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BEFORE

THE MONSTER’S NAME was [zumrud, the great worm, and there were those
who claimed he had made the tunnels that ran beneath Ravka. Sick with
appetite, he ate up silt and gravel, burrowing deeper and deeper into the
earth, searching for something to satisfy his hunger, until he’d gone too far
and lost himself in the dark.

It was just a story, but in the White Cathedral, people were careful not to
stray too far from the passages that curled around the main caverns. Strange
sounds echoed through the dim warren of tunnels, groans and unexplained
rumblings; cold pockets of silence were broken by low hisses that might be
nothing or might be the sinuous movement of a long body, snaking closer
through a nearby passage in search of prey. In those moments, it was easy
to believe that Izumrud still lived somewhere, waiting to be woken by the
call of heroes, dreaming of the fine meal he would have if only some
hapless child would walk into his mouth. A beast like that rests; he does not
die.

The boy brought the girl this tale, and others too, all the new stories he
could gather, in the early days when he was allowed near her. He would sit
beside her bed, trying to get her to eat, listening to the pained whistle of her
lungs, and he would tell the story of a river, tamed by a powerful Tidemaker
and trained to dive through layers of rock, seeking a magic coin. He’d
whisper of poor cursed Pelyekin, laboring for a thousand years with his
magic pickaxe, leaving caverns and passages in his wake, a lonely creature
in search of nothing but distraction, amassing gold and jewels he never
intended to spend.



Then, one morning, the boy arrived to find his way to the girl’s room
barred by armed men. And when he would not leave, they dragged him
from her door in chains. The priest warned the boy that faith would bring
him peace and obedience would keep him breathing.

Locked in her cell, alone but for the drip of the water and the slow beat
of her heart, the girl knew the stories of Izumrud were true. She had been
swallowed whole, devoured, and in the echoing alabaster belly of the White
Cathedral, only the Saint remained.
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THE SAINT WOKE every day to the sound of her name being chanted, and
each day her army grew, its ranks swollen with the hungry and the hopeless,
with wounded soldiers and children barely large enough to carry rifles. The
priest told the faithful that she would be Queen one day, and they believed
him. But they wondered at her bruised and mysterious court: the raven-
haired Squaller with her sharp tongue, the Ruined One with her black
prayer shawl and hideous scars, the pale scholar who huddled away with his
books and strange instruments. These were the sorry remnants of the
Second Army—unfit company for a Saint.

Few knew that she was broken. Whatever power had blessed her, divine
or otherwise, was gone—or at least out of reach. Her followers were kept at
a distance so they could not see that her eyes were dark hollows, that her
breath came in frightened gasps. She walked slowly, tentatively, her
driftwood bones fragile in her body, this sickly girl upon whom all their
hopes rested.

On the surface, a new King ruled with his shadow army, and he
demanded that his Sun Summoner be returned. He offered threats and
rewards, but the answer he received came in the form of a challenge—from
an outlaw the people had dubbed the Prince of the Air. He struck along the
northern border, bombing supply lines, forcing the Shadow King to renew
trade and travel across the Fold with nothing but luck and Inferni fire to



keep the monsters at bay. Some said this challenger was a Lantsov prince.
Some said he was a Fjerdan rebel who refused to fight alongside witches.
But all agreed he must have powers of his own.

The Saint rattled the bars of her underground cage. This was her war,
and she demanded freedom to fight it. The priest refused.

But he’d forgotten that before she’d become a Grisha and a Saint, she’d
been a ghost of Keramzin. She and the boy had hoarded secrets as Pelyekin
hoarded treasure. They knew how to be thieves and phantoms, how to hide
strength as well as mischief. Like the teachers at the Duke’s estate, the
priest thought he knew the girl and what she was capable of.

He was wrong.

He did not hear their hidden language, did not understand the boy’s
resolve. He did not see the moment the girl ceased to bear her weakness as
a burden and began to wear it as a guise.



CHAPTER

1

I sTooD ON a carved stone balcony, arms spread, shivering in my cheap
robes, and tried to put on a good show. My kefta was a patchwork, sewn
together from scraps of the gown I was wearing the night we fled the palace
and garish curtains that I'd been told came from a defunct theater
somewhere near Sala. Beads from the lobby chandeliers made up the trim.
The embroidery at the cuffs was already coming undone. David and Genya
had done their best, but there were limited resources underground.

From a distance, it did the trick, sparkling gold in the light that seemed
to emanate from my palms, sending bright glimmers over the ecstatic faces
of my followers far below. Up close, it was all loose threads and false shine.
Just like me. The threadbare Saint.

The Apparat’s voice boomed through the White Cathedral, and the
crowd swayed, eyes closed, hands raised, a field of poppies, arms like pale
stalks shaken by some wind I couldn’t feel. I followed a choreographed
series of gestures, moving deliberately so that David and whichever Inferni
was helping him this morning could track my movements from their
position in the chamber hidden just above the balcony. I dreaded morning
prayers, but according to the priest, these false displays were a necessity.

“It is a gift you give your people, Sankta Alina,” he said. “It is hope.”

Actually, it was an illusion, a pale suggestion of the light I’d once
commanded. The golden haze was really Inferni fire, reflected off a beaten



mirror dish that David had fashioned from salvaged glass. It was something
like the dishes we’d used in our failed attempt to stave off the Darkling’s
horde during the battle in Os Alta. We’d been taken by surprise; and my
power, our planning, all of David’s ingenuity, and Nikolai’s resourcefulness
hadn’t been enough to stop the slaughter. Since then, I’d been unable to
summon so much as a sunbeam. But most of the Apparat’s flock had never
seen what their Saint could really do, and for now, this deception was
enough.

The Apparat finished his sermon. That was the signal to end. The Inferni
let the light flare bright around me. It jumped and wavered erratically, then
finally faded as I dropped my arms. Well, now I knew who was on fire duty
with David. I cast a scowl up at the cave. Harshaw. He was always getting
carried away. Three Inferni had made it out of the battle at the Little Palace,
but one had died just days later from her wounds. Of the two that remained,
Harshaw was the most powerful and the most unpredictable.

I stepped down from the platform, eager to be out of the Apparat’s
presence, but my foot faltered and I stumbled. The priest grasped my arm,
steadying me.

“Have a care, Alina Starkov. You are incautious with your safety.”

“Thanks,” I said. I wanted to pull away from him, from the turned-soil
and incense stench he brought with him everywhere.

“You’re feeling poorly today.”

“Just clumsy.” We both knew that was a lie. I was stronger than when I’d
come to the White Cathedral—my bones had mended, I’d managed to keep
down meals—but I was still frail, my body plagued by aches and constant
fatigue.

“Perhaps a day of rest, then.”

I gritted my teeth. Another day confined to my chamber. I swallowed my
frustration and smiled weakly. I knew what he wanted to see.

“I’'m so cold,” I said. “Some time in the Kettle would do me good.”
Strictly speaking, it was true. The kitchens were the one place in the White
Cathedral where the damp could be held at bay. By this time, at least one of



the breakfast fires would be lit. The big round cavern would be full of the
smells of baking bread and the sweet porridge the cooks made from stores
of dried peas and powdered milk provided by allies on the surface and
stockpiled by the pilgrims.

I added a shiver for good measure, but the priest’s only reply was a
noncommittal “hmm.”

Movement at the base of the cavern caught my attention: pilgrims, newly
arrived. I couldn’t help but look at them with a strategic eye. Some wore
uniforms that marked them as First Army deserters. All were young and
able-bodied.

“No veterans?” I asked. “No widows?”

“It’s a hard journey underground,” the Apparat replied. “Many are too
old or weak to move. They prefer to stay in the comfort of their homes.”

Unlikely. The pilgrims came on crutches and canes, no matter how old or
sick. Even dying, they came to see the Sun Saint in their last days. I cast a
wary glance over my shoulder. I could just glimpse the Priestguards,
bearded and heavily armed, standing sentinel in the archway. They were
monks, scholar priests like the Apparat, and belowground they were the
only people allowed to carry weapons. Above, they were the gatekeepers,
ferreting out spies and unbelievers, granting sanctuary to those they deemed
worthy. Lately, the pilgrims’ numbers had been dwindling, and those who
did join our ranks seemed more hearty than pious. The Apparat wanted
potential soldiers, not just mouths to feed.

“I could go to the sick and elderly,” I said. I knew the argument was
futile, but I made it anyway. It was almost expected. “A Saint should walk
amongst her people, not hide like a rat in a warren.”

The Apparat smiled—the benevolent, indulgent smile that the pilgrims
adored and that made me want to scream. “In times of trouble, many
animals go to ground. That’s how they survive,” he said. “After fools wage
their battles, it is the rats that rule the fields and towns.”

And feast on the dead, 1 thought with a shudder. As if he could read my
thoughts, he pressed a hand to my shoulder. His fingers were long and



white, splaying over my arm like a waxen spider. If the gesture was meant
to comfort me, it failed.

“Patience, Alina Starkov. We rise when the time is right and not before.”

Patience. That was always his prescription. I resisted the urge to touch
my bare wrist, the empty place where the firebird’s bones were meant to
reside. I had claimed the sea whip’s scales and the stag’s antlers, but the
final piece in Morozova’s puzzle was missing. We might have had the third
amplifier by now if the Apparat had lent his support to the hunt or just let us
return to the surface. But that permission would only come at a price.

“I’m cold,” I repeated, burying my irritation. “I want to go to the Kettle.”

He frowned. “I don’t like you huddling down there with that girl—”

Behind us, the guards muttered restlessly, and a word floated back to me.
Razrusha’ya. 1 batted the Apparat’s hand away and marched into the
passage. The Priestguards came to attention. Like all their brothers, they
were dressed in brown and wore the golden sunburst, the same symbol that
marked the Apparat’s robes. My symbol. But they never looked directly at
me, never spoke to me or the other Grisha refugees. Instead, they stood
silently at the edges of rooms and trailed me everywhere like bearded, rifle-
wielding specters.

“That name is forbidden,” I said. They stared straight ahead, as if I were
invisible. “Her name is Genya Safin, and I’d still be the Darkling’s prisoner
if it weren’t for her.” No reaction. But I saw them tense at even the sound of
her name. Grown men with guns, afraid of a scarred girl. Superstitious
idiots.

“Peace, Sankta Alina,” said the Apparat, taking my elbow to shepherd
me across the passage and into his audience chamber. The silver-veined
stone of the ceiling was carved into a rose, and the walls were painted with
Saints in their golden halos. It must have been Fabrikator craft because no
ordinary pigment could withstand the cold and damp of the White
Cathedral. The priest settled himself in a low wooden chair and gestured for
me to take another. I tried to hide my relief as I sank down into it. Even
standing for too long left me winded.



He peered at me, taking in my sallow skin, the dark smudges beneath my
eyes. “Surely Genya can do more for you.”

It had been over two months since my battle with the Darkling, and I
hadn’t fully recovered. My cheekbones cut the hollows of my face like
angry exclamations, and the white fall of my hair was so brittle it seemed to
float like cobwebs. I’d finally talked the Apparat into letting Genya attend
me in the kitchens with the promise that she might work her craft and make
me more presentable. It was the only real contact I’d had with the other
Grisha in weeks. I’d savored every moment, every bit of news.

“She’s doing her best,” I said.

The priest sighed. “I suppose we must all be patient. You will heal in
time. Through faith. Through prayer.”

A surge of rage took hold of me. He knew damn well that the only thing
that would heal me was using my power, but to do that, I needed to return to
the surface.

“If you would just let me venture aboveground—"

“You are too precious to us, Sankta Alina, and the risk is far too great.”
He shrugged apologetically. “You will not have a care for your safety, so I
must.”

I stayed silent. This was the game we played, that we’d been playing
since I’d been brought here. The Apparat had done a lot for me. He was the
only reason any of my Grisha had made it out of the battle with the
Darkling’s monsters. He’d given us safe haven underground. But every day
the White Cathedral felt more like a prison than a refuge.

He steepled his fingers. “Months gone by, and still you do not trust me.”

“I do,” I lied. “Of course I do.”

“And yet, you will not let me help you. With the firebird in our
possession, all this might change.”

“David is working his way through Morozova’s journals. I’'m sure the
answer is there.”

The Apparat’s flat black gaze burrowed into me. He suspected I knew
the location of the firebird—Morozova’s third amplifier and the key to



unlocking the only power that might defeat the Darkling and destroy the
Fold. And he was right. At least, I hoped he was. The only clue we had to
its location was buried in my scant childhood memories and the hope that
the dusty ruins of Dva Stolba were more than they seemed. But right or
wrong, the firebird’s possible location was a secret I intended to keep. I was
isolated underground, close to powerless, spied upon by the Priestguards. I
wasn’t about to give up the one bit of leverage I had.

“I want only the best for you, Alina Starkov. For you and your friends.
So few remain. If anything were to happen to them—"

“You leave them be,” I snarled, forgetting to be sweet, to be gentle.

The Apparat’s look was too keen for my liking. “I simply meant that
accidents happen underground. I know you would feel each loss deeply, and
you are so very weak.” On the last word, his lips stretched back over his
gums. They were black like a wolf’s.

Again, rage coursed through me. From my first day in the White
Cathedral, threat had hung heavy in the air, suffocating me with the steady
press of fear. The Apparat never missed an opportunity to remind me of my
vulnerability. Almost without thinking, I twitched my fingers in my sleeves.
Shadows leapt up the walls of the chamber.

The Apparat reared back in his chair. I frowned at him, feigning
confusion. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

He cleared his throat, eyes darting right and left. “It’s ... it’s nothing,” he
stammered.

I let the shadows fall. His reaction was well worth the wave of dizziness
that came when I used this trick. And that’s all it was. I could make the
shadows jump and dance but nothing more. It was a sad little echo of the
Darkling’s power, some remnant left behind in the wake of the
confrontation that had nearly killed us both. I’d discovered it when trying to
summon light, and I’d struggled to hone it to something greater, something
I could fight with. I’d had no success. The shadows felt like a punishment,
ghosts of greater power that served only to taunt me, the Saint of shams and
mirrors.



The Apparat rose, attempting to regain his composure. “You will go to
the archives,” he said decisively. “Time in quiet study and contemplation
will help to ease your mind.”

I stifled a groan. This really was punishment—hours spent fruitlessly
perusing old religious texts for information on Morozova. Not to mention
that the archives were damp, miserable, and crawling with Priestguards. “I
will escort you,” he added. Even better.

“And the Kettle?” I asked, trying to hide the desperation in my voice.

“Later. Razru— Genya will wait,” he said as I followed him into the
passage. “You needn’t scurry off to the Kettle, you know. You could meet
with her here. In privacy.”

I glanced at the guards, who had fallen into step behind us. Privacy. That
was laughable. But the idea of being kept from the kitchens was not. Maybe
today the master flue would open for more than a few seconds. It was a slim
hope, but it was all the hope I had.

“I prefer the Kettle,” I said. “It’s warm there.” I gave him my meekest
smile, let my lip tremble slightly, and added, “It reminds me of home.”

He loved that—the image of a humble girl, huddling by a cookstove,
hem trailing in ash. Another illusion, one more chapter in his book of
Saints.

“Very well,” he said at last.

It took a long while to wend our way down from the balcony. The White
Cathedral took its name from the alabaster of its walls and the massive main
cavern where we held services every morning and evening. But it was much
more than that—a sprawling network of tunnels and caves, a city
underground. I hated every inch of it. The moisture that seeped through the
walls, dripped from the ceilings, clustered in beads on my skin. The chill
that couldn’t be dispelled. The toadstools and night flowers that bloomed in
cracks and crevices. I hated the way we marked time: morning services,
afternoon prayer, evening services, Saints’ days, days for fasting and half
fasting. But mostly I hated the feeling that I really was a little rat, pale and
red-eyed, scrabbling at the walls of my maze with feeble pink-tinged claws.



The Apparat led me through the caverns north of the main basin, where
the Soldat Sol trained. People backed against the rock or reached out to
touch my golden sleeve as we passed. We set a slow pace, dignified—
necessary. I couldn’t move any faster without getting winded. The
Apparat’s flock knew I was sick and said prayers for my health, but he
feared there would be a panic if they discovered just how fragile—how very
human—I was.

The Soldat Sol had already begun their training by the time we arrived.
These were the Apparat’s holy warriors, sun soldiers who bore my symbol
tattooed on their arms and faces. Most of them were First Army deserters,
though others were simply young, fierce, and willing to die. They’d helped
to rescue me from the Little Palace, and the casualties had been brutal. Holy
or not, they were no match for the Darkling’s nichevo’ya. Still, the Darkling
had human soldiers and Grisha in his service too, so the Soldat Sol trained.

But now they did it without real weapons, with dummy swords and rifles
loaded with wax pellets. The Soldat Sol were a different kind of pilgrim,
brought to the cult of the Sun Saint by the promise of change, many of them
young and ambivalent about the Apparat and the old ways of the church.
Since my arrival underground, the Apparat had kept them on a far tighter
leash. He needed them, but he didn’t wholly trust them. I knew the feeling.

Priestguards lined the walls, maintaining a close eye on the proceedings.
Their bullets were real, and so were the blades of their sabers.

As we entered the training area, I saw that a group had gathered to watch
Mal spar with Stigg, one of our two surviving Inferni. He was thick-necked,
blond, and utterly humorless—Fjerdan to the core.

Mal dodged an arc of fire, but the second spurt of flame caught on his
shirt. The onlookers gasped. I thought he might draw back, but instead he
charged. He dove into a roll, dousing the flames on the ground and
knocking Stigg’s feet from beneath him. In a flash, he had the Inferni
pinned facedown. He secured Stigg’s wrists, preventing another attack.

The watching sun soldiers broke into appreciative applause and whistles.



Zoya tossed her glossy black hair over one shoulder. “Well done, Stigg.
You’re trussed and ready for basting.”

Mal silenced her with a look. “Distract, disarm, disable,” he said. “The
trick is not to panic.” He rose and helped Stigg to his feet. “You all right?”

Stigg scowled, annoyed, but nodded and moved to spar with a pretty
young soldier.

“Come on, Stigg,” the girl said with a wide grin. “I won’t go too rough
on you.”

The girl’s face was familiar, but it took me a long moment to place her—
Ruby. Mal and I had trained with her at Poliznaya. She’d been in our
regiment. I remembered her as giggling, cheerful, the kind of happy,
flirtatious girl who made me feel awkward and hopeless in my skin. She
still had the same ready smile, the same long blond braid. But even from a
distance, I could see the watchfulness in her, the wariness that came with
war. There was a black sun tattooed over the right side of her face. Strange
to think that a girl who had once sat across from me in the mess hall now
thought I was divine.

It was rare that the Apparat or his guards took me this way to the
archives. What was different today? Had he brought me here so I could look
over the shreds of my army and remember the price of my mistakes? To
show me how few allies I had left?

I watched Mal pair sun soldiers with Grisha. There were the Squallers:
Zoya, Nadia, and her brother Adrik. With Stigg and Harshaw, they made up
the last of my Etherealki. But Harshaw was nowhere to be seen. He’d
probably rolled back into bed after summoning flame for me during
morning prayers.

As for the Corporalki, the only Heartrenders on the training floor were
Tamar and her massive twin, Tolya. I owed them my life, but the debt didn’t
rest easy with me. They were close to the Apparat, charged with the
instruction of the Soldat Sol, and they’d lied to me for months at the Little
Palace. I wasn’t quite sure what to make of them. Trust was a luxury I could
ill afford.



The remaining soldiers would have to wait for a turn to fight. There were
simply too few Grisha. Genya and David kept to themselves, and weren’t
much for combat, anyway. Maxim was a Healer and preferred to practice
his craft in the infirmary, though few of the Apparat’s flock trusted Grisha
enough to take advantage of his services. Sergei was a powerful
Heartrender, but I’d been told he was too unstable to be considered safe
around students. He’d been in the thick of the fighting when the Darkling
launched his surprise attack, had seen the girl he loved torn open by
monsters. We’d lost our only other Heartrender to the nichevo’ya
somewhere between the Little Palace and the chapel.

Because of you, said a voice in my head. Because you failed them.

I was drawn from my bleak thoughts by the Apparat’s voice. “The boy
oversteps.”

I followed his gaze to where Mal was moving between the soldiers,
speaking to one or correcting another. “He’s helping them train,” I said.

“He’s giving orders. Oretsev,” the priest called, beckoning him over. I
tensed, watching Mal approach. I’d barely seen him since he’d been banned
from my chamber. Aside from my carefully rationed interactions with
Genya, the Apparat kept me isolated from potential allies.

Mal looked different. He wore the peasant roughspun that had served as
his uniform at the Little Palace, but he was leaner, paler from time spent
belowground. The narrow scar on his jaw stood out in sharp relief.

He stopped before us and bowed. It was the closest we’d been allowed to
each other in months.

“You are not the captain here,” said the Apparat. “Tolya and Tamar
outrank you.”

Mal nodded. “They do.”

“So why are you leading the exercises?”

“I wasn’t leading anything,” he said. “I have something to teach. They
have something to learn.”

True enough, 1 thought bitterly. Mal had gotten very good at fighting
Grisha. I remembered him bruised and bleeding, standing over a Squaller in



the stables of the Little Palace, a look of challenge and contempt in his
eyes. Another memory I could do without.

“Why haven’t those recruits been marked?” the Apparat asked, gesturing
toward a group sparring with wooden swords near the far wall. None of
them could have been more than twelve years old.

“Because they’re children,” Mal replied, ice in his voice.

“It’s their choice. Would you deny them the chance to show fealty to our
cause?”

“I’d deny them regret.”

“No one has that power.”

A muscle ticked in Mal’s jaw. “If we lose, those tattoos will brand them
as sun soldiers. They might as well sign up to face the firing squad now.”

“Is that why your own features bear no mark? Because you have so little
faith in our victory?”

Mal glanced at me, then back at the Apparat. “I save my faith for
Saints,” he said evenly. “Not men who send children to die.”

The priest’s eyes narrowed.

“Mal’s right,” I interjected. “Let them remain unmarked.” The Apparat
scrutinized me with that flat black gaze. “Please,” I said softly, “as a
kindness to me.”

I knew how much he liked that voice—gentle, warm, a lullaby voice.

“Such a tender heart,” he said, clucking his tongue. But I could tell he
was pleased. Though I'd spoken against his wishes, this was the Saint he
wanted me to be, a loving mother, a comfort to her people. I dug my
fingernails into my palm.

“That’s Ruby, isn’t it?” I asked, eager to change the subject and divert
the Apparat’s attention.

“She got here a few weeks back,” Mal said. “She’s good—came from the
infantry.” Despite myself, I felt the tiniest twinge of envy.

“Stigg doesn’t look happy,” I said, bobbing my head toward where the
Inferni seemed to be taking out his loss on Ruby. The girl was doing her
best to hold her own, but she was clearly outmatched.



“He doesn’t like getting beaten.”

“I don’t think you even broke a sweat.”

“No,” he said. “It’s a problem.”

“Why is that?” asked the Apparat.

Mal’s eyes darted to me for the briefest second. “You learn more by
losing.” He shrugged. “At least Tolya’s around to keep kicking my ass.”

“Mind your tongue,” the Apparat snapped.

Mal ignored him. Abruptly, he put two fingers to his lips and gave a
sharp whistle. “Ruby, you’re leaving yourself open!”

Too late. Her braid was on fire. Another young soldier ran at her with a
bucket of water and tossed it over her head.

I winced. “Try not to get them too crispy.”

Mal bowed. “Moi soverenyi.” He jogged back to the troops.

That title. He said it without any of the rancor he had seemed to carry at
Os Alta, but it still hit me like a punch to the gut.

“He should not address you so,” complained the Apparat.

“Why not?”

“It was the Darkling’s title and is unfitting for a Saint.”

“Then what should he call me?”

“He should not address you directly at all.”

I sighed. “Next time he has something to say, I’ll have him write me a
letter.”

The Apparat pursed his lips. “You’re restless today. I think an extra hour
in the solace of the archives will do you good.”

His tone was chiding, as if [ were a cranky child who had stayed up past
her bedtime. I made myself think of the promise of the Kettle and forced a
smile. “I’m sure you’re right.” Distract, disarm, disable.

As we turned down the passage that would take us to the archives, I
looked over my shoulder. Zoya had flipped a soldier on his back and was
spinning him like a turtle, her hand making lazy circles in the air. Ruby was
talking to Mal, her smile broad, her expression avid. But Mal was watching



me. In the ghostly light of the cavern, his eyes were a deep and steady blue,
the color at the center of a flame.

I turned away and followed the Apparat, hurrying my steps, trying to
temper the wheeze of my lungs. I thought of Ruby’s smile, her singed braid.
A nice girl. A normal girl. That was what Mal needed. If he hadn’t taken up
with someone new already, eventually he would. And someday I’d be a
good enough person to wish him well. Just not today.

%k 3k

WE CAUGHT DAVID on his way into the archives. As usual, he was a
mess—hair going every direction, sleeves blotted with ink. He had a glass
of hot tea in one hand and a piece of toast tucked into his pocket.

His eyes flickered from the Apparat to the Priestguards.

“More salve?” he asked.

The Apparat curled his lip slightly at this. The salve was David’s
concoction for Genya. Along with her own efforts, it had helped to fade
some of the worst of her scarring, but wounds from the nichevo’ya never
healed completely.

“Sankta Alina has come to spend her morning in study,” the Apparat
declared with great solemnity.

David gave a twitch that vaguely resembled a shrug as he ducked
through the doorway. “But you’re going to the Kettle later?”

“I will have guards sent to escort you in two hours,” said the Apparat.
“Genya Safin will be waiting for you.” His eyes scanned my haggard face.
“See that she gives better attention to her work.”

He bowed deeply and vanished down the tunnel. I looked around the
room and blew out a long, dejected breath. The archives should have been
the kind of place I loved, full of the smell of ink on paper, the soft crackle
of quills. But this was the Priestguards’ den—a dimly lit maze of arches and
columns carved from white rock. The closest I’d come to seeing David lose
his temper had been the first time he’d laid eyes on these little domed



niches, some of them caved in, all of them lined with ancient books and
manuscripts, their pages black with rot, their spines bloated with moisture.
The caves were damp enough that puddles had seeped up through the
floors. “You can’t ... you can’t have kept Morozova’s journals in here,”
he’d practically shrieked. “It’s a bog.”

Now David spent his days and most of his nights in the archives, poring
over Morozova’s writings, jotting down theories and sketches in a notebook
of his own. Like most other Grisha, he’d believed that Morozova’s journals
had been destroyed after the creation of the Fold. But the Darkling would
never have let knowledge like that go. He’d hidden the journals away, and
though I'd never been able to get a straight answer from the Apparat, I
suspected the priest had somehow discovered them in the Little Palace and
then stolen them when the Darkling had been forced to flee Ravka.

I slumped down on a stool across from David. He had dragged a chair
and a table into the driest of the caves, and stocked one of the shelves with
extra oil for his lanterns and the herbs and unguents he used to make
Genya’s salve. Usually, he hunched over some formula or bit of tinkering
and didn’t look up for hours, but today he couldn’t seem to settle, fussing
with his inks, fidgeting with the pocket watch he’d propped up on the table.

I thumbed listlessly through one of Morozova’s journals. I’d come to
loathe the sight of them—useless, confusing, and most importantly,
incomplete. He described his hypotheses regarding amplifiers, his tracking
of the stag, his two-year journey aboard a whaler seeking the sea whip, his
theories on the firebird, and then ... nothing. Either there were journals
missing or Morozova had left his work unfinished.

The prospect of finding and using the firebird was daunting enough. But
the idea that it might not exist, that I might have to face the Darkling again
without it? The thought was too terrifying to contemplate, so I simply
shoved it away.

I made myself turn the pages. The only means I had of keeping track of
time was David’s watch. I didn’t know where he’d found it, how he’d
gotten it working, or if the time he’d set it to had any correlation to time on



the surface, but I glared at its face and willed the minute hand to move
faster.

The Priestguards came and went, always watching or bent to their texts.
They were meant to be illuminating manuscripts, studying holy word, but I
doubted that was the bulk of their work. The Apparat’s network of spies
reached throughout Ravka, and these men considered it their calling to
maintain it, deciphering messages, gathering intelligence, building the cult
of a new Saint. It was hard not to compare them to my Soldat Sol, most of
them young and illiterate, locked out of the old mysteries these men
guarded.

When I couldn’t bear any more of Morozova’s ramblings, I twisted in
my seat, trying to release a crick from my back. Then I pulled down an old
collection of what were mostly debates on prayer, but that turned out to also
contain a version of Sankt Ilya’s martyrdom.

In this one, Ilya was a mason, and the neighbor boy was crushed beneath
a horse—that was new. Usually, the boy was cut down by a plow blade. But
the story ended as all the tellings did: Ilya brought the child back from the
brink of death, and for his trouble, the villagers threw him into the river,
bound by iron chains. Some tales claimed he never sank but floated out to
sea. Others vowed his body had emerged days later on a sandbank miles
away, perfectly preserved and smelling of roses. I knew them all, and none
of them said a word about the firebird or indicated that Dva Stolba was the
right place to start looking for it.

All our hope for finding the firebird resided in an old illustration: Sankt
Ilya in Chains, surrounded by the stag, the sea whip, and the firebird.
Mountains could be glimpsed behind him, along with a road and an arch.
That arch had long since fallen, but I thought the ruins could be found at
Dva Stolba, not far from the settlements where Mal and I had been born. At
least, that’s what I believed on my good days. Today, I felt less sure that
Ilya Morozova and Sankt Ilya were the same man. I couldn’t bring myself
to look at the copies of the Istorii Sankt’ya anymore. They lay in a moldy



stack in a forgotten corner, seeming less like portents of some grand destiny
than children’s books that had fallen out of fashion.

David picked up his watch, put it down, reached for it again, knocked
over a bottle of ink then righted it with fumbling fingers.

“What’s with you today?” I asked.

“Nothing,” he said sharply.

I blinked at him. “Your lip is bleeding.”

He wiped his palm across it, and the blood beaded up again. He must
have bitten it. Hard.

“David—"

He rapped his knuckles against his desk, and I nearly jumped. There
were two guards behind me. Punctual and creepy as always.

“Here,” David said, handing me a small tin. Before I could take it, a
guard had snatched it up.

“What are you doing?” I asked angrily. But I knew. Nothing passed
between me and the other Grisha without being thoroughly inspected. For
my safety, of course.

The Priestguard ignored me. He ran his fingers over the top and bottom
of the tin, opened it, smelled the contents, investigated the lid, then closed it
and handed it back without a word. I plucked it from his hand.

“Thanks,” I said sourly. “And thank you, David.”

He had already bent back over his notebook, seemingly lost in whatever
he was reading. But he gripped his pen so hard I thought it might snap.

k0 kK

GENYA WAS WAITING for me in the Kettle, the vast, almost perfectly
round cavern that provided food for all those in the White Cathedral. Its
curved walls were studded with stone hearths, reminders of Ravka’s ancient
past that the kitchen staff liked to complain weren’t nearly as convenient as
the cookstoves and tile ovens above. The giant spits had been made for
large game, but the cooks rarely had access to fresh meat. So instead they



served salt pork, root vegetable stews, and a strange bread made from
coarse gray flour that tasted vaguely of cherries.

The cooks had nearly gotten used to Genya, or at least they didn’t cringe
and start praying when they saw her anymore. I found her keeping warm at
a hearth on the Kettle’s far wall. This had become our spot, and the cooks
left a small pot of porridge or soup there for us every day. As I approached
with my armed escort, Genya let her shawl drop away, and the guards
flanking me stopped short. She rolled her remaining eye and gave a catlike
hiss. They dropped back, hovering by the entrance.

“Too much?” she asked.

“Just enough,” I replied, marveling at the changes in her. If she could
laugh at the way those oafs reacted to her, it was a very good sign. Though
the salve David had created for her scars had helped, I was pretty sure most
of the credit belonged to Tamar.

For weeks after we’d arrived at the White Cathedral, Genya had refused
to leave her chambers. She simply lay there, in the dark, unwilling to move.
Under the supervision of the guards, I’d talked to her, cajoled her, tried to
make her laugh. Nothing had worked. In the end, it had been Tamar who
lured her out into the open, demanding that she at least learn to defend
herself.

“Why do you even care?” Genya had muttered to her, pulling the
blankets up.

“I don’t. But if you can’t fight, you’re a liability.”

“I don’t care if I get hurt.”

“I do,” I’d protested.

“Alina needs to watch her own back,” Tamar said. “She can’t be looking
after you.”

“I never asked her to.”

“Wouldn’t it be nice if we only got what we asked for?” Tamar said.
Then she’d pinched and prodded and generally harassed, until finally Genya
had thrown off her covers and agreed to a single combat lesson—in private,
away from the others, with only the Priestguards as audience.



“I’m going to flatten her,” she’d grumbled to me. My skepticism must
have been evident, because she’d blown a red curl off her scarred forehead
and said, “Fine, then I’ll wait for her to fall asleep and give her a pig nose.”

But she’d gone to that lesson and the next one, and as far as I knew,
Tamar hadn’t woken up with a pig nose or with her eyelids sealed shut.

Genya continued to keep her face covered and spent most of her time in
her chamber, but she no longer hunched, and she didn’t shy away from
people in the tunnels. She’d made herself a black silk eye patch from the
lining of an old coat, and her hair was looking distinctly redder. If Genya
was using her power to alter her hair color, then maybe some of her vanity
had returned, and that could only mean more progress.

“Let’s get started,” she said.

Genya turned her back to the room, facing the fire, then drew her shawl
over her head, keeping the fringed sides spread wide to create a screen that
would hide us from prying eyes. The first time we’d tried this, the guards
had been on us in seconds. But as soon as they’d seen me applying the salve
to Genya’s scars, they’d given us distance. They considered the wounds she
bore from the Darkling’s nichevo’ya some kind of divine judgment. For
what, I wasn’t sure. If Genya’s crime was siding with the Darkling, then
most of us had been guilty of it at one time or another. And what would
they say to the bite marks on my shoulder? Or the way I could make
shadows curl?

I took the tin from my pocket and began applying salve to her wounds. It
had a sharp green scent that made my eyes water.

“I never realized what a pain it is to sit still this long,” she complained.

“You’re not sitting still. You’re wriggling around.”

“It itches.”

“How about I jab you with a tack? Will that distract you from the
itching?”

“Just tell me when you’re done, you dreadful girl.” She was watching
my hands closely. “No luck today?” she whispered.



“Not so far. There are only two hearths going, and the flames are low.” 1
wiped my hand on a grubby kitchen towel. “There,” I said. “Done.”

“Your turn,” she said. “You look—"

“Terrible. I know.”

“It’s a relative term.” The sadness in her voice was unmistakable. I could
have kicked myself.

I touched my hand to her cheek. The skin between the scars was smooth
and white as the alabaster walls. “I’m an ass.”

The corner of her lip pulled crookedly. Almost a smile. “On occasion,”
she said. “But I'm the one who brought it up. Now be quiet and let me
work.”

“Just enough so that the Apparat lets us keep coming here. I don’t want
to give him a pretty little Saint to show off.”

She sighed theatrically. “This is a violation of my most core beliefs, and
you will make it up to me later.”

“How?”

She cocked her head to one side. “I think you should let me make you a
redhead.”

I rolled my eyes. “Not in this lifetime, Genya.”

As she began the slow work of altering my face, I fiddled with the tin in
my fingers. I tried to fit the lid back on, but some part of it had come loose
from beneath the salve. I lifted it with the tips of my fingernails—a thin,
waxy disc of paper. Genya saw it at the same time I did.

Written on the back, in David’s nearly illegible scrawl, was a single
word: today.

Genya snatched it from my fingers. “Oh, Saints. Alina—"

That was when we heard the stomp of heavy-booted feet and a scuffle
outside. A pot hit the ground with a loud clang, and a shriek went up from
one of the cooks as the room flooded with Priestguards, rifles drawn, eyes
seeming to blaze holy fire.

The Apparat swept in behind them in a swirl of brown robes. “Clear the
room,” he bellowed.



Genya and I shot to our feet as the Priestguards roughly herded the cooks
from the kitchen in a confusion of protests and frightened exclamations.

“What is this?” I demanded.

“Alina Starkov,” said the Apparat, “you are in danger.”

My heart was hammering, but I kept my voice calm. “Danger from
what?” I asked, glancing at the pots boiling in the hearths. “Lunch?”

“Conspiracy,” he proclaimed, pointing at Genya. “Those who would
claim your friendship seek to destroy you.”

More of the Apparat’s bearded henchmen marched through the door
behind him. When they parted ranks, I saw David, his eyes wide and
frightened.

Genya gasped and I laid a hand on her arm to keep her from charging
forward.

Nadia and Zoya were next, both with wrists bound to prevent them from
summoning. A trickle of blood leaked from the corner of Nadia’s mouth,
and her skin was white beneath her freckles. Mal was with them, his face
badly bloodied. He was clutching his side as if cradling a broken rib, his
shoulders hunched against the pain. But worse was the sight of the guards
who flanked him—Tolya and Tamar. Tamar had her axes back. In fact, they
were both armed as thoroughly as the Priestguards. They would not meet
my eyes.

“Lock the doors,” the Apparat commanded. “We will have this sad
business done in private.”



CHAPTER

2

THE KETTLE’S MASSIVE DOORS slammed shut, and I heard the lock turn. I
tried to put aside the sick twist in my gut and make sense of what I was
seeing. Nadia and Zoya—two Squallers—Mal, and David, a harmless
Fabrikator. Today, the note had said. What had it meant?

“I’ll ask you again, priest. What is this? Why are my friends in custody?
Why are they bleeding?”

“These are not your friends. A plot has been discovered to bring the
White Cathedral down around our very ears.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You saw the boy’s insolence today—"

“Is that the problem? He doesn’t tremble properly in your presence?”

“The issue here is treason!” He drew a small canvas pouch from his
robes and held it out, letting it dangle from his fingers. I frowned. I’d seen
pouches like that in the Fabrikator workshops. They were used for—

“Blasting powders,” the Apparat said. “Made by this Fabrikator filth
with materials gathered by your supposed friends.”

“So David made blasting powders. There could be a hundred reasons for
that.”

“Weapons are forbidden within the White Cathedral.”

I arched a brow at the rifles currently pointed at Mal and my Grisha.
“And what are those? Ladles? If you’re going to make accusations—”



“Their plans were overheard. Stand forward, Tamar Kir-Bataar. Speak
the truth you’ve discovered.”

Tamar bowed deeply. “The Grisha and the tracker planned to drug you
and take you to the surface.”

“I want to return to the surface.”

“The blasting powders would have been used to ensure that no one
followed,” she continued, “to bring down the caverns on the Apparat and
your flock.”

“Hundreds of innocent people? Mal would never do that. None of them
would.” Not even Zoya, that wretch. “And it doesn’t make any sense. Just
how were they supposed to drug me?”

Tamar nodded to Genya and the tea that sat beside us.

“I drink that tea myself,” Genya snapped. “It isn’t laced with anything.”

“She is an accomplished poisoner and liar,” Tamar replied coldly. “She
has betrayed you to the Darkling before.”

Genya’s fingers clenched around her shawl. We both knew there was
truth in the charge. I felt an unwelcome prickle of suspicion.

“You trust her,” Tamar said. There was something strange in her voice.
She sounded less like she was issuing an accusation than a command.

“They were only waiting to stockpile enough blasting powder,” said the
Apparat. “Then they intended to strike, to take you aboveground and give
you up to the Darkling.”

I shook my head. “You really expect me to believe that Mal would hand
me over to the Darkling?”

“He was a dupe,” said Tolya quietly. “He was so desperate to free you
that he became their pawn.”

I glanced at Mal. I couldn’t read his expression. The first real sliver of
doubt entered me. I’d never trusted Zoya, and how well did I really know
Nadia? Genya—Genya had suffered so much at the Darkling’s hand, but
their ties ran deep. Cold sweat broke out on my neck, and I felt panic pull at
me, fraying my thoughts.



“Plots within plots,” hissed the Apparat. “You have a soft heart, and it
has betrayed you.”

“No,” I said. “None of this makes sense.”

“They are spies and deceivers!”

I pressed my fingers to my temples. “Where are my other Grisha?”

“They have been contained until they can be properly questioned.”

“Tell me they are unharmed.”

“See this concern for those who would wrong her?” he asked of the
Priestguards. He’s enjoying this, I realized. He’s been waiting for it. “This is
what marks her kindness, her generosity.” His gaze locked on mine. “There
are some injuries, but the traitors will have the best of care. You need only
say the word.”

The warning was clear, and finally I understood. Whether the Grisha plot
was real or some subterfuge invented by the priest, this was the moment he
had been hoping for, the chance to make my isolation complete. No more
visits to the Kettle with Genya, no more stolen conversation with David.
The priest would use this chance to separate me from anyone whose
loyalties were tied more tightly to me than his cause. And I was too weak to
stop him.

But was Tamar telling the truth? Were these allies really enemies? Nadia
hung her head. Zoya kept her chin lifted, her blue eyes bright with
challenge. It was easy to believe that either or both of them might turn
against me, might seek the Darkling out and offer me as a gift with some
hope of clemency. And David had helped to place the collar around my
neck.

Could Mal have been tricked into helping them betray me? He didn’t
look frightened or concerned—he looked the way he had at Keramzin when
he was about to do something that got us both in trouble. His face was
bruised, but I noticed he was standing straighter. And then he glanced up,
almost as if he were casting his eyes heavenward, as if he were praying. I
knew better. Mal had never been the religious sort. He was looking at the
master flue.



Plots within plots. David’s nervousness. Tamar’s words. You trust her.

“Release them,” I commanded.

The Apparat shook his head, his expression full of sorrow. “Our Saint is
being weakened by those who claim to love her. See how frail she is, how
sickly. This is the corruption of their influence.” A few of the Priestguards
nodded, and I saw that strange fanatical light in their eyes. “She is a Saint,
but also a young girl governed by emotion. She does not understand the
forces at work here.”

“I understand that you have lost your way, priest.”

The Apparat gave me that pitying, indulgent smile. “You are ill, Sankta
Alina. Not in your right mind. You do not know friend from foe.”

Goes with the territory, 1 thought bleakly. I took a deep breath. This was
the moment to choose. I had to believe in someone, and it wasn’t the
Apparat, a man who had betrayed his King, then betrayed the Darkling,
who I knew would gladly orchestrate my martyrdom if it served his
purpose.

“You will release them,” I repeated. “I will not warn you again.”

A smirk flickered over his lips. Behind the pity, there was arrogance. He
was perfectly aware of how weak I was. I had to hope the others knew what
they were doing.

“You will be escorted to your chambers so that you may spend the day in
solitude,” he said. “You will think on what has happened, and good sense
will return. Tonight we will pray together. For guidance.”

Why did I suspect that “guidance” meant the location of the firebird and
possibly any information I had on Nikolai Lantsov?

“And if I refuse?” I asked, scanning the Priestguards. “Will your soldiers
take up arms against their Saint?”

“You will remain untouched and protected, Sankta Alina,” said the
Apparat. “I cannot extend the same courtesy to those you would call
friends.”

More threats. I looked into the guards’ faces, their fervent eyes. They
would murder Mal, kill Genya, lock me in my chambers, and feel righteous



in the act.

I took a small step back. I knew the Apparat would read it as a sign of
weakness. “Do you know why I come here, priest?”

He gave a dismissive wave, his impatience showing through. “It reminds
you of home.”

My eyes met Mal’s briefly. “You should know by now,” I said, “an
orphan has no home.”

I twitched my fingers in my sleeves. Shadows surged up the Kettle walls.
It wasn’t much of a distraction, but it was enough. The Priestguards startled,
rifles swinging wildly, as their Grisha captives recoiled in shock. Mal didn’t
hesitate.

“Now!” he shouted. He shot forward, snatching the blasting powder
from the Apparat’s hand.

Tolya threw out his fists. Two of the Priestguards crumpled, clutching
their chests. Nadia and Zoya held up their hands, and Tamar spun, her axes
slicing through their bonds. Both Squallers raised their arms, and wind
rushed through the room, lifting the sawdust on the floor.

“Seize them!” yelled the Apparat. The guards sprang into action.

Mal hurled the pouch of powder into the air. Nadia and Zoya lobbed it
higher, up into the master flue.

Mal slammed into one of the guards. The broken ribs must have been an
act, because there was nothing tentative in his movements now. A fist, a
thrown elbow. The Priestguard went down. Mal grabbed his pistol and
aimed high, up into the flue, into darkness.

This was the plan? No one could make that shot.

Another guard threw himself at Mal. Mal pivoted from his grasp and
fired.

For a moment, there was a hush, suspended silence, and then high above
us, I heard it: a dampened boom.

A roaring sound rushed toward us. A cloud of soot and rubble billowed
from the flue above.

“Nadia!” cried Zoya, who was grappling with a guard.



Nadia arced her arms and the cloud hovered, twisted, siphoned into the
shape of a whirling column. It spun away and collapsed to the floor in a
harmless clatter of pebbles and dirt.

I took all of this in dimly—the fighting, the Apparat’s shouts of rage, the
grease fire that had broken out against the far wall.

Genya and I had come to the kitchens for one reason alone: the hearths.
Not for the heat or for any sense of comfort, but because each of those
ancient hearths led to the master flue. And that flue was the only place in
the White Cathedral with direct access to the surface. Direct access to the
sun.

“Strike them down!” the Apparat shouted at his Priestguards. “They’re
trying to kill our Saint! They’re trying to kill us all

I’d come here every day, hoping the cooks might use more than a few
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fires so that the flue would open all the way. I’d tried to summon, hidden
from the Priestguards by Genya’s thick shawl and their superstitious fear of
her. I’d tried and failed. Now Mal had blown the flue wide open. I could
only call and pray that the light would answer.

I felt it, miles above me—so tentative, barely a whisper. Panic gripped
me. The distance was too great. I’d been foolish to hope.

Then it was as if something within me rose and stretched, like a creature
that had lain idle for too long. Its muscles had gone soft from disuse, but it
was still there, waiting. I called and the light answered with the strength of
the antlers at my throat, the scales at my wrist. It came to me in a rush,
triumphant and eager.

I grinned at the Apparat, letting exultation fill me. “A man so obsessed
with holy fire should pay more attention to the smoke.”

The light slammed through me and burst over the room in a blinding
cascade that illuminated the almost comical expression of shock on the
Apparat’s face. The Priestguards threw up their hands, eyes squeezed shut
against the glare.

Relief came with the light, a sense of being right and whole for the first
time in months. Some part of me had truly feared I might never be restored



completely, that by using merzost in my fight with the Darkling, by daring
to create shadow soldiers and trespass in the making at the heart of the
world, I had somehow forfeited this gift. But now it was as if I could feel
my body coming to life, my cells reviving. Power rippled through my
blood, reverberated in my bones.

The Apparat recovered quickly. “Save her!” he bellowed. “Save her from
the traitors!”

Some of the guards looked confused, some frightened, but two jumped
forward to do his bidding, sabers raised to attack Nadia and Zoya.

I honed my power to a gleaming scythe, felt the strength of the Cut in
my hands.

Then Mal lunged in front of me. I barely had time to draw back. The jolt
of unused power recoiled through me, making my heart stutter.

Mal had gotten hold of a sword, and his blade flashed as he cut through
one guard, then the other. They toppled like trees.

Two more advanced, but Tolya and Tamar were there to stop them.
David ran to Genya’s side. Nadia and Zoya flipped another guard in the air.
I saw Priestguards on the periphery raising their rifles to open fire.

Rage coursed through me, and I fought to rein it in. No more, 1 told
myself. No more deaths today. 1 hurled the Cut in a fiery arc. It crashed
through a long table and tore into the earth before the Priestguards, opening
a dark, yawning trench in the kitchen floor. There was no way of knowing
how deep it went.

Terror was written on the Apparat’s face—terror and what might well
have been awe. The guards fell to their knees, and a moment later, the priest
followed. Some wept, chanting prayers. Beyond the kitchen doors, I heard
fists pounding, voices wailing, “Sankta! Sankta!”

I was glad they were crying out for me and not the Apparat. I dropped
my hands, letting the light recede. I didn’t want to let it go. I looked at the
bodies of the fallen guards. One of them had sawdust in his beard. I had
almost been the person to end his life.



I drew a little light and kept it burning in a warm halo around me. I had
to be cautious. The power was feeding me, but I’d been too long without it.
My weakened body was having trouble keeping up, and I wasn’t sure of my
limits. Still, I’d been under the Apparat’s control for months, and I wouldn’t
have an opportunity like this again.

Men lay dead and bleeding, and a crowd was waiting outside the Kettle
doors. I could hear Nikolai’s voice in my head: The people like spectacle.
The show wasn’t over yet.

I walked forward, stepping carefully around the trench I’d opened, and
stood before one of the kneeling guards.

He was younger than the others—his beard just coming in; his gaze
fastened on the ground as he mumbled prayers. I caught not just my name,
but the names of real Saints, strung together as if in a single word. I touched
my hand to his shoulder, and his eyes slid shut, tears rolling down his
cheeks.

“Forgive me,” he said. “Forgive me.”

“Look at me,” I said gently.

He forced himself to look up. I cupped his face in my hand, gentle, like a
mother, though he was barely older than I was. “What’s your name?”

“Vladim ... Vladim Ozwal.”

“It’s good to doubt Saints, Vladim. And men.”

He gave a shaky nod as another tear spilled over.

“My soldiers bear my mark,” I said, referring to the tattoos borne by the
Soldat Sol. “Until this day you have put yourself apart from them, buried
yourself in books and prayer instead of hearing the people. Will you wear
my mark now?”

“Yes,” he said, fervently.

“Will you swear loyalty to me and only me?”

“Gladly!” he cried. “Sol Koroleva!” Sun Queen.

My stomach turned. Part of me hated what I was about to do. Can’t I just
make him sign something? Give a blood oath? Make me a really firm
promise? But I had to be stronger than that. This boy and his comrades had



taken up arms against me. I couldn’t let that happen again, and this was the
language of Saints and suffering, the language they understood.

“Open your shirt,” I commanded. Not a loving mother now, but a
different kind of Saint, a warrior wielding holy fire.

His fingers fumbled with his buttons, but he didn’t hesitate. He pulled
the fabric apart, baring the skin of his chest. I was tired, still weak. I had to
concentrate. I wanted to make a point, not kill him.

I felt the light in my hand. I pressed my palm to the smooth skin over his
heart and let the power pulse. Vladim flinched when it connected, scorching
his flesh, but he did not cry out. His eyes were wide and unblinking, his
expression rapt. When I pulled my hand back, my palm print remained, the
brand throbbing red and angry on his chest.

Not bad, 1 thought grimly, for your first time mutilating a man.

I let the power go, grateful to be finished.

“It is done.”

Vladim looked down at his chest, and his face broke into a beatific grin.
He has dimples, 1 realized with a lurch. Dimples and a hideous scar he’ll
bear for the rest of his life.

“Thank you, Sol Koroleva.”

“Rise,” I commanded.

He stood, beaming down at me, tears still running from his eyes.

The Apparat moved as if to stand. “Stay where you are,” I snapped, my
rage returning. He was the reason I’d just had to brand a young man. He
was the reason two men lay dead, their blood pooling over discarded onion
skins and carrot shavings.

I looked down at him. I could feel the temptation to take his life, to be
rid of him forever. It would be deeply stupid. I’d awed a few soldiers, but if
I murdered the Apparat, who knew what chaos I might unleash? You want
to, though, said a voice in my head. For the months underground, for the
fear and intimidation, for every day sacrificed below the surface when I
could have been hunting the firebird and seeking revenge on the Darkling.

He must have read the intent in my eyes.



“Sankta Alina, I only wanted for you to be safe, for you to be whole and
well again,” he said shakily.

“Then consider your prayers answered.” That was a lie if I’d ever told
one. The last words I would have chosen to describe myself were whole or
well. “Priest,” I said. “You will offer sanctuary to all those who seek it, not
just those who worship the Sun Saint.”

He shook his head. “The security of the White Cathedral—”

“If not here, then elsewhere. Figure it out.”

He took a breath. “Of course.”

“And there will be no more child soldiers.”

“If the faithful wish to fight—"

“You are on your knees,” I said. “We are not negotiating.”

His lips thinned, but after a moment, he dipped his chin in assent.

I looked around. “You are all witness to these decrees.” Then I turned to
one of the guards. “Give me your gun.”

He handed it over without a second’s pause. With some satisfaction, I
saw the Apparat’s eyes widen in dismay, but I simply passed the weapon to
Genya, then demanded a saber for David, though I knew he wouldn’t be
much good with it. Zoya and Nadia stood ready to summon, and Mal and
the twins were already well armed.

“Up,” I said to the Apparat. “Let us have peace. We have seen miracles
this day.”

He rose, and as I embraced him, I whispered in his ear. “You will lend
your blessing to our mission, and you will follow the orders I’ve laid out for
you. Or I will carve you in half and throw the pieces into the Fold.
Understood?”

He swallowed and nodded.

I needed time to think, but I didn’t have it. We had to open those doors,
to offer the people an explanation for the fallen guards and for the
explosion.

“See to your dead,” I said to one of the Priestguards. “We’ll bear them
with us. Do they ... do they have family?”



“We are their family,” said Vladim.

I addressed the others. “Gather the faithful from all over the White
Cathedral and bring them to the main cavern. I will speak to them in one
hour’s time. Vladim, once we’re out of the Kettle, free the other Grisha and
get them to my quarters.”

He touched the brand at his chest in a kind of salute. “Sankta Alina.”

I glanced at Mal’s bruised face. “Genya, clean him up. Nadia—"

“I’ve got it,” Tamar said, already dabbing the blood on Nadia’s lip with a
towel she’d dunked into a cookpot full of hot water. “Sorry about that,” I
heard her say.

Nadia smiled. “Had to make it look good. Besides, I’1l get you back.”

“We’ll see,” Tamar replied.

I looked over the other Grisha in their bedraggled kefta. We didn’t make
for a very impressive parade. “Tolya, Tamar, Mal, you’ll walk beside me
with the Apparat.” I lowered my voice. “Try to look confident and ...
regal.”

“I have a question—" Zoya began.

“I have about a hundred, but they’ll have to wait. I don’t want the crowd
out there turning into a mob.” I looked at the Apparat. I felt the dark urge to
humble him, to make him crawl in front of me for these long weeks of
subjugation underground. Ugly, foolish thoughts. It might gain me petty
satisfaction, but what would it cost? I took a deep breath and said, “I want
everyone else interspersed with the Priestguards. This is a show of
alliance.”

We arranged ourselves in front of the doors. The Apparat and I took the
lead, the Priestguards and Grisha arrayed behind us, the corpses of the
fallen borne aloft by their brothers.

“Vladim,” I said, “open the doors.”

As Vladim moved to turn the locks, Mal took his place beside me.

“How did you know I’d be able to summon?” I asked under my breath.

He glanced at me, and a faint grin touched his lips. “Faith.”



CHAPTER

3

THE DOORS FLEW OPEN. I threw out my hands and let light blast into the
passageway. A cry went up from the people lining the tunnel. Those who
weren’t already kneeling fell to their knees, and a chorus of prayer washed
over me.

“Speak,” I muttered to the Apparat as I bathed the supplicants in glowing
sunlight. “And make it good.”

“We have faced a great trial this day,” he declared hurriedly. “Our Saint
has emerged from it stronger than before. Darkness came to this hallowed
place—”

“I saw it!” cried one of the Priestguards. “Shadows climbed the walls—”

“About that...,” murmured Mal.

“Later.”

“But they were vanquished,” continued the Apparat, “as they will always
be vanquished. By faith!”

I stepped forward. “And by power.”

Again, I let light sweep through the passage, a blinding cascade. Most of
these people had never seen what my power could truly do. Someone was
weeping, and I heard my name, buried in the cries of “Sankta! Sankta!”

As I led the Apparat and the Priestguards through the White Cathedral,
my mind was working, turning over options. Vladim went ahead of us, to
see my orders done.



We finally had a chance to get free of this place. But what would it mean
to leave the White Cathedral behind? I'd be abandoning an army and
leaving them in the Apparat’s care. And yet, there weren’t many options
open to us. I needed to get aboveground. I needed the firebird.

Mal dispatched Tamar to rally the rest of the Soldat Sol and search out
more working firearms. My control of the Priestguards was tenuous at best.
In case of trouble, we wanted guns at the ready, and I hoped I could rely on
the sun soldiers to stay loyal to me.

I escorted the Apparat to his quarters myself, Mal and Tolya trailing us.

At his door, I said, “In one hour, we’ll lead services together. Tonight, I
leave with my Grisha and you’ll sanction our departure.”

“Sol Koroleva,” the Apparat whispered, “I urge you not to return to the
surface so soon. The Darkling’s position is not a strong one. The Lantsov
boy has few allies—”

“I’m his ally.”

“He abandoned you at the Little Palace.”

“He survived, priest. That’s something you should understand.” Nikolai
had intended to get his family and Baghra to safety, then return to the fight.
I could only hope he’d succeeded and that the rumors of him wreaking
havoc on the northern border were true.

“Let them weaken each other, see which way the wind blows—”

“I owe Nikolai Lantsov more than that.”

“Is it loyalty that drives you? Or greed?” pressed the Apparat. “The
amplifiers have waited countless years to be brought together, and you
cannot wait a few more months?”

My jaw clenched at the thought. I wasn’t sure what was driving me, if it
was my need for vengeance or something higher, if it was hunger for the
firebird or friendship with Nikolai. But it didn’t much matter. “This is my
war too,” I said. “I won’t hide like a lizard under a rock.”

“I beg you to heed my words. I have done nothing but serve you
faithfully.”

“The way you served the King? The way you served the Darkling?”



“I am the voice of the people. They did not choose the Lantsov Kings or
the Darkling. They chose you as their Saint, and they will love you as their
Queen.”

Even the sound of those words made me weary.

I glanced over my shoulder to where Mal and Tolya waited a respectful
distance away. “Do you believe it?” I asked the priest. The question had
plagued me since I’d first heard word of him gathering this cult. “Do you
really think ’m a Saint?”

“What I believe doesn’t matter,” he replied. “That’s what you’ve never
understood. Do you know they’ve started building altars to you in Fjerda?
In Fjerda, where they burn Grisha at the stake. There is a fine line between
fear and veneration, Alina Starkov. I can move that line. That is the prize I
offer you.”

“I don’t want it.”

“But you will have it. Men fight for Ravka because the King commands
it, because their pay keeps their families from starving, because they have
no choice. They will fight for you because to them you are salvation. They
will starve for you, lay down their lives and their children’s lives for you.
They will make war without fear and die rejoicing. There is no greater
power than faith, and there will be no greater army than one driven by it.”

“Faith didn’t protect your soldiers from the nichevo’ya. No amount of
fanaticism will.”

“You see only war, but I see the peace that will come. Faith knows no
border and no nationality. Love for you has taken root in Fjerda. The Shu
will follow, then the Kerch. Our people will go forward and spread the
word, not just through Ravka but through the world. This is the way to
peace, Sankta Alina. Through you.”

“The cost is too high.”

“War is the price of change.”

“And it’s ordinary people who pay it, peasants like me. Never men like
you.”

“We”



I silenced him with a hand. I thought of the Darkling laying waste to an
entire town, of Nikolai’s brother Vasily commanding that the draft age be
lowered. The Apparat claimed to speak for the people, but he was no
different than the rest.

“Keep them safe, priest—this flock, this army. Keep them fed. Keep
marks off of the children’s faces and rifles out of their hands. You leave the
rest to me.”

“Sankta Alina—"

I held open the door to his chamber. “We’ll pray together soon,” I said.
“But I think you could use a head start.”

*k ok ok

MAL AND I LEFT the Apparat secured in his chambers and guarded by
Tolya—with strict orders to make sure that the door stayed closed and that
no one disturbed the priest’s prayers.

I suspected that the Apparat would soon have the Priestguards, maybe
even Vladim, back under his control. But all we needed were a few hours’
start. He was lucky I didn’t cram him into a damp corner of the archives.

When we finally arrived at my chamber, I found the narrow white room
packed with Grisha and Vladim waiting at the door. My sleeping quarters
were among the largest in the White Cathedral, but it was still a challenge
to accommodate a group of twelve. No one looked too badly off. Nadia’s lip
was swollen, and Maxim was tending to a cut over Stigg’s eye. It was the
first time we’d been allowed to gather underground, and there was
something comforting about seeing Grisha crowded together and sprawled
over the meager furniture.

Mal didn’t seem to agree. “We might as well travel with a marching
band,” he grumbled under his breath.

“What the hell is going on?” Sergei asked as soon as I’d dismissed
Vladim. “One minute I’'m in the infirmary with Maxim, the next I’'m in a



cell.” He paced back and forth. There was a clammy sheen to his skin, and
he had dark circles beneath his eyes.

“Calm down,” said Tamar. “You’re not behind bars now.”

“I might as well be. We’re all trapped down here. And that bastard is just
looking for a chance to get rid of us.”

“If you want out of the caves, then this is your opportunity,” I said.
“We’re leaving. Tonight.”

“How?” Stigg asked.

By way of answer, I let sunlight flare for a brief, brilliant moment in my
palm—proof that my power had ignited in me once more, even if that small
gesture took more effort than it should.

The room erupted into whistles and cheers.

“Yes, yes,” said Zoya. “The Sun Summoner can summon. And all it took
was a few deaths and a minor explosion.”

“You blew something up?” said Harshaw plaintively. “Without me?”

He was wedged up against the wall next to Stigg. Our two Inferni
couldn’t have looked more different. Stigg was short and stocky with nearly
white blond hair. He had the solid, stubby appearance of a prayer candle.
Harshaw was tall and rangy, his hair redder than Genya’s, nearly the color
of blood. A scrawny orange tabby had somehow made her way down to the
bowels of the White Cathedral and taken a liking to him. She followed him
everywhere, slinking between his legs or clinging to his shoulder.

“Where did those blasting powders come from?” I asked, perching next
to Nadia and her brother on the edge of my bed.

“I made them when I was supposed to be making salve,” said David.
“Just like the Apparat said.”

“Right under the noses of the Priestguards?”

“It’s not as if they know anything about the Small Science.”

“Well, somebody must. You got caught.”

“Not exactly,” said Mal. He’d stationed himself by the doorway with
Tamar, each of them keeping an eye on the passage beyond.



“David knew we were meeting in the Kettle,” said Genya, “and he
guessed about the master flue.”

David frowned. “I don’t guess.”

“But there was no way to get the powders out of the archives, not with
the guards searching everything.”

Tamar grinned. “So we had the Apparat deliver it.”

I stared at them in disbelief. “You meant to get caught?”

“Turns out the easiest way to schedule a meeting is to get arrested,” said
Zoya.

“Do you know how risky that was?”

“Blame Oretsev,” Zoya replied with a sniff. “It was his idea of a brilliant
plan.”

“It did work,” Genya observed.

Mal lifted a shoulder. “Like Sergei said, the Apparat was waiting for an
opportunity to take us out of action. I figured we’d give him one.”

“We were just never sure when you’d be in the Kettle,” Nadia said.
“When you left the archives today, David claimed he’d forgotten something
in his quarters and came by the training rooms to give us the signal. We
knew the Apparat would be more likely to trust Tolya and Tamar, so they
roughed us up a little—"

“A lot,” put in Mal.

“Then they claimed to have discovered a devious plot involving a few
wicked Grisha and one very gullible tracker.”

Mal gave a mock salute.

“I was afraid he’d insist on putting everyone in the cells,” said Tamar.
“So we claimed you were in immediate danger and that we had to get to the
Kettle right away.”

Nadia smiled. “And then we just hoped the whole kitchen wouldn’t fall
in on us.”

David’s frown deepened. “It was a controlled blast. The odds that the
cave’s structure would hold were well above average.”

“Ah. Above average,” said Genya. “Why didn’t you say s0?”



“I just did.”

“What about those shadows on the wall?” asked Zoya. “Who pulled that
off?”

I tensed, unsure of what to say.

“I did it,” said Mal. “We rigged it as a distraction.”

Sergei paced back and forth, cracking his knuckles. “You should have
told us about the plan. We deserved a warning.”

“You could have at least let me blow something up,” added Harshaw.

Zoya gave an elaborate shrug. “I’m so sorry you felt excluded. Never
mind how closely we’ve been watched and that it was a miracle we weren’t
found out. We definitely should have jeopardized the whole operation to
spare your feelings.”

I cleared my throat. “In less than an hour, I’'ll be leading services with
the Apparat. We’ll leave directly after that, and I need to know who’s going
with me.”

“Any chance you’re going to tell us where the third amplifier is?” asked
Zoya. Thus far, only the twins, Mal, and I knew where we hoped to find the
firebird. And Nikolai, I reminded myself. Nikolai knew too—if he was still
alive.

Mal shook his head. “The less you know, the safer we’ll be.”

“So you’re not even telling us where we’re going?” Sergei said sulkily.

“Not quite. We’re going to attempt to make contact with Nikolai
Lantsov.”

“I think we should try Ryevost,” said Tamar.

“Go to the river cities?” I asked. “Why?”

“Sturmhond had smuggling lines throughout Ravka. It’s possible Nikolai
is using them to get arms into the country.” Tamar would know. She and
Tolya had been trusted members of Sturmhond’s crew. “If the rumors are
true and he’s based somewhere in the north, then there’s a good chance the
drop point near Ryevost is active.”

“That’s a lot of maybe and not much more,” Harshaw observed.

Mal nodded. “True. But it’s our best lead.”



“And if it’s a dead end?” asked Sergei.

“We split up,” said Mal. “We find a safe house where you can lie low,
and I take a team to find the firebird.”

“You’re welcome to remain here,” I said to the others. “I know the
pilgrims aren’t friendly to Grisha, and after tonight, I’'m not sure how
sentiment will change. But if we’re captured aboveground—"

“The Darkling doesn’t deal kindly with traitors,” finished Genya quietly.

Everyone shifted uncomfortably, but I made myself meet her gaze. “No.
He doesn’t.”

“He’s had his shot at me,” she said. “I’m going.”

Zoya smoothed the cuff of her coat. “We’d move faster without you.”

“I’ll keep up,” Genya countered.

“See that you do,” said Mal. “We’ll be entering an area crawling with
militias, not to mention the Darkling’s oprichniki. You’re recognizable,” he
said to Genya. “So is Tolya, for that matter.”

Tamar’s lips twitched. “Would you like to be the one to tell him he can’t
come?”

Mal considered this. “Maybe we can disguise him as a really big tree.”

Adrik shot to his feet so fast he nearly bounced me from the bed. “See
you in an hour,” he declared, as if daring anyone to argue. Nadia gave me a
shrug as he marched out of the room. Adrik wasn’t much younger than the
rest of us, but maybe because he was Nadia’s little brother, he always
seemed to be looking to prove himself.

“Well, I’'m going,” said Zoya. “The humidity down here is murder on my
hair.”

Harshaw rose and pushed off from the wall. “I’d prefer to stay,” he said
with a yawn. “But Oncat says we go.” He hefted the tabby onto his shoulder
with one hand.

“Are you ever going to name that thing?” Zoya asked.

“She has a name.”

“Oncat is not a name. It’s just Kaelish for cat.”

“Suits her, doesn’t it?”



Zoya rolled her eyes and flounced out the door, followed by Harshaw
and then Stigg, who gave a polite bow and said, “I’ll be ready.”

The others trickled out after them. I suspected David would have
preferred to remain at the White Cathedral, cloistered with Morozova’s
journals. But he was our only Fabrikator, and assuming we found the
firebird, we would need him to forge the second fetter. Nadia seemed happy
to go with her brother, though it was Tamar she grinned at on the way out.
I’d guessed that Maxim would choose to remain here at the infirmary, and
I’d been right. Maybe I could get Vladim and the other Priestguards to set
an example for the pilgrims and take advantage of Maxim’s skills as a
Healer.

The only surprise was Sergei. Though the White Cathedral was
miserable, damp, and dull, it was also relatively secure. As eager as Sergei
had seemed to escape the Apparat’s grasp, I hadn’t been sure he’d want to
take his chances with us aboveground. But he’d nodded tersely and simply
stated, “I’ll be there.” Maybe we were all desperate for blue sky and a
chance to feel free again, no matter the risk.

When they were gone, Mal sighed and said, “Well, it was worth a try.”

“All that talk of militias,” I said, realization dawning. “You were trying
to scare them off.”

“Twelve is too many. A group that big will slow us through the tunnels,
and once we’re aboveground, they’ll put us at greater risk. As soon as we
have a chance, we’ll need to split up. There’s no way I’m taking a dozen
Grisha into the southern mountains.”

“All right,” I said. “Assuming we can find a safe place for them.”

“No easy task, but we’ll manage it.” He moved toward the door. “I’ll be
back in a half hour to take you to the main cavern.”

“Mal,” I said, “why did you step between me and the Priestguards?”

He shrugged. “Those aren’t the first men I've killed. They won’t be the
last.”

“You kept me from using the Cut on them.”



He didn’t look at me when he said, “You’re going to be a queen
someday, Alina. The less blood on your hands, the better.”

The word queen came so easily to his lips. “You seem certain we’ll find
Nikolai.”

“I’m certain we’ll find the firebird.”

“I need an army. The firebird may not be enough.” I rubbed a hand over
my eyes. “Nikolai may not even be in Ravka.”

“The reports coming out of the north—"

“Could be lies spread by the Darkling. “The Prince of the Air’ might be a
myth created to draw us out of hiding. Nikolai might never have made it out
of the Grand Palace.” It hurt me to say it, but I forced myself to speak the
words. “He could be dead.”

“Do you believe that?”

“I don’t know.”

“If anyone could make that escape, it’s Nikolai.”

The too-clever fox. Even once he’d abandoned his disguise as
Sturmhond, that’s who Nikolai had been to me, always thinking, always
scheming. But he hadn’t predicted his brother’s betrayal. He hadn’t seen the
Darkling coming.

“All right,” I said, embarrassed by the quaver in my voice. “You haven’t
asked about the shadows.”

“Should 1?”

I couldn’t resist. Maybe I wanted to see how he would react. I curled my
fingers, and shadows unspooled from the corners.

Mal’s eyes followed their progress. What did I expect to see in him?
Fear? Anger?

“Can you do more with it?” he asked.

“No. It’s just some kind of remnant of what I did in the chapel.”

“You mean saving all our lives?”

I let the shadows fall and pinched the bridge of my nose with my fingers,
trying to stave off a rush of dizziness. “I mean using merzost. This isn’t real
power. It’s just a carnival trick.”



“It’s something you took from him,” he said. I didn’t think I imagined
the satisfaction in his voice. “I won’t say a word, but you shouldn’t hide it
from the others.”

I could worry about that later. “What if Nikolai’s men aren’t in
Ryevost?”

“You think I can track a giant mythic bird, but I can’t locate one
loudmouthed prince?”

“A prince who’s managed to evade the Darkling for months.”

Mal studied me.

“Alina, do you know how I made that shot? Back in the Kettle?”

“If you say it’s because you’re just that good, I'm going to take off my
boot and beat you with it.”

“Well, I am that good,” he said with a faint grin. “But I had David put a
beetle in the pouch.”

“Why?”

“To make aiming easier. All I had to do was track it.”

My brows rose. “Now, that’s an impressive trick.”

He shrugged. “It’s the only one I know. If Nikolai’s alive, we’ll find
him.” He paused, then added, “I won’t fail you again.” He turned to go, but
before he shut the door, he said, “Try to rest. I’ll be outside if you need me.”

I stood there for a long moment. I wanted to tell him that he hadn’t failed
me, but that wasn’t quite true. I’d lied to him about the visions that plagued
me. He’d pushed me away when I’d needed him most. Maybe we’d both
asked each other to give up too much. Fair or not, I felt like Mal had turned
his back on me, and some part of me resented him for it.

I glanced around the empty room. It had been disconcerting to see so
many people crammed in here. How well did I know any of them? Harshaw
and Stigg were a few years older than the others, Grisha who had made
their way to the Little Palace after they’d heard the Sun Summoner had
returned. They were practically strangers to me. The twins believed I was
blessed by divine power. Zoya followed me only grudgingly. Sergei was



falling apart, and I knew he probably blamed me for Marie’s death. Nadia
might too. She’d grieved more quietly, but they’d been best friends.

And Mal. I supposed we’d made a kind of peace, but it wasn’t an easy
one. Or maybe we had just accepted what I would become, that our paths
would inevitably diverge. You’re going to be a queen someday, Alina.

I knew I should at least try to sleep for a few minutes, but my mind
wouldn’t slow down. My body was thrumming with the power I'd used and
eager for more.

I glanced at the door, wishing it had a lock. There was something I
wanted to try. I'd attempted it a few times and never managed anything
more than a headache. It was dangerous, probably stupid, but now that my
power had returned, I wanted to try again.

I kicked off my boots and lay back on the narrow bed. I closed my eyes,
felt the collar at my throat, the scales at my wrist, the presence of my power
inside me like the beat of my heart. I felt the wound at my shoulder, the
dark knot of scars made by the Darkling’s nichevo’ya. It had strengthened
the bond between us, giving him access to my mind as the collar had given
him access to my power. In the chapel, I had used that connection against
him and almost destroyed both of us in the process. I was foolish to test it
now. Still, I was tempted. If the Darkling had access to that power, why
shouldn’t I? It was a chance to glean information, to understand the way the
bond between us functioned.

It won’t work, 1 reassured myself. You’ll try, you’ll fail, you’ll have a
little nap.

I slowed my breathing, letting power course through me. I thought of the
Darkling, of the shadows I could bend to my fingers, of the collar around
my neck that he had placed there, the fetter at my wrist that had separated
me irrevocably from any other Grisha and truly set me on this path.

Nothing happened. I was lying on my back in a bed in the White
Cathedral. I hadn’t gone anywhere. I was alone in a vacant room. I blinked
up at the damp ceiling. It was better that way. At the Little Palace, my
isolation had nearly destroyed me, but that was because I had hungered for



something else, for the sense of belonging I’d been chasing my whole life.
I’d buried that need in the ruins of a chapel. Now I would think in terms of
alliance instead of affection, of who and what would make me strong
enough for this fight.

I’d contemplated killing the Apparat today; I’d burned my mark into
Vladim’s flesh. I’d told myself I had to, but the girl I’d been never would
have considered such things. I hated the Darkling for what he’d done to
Baghra and Genya, but was I so different? And when the third amplifier
was around my wrist, would I be different at all?

Maybe not, 1 conceded, and with that admission came the barest tremor
—a vibration moving over the connection between us, an answering echo at
the other end of an invisible tether.

It called to me through the collar at my neck and the bite at my shoulder,
amplified by the fetter at my wrist, a bond forged by merzost and the dark
poison in my blood. You called to me, and I answered. 1 felt myself drawn
upward, out of myself, speeding toward him. Maybe this was what Mal felt
when he tracked—the distant pull of the other, a presence that demanded
attention even if it couldn’t be seen or touched.

One moment I was floating in the darkness of my closed eyes, and the
next [ was standing in a brightly lit room. Everything around me was blurry,
but I recognized this place just the same: I was in the throne room at the
Grand Palace. People were talking. It was as if they were underwater. I
heard noise but not words.

I knew the moment the Darkling saw me. He came into sharp focus,
though the room around him remained a murky blur.

His self-control was so great that no one near him would have noticed
the fleeting look of shock that passed over his perfect features. But I saw his
gray eyes widen, his chest lock as his breath caught. His fingers clenched
the arms of his chair—no, his throne. Then he relaxed, nodding along to
whatever the person before him was saying.

I waited, watching. He’d fought for that throne, endured hundreds of
years of battle and servitude to claim it. I had to admit it suited him well.



Some petty part of me had hoped I’d find him weakened, his black hair
turned to white like mine. But whatever damage I’d done to him that night
in the chapel, he’d recovered better than I had.

When the murmur of the supplicant’s voice cut off, the Darkling rose.
The throne faded into the background, and I realized that the things closest
to him looked the clearest, as if he were the lens through which I was seeing
the world.

“I will take it under advisement,” he said, voice cool as cut glass, so
familiar. “Now leave me.” He gave a brusque wave. “All of you.”

Did his lackeys exchange baffled glances or simply bow and depart? I
couldn’t tell. He was already moving down the stairs, his gaze fastened on
me. My heart clenched, and a single clear word reverberated in my mind:
run. I’d been mad to attempt this, to seek him out. But I didn’t move. I
didn’t release the tether.

Someone approached him, and when he was just inches from the
Darkling, he came into clearer focus—red Grisha robes, a face I didn’t
recognize. I could even make out his words: “... the matter of signatures
for...” Then the Darkling cut him off.

“Later,” he said sharply, and the Corporalnik skittered away.

The room emptied of sound and movement, and all the while, the
Darkling kept his eyes on me. He crossed the parquet floor. With each step,
the polished wood came into focus beneath his boot, then faded away again.

I had the strange sensation of lying on my bed in the White Cathedral
and being here, in the throne room, standing in a warm square of sunlight.

He stopped before me, his eyes studying my face. What did he see there?
He had come to me unscarred in my visions. Did he see me healthy and
whole, my hair brown, my eyes bright? Or did he see the little mushroom
girl, pale and gray, battered by our fight in the chapel, weakened by life
underground?

“If only I’d known you’d prove such an apt pupil.” His voice was
genuinely admiring, almost surprised. To my horror, I found that pathetic



orphaned part of me taking pleasure in his praise. “Why come to me now?”
he asked. “Has it taken you this long to recover from our skirmish?”

If that had been a mere skirmish, then we really were lost. No, I told
myself. He’d chosen that word deliberately, to intimidate me.

I ignored his question and said, “I didn’t expect compliments.”

“No?”

“I left you buried beneath a pile of rubble.”

“And if I told you I respect your ruthlessness?”

“I don’t think I’d believe you.”

The barest smile touched his lips. “An apt pupil,” he repeated. “Why
waste my anger on you when the fault is mine? I should have anticipated
another betrayal from you, one more mad grasp at some kind of childish
ideal. But I seem to be a victim of my own wishes where you are
concerned.” His expression hardened. “What have you come here for,
Alina?”

I answered him honestly. “I wanted to see you.”

I caught the briefest glimpse of surprise before his face shuttered again.
“There are two thrones on that dais. You could see me anytime you liked.”

“You’re offering me a crown? After I tried to kill you?”

He shrugged again. “I might have done the same.”

“I doubt it.”

“Not to save that motley of traitors and fanatics, no. But I understand the
desire to remain free.”

“And still you tried to make me a slave.”

“I sought Morozova’s amplifiers for you, Alina, that we might rule as
equals.”

“You tried to take my power for your own.”

“After you ran from me. After you chose—" He stopped, shrugged. “We
would have ruled as equals in time.”

[ felt that pull, the longing of a frightened girl. Even now, after
everything he’d done, I wanted to believe the Darkling, to find some way to
forgive him. I wanted Nikolai to be alive. I wanted to trust the other Grisha.



I wanted to believe anything so that I wouldn’t have to face the future
alone. The problem with wanting is that it makes us weak. A laugh escaped
me before I thought better of it.

“We would be equals until the day I dared to disagree with you, until the
moment [ questioned your judgment or didn’t do as I was bid. Then you
would deal with me the way you dealt with Genya and your mother, the
way you tried to deal with Mal.”

He leaned against the window, and the gilded frame came into sharp
focus. “Do you think it would be any different with your tracker beside
you? With that Lantsov pup?”

“Yes,” I said simply.

“Because you would be the strong one?”

“Because they’re better men than you.”

“You might make me a better man.”

“And you might make me a monster.”

“I’ve never understood this taste for otkazat’sya. Is it because you
thought you were one of them for so long?”

“I had a taste for you, once.” His head snapped up. He hadn’t expected
that. Saints, it was satisfying. “Why haven’t you visited me?” I asked. “In
all these long months?”

He stayed silent.

“There was barely a day at the Little Palace when you didn’t come to
me,” I continued. “When I didn’t see you in some shadowed corner. I
thought I was going mad.”

“Good.”

“I think you’re afraid.”

“How comforting that must be for you.”

“I think you fear this thing that binds us.” It didn’t frighten me. Not
anymore. I took a slow step forward. He tensed but did not move away.

“I am ancient, Alina. I know things about power that you can barely
guess at.”



“But it’s not just power, is it?” I said quietly, remembering the way he
had toyed with me when I’d first arrived at the palace—even before, from
the first moment we’d met. I’d been a lonely girl, desperate for attention. I
must have given him so little sport.

I took another step. He stilled. Our bodies were almost touching now. I
reached up and cupped his cheek with my hand. This time the flash of
confusion on his face was impossible to miss. He held himself frozen, his
only movement the steady rise and fall of his chest. Then, as if in
concession, he let his eyes close. A line appeared between his brows.

“It’s true,” I said softly. “You are stronger, wiser, infinite in experience.”
I leaned forward and whispered, my lips brushing the shell of his ear. “But I
am an apt pupil.”

His eyes flew open. I caught the briefest glimpse of rage in his gray gaze
before I severed the connection.

I scattered, hurtling back to the White Cathedral, leaving him with
nothing but the memory of light.



CHAPTER

4

I SAT UP WITH A GASP, sucking in the damp air of the alabaster chamber. I
looked around guiltily. I shouldn’t have done it. What had I learned? That
he was at the Grand Palace and in disgustingly good health? Paltry
information.

But I wasn’t sorry. Now I knew what he saw when he visited me, what
information he could or couldn’t cull from the contact. Now I had practice
in one more power that had only belonged to him. And I’d enjoyed it. At
the Little Palace, I’d dreaded those visions, thought I might be losing my
mind, and worse, I’d wondered what they said about me. No longer. I was
done being ashamed. Let him feel what it was to be haunted.

A headache was starting in my right temple. I sought Morozova’s
amplifiers for you, Alina. Lies disguised as truth. He’d sought to make me
more powerful, but only because he believed he could control me. He still
believed it, and that scared me. The Darkling had no way of knowing that
Mal and I knew where to start looking for the third amplifier, but he hadn’t
seemed concerned. He hadn’t even mentioned the firebird. He’d seemed
confident, strong, as if he belonged in that palace and on that throne. I know
things about power that you can barely guess at. I gave myself a shake. I
might not be a threat, but I could become one. I wouldn’t let him beat me
before I’d had a chance to give him the fight he deserved.



A quick knock came at the door. It was time. I shoved my feet back into
my boots and adjusted my scratchy golden kefta. After this, maybe I’d give
myself a treat and stuff the thing in a stewpot.

The services were quite a spectacle. It was still a challenge to summon
so far underground, but I threw blazing light over the walls of the White
Cathedral, drawing on every reserve to awe the crowd that moaned and
swayed below. Vladim stood to my left, his shirt open to display the brand
of my palm on his chest. To my right, the Apparat held forth, and whether
out of fear or real belief, he did a very convincing job of it. His voice rang
through the main cavern, claiming that our mission was guided by divine
providence and that I would emerge from my trials more powerful than ever
before.

I studied him as he spoke. He looked paler than usual, a bit sweaty
though not particularly chastened. I wondered if it was a mistake to leave
him alive, but without the rush of fury and power guiding my actions,
execution wasn’t a step I was prepared to consider seriously.

A hush had fallen. I looked down into the eager faces of the people
below. There was something new in their exultation, maybe because they’d
gotten a glimpse of my real power. Or maybe because the Apparat had done
his work so well. They were waiting for me to say something. I'd had
dreams like this. I was an actor in a play, but I’d never learned my lines.

“I will—” My voice cracked. I cleared my throat and tried again. “I will
return more powerful than before,” I said in my best Saint’s voice. “You are
my eyes.” I needed them to be, to watch the Apparat, to keep each other
safe. “You are my fists. You are my swords.”

The crowd cheered. As one, they chorused back to me, Sankta Alina!
Sankta Alina! Sankta Alina!

“Not bad,” Mal said as I stepped away from the balcony.

“I’ve been listening to the Apparat go on for nearly three months.
Something had to rub off.”

On my orders, the Apparat announced that he would spend three days in
isolation, fasting and praying for the success of our mission. The



Priestguards would do the same, confined to the archives and guarded by
the Soldat Sol.

“Keep them strong in their faith,” I told Ruby and the other soldiers. I
hoped that three days would give us plenty of time to get well away from
the White Cathedral. But knowing the Apparat, he’d probably talk his way
out before dinner.

“I knew you,” Ruby said, clutching my fingers as I turned to go. “I was
in your regiment. Do you remember?”

Her eyes were wet, and the tattoo on her cheek was so black it seemed to
float on top of her skin.

“Of course I do,” I said kindly. We hadn’t been friends. Back then, Ruby
had been more interested in Mal than religion. I’d been nearly invisible to
her.

Now she released a sob and pressed a kiss to my knuckles. “Sankta,” she
whispered fervently. Whenever I thought my life couldn’t get any stranger,
it did.

Once I’d disentangled myself from Ruby, I took a final moment to speak
to the Apparat in private.

“You know what I’m going after, priest, and you know the power I’ll
wield when I return. Nothing happens to the Soldat Sol or to Maxim.” I
didn’t like leaving the Healer on his own here, but I wouldn’t command him
to join us, not knowing the dangers we might face on the surface.

“We are not enemies, Sankta Alina,” the Apparat said gently. “You must
know that all I’ve ever wanted was to see you on Ravka’s throne.”

I almost smiled at that. “I know, priest. On the throne and under your
thumb.”

He tilted his head to one side, contemplating me. The fanatical glint was
gone from his eyes. He simply looked shrewd.

“You are not what I expected,” he admitted.

“Not quite the Saint you bargained for?”

“A lesser Saint,” he said. “But perhaps a better queen. I will pray for
you, Alina Starkov.”



The strange thing was I believed him.
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MAL AND I MET the others at Chetya’s Well, a natural fountain at the
crossroads of four of the major tunnels. If the Apparat did decide to send a
party after us, we’d be harder to track from there. At least that was the idea,
but we hadn’t bargained on so many of the pilgrims turning out to see us
off. They’d followed the Grisha from their quarters and crowded around the
fountain.

We were all in ordinary travel clothes, our kefta stowed in our packs. I'd
exchanged my gold robes for a heavy coat, a fur hat, and the comforting
weight of a gun belt at my hip. If it hadn’t been for my white hair, I doubted
any of the pilgrims would have recognized me.

Now they reached out to touch my sleeve or my hand. Some pressed
little gifts on us, the only offerings they had: hoarded bread rolls gone
tooth-breakingly hard, polished stones, bits of lace, a clutch of salt lilies.
They murmured prayers for our health with tears in their eyes.

I saw Genya’s surprise when a woman placed a dark green prayer shawl
around her shoulders. “Not black,” she said. “For you, not black.”

An ache began in my throat. It wasn’t just the Apparat who had kept me
isolated from these people. I'd distanced myself from them as well. I
distrusted their faith, but mostly I feared their hope. The love and care in
these tiny gestures was a burden I didn’t want.

I kissed cheeks, shook hands, made promises I wasn’t sure I could keep,
and then we were on our way. I’d been carried into the White Cathedral on
a stretcher. At least I was leaving on my feet.

Mal took the lead. Tolya and Tamar brought up the rear, scouting behind
us to make sure that no one followed.

Through David’s access to the archives and Mal’s innate sense of
direction, they’d managed to construct a rough map of the tunnel network.
They had started plotting a course to Ryevost, but there were gaps in their



information. No matter how accurate they’d been, we couldn’t be sure of
what we might be walking into.

After my escape from Os Alta, the Darkling’s men had tried to penetrate
the network of tunnels beneath Ravka’s churches and holy sites. When their
searches turned up empty, they’d begun bombing: closing off exit routes,
trying to drive anyone seeking shelter to the surface. The Darkling’s Alkemi
had created new explosives that collapsed buildings and forced combustible
gases belowground. All it took was a single Inferni spark, and whole
sections of the ancient network of tunnels collapsed. It was one of the
reasons the Apparat had insisted I remain at the White Cathedral.

There were rumors of cave-ins to the west of us, so Mal led us north. It
wasn’t the most direct route, but we hoped it would be stable.

It was a relief to be moving through the tunnels, to finally be doing
something after so many weeks of confinement. My body was still weak,
but I felt stronger than I had in months, and I pushed onward without
complaint.

I tried not to think too hard about what it would mean if the smuggling
station at Ryevost wasn’t active. How were we supposed to find a prince
who didn’t want to be found, and do it while remaining hidden ourselves? If
Nikolai was alive, he might be looking for me, or he might have sought
alliance elsewhere. For all he knew, I had died in the battle at the Little
Palace.

The tunnels grew darker as we moved farther from the White Cathedral
and its strange alabaster glow. Soon our way was lit by nothing but the
swaying light of our lanterns. In some places, the caverns were so narrow
that we had to remove our packs and wriggle along between the press of
walls. Then, without warning, we’d find ourselves in a giant cave wide
enough to pasture horses.

Mal had been right: so many people traveling together were noisy and
unwieldy. We made frustratingly slow progress, marching in a long column
with Zoya, Nadia, and Adrik spread out along the line; in case of a cave-in,



the air our Squallers could summon might provide valuable breathing time
for anyone trapped.

David and Genya kept falling behind, but he seemed to be the one
responsible for the lag. Finally, Tolya hefted the huge pack from David’s
narrow shoulders.

He groaned. “What do you have in this thing?”

“Three pairs of socks, one pair of trousers, an extra shirt. One canteen. A
tin cup and plate. A cylindrical slide rule, a chrondometer, a jar of spruce
sap, my collection of anticorrosives—”

“You were only supposed to pack what you need.”

David gave an emphatic nod. “Exactly.”

“Please tell me you didn’t bring all of Morozova’s journals,” I said.

“Of course I did.”

I rolled my eyes. There had to be at least fifteen leather-bound books.
“Maybe they’ll make good kindling.”

“Is she kidding?” David asked, looking concerned. “I can never tell if
she’s kidding.”

I was. Mostly. I’d hoped the journals would give me insight into the
firebird and maybe even into how the amplifiers could help me destroy the
Fold. But they’d been a dead end, and if I was honest, they’d frightened me
a little too. Baghra had warned me of Morozova’s madness, and yet
somehow I’d expected to find wisdom in his work. Instead, his journals had
provided me with a study in obsession, all of it documented in nearly
indecipherable scrawl. Apparently genius didn’t require good penmanship.

His early journals chronicled his experiments: the blacked-out formula
for liquid fire, a means of preventing organic decay, the trials that had led to
the creation of Grisha steel, a method for restoring oxygen to the blood, the
endless year he’d spent finding a way to create unbreakable glass. His skills
extended beyond those of an ordinary Fabrikator, and he was well aware of
it. One of the essential tenets of Grisha theory was “like calls to like,” but
Morozova seemed to believe that if the world could be broken down to the
same small parts, each Grisha should be able to manipulate them. Are we



not all things? he demanded, underlining the words for emphasis. He was
arrogant, audacious—but still sane.

Then his work on the amplifiers had begun, and even I could see the
change. The text got denser, messier. The margins were full of diagrams and
crazed arrows that referred back to earlier passages. Worse were the
descriptions of experiments he’d performed on animals, the illustrations of
his dissections. They turned my stomach and made me think Morozova had
deserved whatever early martyrdom he’d received. He’d killed animals and
then brought them back to life, sometimes repeatedly, delving deeper into
merzost, creation, the power of life over death, trying to find a way to create
amplifiers that might be used together. It was forbidden power, but I knew
its temptation, and I shuddered to think that pursuing it might have driven
him mad.

If he was led by some noble purpose, I didn’t see it in his pages. But I
sensed something more in his fevered writings, in his insistence that power
was everywhere for the taking. He had lived long before the creation of the
Second Army. He was the most powerful Grisha the world had ever known
—and that power had isolated him. I remembered the Darkling’s words to
me: There are no others like us, Alina. And there never will be. Maybe
Morozova wanted to believe that if there were no others like him, there
could be, that he might create Grisha of greater power. Or maybe I was just
imagining things, seeing my own loneliness and greed in Morozova’s
pages. The mess of what I knew and what I wanted, my desire for the
firebird, my own sense of difference had all gotten too hard to untangle.

I was pulled from my thoughts by the sound of rushing water. We were
approaching an underground river. Mal slowed our pace and had me walk
directly behind him, casting light over the path. It was a good thing too,
because the drop came fast, so steep and sudden that I slammed right into
his back, nearly knocking him over the edge and into the water below. Here,
the roar was deafening, the river rushing past at uncertain depth, plumes of
mist rising from the rapids.



We tied a rope around Tolya’s waist, and he waded across, then secured
it on the other side so we could follow one by one, attached to the line. The
water was ice cold and came all the way up to my chest, the force of it
pulling me nearly off my feet as I held on to the rope. Harshaw was the last
to cross. I had a moment of terror when he lost his footing and the tether
nearly snapped free. Then he was up, gasping for breath, Oncat soaked to
the skin and spitting mad. By the time Harshaw reached us, his face and
neck were a patchwork of tiny scratches.

After that, we were all eager to stop, but Mal insisted we keep going.

“I’m drenched,” Zoya groused. “Why can’t we stop in this dank cave
instead of the next dank cave?”

Mal didn’t break stride, but hooked a thumb back at the river. “Because
of that,” he shouted over the din of rushing water. “If we’ve been followed,
it will be too easy for someone to sneak up on us with that noise as cover.”

Zoya scowled, but we pushed on, until finally we’d outdistanced the
river’s clamor. We spent the night in a hollow of damp limestone where
there was nothing to hear but our teeth chattering as we shivered in our wet
clothes.
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FOR TWO DAYS, we carried on like that, moving through the tunnels,
occasionally backtracking when a route proved impassable. I'd lost all
sense of what direction we were heading, but when Mal announced that we
were turning west, I noticed that the passages were sloping upward, leading
us toward the surface.

Mal set an unforgiving pace. To keep contact, he and the twins would
whistle to each other from opposite ends of the column, making sure no one
had drifted too far behind. Occasionally, he’d fall back to check on
everyone.

“I can tell what you’re up to,” I said once when he returned to the head
of the line.



“What’s that?”
“You pop back there when someone’s lagging, start up a conversation.
You ask David about the properties of phosphor or Nadia about her freckles

3

“I have never asked Nadia about her freckles.”

“Or something. Then gradually you start to pick up the pace so that
they’re walking faster.”

“It seems to work better than jabbing them with a stick,” he said.

“Less fun.”

“My jabbing arm is tired.”

Then he was gone, pressing ahead. It was the most we’d spoken since
we’d left the White Cathedral.

No one else seemed to have trouble talking. Tamar had started trying to
teach Nadia some Shu ballads. Unfortunately, her memory was terrible, but
her brother’s was nearly perfect and he’d eagerly taken over. The normally
taciturn Tolya could recite entire cycles of epic poetry in Ravkan and Shu—
even if no one wanted to hear them.

Though Mal had ordered that we remain in strict formation, Genya
frequently escaped to the front of the column to complain to me.

“Every poem is about a brave hero named Kregi,” she said. “Every
single one. He always has a steed, and we have to hear about the steed and
the three different kinds of swords he carried and the color of the scarf he
wore tied to his wrist and all the poor monsters he slew and then how he
was a gentle man and true. For a mercenary, Tolya is disturbingly maudlin.”

I laughed and glanced back, though I couldn’t see much. “How is David
liking it?”

“David is oblivious. He’s been babbling about mineral compounds for
the last hour.”

“Maybe he and Tolya will just put each other to sleep,” Zoya grumbled.

She had no business griping. Though they were all Etherealki, the only
thing the Squallers and Inferni seemed to have in common was how much
they loved to argue. Stigg didn’t want Harshaw near him because he



couldn’t stand cats. Harshaw was constantly taking offense on Oncat’s
behalf. Adrik was supposed to stay near the middle of the group, but he
wanted to be close to Zoya. Zoya kept slipping away from the head of the
column to try to get away from Adrik. I was starting to wish I’d cut the rope
and left them all to drown in the river.

And Harshaw didn’t just annoy me; he made me nervous. He liked to
drag his flint along the cave walls, sending off little sparks, and he was
constantly slipping bits of hard cheese out of his pocket to feed Oncat, then
chuckling as if the tabby had said something particularly funny. One
morning, we woke to find that he’d shaved the sides of his scalp so that his
crimson hair ran in a single thick stripe down the center of his head.

“What did you do?” shrieked Zoya. “You look like a deranged rooster!”

Harshaw just shrugged. “Oncat insisted.”

Still, the tunnels occasionally surprised us with wonders that rendered
even the Etherealki speechless. We’d spend hours with nothing to look at
but gray rock and mud-covered lime, then emerge into a pale blue cave so
perfectly round and smooth that it was like standing inside a giant enamel
egg. We stumbled into a series of little caves glittering with what might well
have been real rubies. Genya dubbed it the Jewelbox, and after that, we
took to naming all of them to pass the time. There was the Orchard—a
cavern full of stalactites and stalagmites that had fused together into slender
columns. And less than a day later, we came across the Dancehall, a long
cave of pink quartz with a floor so slippery we had to crawl over it,
occasionally sliding to our bellies. Then there was the eerie, partially
submerged iron portcullis we called the Angelgate. It was flanked by two
winged stone figures, their heads bent, their hands resting on marble
broadswords. The winch worked and we passed through it without incident,
but why had it been put there? And by whom?

On the fourth day, we came upon a cavern with a perfectly still pool that
gave the illusion of a night sky, its depths sparkling with tiny luminescent
fish.



Mal and I were slightly ahead of the others. He dipped his hand in, then
yelped and drew back. “They bite.”

“Serves you right,” I said. “‘Oh, look, a dark lake full of something
shiny. Let me put my hand in it.””

“I can’t help being delicious,” he said, that familiar cocky grin flashing
across his face like light over water. Then he seemed to catch himself. He
shouldered his pack, and I knew he was about to move away from me.

I wasn’t sure where the words came from: “You didn’t fail me, Mal.”

He wiped his damp hand on his thigh. “We both know better.”

“We’re going to be traveling together for who knows how long.
Eventually, you’re going to have to talk to me.”

“I’m talking to you right now.”

“See? Is this so terrible?”

“It wouldn’t be,” he said, gazing at me steadily, “if all I wanted to do
was talk.”

My cheeks heated. You don’t want this, I told myself. But I felt my edges
curl like a piece of paper held too close to fire. “Mal—”

“I need to keep you safe, Alina, to stay focused on what matters. I can’t
do that if...” He let out a long breath. “You were meant for more than me,
and I’1l die fighting to give it to you. But please don’t ask me to pretend it’s
easy.”

He plunged ahead into the next cave.

I looked down at the glittering pond, the whorls of light in the water still
settling after Mal’s brief touch. I could hear the others making their noisy
way through the cavern.

“Oncat scratches me all the time,” said Harshaw as he ambled up beside
me.

“Oh?” I asked hollowly.

“Funny thing is, she likes to stay close.”

“Are you being profound, Harshaw?”

“Actually, I was wondering, if I ate enough of those fish, would I start to
glow?”



I shook my head. Of course one of the last living Inferni would have to
be insane. I fell in step with the others and headed into the next tunnel.

“Come on, Harshaw,” I called over my shoulder.

Then the first explosion hit.



CHAPTER

D

THE WHOLE CAVERN SHOOK. Little rivulets of pebbles clattered down on us.

Mal was beside me in an instant. He yanked me away from the falling
rock as Zoya bracketed my other side.

“Lights out!” Mal shouted. “Packs off.”

We shoved our packs against the walls as a kind of buttress, then doused
the lanterns in case the sparks set off another explosion.

Boom. Above us? North of us? It was hard to tell.

Long seconds passed. Boom. This one was closer, louder. Rocks and soil
rained down on our bent heads.

“He found us,” moaned Sergei, his voice ragged with fear.

“He couldn’t have,” Zoya protested. “Even the Apparat didn’t know
where we were headed.”

Mal shifted slightly. T heard the smatter of pebbles. “It’s a random
attack,” he said.

Genya’s voice trembled when she whispered, “That cat is bad luck.”

Boom. Loud enough to rattle my jaw.

“Metan yez,” said David. Marsh gas.

I smelled it a second later, peaty and foul. If there were Inferni above us,
a spark would follow and blow us all to bits. Someone started crying.

“Squallers,” commanded Mal, “send it east.” How could he sound so
calm?



I felt Zoya move, then the rush of air as she and the others drove the gas
away from us.

Boom. It was hard to breathe. The space seemed too small.

“Oh, Saints,” Sergei quavered.

“I see flame!” Tolya shouted.

“Send it east,” repeated Mal, voice steady. The whoosh of Squaller wind
followed. Mal’s body was braced next to mine. My hand snaked out,
seeking his. Our fingers twined together. I heard a small sob from my other
side, and I reached for Zoya’s free hand, taking it in mine.

BOOM. This time the whole tunnel roared with the sound of falling rock.
I heard people shouting in the dark. Dust filled my lungs.

When the noise stopped, Mal said, “No lanterns. Alina, we need light.” It
was a struggle, but I found a thread of sunlight and let it blossom through
the tunnel. We were all covered in dust, eyes wide and frightened. I did a
quick tally: Mal, Genya, David, Zoya, Nadia, and Harshaw—Oncat tucked
into his shirt.

“Tolya?” shouted Mal.

Nothing. Then, “We’re all right.”

Tolya’s voice came from behind the wall of fallen rock blocking the
tunnel, but it was strong and clear. I pressed my head to my knees in relief.

“Where’s my brother?” yelled Nadia.

“He’s here with me and Tamar,” Tolya replied.

“Sergei and Stigg?” I asked.

“I don’t know.”

Saints.

We waited for another boom, for the rest of the tunnel to come down on
top of us. When nothing happened, we started scrabbling toward Tolya’s
voice as he and Tamar dug from the other side. In a matter of moments, we
saw their hands, then their dirty faces staring back at us. They scooted into
our section of the tunnel. As soon as Adrik dropped his hands, the ceiling
above where he and the twins had been standing collapsed in a billow of
dust and rock. He was shaking badly.



“You held the cave?” Zoya asked.

Tolya nodded. “He made a bubble as soon as we heard that last boom.”

“Huh,” Zoya said to Adrik. “I’m impressed.”

At the elation that burst over his face, she groaned. “Never mind. I'm
downgrading that to grudging approval.”

“Sergei?” I called. “Stigg?”

Silence, the shift of gravel.

“Let me try something,” said Zoya. She raised her hands. I heard a
crackling in my ears, and the air seemed to grow damp. “Sergei?” she said.
Her voice sounded weirdly distant.

Then I heard Sergei’s voice, weak and trembling, but clear, as if he were
speaking right beside me. “Here,” he panted.

Zoya flexed her fingers, making adjustments, and called to Sergei again.

This time, when he replied, David said, “It sounds like it’s coming from
below us.”

“Maybe not,” Zoya replied. “The acoustics can be misleading.”

Mal moved farther down the passage. “No, he’s right. The floor in their
segment of the tunnel must have collapsed.”

It took us nearly two hours to find them and dig them out—Tolya hefting
soil, Mal calling directions, the Squallers stabilizing the sides of the tunnel
with air as I maintained a dim illumination, the others forming a line to
move rocks and sand.

When we found Stigg and Sergei, they were covered in mud and nearly
comatose.

“Lowered our pulses,” Sergei mumbled groggily. “Slow respiration. Use
less air.”

Tolya and Tamar brought them back, raising their heart rates and
flushing their lungs with oxygen.

“Didn’t think you’d come,” slurred a still-bleary Stigg.

“Why?” cried Genya, gently brushing the dirt from around his eyes.

“He wasn’t sure that you’d care,” said Harshaw from behind me.



There were mumbled protests and some guilty looks. I did think of Stigg
and Harshaw as outsiders. And Sergei ... well ... Sergei had been lost for a
while now. None of us had done a very good job of reaching out to them.

When Sergei and Stigg could walk, we headed back to the more intact
part of the tunnel. One by one, the Squallers released their power, as we
waited to see if the ceiling would hold so they could rest. We brushed the
dust and grime off one another’s faces and clothes as best we could, then
passed a flask of kvas around. Stigg clung to it like a baby with a bottle.

“Everyone okay?” Mal asked.

“Never better,” said Genya shakily.

David raised his hand. “I’ve been better.”

We all started laughing.

“What?” he said.

“How did you even do that?” Nadia asked Zoya. “That trick with the
sound?”

“It’s just a way of creating an acoustical anomaly. We used to play with
it back in school so we could eavesdrop on people in other rooms.”

Genya snorted. “Of course you did.”

“Could you show us how to do it?” asked Adrik.

“If I’'m ever bored enough.”

“Squallers,” Mal said, “are you ready to move again?”

They all nodded. Their faces had the gleam that came with using Grisha
power, but I knew they must already be approaching their limits. They’d
been keeping tons of rock off us for half a mile, and they’d need more than
a few minutes of rest to restore themselves.

“Then let’s get the hell out of here,” Mal said.

I lit the way, still wary of what surprises might be waiting for us. We
moved cautiously, Squallers on alert, twisting through tunnels and passages
until I had no sense of which way we’d gone. We were well off the map that
David and Mal had created.

Every sound seemed magnified. Every fall of pebbles made us pause,
frozen, waiting for the worst. I tried to think of anything but the weight of



the soil above us. If the earth came down and the Squallers’ power failed,
we would be crushed and no one would ever know, wildflowers pressed
between the pages of a book and forgotten.

Eventually, I became aware that my legs were working harder and
realized the grade of the floor had turned steep. I heard relieved sighs, a few
quiet cheers, and less than an hour later, we found ourselves crowded into
some kind of basement room, looking up at the bottom of a trapdoor.

The ground was wet here, pocked by little puddles—signs that we must
be close to the river cities. By the light from my palms, I could see that the
stone walls were cracked, but whether the damage was old or the result of
the recent explosions, I couldn’t tell.

“How did you do it?” I asked Mal.

He shrugged. “Same as always. There’s game on the surface. I just
treated it like a hunt.”

Tolya pulled David’s old watch from the pocket of his coat. I wasn’t sure
when he’d acquired it. “If this thing is keeping time right, we’re well past
sunset.”

“You have to wind it every day,” said David.

“I know that.”

“Well, did you?”

“Yes.”

“Then it’s keeping time right.”

I wondered if I should remind David that Tolya’s fist was roughly the
circumference of his head.

Zoya sniffed. “With our luck, someone will be setting up for midnight
mass.”

Many of the entrances and exits to the tunnels were found in holy places
—but not all of them. We might emerge in the apse of a church or the
courtyard of a monastery or we might poke our heads out of the floor of a
brothel. And good day to you, sir. 1 pushed down a crazed giggle.
Exhaustion and fear were making me giddy.



What if someone was waiting for us up there? What if the Apparat had
switched sides yet again and set the Darkling on our trail? I wasn’t thinking
straight. Mal believed the explosions had been a random attack on the
tunnels, and that was the only thing that made sense. The Apparat couldn’t
know where we’d be or when. And even if the Darkling had somehow
found out that we were headed for Ryevost, why bother using bombs to
drive us to the surface? He could just wait for us to turn up there.

“Let’s go,” I said. “I feel like I’m suffocating.”

Mal signaled for Tolya and Tamar to flank me.

“Be ready,” he said to them. “Any sign of trouble, you get her out of
here. Take the tunnels due west as far as you can.”

It was only after he’d started climbing the ladder that I realized we’d all
hung back, waiting for him to go first. Tolya and Tamar were both more
experienced fighters, and Mal was the only otkazat’sya among us. So why
was he the one taking the brunt of the risk? I wanted to call him back, tell
him to be careful, but it would just sound absurd. “Careful” wasn’t
something we did anymore.

At the top of the ladder, he gestured down at me, and I released the light,
pitching us into darkness. I heard a thump, the sound of hinges straining,
then a soft grunt and a creak as the trapdoor opened. No light flooded down,
no shouts, no gunfire.

My heart was pounding in my chest. I followed the sounds of Mal
levering himself up, his footfalls above us. Finally, I heard the scrape of a
match, and light bloomed through the trapdoor. Mal whistled twice—the all
clear.

One by one, we ascended the ladder. When I stuck my head through the
trapdoor, a chill slid over my spine. The room was hexagonal, its walls
carved from what looked like blue lapis, each studded with wooden panels
painted with a different Saint, their golden halos glinting in the lamplight.
The corners were thick with milky cobwebs. Mal’s lantern rested on a stone
sarcophagus. We were in a crypt.



“Perfect,” said Zoya. “From a tunnel to a tomb. What’s next, an outing to
a slaughterhouse?”

“Mezle,” David said, pointing to one of the names carved into the wall.
“They were an old Grisha family. There was even one of them at the Little
Palace before—"

“Before everyone died?” put in Genya helpfully.

“Ziva Mezle,” Nadia said quietly. “She was a Squaller.”

“Can we host this salon somewhere else?” Zoya asked. “I want to get out
of here.”

I rubbed my arms. She had a point.

The door looked like heavy iron. Tolya and Mal braced their shoulders
against it as we arrayed ourselves behind them, hands raised, Inferni with
their flints ready. I took my position in back, prepared to wield the Cut, if
necessary.

“On three,” Mal said.

A burble of laughter escaped me. Everyone turned.

I flushed. “Well, we’re probably in a graveyard, and we’re about to come
charging out of a tomb.”

Genya giggled. “If anyone’s out there, we’re going to scare the sneeze
out of him.”

With the barest hint of a grin, Mal said, “Good point. Let’s lead with
0000000.” Then the grin disappeared. He nodded at Tolya. “Stay low.”

He counted down, and they shoved. The bolts shrieked, and the tomb
doors flew open. We waited, but there were no sounds of alarm to greet us.

Slowly, we filed out into the deserted cemetery. This close to the river,
people buried their dead aboveground in case of flooding. The tombs,
arrayed in tidy rows like stone houses, gave the whole place the feel of an
abandoned city. A wind blew through, shaking leaves free from the trees
and stirring the grasses that grew up around the smaller grave sites. It was
eerie, but I didn’t care. The air was almost warm after the chill of the caves.
We were outside at last.



I tilted my head back, breathing deeply. It was a clear, moonless night,
and after those long months underground, the sight of all that sky was
dizzying. And so many stars—a glittering, tangled mass that seemed close
enough to touch. I let their light fall over me like a balm, grateful for the air
in my lungs, the night all around me.

“Alina,” Mal said softly.

I opened my eyes. The Grisha were staring. “What?”

He took my hands and held them out in front of me, as if we were about
to start a dance. “You’re glowing.”

“Oh,” I breathed. My skin was silver, cocooned in starlight. I hadn’t even
realized I was summoning. “Oops.”

He ran a finger down my forearm where the sleeve had ridden up,
watching the play of light over my skin, a smile curling his lips. Abruptly,
he stepped back. He dropped my hands as if they were hot.

“Be more careful,” he said tightly. He gestured to Adrik to help Tolya
reseal the crypt, then spoke to the group. “Stay close and keep quiet. We
need to find cover before dawn.”

The others fell into step behind him, letting him lead yet again. I hung
back, actively brushing the light from my skin. It clung to me, as if my
body was thirsty for it.

When Zoya drew level with me, she said, “You know, Starkov, I'm
beginning to think you turned your hair white on purpose.”

I flicked a speck of starlight from my wrist, watching it fade. “Yes, Zoya,
courting death is an integral part of my beauty regimen.”

She shrugged and cast a glance at Mal. “Well, it’s a little obvious for my
taste, but I’d say the whole moon maiden look is working.”

The last person I wanted to talk to about Mal was Zoya, but that had
sounded suspiciously like a compliment. I remembered her gripping my
hand during the cave-in and how strong she’d stayed throughout it all.

“Thanks,” I said. “For keeping us safe down there. For helping save
Sergei and Stigg.”



Even if I hadn’t meant a word of it, the look of shock on her face would
have been worth it.

“You’re welcome,” she managed. Then she stuck her perfect nose in the
air and added, “But I won’t always be around to save your ass, Sun
Summoner.”

I grinned and followed her down the aisle of graves. At least she was
predictable.
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IT TOOK US far too long to get out of the cemetery. The rows of crypts
stretched on and on, cold testimony to the generations Ravka had been at
war. The paths were raked clean, the graves marked with flowers, painted
icons, gifts of candy, little piles of precious ammunition—small kindnesses,
even for the dead. I thought of the men and women bidding us goodbye at
the White Cathedral, pressing their offerings into our hands. I was grateful
when we finally cleared the gates.

The terror of the cave-in and long hours on our feet had taken their toll,
but Mal was determined to get us as close to Ryevost as he could before
dawn. We trudged onward, marching parallel to the main road, keeping to
the starlit fields. Occasionally we glimpsed a lone house, a lantern glowing
in the window. It was a relief, somehow, to see these signs of life, to think
of a farmer rising in the night to fill his cup with water, his head turning
briefly to the window and the darkness beyond.

The sky had just started to lighten when we heard the sounds of someone
approaching on the road. We barely had time to scurry into the woods and
take shelter in the brush before we glimpsed the first wagon.

There were about fifteen people in the convoy, mostly men, a few
women, all bristling with weapons. I glimpsed bits and pieces of First Army
uniforms—standard-issue trousers shoved into decidedly nonregulation
cowhide boots, an infantry coat shorn of its brass buttons.



It was impossible to tell what they were transporting. Their cargo had
been covered by horse blankets and tightly secured to the wagon beds with
rope.

“Militia?” Tamar whispered.

“Could be,” said Mal. “Not sure where a militia would get repeating
rifles.”

“If they’re smugglers, I don’t know any of them.”

“I could follow,” said Tolya.

“Why don’t I just go do a waltz in the middle of the road?” Tamar
taunted. Tolya was hardly quiet on his feet.

“I’m getting better,” Tolya said defensively. “Besides—"

Mal silenced them with a look. “Do not pursue, do not engage.”

As Mal led us deeper into the trees, Tolya grumbled, “You don’t even
know how to waltz.”
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WE MADE CAMP in a clearing close to a slender tributary of the Sokol,
the river fed by the glaciers in the Petrazoi and the heart of commerce in the
port cities. We hoped we were far enough from town and the main roads
that we wouldn’t have to worry about anyone stumbling upon us.

According to the twins, the smugglers’ meeting place was in a busy
square that overlooked the river in Ryevost. Tamar already had a compass
and map in hand. Though she must have been as tired as the rest of us, she
would have to leave immediately to make it to town before noon.

I hated letting her walk into what might be a trap, but we’d agreed that
she would have to be the one to go. Tolya’s size made him far too
conspicuous and none of the rest of us knew the way the smugglers worked
or how to recognize them. Still, my nerves were jangling. I had never
understood the twins’ faith and what they were willing to risk for it. But
when the time had come to choose between me and the Apparat, they’d
shown their loyalty in no uncertain terms.



I gave Tamar’s hand a quick squeeze. “Don’t do anything reckless.”

Nadia had been hovering nearby. Now she cleared her throat and kissed
Tamar once on each cheek. “Be safe,” she said.

Tamar flashed her Heartrender’s grin. “If anyone wants trouble,” she
said, flicking back her coat to reveal the handles of her axes, “I’ve a fresh
supply.”

I glanced at Nadia. I had the distinct impression Tamar was showing off.

She pulled up her hood and set out at a jog through the trees.

“Yuyeh sesh,” Tolya called after her in Shu.

“Ni weh sesh,” she shouted over her shoulder. And then she was gone.

“What does that mean?”

“It’s something our father taught us,” Tolya replied. “Yuyeh sesh:
‘despise your heart.” But that’s the direct translation. The real meaning is
more like ‘do what needs to be done—be cruel if you have to.’”

“What’s the other part?”

“Ni weh sesh? ‘I have no heart.

Mal raised a brow. “Your dad sounds like fun.”

Tolya smiled the slightly mad grin that made him look just like his sister.
“He was.”

 »

I looked back the way Tamar had gone. Somewhere beyond the trees and
the fields beyond that lay Ryevost. I sent my own prayers with her: Bring
back news of a prince, Tamar. I don’t think I can do this alone.
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WE LAID OUT BEDROLLS and divvied up food. Adrik and Nadia started
raising a tent while Tolya and Mal scouted the perimeter, setting up stands
where guards would be posted. I saw Stigg trying to get Sergei to eat. I’d
hoped that being aboveground might bring him around, but though Sergei
seemed less panicked, I could still feel tension coming off him in waves.

In truth, we were all jumpy. As lovely as it was to lie beneath the trees
and see the sky again, it was also overwhelming. Life in the White



Cathedral had been miserable, but manageable. Up here, things felt wilder,
beyond my control. Militias and the Darkling’s men roamed these lands.
Whether we found Nikolai or not, we were back in this war, and that meant
more battles, more lives lost. The world seemed suddenly large again. I
wasn’t sure I liked it.

I looked at our camp: Harshaw already curled up and snoozing with
Oncat on his chest; Sergei, pale and watchful; David, back propped against
a tree, a book in his hands as Genya fell asleep with her head in his lap;
Nadia and Adrik struggling with poles and canvas while Zoya looked on
and didn’t bother to help.

Despise your heart. 1 wanted to. I didn’t want to grieve anymore, to feel
loss or guilt, or worry. I wanted to be hard, calculating. I wanted to be
fearless. Underground, that had seemed possible. Here, in this wood, with
these people, I was less sure.

Eventually, I must have dozed, because when I woke, it was late
afternoon and the sun was slanting through the trees. Tolya was beside me.

“Tamar’s back,” he said.

I sat upright, fully awake. But the look on Tolya’s face was grim.

“No one approached her?”

He shook his head. I straightened my shoulders. I didn’t want anyone to
see my disappointment. I should be grateful Tamar had made it in and out
of the city safely.

“Does Mal know?”

“No,” said Tolya. “He’s filling canteens at the creek. Harshaw and Stigg
are on watch. Should I get them?”

“It can wait.”

Tamar was leaning against a tree, gulping down water from a tin cup as
the others gathered around to hear her report.

“Any trouble?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“And you’re sure you were in the right place?” Tolya said.



“West side of the market square. I got there early, stayed late, checked in
with the shopkeeper, watched the same damn puppet show four times. If the
post is active, someone should have spoken to me.”

“We could try again tomorrow,” suggested Adrik.

“I should go,” said Tolya. “You were there a long time. If you show up
again, people may notice.”

Tamar wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “If I stab the
puppeteer, will that draw too much attention?”

“Not if you’re quiet about it,” replied Nadia.

Her cheeks pinked as we all turned to look at her. I’d never heard Nadia
crack a joke. She’d mostly been an audience to Marie.

Tamar slipped a dagger from her wrist and twirled it, balancing its point
on one fingertip. “I can be quiet,” she said, “and merciful. I may let the
puppets live.” She took another gulp of water. “I heard some news too. Big
news. West Ravka has declared for Nikolai.”

That got our attention.

“They’re blocking off the western shore of the Fold,” she continued. “So
if the Darkling wants weapons or ammunition—"

“He’ll have to go through Fjerda,” finished Zoya.

But it was bigger than that. This meant the Darkling had lost West
Ravka’s coastline, its navy, the already tenuous access Ravka had to trade.

“West Ravka now,” Tolya said. “Maybe the Shu Han next.”

“Or Kerch,” put in Zoya.

“Or both!” crowed Adrik.

I could almost see the tendril of hope twisting its way through our ranks.

“So now what?” Sergei asked, tugging anxiously at his sleeve.

“Let’s wait one more day,” Nadia said.

“I don’t know,” said Tamar. “I don’t mind going back. But there were
oprichniki in the square today.”

Not a good sign. The oprichniki were the Darkling’s personal soldiers. If
they were prowling the area, we had good reason to move on as soon as
possible.



“I’'m going to go talk to Mal,” I said. “Don’t get too comfortable. We
may need to be ready to leave in the morning.”

The others dispersed while Tamar and Nadia walked off to dig through
the rations. Tamar kept bouncing and spinning her knife—definitely
showing off, but Nadia didn’t seem to mind.

I picked my way toward the sound of the water, trying to sort through
my thoughts. If West Ravka had declared for Nikolai, that was a very good
sign that he was alive and well and making more trouble for the Darkling
than anyone in the White Cathedral had realized. I was relieved, but I
wasn’t certain what our next move should be.

When I reached the creek, Mal was crouching in the shallows, barefoot
and bare-chested, his trousers rolled up to his knees. He was watching the
water, his expression focused, but at the sound of my approach, he shot to
his feet, already lunging for his rifle.

“Just me,” I said, stepping out of the woods.

He relaxed and dropped back down, eyes returning to the creek. “What
are you doing out here?”

For a moment I just watched him. He stayed perfectly still, then
suddenly, his hands plunged into the stream and emerged with a wriggling
fish. He tossed it back. No point holding on to it when we couldn’t risk
making a fire to cook it.

I’d seen him catch fish this way at Keramzin, even in winter, when
Trivka’s pond froze over. He knew just where to break the ice, just where to
drop his line or the moment to make his grab. I’d waited on the banks,
keeping him company, trying to spot places in the trees where the birds
made their nests.

It was different now, the water reflecting spangles of light over the
planes of his face, the smooth play of muscle beneath his skin. I realized I
was staring and gave myself a little shake. I’d seen him without a shirt
before. There was no reason to be an idiot about it.

“Tamar’s back,” I said.

He stood, all interest in the fish lost. “And?”



“No sign of Nikolai’s men.”

Mal sighed and scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Damn it.”

“We could wait another day,” I offered, though I already knew what he
would say.

“We’ve wasted enough time. I don’t know how long it will take us to get
south or to find the firebird. All we need is to get stuck in the mountains
when the snow comes. And we have to find a safe house for the others.”

“Tamar says West Ravka has declared for Nikolai. What if we took them
there?”

He considered. “That’s a long journey, Alina. We’d lose a lot of time.”

“I know, but it’s safer than anywhere this side of the Fold. And it’s
another chance to find Nikolai.”

“Might be less dangerous trekking south on that side too.” He nodded.
“All right. We need to get the others ready. I want to leave tonight.”

“Tonight?”

“No point waiting around.” He waded out of the water, bare toes curling
on the rocks.

He didn’t actually say “dismissed,” but he might as well have. What else
was there to talk about?

I started toward camp, then remembered I hadn’t told him about the
oprichniki. 1 stomped back to the creek. “Mal...,” 1 began, but the words
died on my lips.

He had bent to pick up the canteens. His back was to me.

“What is that?” I said angrily.

He whirled, twisting himself around, but it was too late. He opened his
mouth.

Before he could get a word out, I snapped, “If you say ‘nothing,” I will
knock you senseless.”

His mouth clamped shut.

“Turn around,” I ordered.

For a moment, he just stood there. Then he sighed and turned.



A tattoo stretched across his broad back—something like a compass
rose, but much more like a sun, the points reaching from shoulder to
shoulder and down his spine.

“Why?” I asked. “Why would you do this?”

He shrugged and his muscles flexed beneath the intricate design.

“Mal, why would you mark yourself this way?”

“I have a lot of scars,” he said finally. “This is one I chose.”

I looked closer. There were letters worked into the design. E’ya sta
rezku. I frowned. It looked like ancient Ravkan.

“What does this mean?”

He said nothing.

“Mal—”

“It’s embarrassing.”

And sure enough, I could see a flush spreading over his neck.

“Tell me.”

He hesitated, then cleared his throat and muttered, “I am become a
blade.”

I am become a blade. Was that what he was? This boy whom the Grisha
had followed without argument, whose voice stayed steady when the earth
caved in around us, who’d told me I would be a queen? I wasn’t sure I
recognized him anymore.

I brushed my fingertips over the letters. He tensed. His skin was still
damp from the river.

“Could be worse,” I said. “I mean, if it said ‘Let’s cuddle’ or ‘I am
become ginger pudding,’ that would be embarrassing.”

He released a surprised bark of laughter, then hissed in a breath as I let
my fingertips trail the length of his spine. His fists clenched at his sides. I
knew I should step away, but I didn’t want to.

“Who did it?”

“Tolya,” he rasped.

“Did it hurt?”

“Less than it should have.”



I reached the farthest point of the sunburst, right at the base of his spine.
I paused, then dragged my fingers back up. He snapped around, capturing
my hand in a hard grip.

“Don’t,” he said fiercely.
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“I can’t do this. Not if you make me laugh, not if you touch me like
that.”

“Mal—"

Suddenly his head jerked up and he put a finger to his lips.

“Hands above your heads.” The voice came from the shadows of the
trees. Mal dove for his rifle and had it at his shoulder in seconds, but three
people were already emerging from the woods—two men and a woman
with her hair in a topknot—the muzzles of their weapons trained on us. I
thought I recognized them from the convoy we’d seen on the road.

“Put that down,” said a man with a short goatee. “Unless you want to see
your girl plugged full of bullets.”

Mal set his rifle back on the rock.

“Come on over,” said the man. “Nice and slow.” He wore a First Army
coat, but he looked like no soldier I had ever seen. His hair was long and
tangled, kept from his eyes by two messy plaits. He wore belts of bullets
across his chest and a stained waistcoat that might have once been red but
was now fading to a color somewhere between plum and brown.

“I need my boots,” said Mal.

“Less chance of you running without them.”

“What do you want?”

“You can start with answers,” the man said. “Town nearby, plenty more
comfortable places to hole up. So what are a dozen people doing hiding out
in the forest?” He must have seen my reaction, because he said, “That’s
right. I found your camp. You deserters?”

“Yes,” said Mal smoothly. “Out of Kerskii.”

The man scratched his cheek. “Kerskii? Maybe,” he said. “But—" He
took a step forward. “Oretsev?”



Mal stiffened, then said, “Luchenko?”

“All Saints, I haven’t seen you since your unit trained with me in
Poliznaya.” He turned to the other men. “This little pissant was the best
tracker in ten regiments. Never seen anything like it.” He was grinning, but
he didn’t lower his rifle. “And now you’re the most famous deserter in all
of Ravka.”

“Just trying to survive.”

“You and me both, brother.” He gestured to me. “This isn’t your usual.”

If I hadn’t had a rifle in my face, the comment might have stung.

“One more First Army grunt like us.”

“Like us, huh?” Luchenko jabbed at me with his gun. “Take off the
scarf.”

“Bit of a chill in the air,” I said.

Luchenko gave me another poke. “Go on, girl.”

I glanced at Mal. I could see him weighing the options. We were at close
range. I could do some serious damage with the Cut, but not before the
militiamen got off a few rounds. I could blind them, but if we started a
firefight, what might happen to the people back at camp?

I shrugged and pulled the scarf from my neck with a rough tug.
Luchenko gave a low whistle.

“Heard you were keeping hallowed company, Oretsev. Looks like we
caught ourselves a Saint.” He cocked his head to one side. “Thought she’d
be taller. Bind them both.”

Again, I locked gazes with Mal. He wanted me to act, I could feel it. As
long as my hands weren’t bound together, I could summon and control the
light. But what about the other Grisha?

I held out my hands and let the woman secure my wrists with rope.

Mal sighed and did the same. “Can I at least put my shirt on?” he asked.

“No,” she said with a leer. “I like the view.”

Luchenko laughed. “Life’s a funny thing, isn’t it?” he said
philosophically as they marched us into the woods at gunpoint. “All T ever
wanted was a drop of luck to flavor my tea. Now I’m drowning in it. The



Darkling will empty his coffers to have the two of you delivered to his
door.”

“You’re going to hand me over that easily?” I said. “Foolish.”

“Big talk from a girl with a rifle at her back.”

“It’s just good business,” I said. “You think Fjerda or the Shu Han won’t
pay a small fortune—maybe even a large fortune—to get their hands on the
Sun Summoner? How many men do you have?”

Luchenko glanced over his shoulder and wagged his finger at me like a
schoolteacher. Well, it had been worth a try.

“All T meant,” I continued innocently, “was that you could auction me
off to the highest bidder and keep all your men fat and happy for the rest of
their days.”

“I like the way she thinks,” said the woman with the topknot.

“Don’t get greedy, Ekaterina,” Luchenko said. “We aren’t ambassadors
or diplomats. The bounty on that girl’s head will buy us all passage through
the border. Maybe I’ll catch a ship out of Djerholm. Or maybe I'll just bury
myself in blondes for the rest of my days.”

The unsavory image of Luchenko cavorting with a bunch of curvy
Fjerdans was driven from my mind as we entered the clearing. The Grisha
had been rounded up at its center and were surrounded by a circle of nearly
thirty armed militiamen. Tolya was bleeding heavily from what looked like
a bad blow to the head. Harshaw had been on watch, and one glance at him
told me he’d been shot. He was pale, swaying on his feet, clutching the
wound at his side and panting as Oncat yowled.

“See?” said Luchenko. “With this windfall, I don’t need to worry about
the highest bidder.”

I stepped in front of him, keeping my voice as low as I could. “Let them
go,” I said. “If you turn them over to the Darkling, they’ll be tortured.”

“And?”

I swallowed the bolt of rage that coursed through me. Threats would get
me nowhere. “A living prisoner is more valuable than a corpse,” I said



meekly. “At least untie me so I can see to my friend’s injury.” And so I can
mow down your militia with a flick of my wrist.

Ekaterina narrowed her eyes. “Don’t do it,” she said. “Have one of her
bloodletters take care of him.” She gave me a jab in the back and steered us
into the group with the others.

“Spy that collar?” Luchenko asked of the crowd. “We have the Sun
Summoner!”

There were exclamations and a few whoops from the rest of the militia.
“So start thinking about how you’re going to spend all of the Darkling’s
money.”

They cheered.

“Why not ransom her to Nikolai Lantsov?” said a soldier from
somewhere near the back of the circle. Now that I was in the middle of the
clearing, there seemed to be even more of them.

“Lantsov?” Luchenko said. “If he has a brain in his head, he’s rusticating
somewhere warm with a pretty girl on his knee. If he’s even alive.”

“He’s alive,” said someone.

Luchenko spat. “Makes no matter to me.”

“And your country?” I asked.

“What has my country ever done for me, little girl? No land, no life, just
a uniform and a gun. Doesn’t matter if it’s the Darkling on the throne or
some useless Lantsov.”

“I saw the prince when I was in Os Alta,” said Ekaterina. “He’s not bad
looking.”

“Not bad looking?” said another voice. “He’s damnably handsome.”

Luchenko scowled. “Since when—"

“Brave in battle, smart as a whip.” Now the voice seemed to be coming
from above us. Luchenko craned his neck, peering into the trees. “An
excellent dancer,” said the voice. “Oh, and an even better shot.”

“Who—" Luchenko never got to finish. A blast rang out, and a tiny
black hole appeared between his eyes.

I gasped. “Imposs—”



“Don’t say it,” muttered Mal.
Then chaos erupted.



CHAPTER

6

GUNFIRE SHATTERED the air around us, and Mal knocked me from my feet. I
landed with my face in the mulch of the forest floor and felt his body
shielding mine.

“Stay down!” he yelled.

I twisted my head to the side and saw the Grisha forming a ring around
us. Harshaw was on the ground, but Stigg had his flint in hand, and flames
shot through the air. Tamar and Tolya had charged into the fray. Zoya,
Nadia, and Adrik had their hands up, and leaves lifted in gusts from the
forest floor, but it was hard to tell friend from foe in the tangle of armed
men.

There was a sudden thump beside us as someone swung down from the
treetops. “What are you two doing barefoot and half naked in the mud?”
asked a familiar voice. “Looking for truffles, I hope?”

Nikolai slashed through the bonds on our wrists and yanked me to my
feet. “Next time I’ll try getting captured. Just to keep things interesting.” He
tossed Mal a rifle. “Shall we?”

“I can’t tell who’s who!” I protested.

“We’re the side that’s hopelessly outnumbered.”

Unfortunately, I didn’t think he was kidding. As the ranks shifted and I
got my wits about me, it was easier to distinguish Nikolai’s men by their



pale blue armbands. They’d cut a swath through Luchenko’s militia, but
even without their leader, the enemy was rallying.

I heard a shout. Nikolai’s men moved forward, driving the Grisha ahead
of them. We were being herded.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“This is the part where we run,” Nikolai said pleasantly, but I could see
the strain on his dirt-smudged face.

We took off through the trees, trying to keep pace as Nikolai darted
through the woods. I couldn’t tell where we were headed. Toward the
creek? The road? I’d lost all sense of direction.

I looked behind me, counting the others, making sure we were together.
The Squallers were summoning in tandem, knocking trees into the militia’s
path. Stigg trailed them, sending up spurts of flame. David had somehow
managed to retrieve his pack and staggered beneath its bulk as he ran beside
Genya.

“Leave it!” I yelled, but if he heard, he ignored me.

Tolya had Harshaw thrown over his shoulder, and the weight of the big
Inferni was slowing his stride. A soldier was gaining on him, saber drawn.
Tamar vaulted onto a fallen trunk, took aim with her pistol, and fired. A
second later, the militiaman clutched his chest and crumpled midstride.
Oncat darted past the body, fast on Tolya’s heels.

“Where’s Sergei?” I shouted, just as I glimpsed him lagging behind, his
expression dazed. Tamar backtracked, dodging falling trees and fire, and
forcibly pulled him along. I couldn’t hear what she was yelling, but I didn’t
think it was gentle encouragement.

I stumbled. Mal caught my elbow and shoved me forward, turning to
squeeze off two shots from his rifle. Then we were pouring into a barley
field.

Despite the heat of the late afternoon sun, the field was shrouded in mist.
We pelted over the marshy soil until Nikolai shouted, “Here!”

We skidded to a halt, sending up sprays of dirt. Here? We were in the
middle of an empty field with nothing but fog for cover and a throng of



militiamen hungry for revenge and fortune on our heels.

I heard two shrill whistle blasts. The ground rocked beneath me.

“Hold on tight!” Nikolai said.

“To what?” I yelped.

And then we were rising. Cables snapped into place beside us as the field
itself seemed to lift. I looked up—the mist was parting, and a massive craft
hovered directly over our heads, its cargo hold open. It was some kind of
shallow barge, equipped with sails at one end and suspended beneath a
huge, oblong bladder.

“What the hell is that?” Mal said.

“The Pelican,” said Nikolai. “Well, a prototype of the Pelican. Trick
seems to be getting the balloon not to collapse.”

“And did you solve that little problem?”

“For the most part.”

The soil beneath us fell away, and I saw we were standing on a swaying
platform made of some kind of metal mesh. We rose higher—ten, then
fifteen feet above the ground. A bullet pinged against the metal.

We took up spots at the edge of the platform, clutching the cables while
trying to take aim at the mob firing up at us.

“Let’s go!” I shouted. “Why aren’t we getting out of range?”

Nikolai and Mal exchanged a glance.

“They know we have the Sun Saint,” Nikolai said. Mal nodded, snatched
up a pistol, and gave Tolya and Tamar a swift nudge.

“What are you doing?” I asked, suddenly panicked.

“We can’t leave survivors,” Mal said. Then he dove from the edge. I
screamed, but he tucked into a roll and came up firing.

Tolya and Tamar followed, cutting through the remaining ranks of militia
while Nikolai and his crew tried to lend cover from above. I saw one of the
militiamen break free and run for the woods. Tolya put a bullet through his
victim’s back, and before the body had even hit the ground, the giant was
turning, his hand forming a fist as he crushed the heart of another knife-
wielding soldier looming up behind him.



Tamar charged directly into Ekaterina. Her axes flashed twice, and the
militiawoman fell, her topknot drifting down beside her lifeless form,
attached to a piece of scalp. Another man lifted his pistol, taking aim at
Tamar, but Mal was on him, knife slicing mercilessly across his throat. I am
become a blade. And then there was no one left, only bodies in a field.

“Come on!” Nikolai called as the platform drifted higher. He tossed
down a cable. Mal braced his feet against the ground, holding the rope taut
so Tamar and Tolya could shinny up. As soon as the twins were on the
platform, Mal hooked his ankle and wrist in the cable and they bent to haul
him in.

That was when I saw movement behind him. A man had risen from the
dirt, covered in mud and blood, saber held out before him.

“Mal!” I cried. But it was too late, his limbs were tangled in the rope.

The soldier released a roar and slashed out. Mal put up a useless hand to
defend himself.

Light flashed off the soldier’s blade. His arm stopped midswing, and the
saber dropped from his fingertips. Then his body came apart, splitting down
the middle as if someone had drawn a near perfect line from the top of his
head all the way to his groin, a line that gleamed bright as he fell in pieces.

Mal looked up. I stood at the edge of the platform, my hands still
glowing with the power of the Cut. I swayed. Nikolai yanked me back
before I could tip over the edge. I broke free of him, scooting to the far end
of the platform and vomiting off the other side.

I clung to the cool metal, feeling like a coward. Mal and the twins had
leapt into that battle to make sure the Darkling wouldn’t learn our location.
They hadn’t hesitated. They’d killed with ruthless efficiency. I’d taken one
life, and I was curled up like a child, wiping sick from my lip.

Stigg sent fire licking over the bodies in the field. I hadn’t stopped to
think that a body sliced in half would give away my presence just as surely
as an informant.

Moments later, the platform was hauled up into the Pelican’s cargo hold,
and we were under way. When we emerged above deck, the sun was



shining off the port side as we climbed into the clouds. Nikolai shouted
commands. One team of Squallers manned the giant lozenge of a balloon,
while another filled the sails with wind. Tidemakers shrouded the base of
the craft in mist to keep us from being spotted by anyone on the ground. I
recognized some of the rogue Grisha from the days when Nikolai had
masqueraded as Sturmhond and Mal and I had been prisoners aboard his
ship.

This craft was larger and less graceful than the Hummingbird or the
Kingfisher. 1 soon learned that it had been built to transport cargo—
shipments of Zemeni weapons that Nikolai was smuggling over the
northern and southern borders and occasionally through the Fold. It wasn’t
constructed of wood but some lightweight Fabrikator-made substance that
sent David into a tizzy. He actually lay down on the deck to get a better
view, tapping here and there. “It’s some kind of cured resin, but it’s been
reinforced with ... carbon fibers?”

“Glass,” said Nikolai, looking thoroughly pleased by David’s
enthusiasm.

“More flexible!” David said in near ecstasy.

“What can I say?” asked Genya drily. “He’s a passionate man.”

Genya’s presence worried me a little, but Nikolai had never seen her
scarred, and he didn’t seem to recognize her. I circulated with Nadia,
whispering a few reminders to our Grisha about not using her real name.

A crewman offered me a cup of fresh water so that I could rinse out my
mouth and wash my face and hands. I accepted it with cheeks burning,
embarrassed over my display back on the platform.

When I was done, I leaned my elbows on the railing and peered through
the mist at the landscape below—fields painted in the red and gold of
autumn, the blue-gray glitter of the river cities and their bustling ports. Such
was the mad power of Nikolai that I barely thought twice about the fact that
we were flying. I’d been aboard his smaller crafts, and I definitely preferred
the feel of the Pelican. There was something stately about it. It might not
get you anywhere quickly, but it wouldn’t capsize on a whim either.



From miles beneath the earth to miles above. I could scarcely believe
any of it, that Nikolai had found us, that he was safe, that we were all here.
A tide of relief washed over me, making my eyes fill.

“First vomit, then tears,” Nikolai said, coming up beside me. “Don’t tell
me [’ve lost my touch.”

“I’'m just happy you’re alive,” I said, hastily blinking my eyes clear.
“Though I’'m sure you can talk me out of it.”

“Glad to see you too. Word was you’d gone underground, but it was
more like you’d vanished completely.”

“It did feel like being buried alive.”

“Is the rest of your party there?”

“This is it.”

“You can’t mean—"

“This is all that remains of the Second Army. The Darkling has his
Grisha, and you have yours, but...” I trailed off.

Nikolai surveyed the deck. Mal and Tolya were deep in conversation
with a member of Nikolai’s crew, helping to tie down ropes and maneuver a
sail. Someone had found Mal a jacket, but he was still short a pair of boots.
David was running his hands over the deck as if he were trying to disappear
into it. The others were clustered into little groups: Genya was huddled with
Nadia and the other Etherealki. Stigg had gotten stuck with Sergei, who
slumped on the deck, his head buried in his hands. Tamar was seeing to
Harshaw’s wounds as Oncat dug her claws into his leg, her fur standing on
end. The tabby obviously didn’t enjoy flying.

“All that remains,” Nikolai repeated.

“One Healer chose to stay underground.” After a long minute, I asked,
“How did you find us?”

“I didn’t, really. Militias have been preying on our smuggling routes. We
couldn’t afford to lose another shipment, so I came after Luchenko. Then
Tamar was spotted in the square, and when we realized the camp they were
moving on was yours, I thought why not get the girl—"

“And the guns?”



He grinned. “Exactly.”

“Thank goodness we had the foresight to be captured.”

“Very quick thinking on your part. I commend you.”

“How are the King and Queen?”

He snorted and said, “Fine. Bored. There’s little for them to do.” He
adjusted the cuff of his coat. “They took Vasily’s loss hard.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. In truth, I’d spared little thought for Nikolai’s older
brother.

“He brought it on himself, but I’m surprised to say I’m sorry too.”

“I need to know—did you get Baghra out?”

“At great trouble and with little thanks. You might have warned me
about her.”

“She’s a treat, isn’t she?”

“Like a fine plague.” He reached out and tugged on a lock of my white
hair. “Bold choice.”

I pushed the loose strands behind my ear self-consciously. “It’s all the
fashion underground.”

“Is it?”

“It happened during the battle. I hoped it might turn back, but it seems to
be permanent.”

“My cousin Ludovic woke up with a white streak in his hair after he
almost died in a house fire. Claimed the ladies found it very dashing. Of
course, he also claimed the house fire was set by ghosts, so who can say.”

“Poor cousin Ludovic.”

Nikolai leaned back on the railing and studied the balloon tethered above
us. At first, I’d assumed it was canvas, but now I thought it might be silk
coated with rubber. “Alina...,” he began. I was so unused to seeing Nikolai
ill at ease that it took me a moment to realize he was struggling for words.
“Alina, the night the palace was attacked, I did come back.”

Was that what was worrying him? That I thought he’d abandoned me? “I
never doubted it. What did you see?”



“The grounds were dark when I flew over. Fires had broken out in a few
places. I saw David’s dishes shattered on the roof and the lawn of the Little
Palace. The chapel had collapsed. There were nichevo’ya crawling all over
it. I thought we might be in trouble, but they didn’t spare the Kingfisher a
second look.”

They wouldn’t, not with their master trapped and dying beneath a heap
of rubble.

“I’d hoped there might be some way to retrieve Vasily’s body,” he said.
“But it was no good. The whole place was overrun. What happened?”

“The nichevo’ya attacked the Little Palace. By the time I arrived, one of
the dishes was already down.” I dug my nail into the rail of the ship,
scratching a little half-moon. “We never had a chance.” T didn’t want to
think about the main hall streaked with blood, the bodies strewn over the
roof, the floor, the stairs—broken heaps of blue, red, and purple.

“And the Darkling?”

“I tried to kill him.”

“As one does.”

“By killing myself.”

“I see.”

“I brought the chapel down,” I said.

“You—”

“Well, the nichevo’ya did, at my command.”

“You can command them?”

Already, I could see him calculating a possible advantage. Always the
strategist.

“Don’t get excited,” I said. “I had to create my own nichevo’ya to do it.
And I had to be in direct contact with the Darkling.”

“Oh,” he said glumly. “But once you’ve found the firebird?”

“I’'m not sure,” I admitted, “but...” I hesitated. I’d never spoken this
thought aloud. Among Grisha it would be considered heresy. Still, I wanted
to say the words, wanted Nikolai to hear them. I hoped he might understand



the edge it would give us, even if he couldn’t grasp the hunger that drove
me. “I think I may be able to build my own army.”

“Soldiers of light?”

“That’s the idea.”

Nikolai was watching me. I could tell he was choosing his words
carefully. “You once told me that merzost isn’t like the Small Science, that
it carries a high price.” I nodded. “How high, Alina?”

I thought of a girl’s body crushed beneath a mirrored dish, her goggles
askew, of Marie torn open in Sergei’s arms, of Genya huddling in her shawl.
I thought of church walls, like pieces of bloody parchment, crowded with
the names of the dead. It wasn’t just righteous fury that guided me, though.
It was my need for the firebird—banked, but always burning.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said firmly. “I’1l pay it.”

Nikolai considered this, then said, “Very well.”

“That’s it? No sage words? No dire warnings?”

“Saints, Alina. I hope you weren’t looking to me to be the voice of
reason. I keep to a strict diet of ill-advised enthusiasm and heartfelt regret.”
He paused, his grin fading. “But I'm truly sorry for the soldiers you lost and
that I didn’t do more that night.”

Below us, I could see the beginnings of the white reaches of the
permafrost and, far beyond, the shape of mountains in the distance. “What
could you have done, Nikolai? You would have just gotten yourself killed.
You still might.” It was harsh, but it was also the truth. Against the
Darkling’s shadow soldiers, everyone—no matter how brilliant or
resourceful—was close to helpless.

“You never know,” said Nikolai. “I’ve been busy. I might have some
surprises in store for the Darkling yet.”

“Please tell me you plan to dress up as a volcra and jump out of a cake.”

“Well, now you’ve ruined the surprise.” He pushed off the railing. “I
need to pilot us over the border.”

“The border?”

“We’re heading into Fjerda.”



“Oh, good. Enemy territory. And here I was starting to relax.”

“These are my skies,” Nikolai said with a wink. Then he strolled across
the deck, whistling a familiar, off-key tune.

I’d missed him. The way he talked. The way he attacked a problem. The
way he brought hope with him wherever he went. For the first time in
months, I felt the knot in my chest ease.

Once we crossed the border, I’d thought we might head for the coast or
even West Ravka, but soon we were tacking toward the mountain range I’d
glimpsed. From my days as a mapmaker, I knew they were the
northernmost peaks of the Sikurzoi, the range that stretched across most of
Ravka’s eastern and southern border. The Fjerdans called them the Elbjen,
the Elbows, though as we drew closer, it was hard to tell why. They were
massive, snowcapped things, all white ice and gray rock. They would have
dwarfed the Petrazoi. If those were elbows, I didn’t want to know what they
were attached to.

We climbed higher. The air grew frigid as we drifted into the thick cloud
cover that hid the steepest peaks. When we emerged above it, I released an
awed gasp. Here, the few mountaintops tall enough to pierce the clouds
seemed to float like islands in a white sea. The tallest looked like it was
clutched by huge fingers of frost, and as we arced around it, I thought I saw
shapes in the ice. A narrow stone staircase zigzagged up the cliff face. What
lunatic would make that climb? And for what possible purpose?

We rounded the mountain, drawing closer and closer to the rock. Just as I
was about to call out in panic, we rolled hard to the right. Suddenly, we
were between two frozen walls. The Pelican swerved and we entered an
echoing stone hangar.

Nikolai really had been busy. We crowded at the railing, gaping at the
hectic bustle around us. Three other crafts were docked in the hangar: a
second cargo barge like the Pelican, the sleek Kingfisher, and a similar
vessel that bore the name Bittern.

“It’s a kind of heron,” said Mal, pulling on a pair of borrowed boots.
“They’re smaller. Sneaky.” Like the Kingfisher, the Bittern had double



hulls, though they were flatter and wider at the base, and equipped with
what looked like sled runners.

Nikolai’s crew threw lines over the Pelican’s rail, and workers ran
forward to catch them, stretching them taut and tying them to steel hooks
secured in the hangar’s walls and floor. We touched down with a thud and a
deafening screech as hull scraped against stone.

David frowned disapprovingly. “Too much weight.”

“Don’t look at me,” said Tolya.

As soon as we came to a halt, Tolya and Tamar leapt from the railings,
already calling out greetings to crewmen and workers they must have
recognized from their time aboard the Volkvolny. The rest of us waited for
the gangway to be lowered, then shuffled off the barge.

“Impressive,” Mal said.

I shook my head in wonder. “How does he do it?”

“Want to know my secret?” Nikolai asked from behind us. We both
jumped. He leaned in, looked from left to right, and whispered loudly, “I
have a lot of money.”

I rolled my eyes.

“No, really,” he protested. “A lot of money.”

Nikolai gave orders to the waiting dockworkers for repairs and then led
our ragged, wide-eyed band to a doorway in the rock.

“Everybody in,” he said. Confused, we crowded into the little
rectangular room. The walls looked like they were made of iron. Nikolai
pulled a gate closed across the entry.

“You’re on my foot,” Zoya complained grumpily, but we were all
wedged in so tightly it was hard to tell who she was angry at.

“What is this?” I asked.

Nikolai dropped a lever, and we let loose a collective scream as the room
shot upward, taking my stomach with it.

We jolted to a halt. My gut slammed back down to my shoes, and the
gate slid open. Nikolai stepped out, doubled over with laughter. “I never tire
of that.”



We piled out of the box as fast as we could—all except for David, who
lingered to fiddle with the lever mechanism.
“Careful there,” Nikolai called. “The trip down is bumpier than the trip

»

up.

Genya took David’s arm and yanked him clear.

“Saints,” I swore. “I forgot how often I want to stab you.”

“So I haven’t lost my touch.” He glanced at Genya and said quietly,
“What happened to that girl?”

“Long story,” I hedged. “Please tell me there are stairs. I’d rather set up
permanent house here than ever get back in that thing.”

“Of course there are stairs, but they’re less entertaining. And once
you’ve dragged yourself up and down four flights of them enough, you’ll
find you’re far more open-minded.”

I was about to argue, but as I took a good look around, the words died on
my tongue. If the hangar had been impressive, then this was simply
miraculous.

It was the biggest room I’d ever been in—twice, maybe three times as
wide and as tall as the domed hall in the Little Palace. It wasn’t even a
room, I realized. We were standing at the top of a hollowed-out mountain.

Now I understood what I had seen as we approached aboard the Pelican.
The frost fingers were actually enormous bronze columns cast in the shapes
of people and creatures. They towered above us, bracketing huge panels of
glass that looked out on the ocean of cloud below. The glass was so clear
that it gave the space an eerie sense of openness, as if a wind might blow
through and send me tumbling into the nothingness beyond. My heart
started to hammer.

“Deep breaths,” Nikolai said. “It can be overwhelming at first.”

The room was teeming with people. Some bunched in groups where
drafting tables and bits of machinery had been set up. Others were marking
crates of supplies in a kind of makeshift warehouse. Another area had been
set aside for training; soldiers sparred with dulled swords while others
summoned Squaller winds or cast Inferni flame. Through the glass, I saw



terraces protruding in four directions, giant spikes like compass points—
north, south, east, west. Two had been set aside for target practice. It was
hard not to compare it to the damp, cloistered caverns of the White
Cathedral. Everything here was bursting with life and hope. It all bore
Nikolai’s stamp.

“What is this place?” I asked as we slowly made our way through.

“It was originally a pilgrimage site, back when Ravka’s borders extended
farther north,” Nikolai replied. “The Monastery of Sankt Demyan.”

Sankt Demyan of the Rime. At least that explained the winding staircase
we’d glimpsed. Only faith or fear could get anyone to make that climb. I
remembered Demyan’s page from the Istorii Sankt’ya. He’d performed
some kind of miracle near the northern border. I was pretty sure he’d been
stoned to death.

“A few hundred years ago, it was turned into an observatory,” Nikolai
continued. He pointed to a hulking brass telescope tucked into one of the
glass niches. “It’s been abandoned for over a century. I heard about it during
the Halmhend campaign, but it took some finding. Now we just call it the
Spinning Wheel.”

Then it struck me: the bronze columns were constellations—the Hunter
with his drawn bow, the Scholar bent in study, the Three Foolish Sons,
huddled together, trying to share a single coat. The Bursar, the Bear, the
Beggar. The Shorn Maiden wielding her bone needle. Twelve in all: the
spokes of the Spinning Wheel.

I had to crane my neck all the way back to get a view of the glass dome
high above us. The sun was setting and through it, I could see the sky
turning a lush, deep blue. If T squinted, I could just make out a twelve-
pointed star at the dome’s center.

“So much glass,” I whispered, my head reeling.

“But no frost,” Mal noted.

“Heated pipes,” David said. “They’re in the floor. Probably embedded in
the columns too.”



It was hotter in this room. Still cold enough that I wouldn’t want to part
with my coat or my hat, but my feet were warm through my boots.

“There are boilers beneath us,” Nikolai said. “The whole place runs on
melted snow and steam heat. The problem is fuel, but I’ve been stockpiling
coal.”

“For how long?”

“Two years. We started repairs when I had the lower caverns turned into
hangars. It’s not an ideal vacation spot, but sometimes you just want to get
away.”

I was impressed, but also unnerved. Being around Nikolai was always
like this, watching him shift and change, revealing secrets as he went. He
reminded me of the wooden nesting dolls I’d played with as a child. Except
instead of getting smaller, he just kept getting grander and more mysterious.
Tomorrow, he’d probably tell me he’d built a pleasure palace on the moon.
Tough to get to, but quite a view.

“Have a look around,” Nikolai said to us. “Get a feel for the place.
Nevsky’s unloading cargo in the hangar, and I need to take care of repairs to
the hull.” T remembered Nevsky. He’d been a soldier in Nikolai’s old
regiment, the Twenty-Second, and not particularly fond of Grisha.

“I’d like to see Baghra,” I said.

“You’re sure about that?”

“Not remotely.”

“I’ll take you to her. Good practice should I ever need to walk someone
to the gallows. And after you’ve had your fill of punishment, you and
Oretsev can join me for dinner.”

“Thank you,” Mal said, “but I should look into outfitting our expedition
to retrieve the firebird.”

There’d been a time, not so long ago, that Mal would have bristled at the
thought of leaving me alone with Prince Perfect, but Nikolai had the grace
not to register surprise. “Of course. I’ll send Nevsky to you when he’s done.
He can help arrange your accommodations as well.” He clapped a hand on
Mal’s shoulder. “It’s good to see you, Oretsev.”



The smile Mal returned was genuine. “You too. Thanks for the rescue.”

“Everyone needs a hobby.”

“I thought yours was preening.”

“Two hobbies.”

They clasped hands briefly, then Mal bowed and moved off with the
group.

“Should I be offended that he doesn’t want to dine with us?” Nikolai
asked. “I set an excellent table, and I rarely drool.”

I didn’t want to discuss it. “Baghra,” I prodded.

“He was impressive in that barley field,” Nikolai continued, taking my
elbow to steer me back the way we’d come. “Better with a sword and gun
than I’ve ever seen him.”

I remembered what the Apparat had said: Men fight for Ravka because
the King commands it. Mal had always been a gifted tracker, but he’d been
a soldier because we were all soldiers, because we had no choice. What was
he fighting for now? I thought of him diving from the mesh platform, his
knife moving across the militiaman’s throat. I am become a blade.

I shrugged, eager to change the subject. “There’s not much to do
underground besides train.”

“I can think of a few more interesting ways to spend one’s time.”

“Is that supposed to be innuendo?”

“What a filthy mind you have. I was referring to puzzles and the perusal
of edifying texts.”

“I’m not getting back in that iron box,” I said as we approached the door
in the rock. “So you better be taking me to the stairs.”

“Why does everyone always say that?”

I heaved a sigh of relief as we descended a broad, delightfully stationary
set of stone steps. Nikolai led me through a curving passage, and I shrugged
off my coat, beginning to sweat. The floor directly below the observatory
was considerably warmer, and as we passed a wide doorway, I spotted a
maze of steaming boilers that glowed and hissed in the dark. Even the ever-
polished Nikolai had a fine mist of perspiration on his elegant features.



We were most definitely headed to Baghra’s lair. The woman never
seemed to be able to keep warm. I wondered if it was because she so rarely
used her power. I’d certainly never been able to shake the chill of the White
Cathedral.

Nikolai stopped at an iron door. “Last chance to run.”

“Go on,” I said. “Save yourself.”

He sighed. “Remember me as a hero.” He knocked lightly on the door,
and we entered.

I had the disconcerting sense that we’d stepped right back into Baghra’s
hut at the Little Palace. There she sat, huddled by a tile oven, dressed in the
same faded kefta, her hand resting on the cane she’d taken such pleasure in
whacking me with. The same servant boy was reading to her, and I felt a
burst of shame when I realized I hadn’t even thought to ask if he’d made it
out of Os Alta. The boy left off as Nikolai cleared his throat.

“Baghra,” Nikolai said, “how are you this evening?”

“Still old and blind,” she snarled.

“And charming,” Nikolai drawled. “Never forget charming.”

“Whelp.”

“Hag.”

“What do you want, pest?”

“I’ve brought someone to visit,” Nikolai said, giving me a push.

Why was I so nervous?

“Hello, Baghra,” I managed.

She paused, motionless. “The little Saint,” she murmured, “returned to
save us all.”

“Well, she did almost die trying to rid us of your cursed spawn,” Nikolai
said lightly. I blinked. So Nikolai knew Baghra was the Darkling’s mother.

“Couldn’t even manage martyrdom right, could you?” Baghra waved me
in. “Come in and shut the door, girl. You’re letting the heat out.” I grinned
at this familiar refrain. “And you,” she spat in Nikolai’s direction. “Go
somewhere you’re wanted.”



“That’s hardly limiting,” he said. “Alina, I’'ll be back to fetch you for
dinner, but should you grow restless, do feel free to run screaming from the
room or take a dagger to her. Whatever seems most fitting at the time.”

“Are you still here?” snapped Baghra.

“I go but hope to remain in your heart,” he said solemnly. Then he
winked and disappeared.

“Wretched boy.”

“You like him,” I said in disbelief.

Baghra scowled. “Greedy. Arrogant. Takes too many risks.”

“You almost sound concerned.”

“You like him too, little Saint,” she said with a leer in her voice.

“I do,” I admitted. “He’s been kind when he might have been cruel. It’s
refreshing.”

“He laughs too much.”

“There are worse traits.”

“Like arguing with your elders?” she growled. Then she thumped her
stick on the floor. “Boy, go fetch me something sweet.”

The servant hopped to his feet and set down his book. I caught him as he
raced past me for the door. “Just a moment,” I said. “What’s your name?”

“Misha,” he replied. He was in desperate need of a haircut, but otherwise
looked well enough.

“How old are you?”

“Eight.”

“Seven,” snapped Baghra.

“Almost eight,” he conceded.

He was small for his age. “Do you remember me?”

With a tentative hand he reached out and touched the antlers at my neck,
then nodded solemnly. “Sankta Alina,” he breathed. His mother had taught
him that I was a Saint, and apparently Baghra’s contempt hadn’t convinced
him otherwise. “Do you know where my mother is?” he asked.

“I don’t. I’m sorry.” He didn’t even look surprised. Maybe that was the
answer he’d come to expect. “How are you finding it here?”



His eyes slid to Baghra, then back to me.

“It’s all right,” I said. “Be honest.”

“There’s no one to play with.”

I felt a little pang, remembering the lonely days at Keramzin before Mal
had arrived, the older orphans who’d had little interest in another scrawny
refugee. “That may change soon. Until then, would you like to learn to
fight?”

“Servants aren’t allowed to fight,” he said, but I could see he liked the
idea.

“I’m the Sun Summoner, and you have my permission.” I ignored
Baghra’s snort. “If you go find Malyen Oretsev, he’ll see about getting you
a practice sword.”

Before I could blink, the boy was tearing out of the room, practically
tripping over his own feet in his excitement.

When he was gone, I said, “His mother?”

“A servant at the Little Palace.” Baghra gathered her shawl closer around
her. “It’s possible she survived. There’s no way of knowing.”

“How is he taking it?”

“How do you think? Nikolai had to drag him screaming onto that
accursed craft. Though that may just have been good sense. At least he cries
less now.”

As I moved the book to sit beside her, I glanced at the title. Religious
parables. Poor kid. Then I turned my attention to Baghra. She’d put on a bit
of weight, sat straighter in her chair. Getting out of the Little Palace had
done her good, even if she’d just found another hot cave to hide in.

“You look well.”

“I wouldn’t know,” she said sourly. “Did you mean what you said to
Misha? Are you thinking of bringing the students here?” The children from
the Grisha school at Os Alta had been evacuated to Keramzin, along with
their teachers and Botkin, my old combat instructor. Their safety had been
nagging at me for months, and now I was in a position to do something
about it.



“If Nikolai agrees to house them at the Spinning Wheel, would you
consider teaching them?”

“Hmph,” she said with a scowl. “Someone has to. Who knows what
garbage they’ve been learning with that bunch.”

I smiled. Progress, indeed. But my smile vanished when Baghra rapped
me on the knee with her stick. “Ow!” I yelped. The woman’s aim was
uncanny.

“Give me your wrists.”

“I don’t have the firebird.”

She lifted her stick again, but I flinched out of the way. “All right, all
right.” I took her hand and laid it on my bare wrist. As she groped nearly up
to my elbow, I asked, “How does Nikolai know you’re the Darkling’s
mother?”

“He asked. He’s more observant than the rest of you fools.” She must
have been satisfied that I wasn’t somehow hiding the third amplifier,
because she dropped my wrist with a grunt.

“And you just told him?”

Baghra sighed. “These are my son’s secrets,” she said wearily. “It’s not
my job to keep them any longer.” Then she leaned back. “So you failed to
kill him once more.”

“Yes.”

“I cannot say I’m sorry. In the end, I’'m even weaker than you, little
Saint.”

I hesitated, then blurted, “I used merzost.”

Her shadow eyes flew open. “You what?”

“I ... I didn’t do it myself. I used the connection between us, the one
created by the collar, to control the Darkling’s power. I created nichevo’ya.”

Baghra’s hands scrambled for mine. She seized my wrists in a painful
grip. “You must not do this, girl. You must not trifle with this kind of
power. This is what created the Fold. Only misery can come of it.”

“I may not have a choice, Baghra. We know the location of the firebird,
or at least we think we do. Once we find it—"



“You’ll sacrifice another ancient life for the sake of your own power.”

“Maybe not,” I protested weakly. “I showed the stag mercy. Maybe the
firebird doesn’t have to die.”

“Listen to you. This is not some children’s story. The stag had to die for
you to claim its power. The firebird is no different, and this time the blood
will be on your hands.” Then she laughed her low, mirthless chuckle. “The
thought doesn’t bother you as much as it should, does it, girl?”

“No,” I admitted.

“Have you no care for what there is to lose? For the damage you may
cause?”

“I do,” I said miserably. “I do. But I'm out of options, and even if I
weren’t—"

She dropped my hands. “You would seek it just the same.”

“I won’t deny it. I want the firebird. I want the amplifiers’ combined
power. But it doesn’t change the fact that no human army can stand against
the Darkling’s shadow soldiers.”

“Abomination against abomination.”

If that was what it took. Too much had been lost for me to turn away
from any weapon that might make me strong enough to win this fight. With
or without Baghra’s help, I would have to find a way to wield merzost.

I hesitated. “Baghra, I’ve read Morozova’s journals.”

“Have you, now? Did you find them stimulating reading?”

“No, I found them infuriating.”

To my surprise, she laughed. “My son pored over those pages as if they
were holy writ. He must have read through them a thousand times,
questioning every word. He began to think there were codes hidden in the
text. He held the pages over flame searching for invisible ink. In the end, he
cursed Morozova’s name.”

As had I. Only David’s obsession persisted. It had nearly gotten him
killed today when he’d insisted on dragging that pack with him.

I hated to ask it, hated to even put the possibility into words, but I forced
myself to. “Is there ... is there any chance Morozova left the cycle



unfinished? Is there a chance he never created the third amplifier?”

For a while, she was silent, her expression distant, her blind gaze locked
on something I couldn’t see. “Morozova never could have left that undone,”
she said softly. “It wasn’t his way.”

Something in her words lifted the hairs on my arms. A memory came to
me: Baghra putting her hands to the collar on my neck at the Little Palace. I
would have liked to see his stag.

“Baghra—"

A voice came from the doorway: “Moi soverenyi.” I looked up at Mal,
annoyed at being interrupted.

“What is it?” 1 asked, recognizing the edge that came into my voice
whenever the firebird was concerned.

“There’s a problem with Genya,” he said. “And the King.”



CHAPTER

7

[ sHOT TO MY FEET. “What happened?”

“Sergei let her real name slip. He seems to be taking to heights about as
well as he took to caves.”

I released a growl of frustration. Genya had played a key role in the
Darkling’s plot to depose the King. I’d tried to be patient with Sergei, but
now he’d put her in danger and jeopardized our position with Nikolai.

Baghra reached out and snagged the fabric of my trousers, gesturing to
Mal. “Who is that?”

“The captain of my guard.”

“Grisha?”

I frowned. “No, otkazat’sya.”

“He sounds—"

“Alina,” Mal said. “They’re coming to take her right now.”

I pried Baghra’s fingers away. “I have to go. I’ll send Misha back to
you.”

I hurried from the room, closing the door behind me, and Mal and I
raced for the stairs, taking them two at a time.

The sun had long since set, and the lanterns of the Spinning Wheel had
been lit. Outside, I glimpsed stars emerging above the cloud bank. A group
of soldiers with blue armbands had gathered by the training area and looked
about two seconds from drawing their guns on Tolya and Tamar. I felt a



surge of pride to see my Etherealki arrayed behind the twins, shielding
Genya and David. Sergei was nowhere to be found. Probably a good thing,
since I didn’t have time to give him the pummeling he deserved.

“She’s here!” called Nadia when she caught sight of us. I went straight to
Genya.

“The King is waiting,” said one of the guards. I was surprised to hear
Zoya snap back, “Let him wait.”

I put my arm around Genya’s shoulders, leading her a little way off. She
was shaking.

“Listen to me,” I said, smoothing her hair back. “No one will hurt you.
Do you understand?”

“He’s the King, Alina.” I heard the terror in her voice.

“He’s not the king of anything anymore,” I reminded her. I spoke with a
confidence I didn’t feel. This could get very bad, very fast, but there was no
way around it. “You must face him.”

“For him to see me ... brought low like this—”

I made her meet my gaze. “You are not low. You defied the Darkling to
give me freedom. I won’t let yours be taken.”

Mal approached us. “The guards are getting antsy.”

“I can’t do this,” said Genya.

“You can.”

Gently, Mal laid a hand on her shoulder. “We’ve got you.”

A tear rolled down her cheek. “Why? Back at the Little Palace, I
reported on Alina. I burned her letters to you. I let her believe—”

“You stood between us and the Darkling on Sturmhond’s ship,” Mal said
in that same steady voice I recognized from the cave-in. “I don’t reserve my
friendship for perfect people. And, thank the Saints, neither does Alina.”

“Can you trust us?” I asked.

Genya swallowed, then took a breath, mustering the poise that had once
come so easily to her. She pulled up her shawl. “All right,” she said.

We returned to the group. David looked questioningly at her, and she
reached out to take his hand.



“We’re ready,” I said to the soldiers.

Mal and the twins fell into step beside us, but I held up a warning hand
to the other Grisha. “Stay here,” I said, then added quietly, “and keep alert.”
On the Darkling’s orders, Genya had come close to committing regicide,
and Nikolai knew it. If it came to a fight, I had no idea how we would get
off this mountaintop.

We followed the guards across the observatory and through a corridor
that led down a short set of stairs. As we rounded a bend, I heard the King’s
voice. I couldn’t make out everything he was saying, but I didn’t miss the
word treason.

We paused in a doorway formed by the spear arms of two bronze statues
—Alyosha and Arkady, the Horsemen of Ivets, their armor studded with
iron stars. Whatever the chamber had once been, it was now Nikolai’s war
room. The walls were covered in maps and blueprints, and a huge drafting
table was littered with clutter. Nikolai leaned against his desk, arms and
ankles crossed, his expression troubled.

I almost didn’t recognize the King and Queen of Ravka. The last time I’d
seen the Queen, she’d been swathed in rose silk and dripping with
diamonds. Now she wore a wool sarafan over a simple peasant blouse. Her
blond hair, dull and strawlike without the polish of Genya’s skill, had been
twisted into a messy bun. The King was apparently still partial to military
attire. The gold braid and satin sash of his dress uniform were gone,
replaced by First Army drab that seemed incongruous with his weak build
and graying mustache. He looked frail leaning on his wife’s chair, the
damning evidence of whatever Genya had done to him clear in his stooped
shoulders and loose skin.

As I entered, the King’s eyes bugged out almost comically. “I didn’t ask
to see this witch.”

I forced myself to bow, hoping some of the diplomacy I’d learned from
Nikolai might serve me. “Moi tsar.”

“Where is the traitor?” he bayed, spittle flying from his lower lip.

So much for diplomacy.



Genya took a small step forward. Her hands shook as she lowered her
shawl. The King gasped. The Queen covered her mouth.

The silence in the room was the quiet after a cannon blast. I saw
realization strike Nikolai. He glanced at me, his jaw set. I hadn’t exactly
lied to him, but I might as well have.

“What is this?” muttered the King.

“This is the price she paid for saving me,” I said, “for defying the
Darkling.”

The King scowled. “She is a traitor to the crown. I want her head.”

To my surprise, Genya said to Nikolai, “I will take my punishment if he
takes his.”

The King’s face flushed purple. Maybe he’d have a heart attack and save
us all a lot of bother. “You will stay silent among your betters!”

Genya lifted her chin. “I have no betters here.” She wasn’t making this
any easier, but I still wanted to cheer.

The Queen sputtered. “If you think that—"

Genya was trembling, but her voice stayed strong as she said, “If he
cannot be tried for his failures as a king, let him be tried for his failures as a
man.”

“You ungrateful whore,” sneered the King.

“That’s enough,” Nikolai said. “Both of you.”

“I am Ravka’s King. I will not—"

“You are a King without a throne,” said Nikolai quietly. “And I
respectfully ask that you hold your tongue.”

The King shut his mouth, a vein pulsing at his temple.

Nikolai tucked his hands behind his back. “Genya Safin, you are accused
of treason and attempted murder.”

“If I’d wanted him dead, he’d be dead.”

Nikolai gave her a warning look.

“I didn’t try to kill him,” she said.

“But you did something to the King, something from which the court
doctors said he’d never recover. What was it?”



“Poison.”

“Surely it could have been traced.”

“Not this. I designed it myself. If given in small enough doses over a
long enough time, the symptoms are mild.”

“A vegetable alkaloid?” asked David.

She nodded. “Once it builds up in the victim’s system, a threshold is
reached, the organs begin to fail, and the degeneration is irreversible. It’s
not a killer. It’s a thief. It steals years. And he will never get them back.”

I felt a little chill at the satisfaction in her voice. What she described was
no mundane poison, but the craft of a girl somewhere between Corporalnik
and Fabrikator. A girl who had spent plenty of time in the Materialki
workshops.

The Queen was shaking her head. “Small amounts over time? She didn’t
have that kind of access to our meals—”

“I poisoned my skin,” Genya said harshly, “my lips. So that every time
he touched me—" She shuddered slightly and glanced at David. “Every
time he kissed me, he took sickness into his body.” She clenched her fists.
“He brought this on himself.”

“But the poison would have affected you too,” Nikolai said.

“I had to purge it from my skin, then heal the burns the lye would leave.
Every single time.” Her fists clenched. “It was well worth it.”

Nikolai rubbed a hand over his mouth. “Did he force you?”

Genya nodded once. A muscle in Nikolai’s jaw ticked.

“Father?” he asked. “Did you?”

“She is a servant, Nikolai. I didn’t have to force her.”

After a long moment, Nikolai said, “Genya Safin, when this war is over,
you will stand trial for high treason against this kingdom and for colluding
with the Darkling against the crown.”

The King broke into a smug grin. But Nikolai wasn’t done.

“Father, you are ill. You have served the crown and the people of Ravka,
and now it is time for you to take the rest you deserve. Tonight, you will
write out a letter of abdication.”



The King blinked in confusion, eyelids stuttering as if he couldn’t quite
comprehend what he was hearing. “I will do no such—"

“You will write the letter, and tomorrow you will leave on the Kingfisher.
It will take you to Os Kervo, where you’ll be seen safely aboard the
Volkvolny and across the True Sea. You can go someplace warm, maybe the
Southern Colonies.”

“The Colonies?” the Queen gasped.

“You will have every luxury. You will be far from the fighting and the
reach of the Darkling. You will be safe.”

“I am the King of Ravka! This ... this traitor, this—"

“If you remain, I will see you tried for rape.”

The Queen clutched a hand to her heart. “Nikolai, you cannot mean to do
this.”

“She was under your protection, Mother.”

“She is a servant!”

“And you are a queen. Your subjects are your children. All of them.”

The King advanced on Nikolai. “You would send me from my own
country on so slight a charge—"

At this Tamar broke her silence. “Slight? Would it be slight if she had
been born noble?”

Mal crossed his arms. “If she’d been born noble, he never would have
dared.”

“This is the best solution,” said Nikolai.

“It is not a solution at all!” barked the King. “It is cowardice!”

“I cannot put this crime aside.”

“You have no right, no authority. Who are you to sit in judgment on your
King?”

Nikolai stood up straighter. “These are Ravka’s laws, not mine. They
should not bow to rank or status.” He tempered his tone. “You know this is
for the best. Your health is failing. You need rest, and you’re too weak to
lead our forces against the Darkling.”

“Watch me!” the King roared.



“Father,” Nikolai said gently, “the men will not follow you.”

The King’s eyes narrowed. “Vasily was twice the man you are. You are a
weakling and a fool, full of common sentiment and common blood.”

Nikolai flinched. “Maybe so,” he said. “But you will write that letter,
and you will board the Kingfisher without protest. You will leave this place,
or you will face trial, and if you are found guilty, then I will see you hang.”

The Queen let out a small sob.

“It is my word against hers,” the King said, waving his finger at Genya.
“I am a King—”

I stepped between them. “And I am a Saint. Shall we see whose word
carries more weight?”

“You shut your mouth, you grotesque little witch. I should have had you
killed when I had the chance.”

“That is enough,” Nikolai snapped, his patience fraying. He gestured to
the guards at the door. “Escort my father and mother to their rooms. Keep
them under watch and ensure that they speak to no one. I will have your
abdication by morning, Father, or I will have you in irons.”

The King looked from Nikolai to the guards who now flanked him. The
Queen clutched at his arm, her blue eyes panicked.

“You are no Lantsov,” snarled the King.

Nikolai merely bowed. “I find I can live with that fact.”

He signaled the guards. They took hold of the King, but he pulled free of
their grip. He walked to the door, bristling with rage, trying to summon the
scraps of his dignity.

He paused before Genya, his eyes roving over her face. “At least now
you look like what you truly are,” he said. “Ruined.”

I could see the word hit her like a slap. Razrusha’ya. The Ruined. The
name the pilgrims had whispered when she’d first come among them. Mal
moved forward. Tamar’s hands went to her axes, and I heard Tolya growl.
But Genya halted them with a hand. Her spine stiffened, and her remaining
eye blazed with conviction.



“Remember me when you board that ship, moi tsar. Remember me when
you take your last look at Ravka as it slips beneath the horizon.” She leaned
in and whispered something to him. The King paled, and I saw real fear in
his eyes. Genya drew back and said, “I hope the taste of me was worth it.”

The King and Queen were hustled from the room by the guards. Genya
held her chin high until they were gone. Then her shoulders sagged.

David put his arm around her, but she shook him off. “Don’t,” she
snarled, brushing away the tears that threatened.

Tamar started forward at the same moment that I said, “Genya—"

She held up her hands, warding us off. “I don’t want your pity,” she said
ferociously. Her voice was raw, wild. We stood there helplessly. “You don’t
understand.” She covered her face with her hands. “None of you do.”

“Genya—" David tried.

“Don’t you dare,” she said roughly, tears welling up again. “You never
looked at me twice before I was like this, before I was broken. Now I’m just
something for you to fix.”

I was desperate for words to soothe her, but before I could find any,
David bunched up his shoulders and said, “I know metal.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Genya cried.

David furrowed his brow. “I ... I don’t understand half of what goes on
around me. I don’t get jokes or sunsets or poetry, but I know metal.” His
fingers flexed unconsciously as if he were physically grasping for words.
“Beauty was your armor. Fragile stuff, all show. But what’s inside you?
That’s steel. It’s brave and unbreakable. And it doesn’t need fixing.” He
drew in a deep breath then awkwardly stepped forward. He took her face in
his hands and kissed her.

Genya went rigid. I thought she’d push him away. But then she threw her
arms around him and kissed him back. Emphatically.

Mal cleared his throat, and Tamar gave a low whistle. I had to bite my
lip to stifle a nervous laugh.

They broke apart. David was blushing furiously. Genya’s grin was so
dazzling it made my heart twist in my chest. “We should get you out of the



workshop more often,” she said.

This time I did laugh. I stopped short when Nikolai said, “Do not think
to rest easy, Genya Safin.” His voice was cold and deeply weary. “When
this war is over, you will face charges, and I will decide whether or not you
are to be pardoned.”

Genya bowed gracefully. “I don’t fear your justice, moi tsar.”

“I’m not the King yet.”

“Moi tsarevich,” she amended.

“Go,” he said, waving us away. When I hesitated, he simply said, “All of
you.”

As the doors closed, I saw him slump at his drafting table, his head in his
hands.

I trailed the others back down the hall. David was murmuring to Genya
about the properties of vegetable alkaloids and beryllium dust. I wasn’t sure
how wise it was for them to be colluding over poisons, but I supposed this
was their version of a romantic moment.

My feet dragged at the prospect of returning to the Spinning Wheel. It
had been one of the longest days of my life, and though I’d held exhaustion
at bay, now it settled over my shoulders like a sodden coat. I decided that
Genya or Tamar could update the rest of the Grisha on what had happened,
and I would deal with Sergei tomorrow. But before I could find my bed and
sink into it, there was something I needed to know.

At the stairs, I grabbed Genya’s hand. “What did you whisper?” I asked
quietly. “To the King.”

She watched the others move up the steps, then said, “Na razrusha’ya.
E’ya razrushost.” I am not ruined. I am ruination.

My brows rose. “Remind me to stay on your good side.”

“Darling,” she said, turning one scarred cheek to me, then the other, “I
don’t have a good side anymore.” Her tone was merry, but I heard sadness
there too. She winked at me with her remaining eye and disappeared up the
stairs.
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MAL HAD WORKED with Nevsky to see to our sleeping arrangements, SO
he was left to show me to my quarters, a set of rooms on the eastern side of
the mountain. The door frame was formed by the clasped hands of two
bronze maidens I thought might be meant to embody the Morning and
Evening Stars. Inside, the far wall was entirely taken up by a round
window, ringed in riveted brass like a sidescuttle on a ship. The lanterns
were lit, and though the view would most likely be spectacular in the
daytime, right now, there was nothing to see but darkness and my own tired
face looking back at me.

“The twins and I will be right next door,” Mal said. “And one of us will
be posted while you sleep.”

A pitcher of hot water was waiting for me by the basin, and I rinsed my
face as Mal reported on the accommodations he’d secured for the rest of the
Grisha, how long it would take to outfit our expedition into the Sikurzoi,
and how he wanted to divide the group. I tried to listen, but at some point,
my mind shut down.

I sat on the stone bench of the window seat. “I’'m sorry,” I said. “I just
can’t.”

He stood there, and I could almost see him wrestling with whether or not
to sit down beside me. In the end, he stayed where he was.

“You saved my life today,” he said.

I shrugged. “And you saved mine. It’s kind of what we do.”

“I know it isn’t easy, making your first kill.”

“I’ve been responsible for a lot of deaths. This shouldn’t be any
different.”

“But it is.”

“He was a soldier like us. He probably has a family somewhere, a girl he
loves, maybe even a child. He was there and then he was just ... gone.” I
knew I should leave it at that, but I needed to let the words out. “And you
know the really scary part? It was easy.”



Mal was quiet for a long moment. Then he said, “I’m not sure who my
first kill was. We were hunting the stag when we ran into a Fjerdan patrol
on the northern border. I don’t think the fight lasted more than a few
minutes, but I killed three men. They were doing a job, same as I was,
trying to get through one day to the next, then they were bleeding in the
snow. No way to tell who was the first to fall, and I’m not sure it matters.
You keep them at a distance. The faces start to blur.”

“Really?”

“No.”

I hesitated. I couldn’t look at him when I whispered, “It felt good.” He
didn’t say anything, so I plunged on. “It doesn’t matter why I’m using the
Cut, what I’'m doing with the power. It always feels good.”

I was afraid to look at him, afraid of the disgust I’d see on his face or,
worse, the fear. But when I forced myself to glance up, Mal’s expression
was thoughtful.

“You could have struck down the Apparat and all his Priestguards, but
you didn’t.”

“I wanted to.”

“But you didn’t. You’ve had plenty of opportunities to be brutal, to be
cruel. You’ve never taken them.”

“Not yet. The firebird—"

He shook his head. “The firebird won’t change who you are. You’ll still
be the girl who took a beating for me when I was the one who broke Ana
Kuya’s ormolu clock.”

I groaned, pointing an accusatory finger at him. “And you let me.”

He laughed. “Of course I did. That woman is terrifying.” Then his
expression sobered. “You’ll still be the girl who was willing to sacrifice her
life to save us at the Little Palace, the same girl I just saw back a servant
over a king.”

“She’s not a servant. She’s—”

“A friend. I know.” He hesitated. “The thing is, Alina, Luchenko was
right.”



It took me a moment to place the militia leader’s name. “About what?”

“There’s something wrong with this country. No land. No life. Just a
uniform and a gun. That’s how I used to think too.”

He had. He’d been willing to walk away from Ravka without a second
glance. “What changed?”

“You. I saw it that night in the chapel. If I hadn’t been so scared, I could
have seen it before.”

I thought of the militiaman’s body falling in pieces. “Maybe you were
right to be scared of me.”

“I wasn’t afraid of you, Alina. I was afraid of losing you. The girl you
were becoming didn’t need me anymore, but she’s who you were always
meant to be.”

“Power hungry? Ruthless?”

“Strong.” He looked away. “Luminous. And maybe a little ruthless too.
That’s what it takes to rule. Ravka is broken, Alina. I think it always has
been. The girl I saw in the chapel could change that.”

“Nikolai—"

“Nikolai’s a born leader. He knows how to fight. Knows how to politic.
But he doesn’t know what it is to live without hope. He’s never been
nothing. Not like you or Genya. Not like me.”

“He’s a good man,” I protested.

“And he’ll be a good king. But he needs you to be a great one.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. I pressed a finger to the window glass,
then wiped the smudge away with my sleeve. “I’m going to ask him if I can
bring the students here from Keramzin. The orphans too.”

“Take him with you when you go,” Mal said. “He should see where you
come from.” He laughed. “You can introduce him to Ana Kuya.”

“I already unleashed Baghra on Nikolai. He’s going to think I stockpile
vicious old women.” I made another fingerprint on the glass. Without
looking at him, I said, “Mal, tell me about the tattoo.”

He was silent for a time. Finally, he scrubbed a hand over the back of his
neck and said, “It’s an oath in old Ravkan.”



“But why take on that mark?”

This time he didn’t blush or turn away. “It’s a promise to be better than I
was,” he said. “It’s a vow that if I can’t be anything else to you, at least I
can be a weapon in your hand.” He shrugged. “And I guess it’s a reminder
that wanting and deserving aren’t the same thing.”

“What do you want, Mal?” The room seemed very quiet.

“Don’t ask me that.”

“Why not?”

“Because it can’t be.”

“I want to hear it anyway.”

He blew out a long breath. “Say goodnight. Tell me to leave, Alina.”

“No.”

“You need an army. You need a crown.”

“I do.”

He laughed then. “I know I’m supposed to say something noble—I want
a united Ravka free from the Fold. I want the Darkling in the ground, where
he can never hurt you or anyone else again.” He gave a rueful shake of his
head. “But I guess I’'m the same selfish ass I’ve always been. For all my
talk of vows and honor, what I really want is to put you up against that wall
and kiss you until you forget you ever knew another man’s name. So tell me
to go, Alina. Because I can’t give you a title or an army or any of the things
you need.”

He was right. I knew that. Whatever fragile, lovely thing had existed
between us belonged to two other people—people who weren’t bound by
duty and responsibility—and I wasn’t sure what remained. And still I
wanted him to put his arms around me, I wanted to hear him whisper my
name in the dark, I wanted to ask him to stay.

“Goodnight, Mal.”

He touched the space over his heart where he wore the golden sunburst
I’d given him long ago in a darkened garden.

“Moi soverenyi,” he said softly. He bowed and was gone.



The door closed behind him. I doused the lanterns and lay down on the
bed, pulling the blankets around me. The window wall was like a great
round eye, and now that the room was dark, I could see the stars.

I brushed my thumb over the scar on my palm, made years ago by the
edge of a broken blue cup, a reminder of the moment when my whole world
had shifted, when I’d given up a part of my heart that I would never get
back.

We’d made the wise choice, done the right thing. I had to believe that
logic would bring comfort in time. Tonight, there was just this too-quiet
room, the ache of loss, knowledge deep and final as the tolling of a bell:
Something good has gone.

ko ok ok

THE NEXT MORNING, I woke to Tolya at my bedside.

“I found Sergei,” he said.

“Was he missing?”

“All last night.”

I dressed in the clean clothes that had been left for me: tunic, trousers,
new boots, and a thick wool kefta in Summoner blue, lined with red fox, its
cuffs embroidered with gold. Nikolai always came prepared.

I let Tolya lead me down the stairs to the boiler level and to one of the
darkened water rooms. Instantly, I regretted my choice of clothing; it was
miserably hot. I cast a glow of light inside. Sergei was seated up against the
wall near one of the big metal tanks, his knees pressed to his chest.

“Sergei?”

He squinted and turned his head away. Tolya and I exchanged a glance.

I patted his big arm. “Go find your breakfast,” I said, my own stomach
growling. When Tolya had gone, I dimmed the light and went to sit beside
Sergei. “What are you doing down here?”

“Too big up there,” he mumbled. “Too high.”



There was more to it than that, more to him letting Genya’s name slip,
and I couldn’t ignore it anymore. We’d never had a chance to talk about the
disaster at the Little Palace. Or maybe there’d been opportunities and I’d
avoided them. I wanted to apologize for Marie’s death, for putting her in
danger, for not being there to save her. But what words were there for that
kind of failure? What words could fill the hole where a living girl with
chestnut curls and a lilting giggle had been?

“I miss Marie too,” I said finally. “And the others.”

He buried his face in his arms. “I was never afraid before, not really.
Now I’m scared all the time. I can’t make it stop.”

I put my arm around him. “We’re all scared. It’s not something to be
ashamed of.”

“I just want to feel safe again.”

His shoulders were shaking. I wished I had Nikolai’s gift for finding the
right words. “Sergei,” I said, not sure if I was about to make matters better
or worse, “Nikolai has camps on the ground, some in Tsibeya and a little
farther south. There are way stations for the smugglers, away from most of
the fighting. If he agrees to it, would you prefer to be assigned there? You
could work as a Healer. Or maybe just rest for a while?”

He didn’t even hesitate. “Yes,” he gasped out.

I felt guilty for the rush of relief that came over me. Sergei had slowed
us during our fight with the militia. He was unstable. I could apologize,
offer useless words, but I didn’t know how to help him, and it didn’t change
the fact that we were at war. Sergei had become a liability.

“I’ll see to the arrangements. If there’s anything else you need...” I
trailed off, unsure of how to finish. Awkwardly, I patted his shoulder, then
rose and turned to go.

“Alina?”

I paused in the doorway. I could just make him out in the dark, the light
from the hallway glinting off his damp cheeks. “I’'m sorry about Genya.
About everything.”



I remembered the way Marie and Sergei used to jab at each other,
thought of them sitting arm in arm, laughing over a shared cup of tea. “Me
too,” I whispered.

When I emerged into the hall, I was startled to see Baghra waiting with
Misha.

“What are you doing out here?”

“We came to find you. What’s the matter with that boy?”

“He’s had a hard time of it,” I said, leading them away from the tank
room.

“Who hasn’t?”

“He saw the girl he loved gutted by your son and held her while she
died.”

“Suffering is cheap as clay and twice as common. What matters is what
each man makes of it. Now,” she said with a rap of her stick, “lessons.”

I was so stunned that it took me a moment to understand her meaning.
Lessons? Baghra had refused to teach me since I'd returned to the Little
Palace with the second amplifier. I gathered my wits and followed her down
the hall. I was probably a fool for asking, but I couldn’t stop myself. “What
changed your mind?”

“I had a chat with our new King.”

“Nikolai?”

She grunted.

My steps slowed when I saw where Misha was leading her. “You ride in
the iron box?”

“Of course,” she snapped. “I should drag my body up all those stairs?”

I glanced at Misha, who looked placidly back at me, hand resting on the
wooden practice sword at his hip. I edged into the horrible contraption.

Misha slammed the grate closed and pulled the lever. I shut my eyes as
we hurtled upward, then jolted to a stop.

“What did Nikolai say?” I asked shakily as we stepped out into the
Spinning Wheel.



Baghra gave a wave of her hand. “I warned him that once you had the
power of the amplifiers, you might be as dangerous as my son.”

“Thanks,” I said drily. She was right and I knew it, but it didn’t mean I
wanted Nikolai worrying about it.

“I made him swear that if that happened, he’d put a bullet in you.”

“And?” I asked, even as I dreaded hearing it.

“He gave me his word. Whatever that’s worth.”

I happened to know Nikolai’s word was good. He might mourn me. He
might never forgive himself. But Nikolai’s first love was Ravka. He would
never tolerate a threat to his country.

“Why don’t you do it now and save him the trouble?” I muttered.

“I think about it daily,” she snapped back. “Especially when you run
your mouth.”

Baghra murmured instructions to Misha, and he led us to the southern
terrace. The door was hidden in the hem of the Shorn Maiden’s brass skirts,
and there were coats and hats hung on hooks along her boot. Baghra was
already so bundled up I could barely see her face, but I grabbed a fur hat for
myself and buttoned Misha into a thick wool coat before we stepped out
into the biting cold.

The end of the long terrace ended in a point, almost like the prow of a
ship, and the cloud bank lay like a frozen sea before us. Occasionally the
mist parted, offering glimpses of the snow-covered peaks and gray rock far
below. I shuddered. Too big. Too high. Sergei wasn’t wrong. Only the tallest
peaks of the Elbjen were visible above the clouds, and again I was
reminded of an island chain stretching south.

“Tell me what you see,” said Baghra.

“Mostly clouds,” I said, “sky, a few mountain peaks.”

“How far to the closest one?”

I tried to gauge the distance. “At least a mile, maybe two?”

“Good,” she said. “Take its head off.”

“What?”

“You’ve used the Cut before.”



“It’s a mountain,” I said. “A really big mountain.”

“And you’re the first Grisha to wear two amplifiers. Do it.”

“It’s miles away!”

“Are you hoping I’ll grow old and die while you complain?”

“What if someone sees—"

“The range is uninhabited this far north. Stop making excuses.”

I heaved a frustrated sigh. I’d worn the amplifiers for months. I had a
good sense of the limits of my power.

I held up my gloved hands, and the light came to me in a welcome rush,
shimmering over the cloud bank. I focused it, narrowing it to a blade. Then,
feeling like an idiot, I struck out in the direction of the nearest peak.

Not even close. The light burned through the clouds at least a few
hundred yards short of the mountain, briefly revealing the peaks below and
leaving shreds of mist in its wake.

“How did she do?” Baghra asked Misha.

“Badly.”

I scowled at him. Little traitor. Someone snickered behind me.

I turned. We’d drawn a crowd of soldiers and Grisha. It was easy to pick
out the red crest of Harshaw’s hair. He had Oncat curled round his neck like
an orange scarf, and Zoya was smirking beside him. Perfect. Nothing like a
little humiliation on an empty stomach.

“Again,” said Baghra.

“It’s too far,” I grumbled. “And it’s huge.” Couldn’t we have started
smaller? Say, with a house?

“It is not too far,” she sneered. “You are as much there as you are here.
The same things that make the mountain make you. It has no lungs, so let it
breathe with you. It has no pulse, so give it your heartbeat. That is the
essence of the Small Science.” She thumped me with her stick. “Stop
huffing like a wild boar. Breathe the way I taught you—contained, even.”

I felt my cheeks redden, and I slowed my breathing.

Snippets of Grisha theory filled my head. Odinakovost. Thisness.
Etovost. Thatness. It was all a muddle. But the words that came back to me



most strongly were Morozova’s fevered scrawl: Are we not all things?

I closed my eyes. This time, instead of drawing the light to me, I went to
it. I felt myself scatter, reflecting off the terrace, the snow, the glass behind
me.

I lashed out with the Cut. It struck the side of the mountain, sending a
sheet of ice and rock tumbling with a dull roar.

A cheer went up from the crowd at my back.

“Hmph,” said Baghra. “They’d clap for a dancing monkey.”

“All depends on the monkey,” said Nikolai from the edge of the terrace.
“And the dance.”

Great. More company.

“Better?” Baghra asked Misha.

“A little,” he said grudgingly.

“A lot!” I protested. “I hit it, didn’t I?”

“I didn’t ask you to hit it,” said Baghra. “I told you to take its head off.
Again.”

“Ten coins says she doesn’t make it,” called one of Nikolai’s rogue
Grisha.

“Twenty says she does,” shouted Adrik loyally.

I could have hugged him, though I knew for a fact he didn’t have the
money.

“Thirty says she can hit the one behind it.”

I whirled. Mal was leaning against the archway, his arms crossed.

“That peak is over five miles away,” I protested.

“More like six,” he said breezily, a challenge in his eyes. It was as if we
were back at Keramzin, and he was daring me to steal a bag of sweet
almonds or luring me out onto Trivka’s pond before the ice had set. I can',
I’d say. Of course you can, he’d reply, gliding away from me on borrowed
skates, the toes stuffed with paper, never turning his back, making sure I
would follow.

As the crowd hooted and placed wagers, Baghra spoke to me in a low
voice. “We say like calls to like, girl. But if the science is small enough,



then we are like all things. The light lives in the spaces between. It is there
in the soil of that mountain, in the rock and in the snow. The Cut is already
made.”

I stared at her. She’d as good as quoted Morozova’s journals that time.
She’d said the Darkling had been obsessed with them. Was she telling me
something more now?

I pushed up my sleeves and raised my hands. The crowd went silent. I
focused on the peak in the distance, so far away I couldn’t make out its
details.

I called the light to me and then released it, letting myself go with it. I
was in the clouds, above them, and for a brief moment, I was in the dark of
the mountain, feeling myself compressed and breathless. I was the spaces
between, where light lived even if it could not be seen. When I brought my
arm down, the arc I made was infinite, a shining sword that existed in a
moment and in every moment beyond it.

There was an echoing crack, like thunder from a distance. The sky
seemed to vibrate.

Silently, slowly, the top of the far mountain began to move. It didn’t tip,
just slid inexorably to the side, snow and rock cascading down its face,
leaving a perfect diagonal line where a peak had once been, a ledge of
exposed gray rock, jutting just above the cloud bank.

Behind me, I heard shrieking and whooping. Misha was jumping up and
down, crowing, “She did it! She did it!”

I glanced over my shoulder. Mal gave me the barest nod, then started
rounding everyone up and back into the Spinning Wheel. I saw him point to
one of the rogues and mouth, “Pay up.”

I turned back to the broken mountain, my blood fizzing with power, my
mind reeling from the reality, the permanence of what I’d just done. Again,
clamored a voice inside me, hungry for more. First a man, then a mountain.
There and gone. Easy. I shivered in my kefta, comforted by the soft brush of
the fox fur.



“Took your time,” grumbled Baghra. “At this rate, I’ll lose both my feet
to frostbite before you make any progress at all.”



CHAPTER

8

SERGEI LEFT THAT NIGHT on the Ibis, the cargo barge that had been pressed
into service while the Pelican was being repaired. Nikolai had offered him a
place at a quiet way station near Duva where he could recuperate and be of
some help to the smugglers passing through. He’d even offered to let Sergei
wait and take shelter in West Ravka, but Sergei had simply been too
anxious to leave.

The next morning, Nikolai and I met with Mal and the twins to figure
out the logistics of pursuing the firebird in the southern Sikurzoi. The rest
of the Grisha didn’t know the location of the third amplifier, and we
intended to keep it that way as long as we could.

Nikolai had spent the better part of two nights studying Morozova’s
journals, and he was just as concerned as I was, convinced that there must
be books missing or in the Darkling’s possession. He wanted me to pressure
Baghra, but I had to be careful how I approached the subject. If I provoked
her, we’d have no new information and she’d stop my lessons.

“It’s not just that the books are unfinished,” Nikolai said. “Does
Morozova strike anyone as a little ... eccentric?”

“If by eccentric you mean insane, then yes,” I admitted. “I’m hoping he
can be crazy and right.”

Nikolai contemplated the map tacked to the wall. “And this is still our
only clue?” He tapped a nondescript valley on the southern border. “That’s



a lot riding on two skinny pieces of rock.”

The unmarked valley was Dva Stolba, home to the settlements where
Mal and I had been born, and named for the ruins that stood at its southern
entrance—slender, wind-eroded spires that someone had decided were the
remnants of two mills. But we believed they were actually the ruins of an
ancient arch, a signpost to the firebird, the last of Ilya Morozova’s
amplifiers.

“There’s an abandoned copper mine located at Murin,” said Nikolai.
“You can land the Bittern there and enter the valley on foot.”

“Why not fly right into the Sikurzoi?” Mal asked.

Tamar shook her head. “Could be tricky maneuvering. There are fewer
landing sites, and the terrain is a lot more dangerous.”

“All right,” agreed Mal. “Then we set down in Murin and come over the
Jidkova Pass.”

“We should have good cover,” Tolya said. “Nevsky claims a lot of
people are traveling through the border cities, trying to get out of Ravka
before winter arrives and the mountains become impossible to cross.”

“How long will it take you to find the firebird?” Nikolai asked.

Everyone turned to Mal.

“No way of knowing,” he said. “It took me months to find the stag.
Hunting the sea whip took less than a week.” He kept his eyes on the map,
but I could feel the memory of those days rising up between us. We’d spent
them in the icy waters of the Bone Road with the threat of torture hanging
over us. “The Sikurzoi cover a lot of territory. We need to get moving as
quickly as possible.”

“Have you chosen your crew?” Nikolai asked Tamar.

She had practically broken into a dance when he suggested that she
captain the Bittern and had immediately set about getting familiar with the
ship and its requirements.

“Zoya isn’t great at working in a team,” Tamar replied, “but we need
Squallers, and she and Nadia are our best options. Stigg’s not bad with the



lines, and it can’t hurt to have at least one Inferni on board. We should be
able to do a test run tomorrow.”

“You’d move faster with an experienced crew.”

“I added one of your Tidemakers and a Fabrikator to the roster,” she
said. “I’d feel better using our people for the rest.”

“The rogues are loyal.”

“Maybe so,” Tamar replied. “But we work well together.”

With a start, I realized she was right. Our people. When had that
happened? In the journey from the White Cathedral? The cave-in? The
moment when we’d faced down Nikolai’s guards and then a king?

Our little group was splitting up, and I didn’t like it. Adrik was furious at
being left behind, and I was going to miss him. I’d even miss Harshaw and
Oncat. But the hardest part would be saying goodbye to Genya. Between
crew and supplies, the Bittern was already weighted down, and there was
no reason for her to come with us into the Sikurzoi. And though we needed
a Materialnik with us to form the second fetter, Nikolai felt David’s best use
was here, putting his mind to the war effort. Instead, we’d take Irina, the
rogue Fabrikator who had forged the cuff of scales around my wrist back on
the Volkvolny. David was happy with the decision, and Genya had taken the
news better than I had.

“You mean I don’t get to go tromping through a dusty mountain range
with Zoya complaining all the way and Tolya regaling me with the Second
Tale of Kregi?” She’d laughed. “I’m crushed.”

“Will you be all right here?” I’d asked.

“I think so. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Nikolai is growing on me.
He’s nothing like his father. And the man can dress.”

She was certainly right about that. Even on a mountaintop, Nikolai’s
boots were always polished, his uniform immaculate.

“If everything goes well,” said Tamar, “we should be ready to leave by
week’s end.”

I felt a surge of satisfaction and had to resist the urge to rub the bare spot
on my wrist. But then Nikolai cleared his throat. “About that ... Alina, I



wonder if you might consider a slight detour.”

I frowned. “What kind of a detour?”

“The alliance with West Ravka is still new. They’re going to be feeling
pressure from Fjerda to open the Fold to the Darkling. It would mean a
great deal for them to see what a Sun Summoner can do. While the others
start scouting the Sikurzoi, I thought we might attend a few state dinners,
shear off the top of a mountain range, put their minds at ease. I can take you
to join the others in the mountains on the way back from Os Kervo. Like
Mal said, they have a lot of territory to cover, and the delay would be
negligible.”

For a moment, I thought Mal might speak up about the need to get in and
out of the Sikurzoi before the first snowfalls came, about the danger of any
delay at all. Instead, he rolled up the map on the desk and said, “Seems
wise. Tolya can go as Alina’s guard. I need practice on the lines.”

I ignored the twist my heart gave. This was what I wanted. “Of course,”
I said.

If Nikolai had been anticipating an argument, he hid it well. “Excellent,”
he replied, slapping his hands together. “Let’s talk about your wardrobe.”
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AS IT TURNED OUT, we had more than a few other issues to handle
before Nikolai could bury me in silks. He had agreed to send the Pelican to
Keramzin once it returned, but that was just the first item on the agenda. By
the time we were done talking about munitions and storm patterns and wet
weather gear, it was well past noon and everyone was ready for a break.

Most of the troops ate together in a makeshift mess hall that had been set
up on the western side of the Spinning Wheel, beneath the looming watch
of the Three Foolish Sons and the Bear. I didn’t feel much like company, so
I grabbed a roll doused in caraway seeds and some hot tea brimming with
sugar and walked out to the southern terrace.



It was bitterly cold. The sky was bright blue, and the afternoon sun made
deep shadows in the cloud bank. I sipped my tea, listening to the sound of
the wind rushing in my ears as it ruffled the fur around my face. To my
right and left, I could see the spikes of the eastern and western terraces. In
the distance, the stump of the mountaintop I’d severed was already covered
in snow.

Given time, I was sure Baghra could teach me to push my power further,
but she would never help me master merzost, and on my own, I had no idea
where to begin. I remembered the feeling I’d had in the chapel, the sense of
connection and disintegration, the horror of feeling my life torn from me,
the thrill of seeing my creatures come into being. But without the Darkling,
I couldn’t find my way into that power, and I couldn’t be sure the firebird
would change that. Maybe it was simply easier for him. He’d once told me
he had far more practice with eternity. How many lives had the Darkling
taken? How many lives had he lived? Maybe after all this time, life and
death looked different to him—small and unmysterious, something to be
used.

With one hand, I called the light, letting it slide over my fingers in lazy
rays. It burned through the clouds, revealing more of the jagged, ruthless
cliffs of the mountain range below. I set my glass down and leaned over the
wall to look at the stone steps carved into the side of the mountain beneath
us. Tamar claimed that in ancient times, pilgrims had made the climb on
their knees.

“If you’re going to jump, at least give me time to compose a ballad in
your honor,” said Nikolai. I turned to see him striding onto the terrace,
blond hair shining. He’d thrown on an elegant greatcoat of army drab,
marked with the golden double eagle. “Something with lots of sad fiddle
and a verse devoted to your love of herring.”

“If I wait, I may have to hear you sing it.”

“I happen to have a more than passable baritone. And what’s the rush? Is
it my cologne?”

“You don’t wear cologne.”



“I have such a naturally delightful scent that it seems like overkill. But if
you have a penchant for it, I’'ll start.”

I wrinkled my nose. “No, thank you.”

“I shall obey you in all things. Especially after that demonstration,” he
said with a nod to the lopped-off mountain. “Anytime you want me to take
off my hat, please just ask.”

“Looks impressive, doesn’t it?” I said with a sigh. “But the Darkling
learned at Baghra’s knee. He’s had hundreds of years to master his power.
I’ve had less than one.”

“I have a gift for you.”

“Is it the firebird?”

“Was that what you wanted? Should have told me sooner.” He reached
into his pocket and placed something atop the wall.

Light glinted off an emerald ring. The lush green stone at its center was
bigger than my thumbnail and surrounded by stars of tiny diamonds.

“Understatement is overrated,” I said on a shaky breath.

“I love it when you quote me.” Nikolai tapped the ring. “Console
yourself knowing that, should you ever punch me while wearing it, you’ll
probably take my eye out. And I’d very much like you to. Wear it, that is.
Not punch me.”

“Where did you get this thing?”

“My mother gave it to me before she left. It’s the Lantsov emerald. She
was wearing it at my birthday dinner the night we were attacked. Curiously
enough, that was not the worst birthday I’ve had.”

“No?”

“When I was ten, my parents hired a clown.”

Tentatively, I reached out and picked up the ring. “Heavy,” I said.

“A mere boulder, really.”

“Did you tell your mother you planned to give it to a common orphan?”

“She did most of the talking,” he said. “She wanted to tell me about
Magnus Opjer.”

“Who?”



“A Fjerdan ambassador, quite a sailor, made his money in shipping.”
Nikolai looked out at the cloud bank. “Also my father, apparently.”

I wasn’t sure whether to offer congratulations or condolences. Nikolai
talked about the conditions of his birth easily enough, but I knew he felt the
sting of it more deeply than he admitted.

“It’s strange to actually know,” he continued. “I think some part of me
always hoped the rumors were just that.”

“You’ll still make a great king.”

“Of course I will,” he scoffed. “I’m melancholy, not daft.” He brushed
an invisible piece of lint from his sleeve. “I don’t know if she’ll ever
forgive me for sending her into exile, especially to the Colonies.”

Was it harder to lose a mother or to simply never know one? Either way,
I felt for him. He’d lost his family piece by piece—first his brother, now his
parents. “I’m sorry, Nikolai.”

“What is there to be sorry about? I've finally gotten what I wanted. The
King has stepped down, the path to the throne is clear. If there weren’t an
all-powerful dictator and his monstrous horde to attend to, I’d be opening a
bottle of champagne.”

Nikolai could be as glib as he wanted. I knew this wasn’t how he’d
imagined assuming leadership of Ravka—his brother murdered, his father
brought low by the sordid accusations of a servant.

“When will you take the crown?” I asked.

“Not until we’ve won. I’ll be crowned in Os Alta or not at all. And the
first step is consolidating our alliance with West Ravka.”

“Hence the ring?”

“Hence the ring.” He smoothed the edge of his lapel and said, “You
know, you could have told me about Genya.”

I felt a wash of guilt. “I was trying to protect her. Not enough people
have done that.”

“I don’t want lies between us, Alina.” Was he thinking of his father’s
crimes? His mother’s dalliance? Still, he wasn’t quite being fair.



“How many lies have you told me, Sturmhond?” 1 gestured to the
Spinning Wheel. “How many secrets have you kept until you were ready to
share them?”

He tucked his hands behind his back, looking distinctly uncomfortable.
“Prince’s prerogative?”

“If a mere prince gets a pass, so does a living Saint.”

“Are you going to make a habit of winning arguments? It’s very
unbecoming.”

“Was this an argument?”

“Obviously not. I don’t lose arguments.” Then he peered over the side.
“Saints, is he running the ice stairs?”

I squinted through the mist. Sure enough, someone was making his way
up the narrow, zigzagging steps along the cliff side, his breath pluming in
the icy air. It took me only a moment to realize it was Mal, head bent, pack
on his shoulders.

“Looks ... bracing. If he keeps this up, I may actually have to start
exerting myself.” Nikolai’s tone was light, but I could feel his clever hazel
eyes on me. “Assuming we best the Darkling, as I’'m sure we will, does Mal
plan to stay on as the captain of your guard?”

I caught myself before I could rub my thumb over the scar on my palm.

“I don’t know.” Despite everything that had happened, I wanted to keep
Mal near. That wouldn’t be fair to either of us. I made myself say, “I think it
might be better if he was reassigned. He’s good in combat, but he’s a better
tracker.”

“You know he won’t take a commission away from the fighting.”

“Do what you think is best.” The pain was like a slender knife gliding
right between my ribs. I was cutting Mal out of my life, but my voice was
steady. Nikolai had taught me well. I tried to hand the ring back. “I can’t
accept this. Not now.” Maybe not ever.

“Keep it,” he said, curling my fingers over the emerald. “A privateer
learns to press any advantage.”

“And a prince?”



“Princes get used to the word yes.”

ko kK

WHEN I GOT BACK to my room that evening, Nikolai had more surprises
waiting. I hesitated, then turned on my heel and marched down the corridor
to where the other girls were lodged. For a long second, I just stood there,
feeling shy and foolish, then I forced myself to knock.

Nadia answered. Behind her, I saw Tamar had come to visit and was
sharpening her axes by the window. Genya sat at the table, sewing gold
thread around another eye patch, and Zoya was lounging on one of the beds,
keeping a feather aloft with a gust from her fingertips.

“I need to show you something,” I said.

“What is it?” asked Zoya, keeping her eyes on the feather.

“Just come and see.”

She rolled herself off the bed with an exasperated sigh. I led them down
the hallway to my room, and threw open the door.

Genya dove into the pile of gowns laid out on my bed. “Silk!” she
moaned. “Velvet!”

Zoya picked up a kefta hanging over the back of my chair. It was gold
brocade, the sleeves and hem embroidered lavishly in blue, the cuffs
marked with jeweled sunbursts. “Sable,” she said to me, stroking the lining.
“I have never loathed you more.”

“That one’s mine,” I said. “But the rest are up for grabs. I can’t wear all
of them in West Ravka.”

“Did Nikolai have these made for you?” Nadia asked.

“He’s not a big believer in half measures.”

“Are you sure he wants you giving them away?”

“Lending,” I corrected. “And if he doesn’t like it, he can learn to leave
more careful instructions.”

“It’s smart,” Tamar said, tossing a teal cape over her shoulders and
looking at herself in the mirror. “He needs to look like a King, and you need



to look like a Queen.”

“There’s something else,” I said. Again, I felt that shyness creep over
me. I still didn’t quite know how to behave around the other Grisha. Were
they friends? Subjects? This was new territory. But I didn’t want to be alone
in my room with nothing but my thoughts and a pile of dresses for
company.

I took out Nikolai’s ring and set it on the table.

“Saints,” breathed Genya. “That’s the Lantsov emerald.”

It seemed to glow in the lamplight, the tiny diamonds twinkling around
it.

“Did he just give it to you? To keep?” asked Nadia.

Genya seized my arm. “Did he propose?”

“Not exactly.”

“He might as well have,” Genya said. “That ring is an heirloom. The
Queen wore it everywhere, even to sleep.”

“Toss him over,” Zoya said. “Break his heart cruelly. I will gladly give
our poor prince comfort, and I would make a magnificent queen.”

I laughed. “You actually might, Zoya. If you could stop being horrible
for a minute.”

“With that kind of incentive, I can manage a minute. Possibly two.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s just a ring.”

Zoya sighed and held the emerald up so it flashed. “I am horrible,” she
said abruptly. “All these people dead, and I miss pretty things.”

Genya bit her lip, then blurted, “I miss almond kulich. And butter, and
the cherry jam the cooks used to bring back from the market in Balakirev.”

“I miss the sea,” said Tamar, “and my hammock aboard the Volkvolny.”

“I miss sitting by the lake at the Little Palace,” Nadia put in. “Drinking
my tea, everything feeling peaceful.”

Zoya looked at her boots and said, “I miss knowing what happens next.”

“Me too,” I confessed.

Zoya set the ring down. “Will you say yes?”

“He didn’t actually propose.”



“But he will.”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

She gave a disgusted snort. “I lied. Now I have never loathed you more.”

“It would be something special,” said Tamar, “to have a Grisha on the
throne.”

“She’s right,” added Genya. “To be the ones to rule, instead of just to
serve.”

They wanted a Grisha queen. Mal wanted a commoner queen. And what
did I want? Peace for Ravka. A chance to sleep easy in my bed without fear.
An end to the guilt and dread that I woke to every morning. There were old
wants too, to be loved for who I was, not what I could do, to lie in a
meadow with a boy’s arms around me and watch the wind move the clouds.
But those dreams belonged to a girl, not to the Sun Summoner, not to a
Saint.

Zoya sniffed, settling a seed pearl kokochnik atop her hair. “I still say it
should be me.”

Genya tossed a velvet slipper at her. “The day I curtsy to you is the day
David performs an opera naked in the middle of the Shadow Fold.”

“Like I’d have you in my court.”

“You should be so lucky. Come here. That headpiece is completely
crooked.”

I picked up the ring again, turning it over in my hand. I couldn’t quite
bring myself to put it on.

Nadia bumped my shoulder with her own. “There are worse things than
a prince.”

“True.”

“Better things too,” Tamar said. She shoved a cobalt lace gown at Nadia.
“Try this one on.”

Nadia held it up. “Are you out of your head? The bodice might as well
be cut to the navel.”

Tamar grinned. “Exactly.”



“Well, Alina can’t wear it,” said Zoya. “Even she’ll fall right out of it
onto her dessert plate.”

“Diplomacy!” shouted Tamar.

Nadia collapsed into giggles. “West Ravka declares for the Sun
Summoner’s bosom!”

I tried to scowl, but I was laughing too hard. “I hope you’re all enjoying
yourselves.”

Tamar hooked a scarf over Nadia’s neck and drew her in for a Kkiss.

“Oh, for Saints’ sake,” complained Zoya. “Is everyone pairing up now?”

Genya snickered. “Take heart. I’ve seen Stigg casting mournful glances
your way.”

“He’s Fjerdan,” Zoya said. “That’s the only kind of glance he has. And I
can arrange my own assignations, thank you very much.”

We sorted through the trunks of clothes, choosing the gowns, coats, and
jewels best suited to the trip. Nikolai had been strategic, as always. Each
dress was wrought in shades of blue and gold. I wouldn’t have minded
some variety, but this trip was about performance, not pleasure.

The girls stayed until the lamps burned low, and I was grateful for their
company. But when they’d claimed the dresses they liked, and the rest of
the finery had been wrapped and returned to the trunks, they said their
goodnights.

I picked up the ring from the table, feeling the absurd weight of it in my
palm.

Soon the Kingfisher would return and Nikolai and I would leave for
West Ravka. By then, Mal and his team would be on their way to the
Sikurzoi. That was the way it should be. I’d hated life at court, but Mal had
despised it. He’d be just as miserable standing guard at banquets in Os
Kervo.

If I was honest with myself, I could see that he’d flourished since we’d
left the Little Palace, even underground. He had become a leader in his own
right, found a new sense of purpose. I couldn’t say he seemed happy, but
maybe that would come in time, with peace, with a chance for a future.



We would find the firebird. We would face the Darkling. Maybe we’d
even win. I would put on Nikolai’s ring, and Mal would be reassigned. He
would have the life he should have had, that he might have had without me.
So why did that knife between my ribs keep twisting?

I lay down on my bed, starlight pouring through the window, the emerald
clutched in my hand.

Later, I could never be sure if I’d done it deliberately, or if it was an
accident, my bruised heart plucking at that invisible tether. Maybe I was
just too tired to resist his pull. I found myself in a blurry room, staring at the
Darkling.



CHAPTER

9

HE wAs SITTING on the edge of a table, his shirt crumpled into a ball at his
knee, his arms raised above his head as the vague shape of a Corporalnik
Healer came in and out of focus, tending to a bloody gash in the Darkling’s
side. I thought at first we might be in the infirmary at the Little Palace, but
the space was too dark and blurry for me to tell.

I tried not to notice the way he looked—his mussed hair, the shadowed
ridges of his bare chest. He seemed so human, just a boy wounded in battle,
or maybe sparring. Not a boy, I reminded myself, a monster who has lived
hundreds of years and taken hundreds of lives.

His jaw tensed as the Corporalnik finished her work. When the skin had
knitted together, the Darkling dismissed her with a wave. She hovered
briefly, then slipped away, fading into nothing.

“There’s something I’ve been wondering,” he said. No greeting, no
preamble.

I waited.

“The night that Baghra told you what I intended, the night you fled the
Little Palace, did you hesitate?”

“Yes.”

“In the days after you left, did you ever think of coming back?”

“I did,” I admitted.

“But you chose not to.”



I knew I should go. I should at least have stayed silent, but I was so
weary, and it felt so easy to be here with him. “It wasn’t just what Baghra
said that night. You lied to me. You deceived me. You ... drew me in.”
Seduced me, made me want you, made me question my own heart.

“I needed your loyalty, Alina. I needed you bound to me by more than
duty or fear.” His fingers tested the flesh where his wound had been. Only a
mild redness remained. “There are rumors that your Lantsov prince has
been sighted.”

I drifted nearer, trying to keep my voice casual. “Where?”

He glanced up, his lips curling in a slight smile. “Do you like him?”

“Does it matter?”

“It’s harder when you like them. You mourn them more.” How many had
he mourned? Had there been friends? A wife? Had he ever let anyone get
that close?

“Tell me, Alina,” said the Darkling. “Has he claimed you yet?”

“Claimed me? Like a peninsula?”

“No blushes. No averted eyes. How you’ve changed. What about your
faithful tracker? Will he sleep curled at the foot of your throne?”

He was pressing, trying to provoke me. Instead of shying away, I moved
closer. “You came to me wearing Mal’s face that night in your chambers.
Was it because you knew I would turn you away?”

His fingers tightened on the table’s edge, but then he shrugged. “He was
the one you longed for. Do you still?”

“No.”

“An apt pupil, but a terrible liar.”

“Why do you have such disdain for otkazat’sya?”

“Not disdain. Understanding.”

“They’re not all fools and weaklings.”

“What they are is predictable,” he said. “The people would love you for
a time. But what would they think when their good king aged and died,
while his witch of a wife remained young? When all those who remember



your sacrifices are dust in the ground, how long do you think it will take for
their children or their grandchildren to turn on you?”

His words sent a chill through me. I still couldn’t get my head around the
idea of the long life that lay ahead of me, that yawning abyss of eternity.

“You never considered it, did you?” said the Darkling. “You live in a
single moment. I live in a thousand.” Are we not all things?

In a flash, his hand snaked out and seized my wrist. The room came into
sudden focus. He yanked me close, wedging me between his knees. His
other hand pressed to the small of my back, his strong fingers splayed over
the curve of my spine.

“You were meant to be my balance, Alina. You are the only person in the
world who might rule with me, who might keep my power in check.”

“And who will balance me?” The words emerged before I thought better
of them, giving raw voice to a thought that haunted me even more than the
possibility that the firebird didn’t exist. “What if I’'m no better than you?
What if instead of stopping you, I’m just another avalanche?”

He studied me for a long moment. He had always watched me this way,
as if [ were an equation that didn’t quite tally.

“I want you to know my name,” he said. “The name I was given, not the
title I took for myself. Will you have it, Alina?”

I could feel the weight of Nikolai’s ring in my palm back at the Spinning
Wheel. I didn’t have to stand here in the Darkling’s arms. I could vanish
from his grip, slide back into consciousness and the safety of a stone room
hidden in a mountaintop. But I didn’t want to go. Despite everything, |
wanted this whispered confidence.

“Yes,” I breathed.

After a long moment, he said, “Aleksander.”

A little laugh escaped me. He arched a brow, a smile tugging at his lips.
“What?”

“It’s just so ... common.” Such an ordinary name, held by kings and
peasants alike. I'd known two Aleksanders at Keramzin alone, three in the
First Army. One of them had died on the Fold.



His smile deepened and he cocked his head to the side. It almost hurt to
see him this way. “Will you say it?” he asked.

I hesitated, feeling danger crowd in on me.

“Aleksander,” T whispered.

His grin faded, and his gray eyes seemed to flicker.

“Again,” he said.

“Aleksander.”

He leaned in. I felt his breath against my neck, then the press of his
mouth against my skin just above the collar, almost a sigh.

“Don’t,” I said. I drew back, but he held me tighter. His hand went to the
nape of my neck, long fingers twining in my hair, easing my head back. I
closed my eyes.

“Let me,” he murmured against my throat. His heel hooked around my
leg, bringing me closer. I felt the heat of his tongue, the flex of hard muscle
beneath bare skin as he guided my hands around his waist. “It isn’t real,” he
said. “Let me.”

I felt that rush of hunger, the steady, longing beat of desire that neither of
us wanted, but that gripped us anyway. We were alone in the world, unique.
We were bound together and always would be.

And it didn’t matter.

I couldn’t forget what he’d done, and I wouldn’t forgive what he was: a
murderer. A monster. A man who had tortured my friends and slaughtered
the people I’d tried to protect.

I shoved away from him. “It’s real enough.”

His eyes narrowed. “I grow weary of this game, Alina.”

I was surprised at the anger that surged to life in me. “Weary? You’ve
toyed with me at every turn. You haven’t tired of the game. You’re just
sorry I’m not so easily played.”

“Clever Alina,” he bit out. “The apt pupil. I’'m glad you came tonight. I
want to share my news.” He yanked his bloody shirt on over his head. “I’'m
going to enter the Fold.”

“Go ahead,” I said. “The volcra deserve another piece of you.”



“They will not have it.”

“You hope to find their appetites changed? Or is this just more
madness?”

“I am not mad. Ask David what secrets he left for me to discover at the
palace.”

I stilled.

“Another clever one,” said the Darkling. “I’ll be taking him back too,
when this is all over. Such an able mind.”

“You’re bluffing,” I said.

The Darkling smiled, but this time the turn of his lips was cold. He
shoved off the table and stalked toward me.

“I will enter the Fold, Alina, and I will show West Ravka what I can do,
even without the Sun Summoner. And when I have crushed Lantsov’s only
ally, I will hunt you like an animal. You will find no sanctuary. You will
have no peace.” He loomed over me, his gray eyes glinting. “Fly back home
to your otkazat’sya,” he snarled. “Hold him tight. The rules of this game are
about to change.”

The Darkling raised his hand, and the Cut tore through me. I shattered,
and gusted back into my body with an icy jolt.

I clutched at my torso, heart hammering in my chest, still feeling the
slice of shadow through it, but I was whole and unmarked. I stumbled out
of bed, trying to find the lantern, then gave up and fumbled around until I
found my coat and boots.

Tamar was standing guard outside my room.

“Where is David lodged?” T asked.

“Just down the corridor with Adrik and Harshaw.”

“Are Mal and Tolya sleeping?”

She nodded.

“Wake them up.”

She slipped into the guards’ room, and Mal and Tolya were outside with
us seconds later, awake instantly in the way of soldiers, and already pulling
on their boots. Mal had his pistol.



“You won’t need that,” I said. “At least, I don’t think you will.”

I considered sending someone to get Nikolai, but I wanted to know what
we were dealing with first.

We strode down the hall, and when we got to David’s room, Tamar
rapped once at the door before pushing in.

Apparently, Adrik and Harshaw had been evicted for the night. A very
bleary Genya and David blinked up at us from beneath the covers of a
single narrow cot.

I pointed at David. “Get dressed,” I said. “You have two minutes.”

“What’s—” Genya began.

“Just do it.”

We slipped back out the door to wait.

Mal gave a little cough. “Can’t say I’'m surprised.”

Tamar snorted. “After his little speech in the war room, even I
considered pouncing on him.”

Moments later, the door cracked open and a disheveled, barefoot David
ushered us in. Genya was seated cross-legged on the cot, her red curls going
every which way.

“What is it?” said David. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ve received information that the Darkling intends to use the Fold
against West Ravka.”

“Did Nikolai—” Tamar began.

I held up a hand. “I need to know if it’s possible.”

David shook his head. “He can’t without you. He needs to enter the
Unsea to expand it.”

“He claims he can. He claims you left secrets at the Little Palace.”

“Wait a minute,” said Genya. “Where is this information coming from?”

“Sources,” I said curtly. “David, what did he mean?” I didn’t want to
believe David would betray us, at least not deliberately.

David frowned. “When we fled Os Alta, I left my old notebooks behind,
but they’re hardly dangerous.”

“What was in them?” asked Tamar.



“All kinds of things,” he said, his nimble fingers pleating and unpleating
the fabric of his trousers. “The designs for the mirrored dishes, a lens to
filter different waves of the spectrum, nothing he could use to enter the
Fold. But...” He paled slightly.

“What else?”

“It was just an idea—"

“What else?”

“There was a plan for a glass skiff that Nikolai and I came up with.”

I frowned and glanced at Mal, then at the others. They all looked as
puzzled as I did. “Why would he want a glass skiff?”

“The frame is made to hold lumiya.”

I made an impatient gesture. “What’s lumiya?”

“A variation on liquid fire.”

Saints. “Oh, David. You didn’t.” Liquid fire was one of Morozova’s
creations. It was sticky, flammable, and created a blaze that was almost
impossible to extinguish. It was so dangerous that Morozova had destroyed
the formula only hours after he’d created it.

“No!” David held his hands up defensively. “No, no. This is better, safer.
The reaction only creates light, not heat. I came up with it when we were
trying to find ways to improve the flash bombs for fighting the nichevo’ya.
It wasn’t applicable, but I liked the idea so I kept it for ... for later.” He
shrugged helplessly.

“It burns without heat?”

“It’s just a source of artificial sunlight.”

“Enough to keep the volcra at bay?”

“Yes, but it’s useless to the Darkling. It has a limited burn life, and you
need sunlight to activate it.”

“How much?”

“Very little, that was the point. It was just another way of magnifying
your power, like the dishes. But there isn’t any light in the Fold, so—”

I held out my hands and shadows spilled over the walls.



Genya cried out, and David shrank back against the bed. Tolya and
Tamar reached for their weapons.

I dropped my arms, and the shadows returned to their ordinary forms.
Everyone gaped at me.

“You have his power?” whispered Genya.

“No. Just a scrap of it.” Mal thought I’d taken it from the Darkling.
Maybe the Darkling had taken something from me too.

“That’s how you made the shadows jump when we were in the Kettle,”
said Tolya.

I nodded.

Tamar jabbed a finger at Mal. “You lied to us.”

“I kept her secrets,” Mal said. “You would have done the same.”

She crossed her arms. Tolya laid a big hand on her shoulder. They all
looked upset, but not as scared as they might have.

“You see what this means,” I said. “If the Darkling has even a remnant of
my power—”

“Would it be enough to hold off the volcra?” asked Genya.

“No,” I said. “I don’t think so.” I’d needed an amplifier before I was able
to command enough light to safely enter the Fold. Of course, there was no
guarantee that the Darkling hadn’t taken more of my power when we’d
faced each other in the chapel. And yet, if he’d been able to truly wield
light, he would have acted before this.

“It doesn’t matter,” said David miserably. “He only needs enough
sunlight to activate the lumiya once he’s in the Fold.”

“Plenty of light for protection,” said Mal. “A well-armed skiff of Grisha
and soldiers...”

Tamar shook her head. “Even for the Darkling, that seems risky.”

But Tolya answered her with my own thoughts. “You’re forgetting the
nichevo’ya.”

“Shadow soldiers fighting volcra?” Genya said in horror.

“Saints,” swore Tamar. “Who do you root for?”



“The problem was always containment,” said David. “Lumiya eats
through everything. The only thing that worked was glass, but that presents
its own engineering problems. Nikolai and I never resolved them. It was
just ... just for fun.”

If the Darkling hadn’t solved those problems already, he would.

You will find no sanctuary. You will have no peace.

I put my head in my hands. “He’s going to break West Ravka.”

And after that, no country would dare to stand with me or Nikolai.



CHAPTER

10

A HALF HOUR LATER, we were seated at the end of a table in the galley,
empty glasses of tea in front of us. Genya had made herself scarce, but
David was there, his head bent over a pile of drafting paper as he tried to re-
create the plans for the glass skiff and the formula for lumiya from memory.
For better or worse, I didn’t believe he’d aided the Darkling intentionally.
David’s crime was hunger for knowledge, not power.

The rest of the Spinning Wheel was empty and silent, most of the
soldiers and rogue Grisha still asleep. Despite being hauled out of bed in the
middle of the night, Nikolai managed to look put together, even with his
olive drab coat thrown over his nightshirt and trousers. It hadn’t taken long
to update him on all T had learned, and I wasn’t surprised by the first
question out of his mouth.

“How long have you known this?” he said. “Why didn’t you tell me
sooner?”

“An hour, maybe less. I only waited to confirm the information with
David.”

“That’s impossible—"

“Improbable,” 1 corrected gently. “Nikolai...” My gut clenched. I
glanced at Mal. I hadn’t forgotten the way he’d reacted when I’d finally told
him I was seeing visions of the Darkling. And this was far worse, because



I’d gone looking for him. “I heard it from the Darkling’s lips himself. He
told me.”

“Beg your pardon?”

“I can visit him, like a kind of vision. I ... I sought him out.”

There was a long beat. “You can spy on him?”

“Not exactly.” I tried to explain the way the rooms appeared to me, how
he appeared. “I can’t hear other people or really even see them if they aren’t
immediately next to him or in contact with him. It’s as if he’s the only real,
material thing.”

Nikolai’s fingers were drumming on the tabletop. “But we could try to
probe for information,” he said, his voice excited, “maybe even feed him
false intelligence.” 1 blinked. That quickly, Nikolai was strategizing. I
should have been used to it by now. “Can you do this with other Grisha?
Maybe try to get in their heads?”

“I don’t think so. The Darkling and I are ... connected. We probably
always will be.”

“I have to warn West Ravka,” he said. “They’ll need to evacuate the area
along the shore of the Fold.” Nikolai rubbed a hand over his face. It was the
first crack I’d seen in his confidence.

“They won’t keep to the alliance, will they?” Mal asked.

“I doubt it. The blockade was a gesture West Ravka was willing to make
when they thought they were safe from reprisal.”

“If they capitulate,” said Tamar, “will the Darkling still march?”

“This isn’t just about the blockade,” T said. “It’s about isolating us,
making sure we don’t have anywhere to turn. And it’s about power. He
wants to use the Fold. He always has.” I restrained the urge to touch my
bare wrist. “It’s a compulsion.”

“What kind of numbers can you raise?” Mal asked Nikolai.

“All told? We could probably rally a force of roughly five thousand.
They’re spread throughout cells in the northwest, so the problem is
mobilizing, but I think it can be done. We also have reason to suspect some



of the militias may be loyal to us. There have been massive desertions from
the base at Poliznaya and the northern and southern fronts.”

“What about the Soldat Sol?” asked Tolya. “They’ll fight. I know they
would lay down their lives for Alina. They’ve done it before.” I rubbed my
arms, thinking of more lives lost, of Ruby’s fiercely cheerful face marked
by the sunburst tattoo.

Nikolai frowned. “But can we rely on the Apparat?” The priest had been
instrumental in the coup that had almost brought down Nikolai’s father, and
unlike Genya, he hadn’t been a vulnerable servant victimized by the King.
He’d been a trusted adviser. “What exactly does he want?”

“I think he wants to survive,” I said. “I doubt he’ll risk a head-on
confrontation with the Darkling unless he’s sure of the outcome.”

“We could use the additional numbers,” Nikolai admitted.

A dull ache was forming near my right temple. “I don’t like this,” I said.
“Any of it. You’re talking about throwing a lot of bodies at the nichevo’ya.
The casualties will be unheard of.”

“You know I'll be right out there with them,” said Nikolai.

“All that means is that I can add your number to the dead.”

“If the Darkling uses the Fold to sever us from any possible allies, then
Ravka is his. He’ll only get stronger, consolidate his forces. I won’t just
give up.”

“You saw what those monsters did at the Little Palace—"

“You said it yourself—he won’t stop. He needs to use his power, and the
more he uses it, the more he’ll crave. This may be our last opportunity to
bring him down. Besides, rumor has it Oretsev here is quite the tracker. If
he finds the firebird, we may just stand a chance.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

Nikolai shrugged. “We put on our best clothes and die like heroes.”
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DAWN WAS BREAKING by the time we finished hashing out the
specifics of what we intended to do next. The Kingfisher had returned, and
Nikolai sent it right back out again with a refreshed crew and a warning
addressed to West Ravka’s merchant council that the Darkling might be
planning an attack.

They also carried an invitation to meet with him and the Sun Summoner
in neutral Kerch. It was too dangerous for Nikolai and me to risk getting
caught in what might soon be enemy territory. The Pelican was back in the
hangar and would soon depart for Keramzin without us. I wasn’t sure if I
was sorry or relieved that I wouldn’t be able to travel with them to the
orphanage, but there just wasn’t time for a detour. Mal and his team would
leave for the Sikurzoi tomorrow aboard the Bittern, and I would meet up
with them a week later. We would keep to our plan and hope the Darkling
didn’t act before then.

There was more to discuss, but Nikolai had letters to write, and I needed
to talk to Baghra. The time for lessons was over.

I found her in her darkened lair, the fire already stoked, the room
unbearably warm. Misha had just brought in her breakfast tray. I waited as
she ate her buckwheat kasha and sipped bitter black tea. When she was
done, Misha opened the book to begin his reading, but Baghra silenced him
quickly.

“Take the tray up,” she said. “The little Saint has something on her mind.
If we make her wait any longer, she may jump out of her seat and shake
me.”

Horrible woman. Did nothing escape her?

Misha lifted the tray. Then he hesitated, shifting from one foot to the
other. “Do I have to come right back down?”

“Stop wriggling like a grub,” Baghra snapped, and Misha froze. She
gave a wave. “Go on, you useless thing, but don’t be late with my lunch.”

He raced out the door, dishes rattling, and kicked it shut behind him.

“This is your fault,” Baghra complained. “He can never be still
anymore.”



“He’s a little boy. It’s not something they’re known for.” I made a mental
note to have someone continue Misha’s fencing lessons while we were
gone.

Baghra scowled and leaned closer to the fire, pulling her furs close
around her. “Well,” she said, “we’re alone. What is it you want to know? Or
would you rather sit there biting your tongue for another hour?”

I wasn’t sure how to proceed. “Baghra—"

“Either spit it out or let me take a nap.”

“The Darkling may have found a way to enter the Fold without me. He’ll
be able to use it as a weapon. If there’s anything you can tell us, we need
information.”

“Always the same question.”

“When 1 asked you if Morozova could have left the amplifiers
unfinished, you said it wasn’t his way. Did you know him?”

“We’re done here, girl,” she said, turning back to the fire. “You’ve
wasted your morning.”

“You told me once that you hoped for redemption for your son. This may
be my last chance to stop him.”

“Ah, so you hope to save my son now? How forgiving of you.”

I took a deep breath.

“Aleksander,” T whispered. She stilled. “His true name is Aleksander.
And if he takes this step, he’ll be lost forever. We may all be.”

“That name...” Baghra leaned back in her chair. “Only he could have
told you. When?”

I’d never spoken of the visions to Baghra, and I didn’t think I wanted to
now. Instead, I repeated my question. “Baghra, did you know Morozova?”

She was quiet for a long time, the only sound the crackle of the fire.
Finally, she said, “As well as anyone did.”

Though I"d suspected as much, the fact was hard to believe. I’d seen
Morozova’s writings, I wore his amplifiers, but he had never seemed real.
He was a Saint with a gilded halo, more legend than man to me.



“There’s a bottle of kvas on a shelf in the corner,” she said, “out of
Misha’s reach. Bring it and a glass.”

It was early for kvas, but I wasn’t going to argue. I brought down the
bottle and poured for her.

She took a long sip and smacked her lips together. “The new King
doesn’t stint, does he?” She sighed and settled back. “All right, little Saint,
since you want to know about Morozova and his precious amplifiers, I’ll
tell you a story—one I used to tell a little boy with dark hair, a silent boy
who rarely laughed, who listened more closely than I realized. A boy who
had a name and not a title.”

In the firelight, the shadowy pools of her eyes seemed to flicker and
shift.

“Morozova was the Bonesmith, one of the greatest Fabrikators who ever
lived, and a man who tested the very boundaries of Grisha power, but he
was also just a man with a wife. She was otkazat’sya, and though she loved
him, she did not understand him.”

I thought of the way the Darkling talked about otkazat’sya, the
predictions he’d made about Mal and the way I’d be treated by Ravka’s
people. Had he learned those lessons from Baghra?

“I should tell you that he loved her too,” she continued. “At least, I think
he did. But it was never enough to make him stop his work. It couldn’t
temper the need that drove him. This is the curse of Grisha power. You
know the way of it, little Saint.

“They spent over a year hunting the stag in Tsibeya, two years sailing the
Bone Road in search of the sea whip. Great successes for the Bonesmith.
The first two phases of his grand scheme. But when his wife became
pregnant, they settled in a small town, a place where he could continue his
experiments and hatch his plans for which creature would become the third
amplifier.

“They had little money. When he could be pulled away from his studies,
he made his living as a woodworker, and the villagers occasionally came to
him with wounds and ailments—”



“He was a Healer?” I asked. “I thought he was a Fabrikator.”

“Morozova did not draw those distinctions. Few Grisha did in those
days. He believed if the science was small enough, anything was possible.
And for him, it often was.” Are we not all things?

“The townspeople viewed Morozova and his family with a combination
of pity and distrust. His wife wore rags, and his child ... his child was rarely
seen. Her mother kept her to the house and the fields around it. You see, this
little girl had started to show her power early, and it was like nothing ever
known.” Baghra took another sip of kvas. “She could summon darkness.”

The words hung in the heated air, their meaning settling over me. “You?”
I breathed. “Then the Darkling—"

“I am Morozova’s daughter, and the Darkling is the last of Morozova’s
line.” She emptied her glass. “My mother was terrified of me. She was sure
that my power was some kind of abomination, the result of my father’s
experiments. And she may well have been right. To dabble in merzost, well,
the results are never quite what one would hope. She hated to hold me,
could hardly bear to be in the same room with me. It was only when her
second child was born that she came back to herself at all. Another little
girl, this one normal like her, powerless and pretty. How my mother doted
on her!”

Years had passed, hundreds, maybe a thousand. But I recognized the hurt
in her voice, the sting of always feeling underfoot and unwanted.

“My father was readying to leave to hunt the firebird. I was just a little
girl, but I begged him to take me along. I tried to make myself useful, but
all I did was annoy him, and eventually he banned me from his workshop.”

She tapped the table, and I filled her glass once more.

“And then one day, Morozova had to leave his workbench. He was
drawn to the pasture behind his home by the sound of my mother’s screams.
I had been playing dolls and my sister had whined and howled and stamped
her little feet until my mother insisted that I give over my favorite toy, a
wooden swan carved by our father in one of the rare moments that he’d
paid me any attention. It had wings so detailed they felt nearly downy and



perfect webbed feet that kept it balanced in water. My sister had it in her
hand less than a minute before she snapped its slender neck. Remember, if
you can, that I was just a child, a lonely child, with so few treasures of my
own.” She lifted her glass but did not drink. “I lashed out at my sister. With
the Cut. I tore her in two.”

I tried not to picture it, but the image rose up sharp in my mind, a muddy
field, a dark-haired little girl, her favorite toy in pieces. She’d thrown a
tantrum, as children do. But she’d been no ordinary child.

“What happened?” I finally whispered.

“The villagers came running. They held my mother back so that she
could not get at me. They couldn’t make sense of what she was saying.
How could a little girl have done such a thing? The priest was already
praying over my sister’s body when my father arrived. Without a word,
Morozova knelt down beside her and began to work. The townspeople
didn’t understand what was happening, but they sensed power gathering.”

“Did he save her?”

“Yes,” said Baghra simply. “He was a great Healer, and he used every bit
of his skill to bring her back—weak, wheezing, and scarred, but alive.”

I’d read countless versions of Sankt Ilya’s martyrdom. The details of the
story had been distorted over time: He’d healed his child, not a stranger’s.
A girl, not a boy. But I suspected one thing that hadn’t changed was the
ending, and I shivered at the thought of what came next.

“It was too much,” Baghra said. “The villagers knew what death looked
like—that child should have died. And maybe they were resentful too. How
many loved ones had they lost to illness or injury since Morozova had come
to their town? How many could he have saved? Maybe it was not just
horror or righteousness that drove them, but anger as well. They put him in
chains—and my sister, a child who should have had the sense to stay dead.
There was no one to defend my father, no one to speak on my sister’s
behalf. We had lived on the outskirts of their lives and made no friends.
They marched him to the river. My sister had to be carried. She had only
just learned to walk and couldn’t manage it with the chains.”



I clenched my fists in my lap. I didn’t want to hear the rest.

“As my mother wailed and pleaded, as I cried and fought to get free
from some barely known neighbor’s arms, they shoved Morozova and his
youngest daughter off the bridge, and we watched them disappear beneath
the water, dragged under by the weight of their iron chains.” Baghra
emptied her glass and turned it over on the table. “I never saw my father or
my sister again.”

We sat in silence as I tried to piece together the implications of what
she’d said. I saw no tears on Baghra’s cheeks. Her grief is old, I reminded
myself. And yet I didn’t think pain like that ever faded entirely. Grief had
its own life, took its own sustenance.

“Baghra,” I said, pushing on, ruthless in my own way, “if Morozova died

»

“I never said he died. That was the last I ever saw of him. But he was a
Grisha of immense power. He might well have survived the fall.”

“In chains?”

“He was the greatest Fabrikator who ever lived. It would take more than
otkazat’sya steel to hold him.”

“And you believe he went on to create the third amplifier?”

“His work was his life,” she said, and the bitterness of that neglected
child edged her words. “If he’d had breath in his body, he would not have
stopped searching for the firebird. Would you?”

“No,” T admitted. The firebird had become my own obsession, a thread
of compulsion that linked me to Morozova across centuries. Could he have
survived? Baghra seemed so certain that he had. And what about her sister?
If Morozova had managed to save himself, might he have rescued his child
from the grasp of the river and used his skill to revive her once more? The
thought shook me. I wanted to clutch it tightly, turn it over in my hands, but
there was still more I needed to know. “What did the villagers do to you?”

Her rasping chuckle snaked through the room, lifting the hair on my
arms. “If they’d been wise, they would have thrown me in the river too.
Instead they drove my mother and me out of town and left us to the mercy



of the woods. My mother was useless. She tore at her hair and wept until
she made herself sick. Finally, she just lay down and wouldn’t get up, no
matter how I cried and called her name. I stayed with her as long as I could.
I tried to make a fire to keep her warm, but I didn’t know how.” She
shrugged. “I was so hungry. Eventually, I left her and wandered, delirious
and filthy, until I came to a farm. They took me in and put together a search
party, but I couldn’t find the way back to her. For all I know, she starved to
death on the forest floor.”

I stayed quiet, waiting. That kvas was beginning to look very good.

“Ravka was different then. Grisha had no sanctuary. Power like ours
ended in fates like my father’s. I kept mine hidden. I followed tales of
witches and Saints and found the secret enclaves where Grisha studied their
science. I learned everything I could. And when the time came, I taught my
son.”

“But what about his father?”

Baghra gave another harsh laugh. “You want a love story too? There’s
none to be had. I wanted a child, so I sought out the most powerful Grisha I
could find. He was a Heartrender. I don’t even remember his name.”

For a brief moment, I glimpsed the ferocious girl she had been, fearless
and wild, a Grisha of extraordinary ability. Then she sighed and shifted in
her chair, and the illusion was gone, replaced by a tired old woman
huddling by a fire.

“My son was not ... He began so well. We moved from place to place,
we saw the way our people lived, the way they were mistrusted, the lives
they were forced to eke out in secrecy and fear. He vowed that we would
someday have a safe place, that Grisha power would be something to be
valued and coveted, something our country would treasure. We would be
Ravkans, not just Grisha. That dream was the seed of the Second Army. A
good dream. If I’d known...”

She shook her head. “I gave him his pride. I burdened him with
ambition, but the worst thing I did was try to protect him. You must



understand, even our own kind shunned us, feared the strangeness of our
power.”

There are no others like us.

“I never wanted him to feel the way I had as a child,” said Baghra. “So I
taught him that he had no equal, that he was destined to bow to no man. I
wanted him to be hard, to be strong. I taught him the lesson my mother and
father taught me: to rely on no one. That love—fragile and fickle and raw—
was nothing compared to power. He was a brilliant boy. He learned too
well.”

Baghra’s hand shot out. With surprising accuracy, she seized my wrist.
“Put your hunger aside, Alina. Do what Morozova and my son could not
and give this up.”

My cheeks were wet with tears. I hurt for her. I hurt for her son. But
even so, I knew what my answer would be.

“I can’t.”

“What is infinite?” she recited.

I knew that text well. “The universe and the greed of men,” 1 quoted
back to her.

“You may not be able to survive the sacrifice that merzost requires.
You’ve tasted that power once, and it almost killed you.”

“I have to try.”

Baghra shook her head. “Stupid girl,” she said, but her voice was sad, as
if she were chastising another girl, from long ago, lost and unwanted, driven
by pain and fear.

“The journals—”

“Years later, I returned to the village of my birth. I wasn’t sure what I
would find. My father’s workshop was long gone, but his journals were
there, tucked away in the same hidden niche in the old cellar.” She released
a disbelieving snort. “They’d built a church over it.”

I hesitated, then said, “If Morozova survived, what became of him?”

“He probably took his own life. It’s the way most Grisha of great power
die.”



I sat back, stunned. “Why?”

“Do you think I never contemplated it? That my son didn’t? Lovers age.
Children die. Kingdoms rise and fall, and we go on. Maybe Morozova is
still wandering the earth, older and more bitter than I am. Or maybe he used
his power on himself and ended it all. It’s simple enough. Like calls to like.
Otherwise...” She chuckled again, that dry, rattling laugh. “You should
warn your prince. If he really thinks a bullet will stop a Grisha with three
amplifiers, he is much mistaken.”

I shuddered. Would I have the courage to take my own life if it came
down to that? If I brought the amplifiers together, I might destroy the Fold,
but I might well make something worse in its place. And when I faced the
Darkling, even if I dared to use merzost to create an army of light, would it
be enough to end him?

“Baghra,” I asked cautiously, “what would it take to kill a Grisha with
that kind of power?”

Baghra tapped the bare skin of my wrist, the naked spot where the third
amplifier might rest in a matter of days. “Little Saint,” she whispered.
“Little martyr. I expect we’ll find out.”
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I SPENT THE REST of the afternoon wording a plea for aid to the Apparat.
The missive would be left beneath the altar at the Church of Sankt Lukin in
Vernost and, hopefully, would make its way to the White Cathedral through
the network of the faithful. We’d used a code that Tolya and Tamar knew
from their time with the Soldat Sol, so if the message fell into the
Darkling’s hands, he wouldn’t realize that in just over two weeks’ time, Mal
and I would be waiting for the Apparat’s forces in Caryeva. The racing city
was all but abandoned after the summer, and it was close to the southern
border. Either we would have the firebird or we wouldn’t, but we’d be able
to march whatever forces we had north under the cover of the Fold and
meet with Nikolai’s troops south of Kribirsk.



I had two very different sets of luggage. One was nothing but a simple
soldier’s pack that would be put aboard the Bittern. It was stocked with
roughspun trousers, an olive drab coat treated to resist the rain, heavy boots,
a small reserve of coin for any bribes or purchases I might need to make in
Dva Stolba, a fur hat, and a scarf to cover Morozova’s collar. The other set
was stowed on the Kingfisher—a collection of three matching trunks
emblazoned with my golden sunburst and stuffed with silks and furs.

When evening came, I descended to the boiler level to say my goodbyes
to Baghra and Misha. After her dire warning, I was hardly surprised that
Baghra waved me off with a scowl. But I’d really come to see Misha. I
reassured him that I had found someone to continue his lessons while we
were gone, and I gifted him with one of the golden sunburst pins worn by
my personal guard. Mal wouldn’t be able to wear it in the south, and the
delight on Misha’s face was worth all of Baghra’s sneering.

I took my time wending my way back through the dark passages. It was
quiet down here, and I’d barely had a moment to think since Baghra had
told me her story. I knew she’d intended it as a cautionary tale, and yet my
thoughts kept returning to the little girl who’d been thrown into the river
with Ilya Morozova. Baghra thought she’d died. She’d dismissed her sister
as otkazat’sya—but what if she simply hadn’t shown her power yet? She
was Morozova’s child too. What if her gift was unique, like Baghra’s? If
she had survived, her father might have taken her with him in pursuit of the
firebird. She might have lived near the Sikurzoi, her power passed down
from generation to generation, over hundreds of years. It might have finally
shown itself in me.

It was presumption, I knew. Terrible arrogance. And yet, if we found the
firebird near Dva Stolba, so close to the place of my birth, could it really be
coincidence?

I stopped short. If T was related to Morozova, that meant I was related to
the Darkling. And that meant I’d almost ... the thought made my skin
crawl. No matter how many years and generations might have passed, I still
felt like I needed a scalding bath.



My thoughts were interrupted by Nikolai striding down the hall toward
me.

“There’s something you should see,” he said.

“Is everything all right?”

“Rather spectacular, actually.” He peered at me. “What did the hag do to
you? You look like you ate a particularly slimy bug.”

Or possibly exchanged kisses and a bit more than that with my cousin. 1
shuddered.

Nikolai offered me his arm. “Well, whatever it is, you’ll have to cringe
about it later. There’s a miracle upstairs, and it won’t wait.”

I looped my arm through his. “Never one to oversell it, are you,
Lantsov?”

“It’s not overselling if you deliver.”

We’d just started up the stairs when Mal came bounding down in the
opposite direction. He was beaming, his face alight with excitement. That
smile was like a bomb going off in my chest. It belonged to a Mal I’d
thought had disappeared beneath the scars of this war.

He caught sight of me and Nikolai, arms entwined. It took the briefest
second for his face to shutter. He bowed and stepped aside for us to pass.

“Headed the wrong way,” said Nikolai. “You’re going to miss it.”

“Be up in a minute,” Mal replied. His voice sounded so normal, so
pleasant, I almost believed I’d imagined that smile.

Still, it took everything in me to keep climbing those stairs, to keep my
hand on Nikolai’s arm. Despise your heart, I told myself. Do what needs to
be done.

When we reached the top of the stairs and entered the Spinning Wheel,
my jaw dropped. The lanterns had been extinguished so that the room was
dark, but all around us, stars were falling. The windows were lit with
streaks of light cascading over the mountaintop, like bright fish in a river.

“Meteor shower,” said Nikolai as he led me carefully through the room.
People had laid blankets and pillows on the heated floor and were sitting in
clusters or lying on their backs, watching the night sky.



All at once, the pain in my chest was so bad it nearly bent me double.
Because this was what Mal had been coming to show me. Because that look
—that open, eager, happy look—had been for me. Because I would always
be the first person he turned to when he saw something lovely, and I would
do the same. Whether I was a Saint or a queen or the most powerful Grisha
who ever lived, I would always turn to him.

“Beautiful,” I managed.

“I told you I had a lot of money.”

“So you arrange celestial events now?”

“As a sideline.”

We stood at the center of the room, gazing up at the glass dome.

“I could promise to make you forget him,” Nikolai offered.

“I’m not sure that’s possible.”

“You do realize you’re playing havoc with my pride.”

“Your confidence seems perfectly intact.”

“Think about it,” he said, leading me through the crowd to a quiet nook
near the western terrace. “I’m used to being the center of attention wherever
I go. I’ve been told I could charm the shoes off a racehorse midstride, and
yet you seem impervious.”

I laughed. “You know damn well I like you, Nikolai.”

“Such a tepid sentiment.”

“I don’t hear you making declarations of love.”

“Would they help?”

“No.”

“Flattery? Flowers? A hundred head of cattle?”

I gave him a shove. “No.”

Even now I knew that bringing me up here was less a romantic gesture
than it was a display. The mess hall was deserted, and we had this little
pocket of the Spinning Wheel to ourselves, but he’d made sure we’d taken
the long way through the crowd. He’d wanted us to be seen together: the
future King and Queen of Ravka.



Nikolai cleared his throat. “Alina, on the very slim chance that we
survive the next few weeks, I’m going to ask you to be my wife.”

My mouth went dry. I’d known this was where we were headed, but it
was still strange to hear him say those words.

“Even if Mal wants to stay on,” Nikolai continued, “I’m going to have
him reassigned.”

Say goodnight. Tell me to leave, Alina.

“I understand,” I said quietly.

“Do you? I know I said that we could have a marriage in name only, but
if we ... if we had a child, I wouldn’t want him to have to endure the
rumors and the jokes.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “One royal
bastard is enough.”

Children. With Nikolai.

“You don’t have to do this, you know,” I said. I wasn’t sure if I was
talking to him or myself. “I could lead the Second Army, and you could
have pretty much any girl you want.”

“A Shu princess? A Kerch banker’s daughter?”

“Or a Ravkan heiress or a Grisha like Zoya.”

“Zoya? I make it a policy never to seduce anyone prettier than I am.”

I laughed. “I think that was an insult.”

“Alina, this is the alliance I want: the First and Second Armies brought
together. As for the rest, I’ve always known that whatever marriage I made
would be political. It would be about power, not love. But we might get
lucky. In time, we might have both.”

“Or the third amplifier will turn me into a power-mad dictator and you’ll
have to kill me.”

“Yes, that would make for an awkward honeymoon.” He took my hand,
circling my bare wrist with his fingers. I tensed, and realized I was waiting
for the rush of surety that came with the Darkling’s touch, or a jolt like the
one I’d felt that night at the Little Palace when Mal and I had argued by the
banya. Nothing happened. Nikolai’s skin was warm, his grip gentle. I’d
wondered if I would ever feel something so simple again or if the power in



me would just keep jumping and crackling, seeking connection the way
lightning seeks high ground.

“Collar,” Nikolai said. “Fetters. I won’t have to spend much on jewelry.”

“I have expensive taste in tiaras.”

“But only one head.”

“Thus far.” I glanced down at my wrist. “I should warn you, based on the
conversation I had today with Baghra, if things do go wrong with the
amplifiers, getting rid of me may require more than your usual firepower.”

“Like what?”

“Possibly another Sun Summoner.” It’s simple enough. Like calls to like.

“I’m sure there’s a spare around somewhere.”

I couldn’t help but smile.

“See?” he said. “If we’re not dead in a month, we might be very happy
together.”

“Stop that,” I said, still grinning.

“What?”

“Saying the right thing.”

“I’ll try to wean myself of the habit.” His smile faltered. He reached out
and brushed the hair back from my face. I froze. He rested his hand in the
space where the collar met the curve of my neck, and when I didn’t bolt, he
slid his palm up to cup my cheek.

I wasn’t sure I wanted this. “You said ... you said you wouldn’t kiss me
until—”

“Until you were thinking of me instead of trying to forget him?” He
moved closer, the light from the meteor shower playing over his features.
He leaned in, giving me time to pull away. I could feel his breath when he
said, “I love it when you quote me.”

He brushed his lips over mine once, briefly, then again. It was less a kiss
than the promise of one.

“When you’re ready,” he said. Then he tucked my hand in his and we
stood together, watching the spill of stars streaking the sky.



We might be happy in time. People fell in love every day. Genya and
David. Tamar and Nadia. But were they happy? Would they stay that way?
Maybe love was superstition, a prayer we said to keep the truth of
loneliness at bay. I tilted my head back. The stars looked like they were
close together, when really they were millions of miles apart. In the end,
maybe love just meant longing for something impossibly bright and forever
out of reach.



CHAPTER

11

THE NEXT MORNING, I found Nikolai on the eastern terrace taking weather
readings. Mal’s team was set to depart within the hour and was only waiting
for the all clear. I pulled up my hood. It wasn’t quite snowing, but a few
flakes had settled on my cheeks and hair.

“How does everything look?” I asked, handing Nikolai a glass of tea.

“Not bad,” he replied. “Gusts are mild, and the pressure’s holding steady.
They may have it rough through the mountains, but it shouldn’t be anything
the Bittern can’t handle.”

I heard the door open behind me, and Mal and Tamar stepped out onto
the terrace. They were dressed in peasant clothes, fur hats, and sturdy wool
coats.

“Are we a go?” Tamar asked. She was trying to seem calm, but I could
hear the barely leashed excitement in her voice. Behind her, I saw Nadia
with her face pressed against the glass, awaiting the verdict.

Nikolai nodded. “You’re a go.”

Tamar’s grin was blinding. She managed a restrained bow, then turned to
Nadia and gave her the signal. Nadia whooped and broke into something
between a seizure and a dance.

Nikolai laughed. “If only she’d show a little enthusiasm.”

“Be safe,” I said as I embraced Tamar.



“Take care of Tolya for me,” she replied. Then she whispered, “We left
the cobalt lace in your trunk. Wear that tonight.”

I rolled my eyes and gave her a shove. I knew I would see them all in a
week, but I was surprised at how much I was going to miss them.

There was an awkward pause as I faced Mal. His blue eyes were vibrant
in the gray morning light. The scar at my shoulder twinged.

“Safe journey, moi soverenyi.” He bowed.

I knew what was expected, but I hugged him anyway. For a moment, he
just stood there, then his arms closed hard around me. “Safe journey,
Alina,” he whispered into my hair, and quickly stepped back.

“We’ll be on our way as soon as the Kingfisher returns. I expect to see
you all safe and whole in one week’s time,” Nikolai said, “and packing
some all-powerful bird bones.”

Mal bowed. “Saints’ speed, moi tsarevich.”

Nikolai offered his hand and they shook. “Good luck, Oretsev. Find the
firebird, and when this is over, I’'ll see you well rewarded. A farmhouse in
Udova. A dacha near the city. Whatever you want.”

“I don’t need any of that. Just...” He dropped Nikolai’s hand and looked
away. “Deserve her.”

He hastened back into the Spinning Wheel with Tamar behind him.
Through the glass I saw them talking to Nadia and Harshaw.

“Well,” said Nikolai, “at least he’s learned to make an exit.”

I ignored the ache in my throat and said, “How long will it take us to
reach Ketterdam?”

“Two to three days, depending on the weather and our Squallers. We’ll
go north, then over the True Sea. It’s safer than traveling over Ravka.”

“What’s it like?”

“Ketterdam? It’s—"

He never finished his sentence. A shadowed blur cut across my vision,
and Nikolai was gone. I stood staring at the place where he’d been, then
screamed as I felt claws close over my shoulders and my feet lifted from the
floor.



I glimpsed Mal bursting through the door to the terrace, Tamar on his
heels. He lunged across the distance and seized me around the waist,
yanking me back down. I twisted, arms moving in an arc, sending a blaze of
light burning through the nichevo’ya that had hold of me. It wavered and
exploded into nothing. I fell to the terrace in a heap, toppling with Mal,
bleeding from where the monster’s talons had pierced my skin.

I was on my feet in seconds, horrified by what I saw. The air was full of
darting black shapes, winged monsters that moved unlike any natural
creature. Behind me, I heard chaos erupting in the hall, the smash of
breaking glass as nichevo’ya hurled themselves against the windows.

“Get the others out,” I yelled to 