Nesta, leaning over a wounded Cassian, the two of them prepared to die together against the King of Hybern. My father’s corpse behind them. I rolled my neck. We could use something to celebrate. It had become so rare for all of us to be gathered for more tha
n an hour or two. Nuala went on, “It’s a time of rest, too. And a time to reflect on the darkness—how it lets the light shine.” “Is there a ceremony?” The half-wraith shrugged. “Yes, but none of us go. It’s more for those who wish to honor the light’s rebirth, usually by spending the entire night sitting in absolu
te darkness.” A ghost of a smirk. “It’s not quite such a novelty for my sister and me. Or for the High Lord.” I tried not to look too relieved that I wouldn’t be dragged to a temple for hours as I nodded. Setting my clean dishes to dry on the little wooden rack beside the sink, I wished Nuala luck on lunch, and h
eaded upstairs to dress. Cerridwen had already laid out clothes, but there was still no sign of Nuala’s twin as I donned the heavy charcoal sweater, the tight black leggings, and fleece-lined boots before loosely braiding back my hair. A year ago, I’d been stuffed into fine gowns and jewels, made to parade in 
front of a preening court who’d gawked at me like a prized breeding mare. Here … I smiled at the silver-and-sapphire band on my left hand. The ring I’d won for myself from the Weaver in the Wood. My smile faded a bit. I could see her, too. See Stryga standing before the King of Hybern, covered in the blood
 of her prey, as he took her head in his hands and snapped her neck. Then threw her to his beasts. I clenched my fingers into a fist, breathing in through my nose, out through my mouth, until the lightness in my limbs faded, until the walls of the room stopped pressing on me. Until I could survey the blend o
f personal objects in Rhys’s room—our room. It was by no means a small bedroom, but it had lately started to feel … tight. The rosewood desk against one wall was covered in papers and books from both of our own dealings; my jewelry and clothes now had to be divided between here and my old bedroom
. And then there were the weapons. Daggers and blades, quivers and bows. I scratched my head at the heavy, wicked-looking mace that Rhys had somehow dumped beside the desk without my noticing. I didn’t even want to know. Though I had no doubt Cassian was somehow behind it. We could, of course
, store everything in the pocket between realms, but … I frowned at my own set of Illyrian blades, leaning against the towering armoire. If we got snowed in, perhaps I’d use the day to organize things. Find room for everything. Especially that mace. It would be a challenge, since Elain still occupied a bedroo
m down the hall. Nesta had chosen her own home across the city, one that I opted to not think about for too long. Lucien, at least, had taken up residence in an elegant apartment down by the river the day after he’d returned from the battlefields. And the Spring Court. I hadn’t asked Lucien any questions ab
out that visit—to Tamlin. Lucien hadn’t explained the black eye and cut lip, either. He’d only asked Rhys and me if we knew of a place to stay in Velaris, since he did not wish to inconvenience us further by staying at the town house, and did not wish to be isolated at the House of Wind. He hadn’t mentioned 
Elain, or his proximity to her. Elain had not asked him to stay, or to go. And whether she cared about the bruises on his face, she certainly hadn’t let on. But Lucien had remained, and found ways to keep busy, often gone for days or weeks at a time. Yet even with Lucien and Nesta staying in their own apart
ments, the town house was a bit small these days. Even more so if Mor, Cassian, and Azriel stayed over. And the House of Wind was too big, too formal, too far from the city proper. Nice for a night or two, but … I loved this house. It was my home. The first I’d really had in the ways that counted. And it’d be 
nice to celebrate the Solstice here. With all of them, crowded as it might be. I scowled at the pile of papers I had to sort through: letters from other courts, priestesses angling for positions, and kingdoms both human and faerie. I’d put them off for weeks now, and had finally set aside this morning to wade th
rough them. High Lady of the Night Court, Defender of the  Rainbow and the … Desk. I snorted, flicking my braid over a shoulder. Perhaps my Solstice gift to myself would be to hire a personal secretary. Someone to read and answer those things, to sort out what was vital and what could be put aside. Bec
ause a little extra time to myself, for Rhys … I’d look th rough the court budget that Rhys never really cared to follow and see what could be moved around for the possibility of such a thing. For him and for me. I knew our coffers ran  deep, knew we could easily afford it and not make so much as 
a dent in our fortune, but I didn’t mind the work. I lov ed the work, actually. This territory, its people—they were as much my heart as my mate. Until yesterday, nearly every waking hour had been packed with helping them. Until I ’d been politely, graciously, told to go home and enjoy th
e holiday. In the wake of the war, the people of V elaris had risen to the challenge of rebuilding and helping their own. Before I’d even come up with an idea of how to help them, multiple societies had been created to assist the city. So I’ d volunteered with a handful of them for tasks
 ranging from finding homes for those displace d by the destruction to visiting families affected during the war to helping those without shelter or belongings ready for winter with new coats and supplies. All of it was vit al; all of it was go od, satisfying work. And yet … there was mo
re. There was more that I could do to help. Perso nally. I just hadn’t figured it out yet. It seemed I wasn’t the only one eager to assist those who’d lost so much. With the holiday, a surge of fresh volunteers had arrived, cr amming the public hall near the Palace of Thread and Jewels, w
here so many of the societies were headquartered. You r help has been crucial, Lady, one charity matron had said to me yesterday. You have been here nearly every day—you have worked yourself to the bone. Take the week  off. You ’ve earned it. Celebrate with your mate. I’d tried to obj
ect, insisting that there were still more coats to hand out, more firewood to be distributed, but the faerie had just motioned to the crowded public hall around us, filled to the brim with volunteers. We have more help than we know what to do with. When I’d tried objecting again, 
she’d shooed me out the f ront door. And shut it behind me. Point taken. The story had been the same at every other organization I’d stopped by yesterday afternoon. Go home and enjoy the holiday. So I had. At  least, the first part. The enjoying bit, however … R
hys’s answer to my earli er  inquiry about his whereabouts finally flickered down the bond, carried on a rumble of dark, glittering power. I’m at Devlon’s camp. It took you this long to respond? It was a long d istance to the Illyrian Mou ntains, yes, but it shoul
dn’t have taken minutes  to  hear ba ck. A sensual huff of laughter. Cassian was ranting. He didn’t take a breath. My poor Illyrian baby. We certainly do torment you, don’t we? Rhys’s amusement rip pled tow ard me, caressing my inner most self with night-veile
d hands. But it halted, v ani shin g  as quic kly as it had come. Cassian’s getting into it with Devlon. I’ll check in later. With a loving brush against my senses, he was gone. I’d get a full report about it soon , but fo r now … I smiled at the sno w waltzing outside the win
dows. CHAPTER 2 Rhy sand It was bare ly nine in  the morning, and Cassian was already pissed. The watery winter sun tried and failed to bleed through the clouds looming over the Illyrian Mountains, the win d a boo m across the gray peaks. Snow  already lay inches deep ov
er the bustling camp, a vision of wha t would soon befall Velaris. It had been snowing when I departed at dawn—perhaps there would be a good coating already on the ground by the time I returned. I hadn’t had a cha nce to ask Feyre about it during our brief conversation down the
 bond minutes ago, but p erhaps she w ould go for a walk with me through it. Let me show her how the City of Starlight glistened under fresh snow. Indeed, my mate and city seemed a world away from the hive of activ ity in t he Windh aven camp, nestled in a wide, high mo
untain pass. Even the bracing wind that swept  betwe en the peaks, b elying the camp’s very name by whipping up dervishes of snow, didn’t deter the Illyrians from going about their daily chores. For the warriors: training in  the va rious ring s that opened onto a sheer drop to t
he small valley floor below , those not present out o n patrol. For the males who hadn’t made the cut: tending to various trades, whether merchants or blacksmiths or cobblers. And for the females: drudge ry. The y didn’t see it as such. None of them did.
 But their required tasks, w hether old  or you ng, r emained the same: cooking, cleaning, child-rearing, clothes-making, laundry … There was honor in such tasks—pride and good work to be found in t hem. B ut not w hen every single one of the femal
es here was expected to do it. And if they shirked  those d uties, either one of the half-dozen camp-mothers or whatever males controlled their lives would punish them. So it had been, as long as I’d known t his plac e, for my mother’s people. The world had
 been reborn during the war  m onths b efore, the wall blasted to nothingness, and yet some things did not alter. Especially here, where change was slower than the melting glaciers scattered among st these mo untains. Traditions going back thou
sands of years, left mostly u nchalleng ed. Until us. Until now. Drawing my attention away from the bustling camp beyond the edge of the chalk-lined training rings where we stood, I schooled my face into neutrality as Cassian squared off aga
inst Devlon. “The girls are bu sy with preparatio ns for the Solstice,” the camp-lord was saying, his arms crossed over his barrel chest. “The wives need all the help they can get, if all’s to be ready in time . They can pr actice next week.” I’d lost count of ho
w many variations of this con versati on we’d had during the decades Cassian had been pushing Devlon on this. The wind whipped Cassian’s dark hair, but his face remained hard as granite as he said to the warri or who had begrudgingly trained us, “T
he girls can help their mothers  after  tr aining is done for the day. We’ll cut practice down to two hours. The rest of the day will be enough to assist in the preparations.” Devlon slid his hazel ey es to where I ling ered a few feet away. “Is it an order?” I held that gaze. And de
spite my crown, my power, I tri ed n ot to fall  back into the trembling child I’d been five centuries ago, that first day Devlon had towered over me and then hurled me into the sparring ring. “If Cassian sa ys it’s an order, t hen it is.” It had occurred to me, during the years we’d
 been waging this same battle w ith D evlon and the Illyrians, that I could simply rip into his mind, all their minds, and make them agree. Yet there were some lines I could not, would not cross. And Cassia n would never f org ive me. Devlon grunted, his breath a curl of stea
m. “An hour.” “Two hours,” Cas sian  countered , wings flaring slightly as he held a hard line that I’d been called in this morning to help him maintain. It had to be bad, then, if my brother had asked me t o come. Really da mn bad. Perhaps we needed a permanent prese
nce out here, until the Illyrians re mem bered things li ke conse quences. But the war had impacted us all, and with the rebuilding, with the human territories crawling out to meet us, with oth er Fae kingdo m s looking toward a wall-less world and wonderi
ng what shit they could get away  with  … We didn’t h ave the resources to station someone out here. Not yet. Perhaps next summer, if the climate elsewhere was calm enough.  Devlon’s cr onies loitered in the nearest sparring ring, sizi
ng up Cassian and me, the same way t hey ha d our entire lives. We’d slaughtered enough of them in the Blood Rite all those centuries ago that they still kept back, but … It ha d been the Illyrians who had bled and fought thi
s summer. Who had suffered the most l osse s as they took on the brunt of Hybern and the Cauldron. That any of the warriors survived was a testament to their  skill and Ca ssian’s leadership, but with the Illyrians isolated 
and idle up here, that loss was st arting to sh ape itself into something ugly. Dangerous. None of us had forgotten that during Amarantha’s reign, a few of th e war-bands had gleefully  bowed to her. And I knew none of the Illyrians had f
orgotten that we’d spent those fir st few months after her downfall hun ting down those rogue groups. And ending them. Yes, a presence here was needed. But later. Devlon pushe d, cross ing his muscled arms. “The boys need a nice Solstice after all they endured. L
et the girls give one to them.” Th e bastard certainly knew what weapons to wield, both physical and verbal. “Two hours in the ring each morning,” Cassian said with that same ha rd ton e t hat even I knew not t o push unless I wanted a flat-out brawl. He di
dn’t break Devlon’s gaze. “The b oys can help decorate, clean, and cook. They’ve got two hands.” “Some do,” Devlon said. “Some came home without one.” I felt, more than saw , the wo und strike  deep in Cassian. It was the cost of leading 
my armies: each injury, death, s car—he took them  all as his own personal failings. And being around these warriors, seeing those missing limbs and brutal injuries sti ll hea ling  or that wo uld never heal … “They practice for ninety m
inutes,” I said, soothing the dar k power th at began to roil in my veins, seeking a path into the world, and slid my chilled hands into my pocket s. Ca ssia n, wis ely, pretend ed to look outraged, his wings spreading wi
de. Devlon opened his mouth, but I cut h im off before he could shout something truly stupid. “An hour and a half every morning, then the y do t he housewor k, the males pitching in whenever they can.” I glanced to
ward the permanent tents and  small ston e and wood houses scattered along the wide pass and up into the tree-crusted peaks behind us . “Do not forget t hat a great nu mber of the females, Devlon, also suffered l
osses. Perhaps not a hand, b u t their husb ands and sons and brothers were out on those battlefields. Everyone helps prepare for the ho liday, an d everyo ne gets to train.” I jerked my chin at Cassi
an, indicating for him to follo w me to the house across the camp that we now kept as our semi-permanent base of operations. There wasn’t a surfa ce inside where I hadn’t taken Feyre—the 
kitchen table being my partic ular favorite, thanks t o those raw initial days after we’d first mated, when I could barely stand to be near her and  not be  buried inside her. How long ago, how dis
tant, those days seemed. An other lifetime ago. I ne eded a holiday. Snow and ice crunched under our boots as we aimed for the narrow, two -level st one house by the tree line. Not a holiday 
to rest, not to visit anywher e, but just to spend m ore than a handful of hours in the same bed as my mate. To get more than a few hours to sleep a nd bury myself in her. It seemed to be o
ne or the other these days. Which was utterly unacceptable. And had turned me about twenty kinds of foolish. Last week had been so stupidl y busy and I’d been so desperate for the
 feel and taste of her that I’ d t aken he r during th e flight down from the House of Wind to the town house. High above Velaris—for al l to see, if it wer en’t for the cloaking I had thrown into p
lace. It’d required some ca reful  maneu vering, and  I’d planne d for months now on actually making a moment of it, but with her against me like that, alon e in the ski es, a ll it had taken was one look into those 
blue-gray eyes and I was u nfastenin g her pants.  A moment later, I’d b een inside her, and had nearly sent us crashing into the rooftops like an Illyrian whelp. Feyr e had ju st la ughed. I’d climaxed at the husky soun
d of it. It had not been my f inest moment, and I had no d oubt I’d sink to lower l evels before the Winter Solstice bought us a day’s reprieve. I choked my rising  desire u ntil it was nothin g bu t a vague roaring in the back of my mi
nd, and didn’t speak until C assian and I were nearly through the wooden front do or. “Anything else I should know about while I’m here?” I knocked the snow from m y boots  agai nst th e do or frame and stepped into the house. T
hat kitchen table lay smack  in the middle of  the front room. I banished the im age of Feyre bent over it. Cassian blew out a breath and shut the door behi nd hi m before  tuckin g in hi s wi ngs and leaning against it. “Dissensio
n’s brewing. With so many c lans gathering for the Solst ice, it’ll be a c hance for them to spread it even more.” A flicker of my power had a fire ro aring  in the h earth, t he sm all d ownstairs warming swiftly. It was barel
y a whisper of magic, yet its  release eased  that nea r-constant  strain of keeping all that I was, all that dark power, in check. I took up a spot  against  that da mned t able and crossed my arms. “We’ve dealt wit
h this shit before. We’ll deal with it again.” Cassian shook h is head, t he shoulder-length dark hair shining in the watery light leaking through  the  front w indows. “It’s no t lik e it was before. Before, you, me, and Az
—we were resented for what we ar e, who we are. But this tim e … we  sent them to battle. I sent them, Rhys. And now it’s not only the war rior-pricks who are grumbli ng, b ut also the females. They believe you an
d I marched them south as re veng e for our own treatment as children ; t hey think we specifically stationed some of the males on the front  lines as payback.” N ot good.  Not good at all. “We have to handle this care
fully, then. Find out where thi s po ison comes from and put an end  to it—peacefully,” I clarified when he lifted his brows. “We can ’t kill our way out o f this  one.” Cassian scratched at his jaw. “No,
 we can’t.” It wouldn’t be like hunt ing down those rogu e wa r-bands who’d terrorized any in their path. Not at all. He sur vey ed the dim h ouse , the fire crackling in the hearth, where w
e’d seen my mother cook so m any mea ls during our training. An old, familiar ache filled my che st. T his en tire house, every inch of it, was full of the pas
t. “A lot of them are coming in for t he S olstice,” he went on. “I can stay here, keep an eye on t hing s. May be hand out presents to the children, som
e of the wives. Things that they  rea ll y ne ed but are too proud to ask for.” It was a solid idea . Bu t—“ It can wait. I want you home for Solstice.” 
“I don’t mind—” “I want you ho me. I n V elari s,” I added when he opened his mouth to spew som e Illy rian loyalist bullshit that he still believed, e
ven after they had treated him li ke l ess  tha n not hing his entire life. “We’re spending Solstice  tog eth er. A ll of us.” Even if I had to give them a direct 
order as High Lord to do it. Cass ian angl ed h is head . “What’s eating at you?” “Nothing.” As f ar as  thin gs w ent, I had little to complain about. Taking my
 mate to bed on a regular basis w asn’ t ex actly  a press ing issue. Or anyone’s concern but o ur own . “W oun d a l ittle tight, Rhys?” Of course he’d seen right 
through it. I sighed, frowning at th e an cien t, so ot-speck led ceiling. We’d celebrated the S olstice i n thi s ho use, too. My mother always had gifts for Azriel an
d Cassian. For the latter, the initial  Sol stice  we’d  shared  here had been the first time h e’d recei ved any sort  of gift, Solstice or not. I could still see the te
ars Cassian had tried to hide as he’ d op ened  his p resents , and the tears in my mothe r’s eyes  as s he w atch ed him. “I want to jump ahead to next week.” “
Sure that power of yours can’t do it for yo u?” I levele d a dry lo ok at him. Cassian just g ave me a coc ky gr in ba ck. I never stopped being grateful for them—m
y friends, my family, who looked at t hat po wer o f mine and did n ot balk, did not becom e scente d with fear.  Yes,  I could scare the shit out of them sometimes, b
ut we all did that to each other. Cassi an had terrif ied me  more tim es than I wanted to adm it, one of  them being  mere  months ago. Twice. Twice, in the span of a matt
er of weeks, it had happened. I still sa w him be ing ha uled by  Azriel off that battlefield, blood spilli ng down his leg s, int o the m ud, his wound a gaping maw that sliced down the
 center of his body. And I still saw him as Feyre h ad see n him— after she’d let me into her mind to re veal what,  exactl y, had  occurr ed between her sisters and the King of Hybern. Sti
ll saw Cassian, broken and bleeding on the ground, beggin g Nest a to run. Cassian had not yet spoken of it. A bout w hat ha d occurre d in those moments. About Nesta. Cassian and my
 mate’s sister did not speak to each othe r at all. Nesta h ad succ essfull y cloistered herself in some slummy ap artmen t acros s the Sidra , refusing to interact with any of us save for a few b
rief visits with Feyre every month. I’d hav e to find a way to fix that,  too. I saw how it ate away at Feyre. I still  sooth ed her after she awo ke, frantic, from nightmares about that day in Hyber
n when her sisters had been Made against their will. Nightmares ab out the momen t when Cassian was near death  and N esta wa s sprawled over  him, shielding him from that killing blow, and Elain
—Elain—had taken up Azriel’s dagger and killed the King of Hybern i nstead.  I rubb ed my brows between my th umb an d forefin ger. “It’s rough no w. We’re all busy, all trying to hold everything together
.” Az, Cassian, and I had yet again postponed our annual five days of h unting up at th e cabin this fall. Put off for  next y ear—ag ain. “Come home for Solstice, and we can sit down and figure out a plan for the 
spring.” “Sounds like a festive event.” With my Court of Dreams, it alwa ys was . But I made myself ask, “Is Devlo n one o f the w ould-be rebels?” I prayed it wasn’t true. I resented the male and his backwardness
, but he’d been fair with Cassian, Azriel, and me under his watch. Treated u s to the  same rights as full-blooded Illyrian w arriors. Still di d that for all the bastard-born under his command. It was his absurd ideas about fe
males that made me want to throttle him. Mist him. But if he had to be replace d, the Mother knew who would take his position. Cass ian sh ook his head. “I don’t think so. Devlon shuts down any talk like that. But it only make
s them more secretive, which makes it harder to find out who’s spreading this bul lshit a round.” I nodded, standing. I had a meet ing in Cesere with the two priestesses who had survived Hybern’s massacre a year ago regard
ing how to handle pilgrims who wanted to come from outside our territory. Being late would n’t lend any favors to my arguments  to del ay such a thing until the spring. “Keep an eye on it for the next few days, then come home. I
 want you there two nights before Solstice. And for the day after.” A hint of a wicked grin. “I ass ume our Solstice-day tradition w ill still  be on, then. Despite you now being such a grown-up, mated male.” I winked at him. “I’d hate fo
r you Illyrian babies to miss me.” Cassian chuckled. There were indeed some Solstice tradition s tha t never gre w tiresome, even after t he centuries. I was almost at the door when Cassian said, “Is …” He swallowed. I spared him the dis
comfort of trying to mask his interest. “Both sisters will be at the house. Whether they want to or n ot.” “Nesta will  make things un pleas ant if she decides she doesn’t want to be there.” “She’ll be there,” I said, grinding my teeth, “and she’ll b
e pleasant. She owes Feyre that much.” Cassian’s eyes flickered. “How is she?” I didn’t bother to put a ny sort  of spin on it. “Nesta is Nes ta. S he does what she wants, even if it kills her sister. I’ve offered her job after job, and she refuses them all.” I su
cked on my teeth. “Perhaps you can talk some sense into her over Solstice.” Cassian’s Siphons gleamed at op his hands. “It’d likel y end in violence .” It indeed would. “Then don’t say a word to her. I don’t care—just keep Feyre out of it. It’s her day, too.” Because thi
s Solstice … it was her birthday. Twenty-one years old. It hit me for a moment, how small that number was. My beautiful, strong, fi erce mate, shackled to me— “I know what that look means, you bastard,” Cassian said roughly, “and it’s bullshit. She loves you—in a way I’ve never 
seen anybody love anyone.” “It’s hard sometimes,” I admitted, staring toward the snow-coated field outside the house, the training rings and dwellings beyond it, “to remember that she picked it. Picked me. That it’s not like my parents, shoved together.” Cassian’s face turned unchar
acteristically solemn, and he remained quiet for a moment before he said, “I get jealous sometimes. I’d never begrudge you for your h appiness, but what you two have, Rhys …” He dragged a hand through his hair, his crimson Siphon glinting in the light streaming through the window.
 “It’s the legends, the lies, they spin us when we’re children. About the glory and wonder of the mating bond. I thought it was all bullshi t. Then you two came along.” “She’s turning twenty-one. Twenty-one, Cassian.” “So? Your mother was eighteen to your father’s nine hundred.” “And she 
was miserable.” “Feyre is not your mother. And you are not your father.” He looked me over. “Where is this coming from, anyway? Are  things … not good?” The opposite, actually. “I get this feeling,” I said, pacing a step, the ancient wood floorboards creaking beneath my boots, my power a wr
ithing, living thing prowling through my veins, “that it’s all some sort of joke. Some sort of cosmic trick, and that no one—no one—ca n be this happy and not pay for it.” “You’ve already paid for it, Rhys. Both of you. And then some.” I waved a hand. “I just …” I trailed off, unable to finish the w
ords. Cassian stared at me for a long moment. Then he crossed the distance between us, gathering me in an embrace so tight I coul d b arely breathe. “You made it. W e made it. You both endured enough that no one would blame you if you danced off into the sunset like Miryam and Drakon and
 never bothered with anything else again. But you are bothering—you’re both still working to make this peace last. Peace, Rhys. We  have pea ce, and the true kind. Enjoy i t—enjoy each other. You paid the debt before it was ever a debt.” My throat tightened, and I gripped him hard around his wings
, the scales of his leathers digging into my fingers. “What about you?” I asked, pulling away after a moment. “Are you … happy?” Shadows darke ned his hazel eyes. “I’m get ting there.” A halfhearted answer. I’d have to work on that, too. Perhaps there were threads to be pulled, woven together. Cassi
an jerked his chin toward the door. “Get going, you bastard. I’ll see you in three days.” I nodded, opening the door at last. But paused on the thresho ld. “Thanks, brother.” Cas sian’s crooked grin was bright, even if those shadows still guttered in his eyes. “It’s an honor, my lord.” CHAPTER 3 Cassian 
Cassian wasn’t entirely certain that he could deal with Devlon and his warriors without throttling them. At least, not for the next good hour or so. And since that would do littl e to help quell the murmurings of discontent, Cassian waited until Rhys had winnowed out into the snow and wind before vani
shing himself. Not winnowing, though that would have been one hell of a weapon against enemies in battle. He’d seen Rhys do it with devastating results. Az, too—in  the strange way that Az could move through the world without technically winnowing. He’d never asked. Azriel certainly had 
never explained. But Cassian didn’t mind his own method of moving: flying. It certainly had served him well enough in battle. Stepping out the front door of the ancient wooden house so that Devlon and the other pricks in the sparring rings would see him, Cassian made a good show of
 stretching. First his arms, honed and still aching to pummel in a few Illyrian faces. Then his wings, wider and broader than theirs. They’d always resented that, pe rhaps more than anything else. He flared them until the strain along the powerful muscles and sinews was a pleasurab
le burn, his wings casting long shadows across the snow. And with a mighty flap, he shot into the gray skies. The wind was a roar around him, the temperature cold  enough that his eyes watered. Bracing—freeing. He flapped higher, then banked left, aiming for the peaks behi
nd the camp pass. No need to do a warning sweep over Devlon and the sparring rings. Ignoring them, projecting the message  that they weren’t important enough to e ven be considered threats were far better ways of pissing them off. Rhys had taught him that. Long ago. Catching a
n updraft that sent him soaring over the nearest peaks and then into the endless, snow-coated labyrinth of mountains that m ade up their homeland, Cassian breath ed in deep. His flying leathers and gloves kept him warm enough, but his wings, exposed to the chill wind … The cold w
as sharp as a knife. He could shield himself with his Siphons, had done it in the past. But today, this morning, he wanted tha t biting cold. Especially with what he  was about to do. Where he was going. He would have known the path blindfolded, simply by listening to the wind through t
he mountains, inhaling the smell of the pine-crusted peaks below, the barren rock fields. It was rare for him to make the trek.  H e usually only did it when his temper was likely to get the better of him, and he had enough lingering control to know he needed to head out for a few hou
rs. Today was no exception. In the distance, small, dark shapes shot through the sky. Warriors on patrol. Or perhaps armed es cor ts leading fami lies to their Solstice reunions. Most High Fae believed the Illyrians were the greatest menace in these mountains. They didn’
t realize that far worse things prowled between the peaks. Some of them hunting on the winds, some crawling out f rom  dee p  caverns in th e rock itself. Feyre had braved facing some of those things in the pine forests of the Steppes. To save Rhys. Cassian wondered if 
his brother had ever told her what dwelled in these mountains. Most had been slain by the Illyrians, or sent fleeing t o th ose S teppes. But th e most cunni ng of them, the most ancient … they had found ways to hide. To emerge on moonless nights to feed. Even five centuries of 
training couldn’t stop the chill that skittered down his spine as Cassian surveyed the empty, quiet mountains below and w o ndered what slept beneath the sno w. He cut northward, casting the thought from his mind. On the horizon, a familiar shape took form, growing larger with eac
h flap of his wings. Ramiel. The sacred mountain. The heart of not only Illyria, but the entirety of the Night Co u rt. None were permitted on its barre n, rocky slopes—save for the Illyrians, and only once a year at that. During the Blood Rite. Cassian soared toward it, unabl
e to resist Ramiel’s ancient summons. Different—the mountain was so different from the barren, terrible pres ence of the lone peak in the center of Prythian. Ramiel had always felt alive, somehow. Awake and watchful. He’d only set foot on it once, on that final day of t
he Rite. When he and his brothers, bloodied and battered, had scaled its side to reach the onyx monolith at its summi t. He could still feel the crumbling rock beneath his boots, hear the rasp of his breathing as he half hauled Rhys up the slopes, Azriel providing cover behind
. As one, the three of them had touched the stone—the first to reach its peak at the end of that brutal week. The un con tested winners. The Rite hadn’t changed in the centuries since. Early each spring, it still went on, hundreds of warrior-novices deposited across the mountai
ns and forests surrounding the peak, the territory off-limits during the rest of the year to prevent any of the novice s from scouting ahead for the best routes and traps to lay. There were varying qualifiers throughout the year to prove a novice’s readiness, each slightly differ
ent depending on the camp. But the rules remained the same. All novices competed with wings bound, no Siphon s—a  spell restraining all magic—and no supplies beyond the clothes on your back. The goal: make it to the summit of that mountain by the end of that week an
d touch the stone. The obstacles: the distance, the natural traps, and each other. Old feuds played out; new ones were bor n. Scores were settled. A week of pointless bloodshed, Az insisted. Rhys often agreed, though he often also agreed with Cassian’s point: the Blood Rite 
offered an escape valve for dangerous tensions within the Illyrian community. Better to settle it during the Rite tha n ri s k civil war. Illyrians were strong, proud, fearless. But peacemakers, they were not. Perhaps he’d get lucky. Perhaps the Rite this spring would ease som
e of the malcontent. Hell, he’d offer to participate himself, if it meant quieting the grumbling. They’d barely survived thi s war.  They didn’t need another one. Not with so many unknowns gathering outside their borders. Ramiel rose higher still, a shard of stone piercing the gray sky. Bea
utiful and lonely. Eternal and ageless. No wonder that first ruler of the Night Court had made this his insignia. Along with t he t hree stars that only appeared for a brief window each year, framing the uppermost peak of Ramiel like a crown. It was during that window when the Rite occurre
d. Which had come first: the insignia or the Rite, Cassian didn’t know. Had never really cared to find out. The conifer  fore sts and ravines that dotted the landscape flowing to Ramiel’s foot gleamed under fresh snow. Empty and clean. No sign of the bloodshed that would occur come th
e start of spring. The mountain neared, mighty and endless, so wide that he might as well have been a mayfly in the  w ind . Cassian soared toward Ramiel’s southern face, rising high enough to catch a glimpse of the shining black stone jutting from its top. Who had put that stone atop the p
eak, he didn’t know, either. Legend said it had existed before the Night Court formed, before the Illyrians migrated f rom t he  M yrmidons, before humans  had even walked the earth. Even with the fresh snow crusting Ramiel, none had touched the pillar of stone. A thrill, icy and yet not unwel
come, flooded his veins. It was rare for anyone in the Blood Rite to make it to the monolith. Since he and his brothers had done it five centuries ago, Cassian  could recall only a dozen or so who’d not only reached the mountain, but also survived the climb. After a week of fighting, of running, 
of having to find and make your own weapons and food, that climb was worse than every horror before it. It was the true test of will, of courage. To climb whe n you had nothing left; to climb when your body begged you to stop … It was when the breaking usually occurred. But when he’d touc
hed the onyx monolith, when he’d felt that ancient force sing into his blood in the heartbeat before it had whisked him back to the safety of Devlon’s cam p … It h ad been  worth it. To feel that. With a solemn bow of his head toward Ramiel and the living stone atop it, Cassian caught another swift 
wind and soared southward. An hour’s flight had him approaching yet another familiar peak. One that no one but him and his brothers bothered to co me to. What h e’d so badly needed to see, to feel, today. Once, it had been as busy a camp as Devlon’s. Once. Before a bastard had been 
born in a freezing, lone tent on the outskirts of the village. Before they’d thrown a young, unwed mother out into the snow only days after giving birth, her bab e in her  arms. And then taken that babe mere years later, tossing him into the mud at Devlon’s camp. Cassian landed on the flat str
etch of mountain pass, the snowdrifts higher than at Windhaven. Hiding any trace of the village that had stood here. Only cin ders and debris remaine d an yway. He’d made sure of it. When those who had been responsible for her suffering and torment had been dealt with, no on
e had wanted to remain here a moment longer. Not with the shattered bone and blood coating every surface, staining every f ield and training r in g. So they’d migrated, some blending into other camps, others making their own lives elsewhere. None had ever come back. C
enturies later, he didn’t regret it. Standing in the snow and wind, surveying the emptiness where he’d been born, Cassian di dn’t r egret it for a heartbeat.  His mother had suffered every moment of her too-short life. It only grew worse after she’d given birth to him. Especially in the years 
after he’d been taken away. And when he’d been strong and old enough to come back to look for her, she was gone. They’d ref used  to tell him where she w as buried. If they’d given her that honor, or if they’d thrown her body into an icy chasm to rot. He still didn’t know. Even with their final
, rasping breaths, those who’d made sure she never knew happiness had refused to tell him. Had spat in his face and t old hi m every awful thi ng  t hey’d done to her. He’d wanted to bury her in Velaris. Somewhere full of light and warmth, full of kind people. Far away from
 these mountains. Cassian scanned the snow-covered pass. His memories here were murky: mud and cold and too-s mall f ires. But h e c oul d recall a lilting, soft voice, and gentle, slender hands. It was all he had of her. Cassian dragged his hands through his hair, 
fingers catching on the wind-tangled snarls. He knew why he’d come here, why he always came here. For all that Amren  taun ted him about b eing an  Illyrian brute, he knew his own mind, his own heart. Devlon was a fairer camp-lord than most. But for the females who wer
e less fortunate, who were preyed upon or cast out, there was little mercy. So training these women, giving them the resource s and  confiden ce to fi ght bac k, to look beyond their campfires … it was for her. For the mother buried here, perhaps buried nowhere. So it might never h
appen again. So his people, whom he still loved despite their faults, might one day become something more. Something b et ter. The unmarked, unkno wn grav e in thi s pass was his reminder. Cassian stood in silence for long minutes before turning his gaze westward. As if he might see all the 
way to Velaris. Rhys wanted him home for the Solstice, and he’d obey. Even if Nesta— Nesta. Even in his thoughts, her na me cla nged through him, hollow  and cold. Now wasn’t the time to think of her. Not here. He very rarely allowed himself to think of her, anyway. It usually didn’t end wel
l for whoever was in the sparring ring with him. Spreading his wings wide, Cassian took a final glance around the camp he ’d ra zed to the ground. Anothe r reminder, too: of what he was capable of when pushed too far. To be careful, even when Devlon and the others made him want to bell
ow. He and Az were the most powerful Illyrians in their long, bloody history. They wore an unprecedented seven Siphons each, just to  handle the tidal wave of brute  killing power they possessed. It was a gift and a burden that he’d never taken lightly. Three days. He had three days until he was to go to 
Velaris. He’d try to make them count. CHAPTER 4 Feyre The Rainbow was a hum of activity, even with the drifting veils of snow. High Fae and faeries alike poured in and out of the various shops and studios, some perched on ladders to string up drooping garlands of pine and holly between the lampposts, 
some sweeping gathered clusters of snow from their doorsteps, some—no doubt artists—merely standing on the pale cobblestones and turning in place, fac es uplifted to the gray sky, hair and skin and clothes dusted with fine powder. Dodging one such person in the middle of the street—a faerie with ski
n like glittering onyx and eyes like swirling clusters of stars—I aimed for the front of a small, pretty gallery, its glass window revealing an assortm ent of paintings and pottery. The perfect place to do some Solstice shopping. A wreath of evergreen hung on the freshly painted blue door, brass bells dan
gling from its center. The door: new. The display window: new. Both had been shattered and stained with blood months ago. This entire street had.  It was an effort not to glance at the white-dusted stones of the street, sloping steeply down to the meandering Sidra at its base. To the walkway alon
g the river, full of patrons and artists, where I had stood months ago and summoned wolves from those slumbering waters. Blood had been streami ng down these cobblestones then, and there hadn’t been singing and laughter in the streets, but screaming and pleading. I took a sharp inhale throu
gh my nose, the chilled air tickling my nostrils. Slowly, I released it in a long breath, watching it cloud in front of me. Watching myself in the reflectio n of the store window: barely recognizable in my heavy gray coat, a red-and-gray scarf that I’d pilfered from Mor’s closet, my eyes wide and distant
. I realized a heartbeat later that I was not the only one staring at myself. Inside the gallery, no fewer than five people were doing their best not to g awk at me as they browsed the collection of paintings and pottery. My cheeks warmed, heart a staccato beat, and I offered a tight smile before 
continuing on. No matter that I’d spotted a piece that caught my eye. No matter that I wanted to go in. I kept my gloved hands bundled in the poc kets of my coat as I strode down the steep street, mindful of my steps on the slick cobblestones. While Velaris had plenty of spells upon it to keep t
he palaces and cafés and squares warm during the winter, it seemed that for this first snow, many of them had been lifted, as if everyone wanted to feel its chill kiss. I’d indeed braved the walk from the town house, wanting to not only breathe in the crisp, snowy air, but to also just absorb the crackling 
excitement of those readying for Solstice, rather than merely winnowing or flying over them. Though Rhys and Azriel still instructed me whenever they c ould, though I truly loved to fly, the thought of exposing sensitive wings to the cold made me shiver. Few people recognized me while I strode by, my p
ower firmly restrained within me, and most too concerned with decorating or enjoying the first snow to note those around them, anyway. A small mercy, t hough I certainly didn’t mind being approached. As High Lady, I hosted weekly open audiences with Rhys at the House of Wind. The requests ranged fr
om the small—a faelight lamppost was broken—to the complicated—could we please stop importing goods from other courts because it impacted local art isans. Some were issues Rhys had dealt with for centuries now, but he never acted like he had. No, he listened to each petitioner, asked thorough ques
tions, and then sent them on their way with a promise to send an answer to them soon. It had taken me a few sessions to get the hang of it—the questions he used, the way he listened. He hadn’t pushed me to step in unless necessary, had granted me the space to figure out the rhythm and style of these au
diences and begin asking questions of my own. And then begin writing replies to the petitioners, too. Rhys personally answered each and every one of them. And I now did, too. Hence the ever-growing stacks of paperwork in so many rooms of the town house. How he’d lasted so long without a team of secr
etaries assisting him, I had no idea. But as I eased down the steep slope of the street, the bright-colored buildings of the Rainbow glowing around me like a shimmering memory of summer, I again mulled it over. Velaris was by no means poor, its people mostly cared for, the buildings and streets well kept. 
My sister, it seemed, had managed to find the only thing relatively close to a slum. And insisted on living there, in a building that was older than Rhys and in dire need of repairs. There were only a few blocks in the city like that. When I’d asked Rhys about them, about why they had not been improved, he me
rely said that he had tried. But displacing people while their homes were torn down and rebuilt … Tricky. I hadn’t been surprised two days ago when Rhys had handed me a piece of paper and asked if there was anything else I would like to add to it. On the paper had been a list of charities that he donated to
 around Solstice-time, everything from aiding the poor, sick, and elderly to grants for young mothers to start their own businesses. I’d added only two items, both to societies that I’d heard about through my own volunteering: donations to the humans displaced by the war with Hybern, as well as to Illyrian 
war widows and their families. The sums we allocated were sizable, more money than I’d ever dreamed of possessing. Once, all I had wanted was enough food, money, and time to paint. Nothing more. I would have been content to let my sisters wed, to remain and care for my father. But beyond my mate, m
y family, beyond being High Lady—the mere fact that I now lived here, that I could walk through an entire artists’ quarter whenever I wished … Another avenue bisected the street midway down its slope, and I turned onto it, the neat rows of houses and galleries and studios curving away into the snow. But e
ven amongst the bright colors, there were patches of gray, of emptiness. I approached one such hollow place, a half-crumbled building. Its mint-green paint had turned grayish, as if the very light had bled from the color as the building shattered. Indeed, the few buildings around it were also muted and crack
ed, a gallery across the street boarded up. A few months ago, I’d begun donating a portion of my monthly salary—the idea of receiving such a thing was still utterly ludicrous—to rebuilding the Rainbow and helping its artists, but the scars remained, on both these buildings and their residents. And the mou
nd of snow-dusted rubble before me: who had dwelled there, worked there? Did they live, or had they been slaughtered in the attack? There were many such places in Velaris. I’d seen them in my work, while handing out winter coats and meeting with families in their homes. I blew out another breath. I knew
 I lingered too often, too long at such sites. I knew I should continue on, smiling as if nothing bothered me, as if all were well. And yet … “They got out in time,” a female voice said behind me. I turned, boots slipping on the slick cobblestones. Throwing out a hand to steady me, I gripped the first thing I came
 into contact with: a fallen chunk of rock from the wrecked house. But it was the sight of who, exactly, stood behind me, gazing at the rubble, that made me abandon any mortification. I had not forgotten her in the months since the attack. I had not forgotten the sight of her standing outside that shop door, a
 rusted pipe raised over one shoulder, squaring off against the gathered Hybern soldiers, ready to go down swinging for the terrified people huddled inside. A faint rose blush glowed prettily on her pale green skin, her sable hair flowing past her chest. She was bundled against the cold in a brown coat, a pin
k scarf wrapped around her neck and lower half of her face, but her long, delicate fingers were gloveless as she crossed her arms. Faerie—and not a kind I saw too frequently. Her face and body reminded me of the High Fae, though her ears were slenderer, longer than mine. Her form slimmer, sleeker, even 
with the heavy coat. I met her eyes, a vibrant ochre that made me wonder what paints I’d have to blend and wield to capture their likeness, and offered a small smile. “I’m glad to hear it.” Silence fell, interrupted by the merry singing of a few people down the street and the wind gusting off the Sidra. The faeri
e only inclined her head. “Lady.” I fumbled for words, for something High Lady–ish and yet accessible, and came up empty. Came up so empty that I blurted, “It’s snowing.” As if the drifting veils of white could be anything else. The faerie inclined her head again. “It is.” She smiled at the sky, snow catching 
in her inky hair. “A fine first snow at that.” I surveyed the ruin behind me. “You—you know the people who lived here?” “I did. They’re living at a relative’s farm in the lowlands now.” She waved a hand toward the distant sea, to the flat expanse of land between Velaris and the shore. “Ah,” I managed to say, t
hen jerked my chin at the boarded-up shop across the street. “What about that one?” The faerie surveyed where I’d indicated. Her mouth—painted a berry pink—tightened. “Not so happy an ending, I’m afraid.” My palms turned sweaty within my wool gloves. “I see.” She faced me again, silken hair flowing a
round her. “Her name was Polina. That was her gallery. For centuries.” Now it was a dark, quiet husk. “I’m sorry,” I said, uncertain what else to offer. The faerie’s slim, dark brows narrowed. “Why should you be?” She added, “My lady.” I gnawed on my lip. Discussing such things with strangers … Perhaps n
ot a good idea. So I ignored her question and asked, “Does she have any family?” I hoped they’d made it, at least. “They live out in the lowlands, too. Her sister and nieces and nephews.” The faerie again studied the boarded-up front. “It’s for sale now.” I blinked, grasping the implied offer. “Oh—oh, I wasn’t
 asking after it for that reason.” It hadn’t even entered my mind. “Why not?” A frank, easy question. Perhaps more direct than most people, certainly strangers, dared to be with me. “I—what use would I have for it?” She gestured to me with a hand, the motion effortlessly graceful. “Rumor has it that you’re a
 fine artist. I can think of many uses for the space.” I glanced away, hating myself a bit for it. “I’m not in the market, I’m afraid.” The faerie shrugged with one shoulder. “Well, whether you are or aren’t, you needn’t go skulking around here. Every door is open to you, you know.” “As High Lady?” I dared ask. “
As one of us,” she said simply. The words settled in, strange and yet like a piece I had not known was missing. An offered hand I had not realized how badly I wanted to grasp. “I’m Feyre,” I said, removing my glove and extending my arm. The faerie clasped my fingers, her grip steel-strong despite her slend
er build. “Ressina.” Not someone prone to excessive smiling, but still full of a practical sort of warmth. Noon bells chimed in a tower at the edge of the Rainbow, the sound soon echoed across the city in the other sister-towers. “I should be going,” I said, releasing Ressina’s hand and retreating a step. “It w
as nice to meet you.” I tugged my glove back on, my fingers already stinging with cold. Perhaps I’d take some time this winter to master my fire gifts more precisely. Learning how to warm clothes and skin without burning myself would be mighty helpful. Ressina pointed to a building down the street—acros
s the intersection I had just passed through. The same building she’d defended, its walls painted raspberry pink, and doors and windows a bright turquoise, like the water around Adriata. “I’m one of the artists who uses that studio space over there. If you ever want a guide, or even some company, I’m there
 most days. I live above the studio.” An elegant wave toward the tiny round windows on the second level. I put a hand on my chest. “Thank you.” Again that silence, and I took in that shop, the doorway Ressina had stood before, guarding her home and others. “We remember it, you know,” Ressina said qui
etly, drawing my stare away. But her attention had landed on the rubble behind us, on the boarded-up studio, on the street, as if she, too, could see through the snow to the blood that had run between the cobblestones. “That you came for us that day.” I didn’t know what to do with my body, my hands, so I 
opted for stillness. Ressina met my stare at last, her ochre eyes bright. “We keep away to let you have your privacy, but don’t think for one moment that there isn’t a single one of us who doesn’t know and remember, who isn’t grateful that you came here and fought for us.” It hadn’t been enough, even so. T
he ruined building behind me was proof of that. People had still died. Ressina took a few unhurried steps toward her studio, then stopped. “There’s a group of us who paint together at my studio. One night a week. We’re meeting in two days’ time. It would be an honor if you joined us.” “What sort of things 
do you paint?” My question was soft as the snow falling past us. Ressina smiled slightly. “The things that need telling.” Even with the icy evening soon descending upon Velaris, people packed the streets, laden with bags and boxes, some lugging enormous fruit baskets from one of the many stands now o
ccupying either Palace. My fur-lined hood shielding me against the cold, I browsed through the vendor carts and storefronts in the Palace of Thread and Jewels, surveying the latter, mostly. Some of the public areas remained heated, but enough of Velaris had now been temporarily left exposed to the bitter 


