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Book Description

THE WAR OF TWO QUEENS
A Blood and Ash Novel
By Jennifer L. Armentrout
 
War is only the beginning…
 
From #1 New York Times bestselling author Jennifer L. Armentrout

comes book four in her Blood and Ash series.
 
 
From the desperation of golden crowns…
 
Casteel Da’Neer knows all too well that very few are as cunning or

vicious as the Blood Queen, but no one, not even him, could’ve prepared
for the staggering revelations. The magnitude of what the Blood Queen has
done is almost unthinkable.

 
And born of mortal flesh…
 
Nothing will stop Poppy from freeing her King and destroying

everything the Blood Crown stands for. With the strength of the Primal of
Life’s guards behind her, and the support of the wolven, Poppy must
convince the Atlantian generals to make war her way—because there can be
no retreat this time. Not if she has any hope of building a future where both
kingdoms can reside in peace.

 
A great primal power rises…
 
Together, Poppy and Casteel must embrace traditions old and new to

safeguard those they hold dear—to protect those who cannot defend
themselves. But war is only the beginning. Ancient primal powers have
already stirred, revealing the horror of what began eons ago. To end what



the Blood Queen has begun, Poppy might have to become what she has
been prophesied to be—what she fears the most.

 
As the Harbinger of Death and Destruction.
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Chapter 1

 
 
Casteel
 
The click and drag of claws drew closer as the weak flame above the lone
candle sputtered and then went out, pitching the cell into darkness.

A thicker mass of shadows appeared in the open archway—a misshapen
form on its hands and knees. It halted, sniffing as loudly as a godsdamn
barrat, scenting blood.

My blood.
The smooth bands of shadowstone tightened around my throat and

ankles as I shifted, bracing myself. The damn stone was unbreakable, but it
did come in handy.

A low-pitched wail came from the creature.
“Mother—” The thing exploded out of the archway, scurrying forward,

its keening moan becoming an ear-piercing screech. “—fucker.”
I waited until its stench of decay reached me and then pressed my back

against the wall, lifting my legs. The length of the chain between my ankles
was only about half a foot, and the shackles wouldn’t give an inch, but it
was enough. Planting my bare feet into the creature’s shoulders, I got a
good, most unfortunate look at the thing as its foul breath blasted me in the
face.

Man, the Craven was not a fresh one.
Patches of gray flesh clung to its hairless skull, and half of its nose was

gone. One entire cheekbone was exposed, eyes burning like hot coals. Lips
torn and mangled—

The Craven twisted its head down, sinking its fangs into my calf. Its
teeth tore through the breeches and into flesh and muscle. Air hissed
between my gritted teeth as fiery pain burned its way up my leg.

Worth it.



The pain was more than worth it.
I would spend an eternity taking these bites if that meant she was safe.

That it wasn’t her in this cell. That she wasn’t the one in pain.
Shaking the Craven free, I dragged the short chain over the thing’s neck

as I crossed my feet. I twisted at the waist, pulling the dull bone chain tight
across its throat, ending the Craven’s screams. The shackle clamped down
on my throat as I kept turning, cutting off my air as the chain dug into the
Craven’s neck. Its arms flailed on the floor as I jerked my legs in the
opposite direction, snapping the creature’s spine. The spasming became
more of a twitching as I hauled it within reach of my bound hands. The
chain between my wrists, connected to the shackle at my throat, was much
shorter—but long enough.

I grasped the Craven’s cold, clammy jowls and brought its head down
hard, slamming it against the stone floor by my knees. Flesh gave way,
spraying rotting blood over my stomach and chest. Bone split open with a
wet-sounding crack. The Craven went limp. I knew it wouldn’t stay down,
but it bought me some time.

Lungs burning, I unwound the chain and kicked the creature away from
me. It landed by the archway in a tangled mess of limbs as I relaxed my
muscles. The band around my neck was slow to loosen, eventually allowing
air into my burning lungs.

I stared at the Craven’s body. At any other time, I would’ve kicked the
bastard into the hall like usual, but I was weakening.

I was losing too much blood.
Already.
Not a good sign.
Breathing heavily, I looked down. Just below the shadowstone bands,

shallow slices ran up the insides of my arms, past both elbows and over the
veins. I counted them. Again. Just to be sure.

Thirteen.
Thirteen days had passed since the first time the Handmaidens swarmed

this cell, dressed in black and as quiet as a tomb. They came once a day to
cut into my flesh, siphoning my blood as if I were a damn barrel of fine
wine.

A tight, savage smile twisted my mouth. I’d managed to take out three
of them in the beginning. Ripped their throats out when they got too close,
which was why they’d shortened the chain between my wrists. Only one of



them actually stayed dead, though. The damn throats of the other two had
stitched themselves closed within minutes—impressive and also infuriating
to witness.

Learned something valuable, though.
Not all of the Blood Queen’s Handmaidens were Revenants.
I wasn’t sure how I could use that information yet, but I guessed they

were using my blood to make brand-spanking-new Revs. Or using it as a
dessert for the lucky.

Tipping back my head against the wall, I tried not to breathe too deeply.
If the stench of the downed Craven didn’t choke me, the damn shadowstone
around my throat would.

I closed my eyes. There had been more days before the Handmaidens
showed the first time. How many? I wasn’t exactly sure. Two days? A
week? Or—?

I stopped myself there. Shut it the fuck down.
I couldn’t go down that road. I wouldn’t. I’d done that the last time,

trying to clock the days and weeks until there came a point when time
simply ceased to move. Hours became days. Weeks became years. And my
mind became as rotten as the blood seeping from the Craven’s ruined head.

But things were different in the here and now.
The cell was larger, with no barred entrance. Not that there needed to be

one with the shadowstone and the chains. They were a mix of iron and deity
bone, connected to a hook in the wall and then to a pulley system to
lengthen or shorten them. I could sit up and move a little, but that was about
it. However, the cell was windowless like before, and the dank, musty smell
told me they once again held me underground. The freely roaming Craven
were also a new addition.

My eyes opened to thin slits. The fuck by the archway had to be the
sixth or seventh one that had found its way into the cell, drawn by the scent
of blood. Their appearance made me think there was one hell of a Craven
problem aboveground.

I’d heard of Craven attacks inside the Rise surrounding Carsodonia
before. Something the Blood Crown blamed on Atlantia and angry gods. I’d
always assumed it was due to an Ascended getting greedy and leaving
mortals they’d fed on to turn. Now, I was beginning to think the Craven
were possibly being kept down here. Wherever here was. And if that were
the case, and they could get out and get aboveground, so could I.



If only I could get these damn chains to loosen. I’d spent an ungodly
amount of time pulling on the hook. In all those attempts, it may have
slipped a half-inch from the wall—if that.

But that wasn’t the only thing different about this time. Other than the
Craven, I’d only seen the Handmaidens. I didn’t know what to think about
that. I’d figured it’d be like the last time. Too-frequent visits from the Blood
Crown and their cronies, where they spent their time taunting and inflicting
pain, feeding, and doing whatever they wanted.

Of course, my last go-around with this captivity bullshit hadn’t started
that way. The Blood Queen had tried to open my eyes first, coax me to her
side. Turn me against my family and my kingdom. When that hadn’t
worked, the real fun had begun.

Was that what had happened to Malik? Did he refuse to play along, so
they broke him like they had been so very close to doing with me? I
swallowed dryly. I didn’t know. I hadn’t seen my brother, either, but they
must have done something to him. They’d had him for far longer, and I
knew what they were capable of. I knew what the desperation and
hopelessness was like. What it felt like to breathe and taste the knowledge
that you had no control. No sense of self. Even if they never laid a hand on
him, being kept like this, as a captive and mostly in isolation, preyed on the
mind after a while. And a while was a shorter span of time than one might
believe. Made you think things. Believe things.

Drawing my throbbing leg up as far as I could, I looked down at my
hands resting in my lap. In the darkness, I almost couldn’t see the shimmer
of the golden swirl across my left palm.

Poppy.
I closed my fingers over the imprint, squeezing my hand tight as if I

could somehow conjure up anything but the sound of her screams. Erase the
image of her beautiful face contorted in pain. I didn’t want to see that. I
wanted to see her as she’d been on the ship, face flushed, and those
stunning green eyes with their faint silver glow behind the pupils eager and
wanting. I wanted memories of cheeks pink with either lust or annoyance,
the latter usually occurring when she was silently—or very loudly—
debating whether stabbing me would be considered inappropriate. I wanted
to see her lush lips parted, and her skin shining as she touched my flesh and
healed me in ways she would never know or understand. My eyes closed



once more. And damn it, all I saw was blood seeping from her ears, her
nose, as her body writhed in my arms.

Gods, I was going to rip that bitch Queen into pieces when I got free.
And I would.
One way or another, I would get free and make sure she felt everything

she had ever inflicted upon Poppy. Tenfold.
My eyes snapped open at the faint sound of footsteps. Muscles tensed in

my neck as I slowly eased my leg straight. This wasn’t normal. Only a few
hours could’ve passed since the last time the Handmaidens had done the
whole bloodletting thing. Unless I was already beginning to lose track of
time.

An unsteadiness rose in my chest as I concentrated on the sound of the
footfalls. There were many, but one was heavier. Boots. My jaw locked as I
lifted my gaze to the entryway.

A Handmaiden entered first, nearly blending in with the darkness. She
said nothing as her skirts glided past the fallen Craven. With a strike of steel
against flint, a flame caught the wick on the candle on the wall, where the
other had burned out. Four more Handmaidens entered as the first lit several
more candles, the females’ features obscured behind winged, black paint.

I wondered the same thing I did every time I saw them. What the fuck
was up with the facial paint?

I’d asked a dozen times. Never got an answer.
They stood on either side of the archway, joined by the first, and I knew

in my gut who was coming. My stare fixed on the opening between them.
The scent of rose and vanilla reached me. Rage, hot and unending, poured
into my chest.

Then she walked in, appearing as the utter opposite of her
Handmaidens.

White. The monster wore a skintight gown that was a pristine, nearly
transparent white and left very little to the imagination. Disgust curled my
lip. Other than the reddish-brown hair reaching a cinched, narrow waist, she
looked nothing like Poppy.

At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.
That there was no hint of familiarity in the set of her features—the

shape of her eyes, the straight line of her ruby-pierced nose, or the full,
expressive mouth.

It didn’t fucking matter.



Poppy was nothing like her.
The Blood Queen. Ileana. Isbeth. Better known as one soon-to-be-dead

bitch.
She drew closer, and I still had no idea how I hadn’t realized that she

wasn’t Ascended. Those eyes were dark and bottomless but not as opaque
as a vampry’s. Her touch…hell, it had blended with the others over the
years. But while it had been cold, it hadn’t been icy and bloodless. Then
again, why would I or anyone else ever consider the possibility that she was
something other than what she claimed?

Anyone but my parents.
They must have known the truth about the Blood Queen—about who

she really was. And they hadn’t told us. Hadn’t warned us.
Biting, stinging anger gnawed. The knowledge might not have changed

this outcome, but it would’ve affected every aspect of how we approached
dealing with her. Gods, we would’ve been better prepared, knowing that
centuries-old revenge drove the Blood Queen’s special brand of madness. It
would’ve given us pause. We would’ve realized that she was truly capable
of anything.

But nothing could be done about any of that right now, not when they
had me chained to a damn wall, and Poppy was out there, dealing with the
fact that this woman was her mother.

She has Kieran, I reminded myself. She’s not alone.
The false Queen wasn’t alone either. A tall male entered behind her,

looking like a walking lit candle. He was one golden motherfucker, from
the hair to the winged facial paint across his face. His eyes were a blue so
pale they appeared nearly leached of all color. Eyes like some of the
Handmaidens. Another Rev, I bet. But one of the Handmaidens whose
throat hadn’t stayed torn open had had brown eyes. Not all Revs had the
light irises.

He lingered by the entryway, his weapons not as hidden as the
Handmaidens’. I saw a black dagger strapped across his chest and two
swords secured to his back, the curved handles visible above his hips. Fuck
him. My attention shifted to the Blood Queen.

Candlelight glittered off the diamond spires in the ruby crown as Isbeth
glanced down at the Craven.

“I don’t know if you realize this or not,” I said casually, “but you have a
pest problem.”



A single dark brow rose as she snapped her red-painted fingers twice.
Two Handmaidens moved as a unit, picking up what was left of the Craven.
They carried the creature out as Isbeth’s gaze flicked to me. “You look like
shit.”

“Yeah, but I can clean up. You?” I smiled, noting the tightening in the
skin around her mouth. “You can’t wash off that stench or feed that away.
That shit is inside you.”

Isbeth’s laugh sounded like tinkling glass, grating on every single one of
my nerves. “Oh, my dear Casteel, I forgot how charming you could be. No
wonder my daughter appears to be so taken with you.”

“Don’t call her that,” I snarled.
Both brows rose as she toyed with a ring on her pointer finger. A golden

band with a pink diamond. That gold was lustrous, shining even in the dim
light—gleaming in a way that only Atlantian gold could. “Please don’t tell
me that you doubt I’m her mother. I know I’m not a paradigm of honesty,
but I spoke nothing but the truth when it came to her.”

“I don’t give a fuck if you carried her in your womb for nine months
and delivered her with your own hands.” My hands closed into fists. “You
are nothing to her.”

Isbeth went unnaturally still and quiet. Seconds ticked by, and then she
said, “I was a mother to her. She would have no memory of it as she was
just a tiny babe then, perfect and lovely in every way. I slept and woke with
her beside me every day until I knew I could no longer take that risk.” The
edges of her gown dragged through the pool of Craven blood as she stepped
forward. “And I was a mother to her when she thought I was only her
Queen, tending to her wounds when she was so gravely injured. I would’ve
given anything to have prevented that.” Her voice thinned, and I could
almost believe she spoke the truth. “I would’ve done anything to stop her
from experiencing even one second of pain. Of having a reminder of that
nightmare every time she looked upon herself.”

“When she looks upon herself, she sees nothing but beauty and
bravery,” I snapped.

Her chin lifted. “You really believe that?”
“I know that.”
“As a child, she often cried when she saw her reflection,” she told me,

and my chest seized. “She often begged me to fix her.”



“She doesn’t need fixing,” I seethed, hating—absolutely loathing—that
Poppy had ever felt that way, even as a child.

Isbeth was quiet for a moment. “Still, I would’ve done anything to
prevent what happened to her.”

“And you think you played no role in that?” I challenged.
“It was not I who left the safety of the capital and Wayfair. It was not I

who stole her away.” Her jaw clenched, jutting out in a godsdamn familiar
way. “If Coralena hadn’t betrayed me—betrayed her—Penellaphe never
would’ve known that kind of pain.”

Disbelief battled with disgust. “And yet you still betrayed her, sending
her to Masadonia? To Duke Teerman, who—”

“Don’t.” She stiffened once more.
She didn’t want to hear this? Too bad. “Teerman routinely abused her.

He let others do the same. Made quite a sport of it.”
Isbeth flinched.
She actually flinched.
My lips peeled back over my fangs. “That is on you. You don’t get to

blame anyone else for that and relieve yourself of guilt. Each time he
touched her, he hurt her. That’s on you.”

She drew in a deep breath, straightening. “I didn’t know. If I had, I
would’ve cut his stomach open and fed him his own entrails until he choked
on them.”

Now that, I didn’t doubt.
Because I’d seen her do it to a mortal before.
Her tightly sealed lips trembled as she stared down at me. “You killed

him?”
A savage rush of satisfaction hit me. “Yeah, I did.”
“Did you make it hurt?”
“What do you think?”
“You did.” She turned away, drifting toward the wall as the two

Handmaidens returned, silently taking up their posts by the door. “Good.”
A dry laugh left me. “And I’ll do the same to you.”
She sent me a small smile over her shoulder. “I’ve always been

impressed by your resilience, Casteel. I imagine you got that from your
mother.”

Acid pooled in my mouth. “You would know, wouldn’t you?”



“Just so you know…” she said with a shrug. A moment passed before
she continued. “I didn’t hate your mother at first. She loved Malec, but he
loved me. I didn’t envy her. I pitied her.”

“I’m sure she’ll be glad to hear that.”
“Doubtful,” she murmured, righting a candle that had tilted. Her fingers

drifted through the flame, causing it to ripple wildly. “I do hate her now,
though.”

I couldn’t care less.
“With every fiber of my being.” Smoke wafted from the flame she’d

touched, turning a dark, thick black that brushed against the damp stone,
staining it.

That wasn’t even remotely normal. “What in the hell are you?”
“I am nothing more than a myth. A cautionary tale once told to

Atlantian children to make sure they didn’t steal what they didn’t deserve,”
she said, looking over her shoulder at me.

“Are you a lamaea?”
Isbeth laughed. “Cute response, but I thought you were smarter than

that.” She drifted to another candle, straightening it, as well. “I may be no
god by your standards and beliefs, but I am no less powerful than one. So,
how am I not just that? A god?”

Something tugged at my memories—something I was sure Kieran’s
father had once said when we were younger. When the wolven Kieran loved
was dying, and he’d prayed to gods he knew were sleeping to save her.
When he prayed to anything that could be listening. Jasper had warned him
that…something that wasn’t a god could answer.

That a false god could reply.
“Demis,” I whispered hoarsely, my eyes widening. “You’re a demis. A

false god.”
One side of Isbeth’s lips curled up, but it was the golden Rev who

spoke. “Well, apparently, he is rather clever.”
“At times,” she said with a shrug.
Holy shit. I’d believed that the demis were as much a myth as the

lamaea. “Is that what you’ve always been? A poor imitation of the real
thing, hell-bent on destroying the lives of the desperate?”

“That’s a rather offensive assumption. But, no. A demis is not born but
made when a god commits the forbidden act of Ascending a mortal who
was not Chosen.”



I had no idea what she meant by a mortal that was Chosen, and I didn’t
get a chance to question that because she asked, “What do you know about
Malec?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the golden Rev’s head tilt. “Where is
my brother?” I demanded instead.

“Around.” Isbeth faced me, clasping her hands together. They were free
of jewels except for the Atlantian ring.

“I want to see him.”
A faint grin appeared. “I don’t think that would be wise.”
“Why?”
She inched toward me. “You haven’t earned it, Casteel.”
The acid spread, hitting my veins. “Hate to disappoint you, but we’re

not playing that game again.”
Isbeth pouted. “But I loved that game. So did Malik. Admittedly, he was

much better at it than you ever were.”
Fury pounded through every inch of my body. I launched off the floor as

the rage was given sound. I didn’t make it very far. The bonds at my throat
jerked my head back as the shackles on my ankles and wrists clamped
down, yanking me against the wall. The Handmaidens stepped forward.

Isbeth held up a hand, waving them back. “Did that make you feel
better?”

“Why don’t you get close?” I growled, chest rising and falling as the
band at my throat slowly loosened. “That will make me feel better.”

“I’m sure it would, but you see, I have plans which require me to keep
my throat intact and my head still on my shoulders,” she replied, smoothing
a hand over the chest of her gown.

“Plans can always change.”
Isbeth smirked. “But this plan also requires you to remain alive.” She

watched me. “You don’t believe that, do you? If I wanted you dead, you’d
already be that.”

My eyes narrowed on her as she tipped her chin in a curt nod. The
golden Rev stepped out into the hall, returning quickly with a burlap sack.
The stench of death and decay immediately hit me. Every part of my being
focused on the bag the Rev carried. I didn’t know what was in there, but I
knew it was something that used to be alive. My heart started pounding.

“It appears that my once amicable and charming daughter has grown
quite the…violent streak with a knack for showmanship,” Isbeth remarked



as the Rev knelt, untying the sack. “Penellaphe sent me a message.”
My lips parted as the golden Rev carefully tipped the sack, and a…

godsdamn head rolled out. I immediately recognized the blond hair and
square jaw.

King Jalara.
Holy fuck.
“As you can see, it was a very interesting message,” Isbeth stated

blandly.
I couldn’t believe I was staring at the Blood King’s head. A slow smile

spread across my face. I laughed—deep and hard. Gods, Poppy was…
damn, she was vicious in the most magnificent way, and I could not wait to
show her just how much I approved of it. “That’s…gods, that’s my Queen.”

Surprise widened the golden Rev’s eyes, but I laughed until my empty
stomach cramped. Until tears stung my eyes.

“I’m glad you find this entertaining,” Isbeth remarked coolly.
Shoulders shaking, I tipped my head back against the wall. “That is the

best godsdamn thing I’ve seen in a long time, to be honest.”
“I would suggest you need to get out more, but…” She waved

dismissively at the chains. “That was only a part of the message she sent.”
“There was more?”
Isbeth nodded. “There were quite a few threats included with it.”
“I’m sure.” I chuckled, wishing I’d been there to see it. There wasn’t a

single part of me that doubted it had been Poppy’s hand who’d ended
Jalara’s life.

The Blood Queen’s nostrils flared. “But there was one warning in
particular that interested me.” She knelt in a slow slide that reminded me of
the cold-blooded serpents found in the foothills of the Mountains of Nyktos.
The orange and red, two-headed snakes were just as venomous as the viper
in front of me. “Unlike you and my daughter, Malec and I were never
granted the privilege of the marriage imprint—proof that either of us lived
or died. And you know that not even the bond shared between heartmates
can alert the other of death. I have spent the last several hundred years
believing that Malec was dead.”

Every ounce of humor vanished.
“But it appears I have been mistaken. Penellaphe claims that not only is

Malec alive, but that she knows where he is.” The Rev’s head cocked again
as he focused on her. Isbeth appeared unaware. “She said she would kill



him, and the moment Penellaphe starts believing in her power, she very
easily could.” Her dark eyes fixed on mine. “Is it true? Does he live?”

Damn, Poppy really wasn’t messing around.
“It’s true,” I said softly. “He lives. For now.”
Her slender body practically hummed. “Where is he, Casteel?”
“Come on, Isbitch,” I whispered, leaning forward as far as I could. “You

should know there is literally nothing you can do that will make me tell you
that. Not even if you brought my brother in here and started cutting off
pieces of his skin.”

Isbeth eyed me quietly for several long moments. “You speak the truth.”
I smiled broadly. I did speak the truth. Isbeth thought she could control

Poppy through me, but my stunning, vicious wife had checkmated her ass,
and there was no way in hell I would jeopardize that. Not even for Malik.

“I remember a time when you would’ve done anything for your family,”
Isbeth said.

“That was a different time.”
“Now you will do anything for Penellaphe?”
“Anything,” I promised.
“Because of the opportunity of what she represents?” Isbeth suggested.

“Is that what truly consumes you? After all, through my daughter, you
usurped your brother and your parents. You are now a King. And because of
her bloodline, she is the Queen. That would make you the King.”

I shook my head, unsurprised. Of course, she would think that what I
felt had everything to do with power.

“You plotted for how long to claim her?” she continued. “Perhaps you
never planned to use her to free Malik. Maybe you don’t even really love
her.”

I held her stare. “Whether she ruled over all the lands and seas or was
the Queen of nothing but a pile of ashes and bones, she would—will—
always be my Queen. Love is too weak an emotion to describe how she
consumes me and what I feel for her. She is my everything.”

Isbeth was silent for several long moments. “My daughter deserves to
have someone care for her as fiercely as she cares for them.” A hint of faint
silver glimmered in the center of Isbeth’s eyes, though not as vivid as what I
saw in Poppy’s. Her gaze dipped to the band around my throat. “I never
wanted this—this war with my daughter.”



“Really?” I laughed dryly. “What did you expect? For her to go along
with your plans?”

“And marry your brother?” The light in her eyes intensified as I snarled.
“Goodness, the mere idea of that gets to you, doesn’t it? If I had killed you
when I had you the last time, then he would’ve aided her Ascension.”

It took everything in me not to react—not to attempt to rip her heart
from her chest. “You still wouldn’t have what you wanted. Poppy would’ve
figured out the truth about you—about the Ascended. She already was, even
before I came into her life. She never would’ve let you take Atlantia.”

Isbeth’s smile returned, though tight-lipped. “Do you think that all I
want is Atlantia? As if that is all my daughter was destined for? Her
purpose is far greater. As was Malik’s. As is yours now. We are now a part
of the greater plan, and all of us, together, will restore the realm to what it
was always meant to be. It has already begun.”

I stilled. “What in the hell are you talking about?”
“You’ll see in time.” She rose. “If my daughter truly loves you, this will

pain me in ways I doubt you’ll ever believe.” She turned her head slightly.
“Callum?”

The golden Rev stepped around Jalara’s head, careful not to brush
against it.

My gaze snapped to him. “I don’t know you, but I’m going to kill you,
too, one way or another. Just thought I should let you know that.”

He hesitated, his head cocking to the side. “If you only knew how many
times I’ve heard that,” he said, a slight smile forming as he withdrew a
slender shadowstone blade from the strap across his chest. “But you’re the
first I think might actually succeed.”

The Rev snapped forward then, and my world exploded in pain.
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