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1

Novo Mynsk reeked of death.

It always had, but to Ramson Quicktongue, the city had also held the stench of power and corruption, of murder and survival, swirling together in an intoxicating redolence that corroded one’s soul. It was no different now, save for the eerie darkness and silent snow that blanketed it.

Ramson navigated the narrow alleyways of his childhood haunts with quick, precise steps. The last time he’d been here had been with Anastacya Mikhailov during the Fyrva’snezh at his former master’s mansion. It had only been a little over one moon since the celebration of the First Snows, but now, that world felt almost utterly unrecognizable.

In just four weeks, Novo Mynsk had transformed into a ghost town, abandoned by most of its residents as they sought to flee the new regime. Streets that had once shimmered with torchlight and writhed with bejeweled bodies and raucous revelers had been replaced by shuttered stores and empty windows. Bodies littered the streets in areas where gangs had scrapped over bits of food, and snow had blanketed them, leaving only glimpses of clothing or a protruding boot as macabre grave markers.

It was not an unfamiliar sight over his travels from town to ravaged town with Ana. Since Morganya had ascended the throne, much of Northern Cyrilia had fallen to her control. From newspaper pieces and torn posters in abandoned villages, Ramson and Ana had learned of the Imperial Inquisition, a wide-scale hunt for non-Affinites who were accused of any affiliation with Affinite trafficking. Led by Affinites fiercely loyal to the Empress, it was a movement that had come to define Morganya’s regime.

The south, though, remained free from the tightening grasp of Morganya’s rule. That included Goldwater Port. According to Ana, the Redcloaks had established their base there, as it remained one of the last standing free havens for Affinites and non-Affinites alike. It was there that Ana traveled to begin her resistance movement with the Redcloaks.

And it was there, Ramson had slowly begun to think, he could fight for some semblance of a life again after all this was over. He’d once been the Portmaster; under his former master Alaric Kerlan’s rule, he’d built a city teeming with commerce and crime and underground networks, the kind of place he’d dreamt of calling his own one day.

He hadn’t told Ana explicitly where he was going tonight, because it wasn’t explicitly a task for her—their—mission. Rather, Ramson had felt the silent call of this place as soon as he’d set foot in Novo Mynsk, the phantom pull of a connection he hadn’t quite managed to sever yet.

He’d come to find out, for himself, what had happened to Alaric Kerlan and the Order of the Lily. And he’d come to bid the torn wreckages of his past good-bye, once and for all, as he turned down a new path.

The tapping of his freshly sharpened misericord against his hip came to an abrupt stop when Ramson turned the last corner and slowed. He found that he was suddenly glad for the sharp knife at his waist.

The Kerlan Estate stood alone in the middle of a snow-covered street, half-buried by the snow, its battered golden gates yawning wide. Gone were the rows of liveried guards; gone were the diamond-glass lamps spilling haloes of light onto lush lawns; gone were the brightly lit windows burning into the darkest nights.

Ramson touched a leather-gloved hand on the broken railing of the gate and hesitated.

Even now, the sight of the Kerlan Estate did not fail to elicit a muddy swirl of emotions in him. He’d known pain here—so much pain, still seared into his flesh in the shape of the brand of the Order of the Lily. He’d seen growth, sharpened by that hunger and fear and driven by the knowledge that he had to do whatever he needed to in order to survive. And he’d tasted happiness, fleeting as bursts of color in the Empire’s gray skies, in the blood trades he’d made and the honors he’d gained, paid for with the lives of other men as he upheld Alaric Kerlan’s rule.

Ramson’s heart pounded in his throat as he hurried up the snow-covered path. When he reached the mansion, he saw that one handle of the giant mahogany double doors had broken; the other seemed to have been hacked clean off by a serrated blade of some sort. The wood creaked as he pushed them open and stepped inside, the mansion yawning wide like a dark, silent trap.

The Kerlan Estate looked as though it had been mauled.The marble walls had been stripped of the gold-framed paintings, and the lapis lazuli vases had disappeared along with the many other items Kerlan had deemed “exotic.” Someone had shattered the glass ceiling, and one of the crystal chandeliers had plunged into the middle of the banquet hall, creating a mess of glass and crystal that glinted in the moonlight. Drifts of snow carpeted the hallways, and Ramson’s breath plumed before him in the subzero temperature.

When Ramson turned a corner and almost tripped over the dead man, his alertness pricked.

The body was covered by the snow; he could make out only a sleeve and a blackened hand sticking out. Ramson knelt by the corpse, sweeping off the freshly fallen snow to unearth the man’s left arm. Just as he’d suspected, a tattoo of a lily of the valley was inked on the inside of the man’s left wrist.

He had been a member of the Order.

Instead of fear or grief or even pity, Ramson examined the frozen hand with a clinical curiosity. Skin, blackened evenly, suggested internal bleeding. Farther up, on the forearm, raised flesh—evidence of a rash.

He had been poisoned.

Ramson pushed away more snow, revealing the dead man’s face.

It was twisted in pain, bruised to a hideous purple and sunken with time, yet perfectly preserved by the cold. Ramson studied the face for several more seconds before deciding it wasn’t a man he’d known in the Order. The corpse of a low-ranking grunt, a nobody, left to rot once winter swept its snows away.

And though their common master was nowhere to be seen, his voice tided over Ramson in phantom echoes.

I suppose you’ll die unknown and irrelevant, your unmarked body rotting along the sewage of the Dams.

Ramson stood sharply to his feet, the whispers dissipating as his senses picked up on something else.

In one motion, he drew his blade, swung his arm out, and pivoted.

A startled cry; his blade connected with soft flesh, exposed throat. And … long, wavy hair.

Ramson closed his fist around a handful of hair and pulled the intruder’s face into the moonlight. His apprehension turned to surprise. “Olyusha,” he said as the woman struggled against his grip. “Damn hells.”

“Let me go,” she gasped, but Ramson only drew her closer, angling the misericord against her delicate neck.

“I don’t think so,” he said. Hells, he hadn’t been planning on running into anyone here—but as Ramson Quicktongue well knew, things rarely went according to plan. “Should’ve known this was your handiwork. Nightshade?”

“Oleander,” she rasped. “You’ve gotten rusty, Quicktongue.”

“Try anything and we’ll see just how rusty my skills are with a blade.”

He’d first known of Olyusha as an Affinite working at the Playpen, specializing in poisons and needles tipped with toxins. And though she didn’t know this, he’d used her as a bargaining chip against Bogdan, the affable yet stupid Penmaster of the Playpen, the infamous club where Alaric Kerlan had run shows with indentured Affinites.

That she was here, amid buried corpses showing signs of poisoning … Ramson had an inkling he was very close to sniffing out the truth of what had happened to the Order.

Olyusha hissed, but he felt her swallow against his blade. “Then perhaps we’ll both join the corpses at our feet,” she sneered. “Let me go. I didn’t come here to kill you.”

“So why are you here?” Ramson asked pleasantly, digging his blade into her skin in a way that he knew would be uncomfortable but would not cut.

“To warn you. Kerlan wants you dead, and he’s set a high price on your head. The whole Order’s probably out for your blood, Quicktongue.” She paused. “What’s left of them, anyway.”

At that, he glanced up, a thread of caution tightening inside him. The hallways stretched empty in front of and behind them. “And why would you want to warn me? We’re cut from the same cloth, Olyusha, so spare me the ‘out of the goodness of your heart’ act.”

“Because I need you.” The sharpness to her tone became tinged with desperation at her next words: “Bogdan is gone.”

This was news to Ramson. “What do you mean?”

The few times he’d run into Olyusha after her stint at the Playpen, she had been soft-spoken and doe-eyed, clinging to the gold-emblazoned sleeve of Bogdan. The Penmaster had rescued her from a lifetime of performances served under a forced contract—and he’d married her. It was Ramson who had helped cook Kerlan’s books so that Kerlan would never find out.

“He’s missing. That’s why I came here to find you.” Olyusha’s throat bobbed against his blade. “Now, let me go, and I can explain.”

So, there was something she needed from him. Ramson shifted tactic in an instant. “A Trade, then,” he said. “You know I never give without taking, Olyusha.”

“Fine,”she said, and he stepped back, pushing her far enough from him so that he was out of range of any needles or sharp, poison-laced objects she might try on him. She straightened, massaging her throat, and he noticed that her hands shook as she swept back her tresses. She suddenly looked small, tucked into her coat, which had lost some of its sheen and was now covered in a layer of gray. Ramson had remembered her dressed in the finest of furs and silks, pearls glittering in her hair as she turned her head and laughed.

Ramson tapped his misericord on the marble floor. It echoed hollowly. “You can start by telling me what happened to the Order,” he said. “What you mean by ‘what’s left of them.’”

Olyusha sniffed. “I forget how long you’ve been out of it all, Quicktongue. After Morganya took the throne, Kerlan forced me to kill everyone associated with his trafficking business. He is intent on burying proof that it ever existed, for fear of the Inquisition.” Her eyes flashed. “Then he left with a handful of top-ranking members. He’s decided to refocus his efforts on his new Trade with Bregon.”

The name of Ramson’s birth kingdom sent a shock wave through him, even as his ears perked at the news. “What Trade? And why Bregon?”

“He said it was a new development with Affinites. Besides that, I don’t know. Probably to escape the Imperial Inquisition and the new Empress’s purge on Affinite traffickers.”

Ramson took a moment to digest this information. Morganya had hired Kerlan for a hit job—to kill the Crown Prince, Ana’s brother—before, but since her Coronation, she had turned with zealous fervor against Affinite traffickers. It was likely that Kerlan had caught wind of this two steps ahead, as always, and turned tail and fled. And now he was going to establish a new criminal empire … in Bregon.

That was the part that didn’t make sense. Bregon had never shown interest in its Affinites—magen, they were called—who, in Ramson’s memory, had been largely left alone and unidentified. “And how do you know this?”

“Because,” Olyusha said, “he took Bogdan with him. I haven’t heard from him in weeks.”

Her voice had grown quiet; her large eyes shone wet in the dark. At last, Ramson connected the dots. “You want my help to find him.”

“He promised it would be a quick job. He told me he’d be back within the moon.” Olyusha swallowed. “I think … I think something went wrong.”

He was getting sidetracked—he’d only come here out of an old habit, to find out what had happened to the Order and his former master. Perhaps it was indeed better to let sleeping wolves lie.

Ramson began to turn away. “I’d love to help, Olyusha, really,” he said, “but with Kerlan demanding my head, I think I have better things—”

“He’s in Goldwater Port.” The words froze him, reeled him back. Slowly, Ramson turned to face her again. She was looking at him closely; at his reaction, she continued, “He told Bogdan that he would take it over, rebuild from there. No doubt he’s leveraging the trade routes to Bregon that you’ve established.”

Liquid cold spread through his veins, and suddenly, all the plans he’d been spinning for himself the past few weeks seemed to dissipate into smoke before him. Goldwater Port had been center to any prospects of a future he’d dreamt up for himself.

Only, Kerlan had gotten there first.

He heard Olyusha speaking as though from very far away. “I thought that would get your attention. Here’s my proposal: an alliance to take down Alaric Kerlan together, once and for all. Find him, find Bogdan, and bring my husband home to me. And in return, you’ll have my protection. Someone watching your back from the enemy’s side. Whoever from the Order is looking for you, I’ll get to them first.”

Ramson was silent as he considered, his thoughts already running ahead, weaving situations and possibilities and weighing the pros and cons of it all. He’d wanted to leave Kerlan alone, to let the Order fade away as a part of his past that he’d wished to bury—but it seemed they had come looking for him, instead. And by taking Goldwater Port, Kerlan had seized the most valuable asset between them, backing Ramson into a corner.

Through the broken windows, moonlight spilled onto the floor. Even in the empty house, Ramson thought he could feel his old master’s presence, like a cold shadow looming behind him.

This was all a game to Kerlan; it was Ramson’s turn to make a move.

He was tired of playing the pawn.

“Well?” he heard Olyusha say at last. “Do we have a Trade?”

“I’m inclined to say so,” he said. “Though don’t expect me to shake with you on it.” He’d witnessed the tricks she hid up her sleeves, how one drop of her poison could paralyze a man entirely.

Olyusha’s smile didn’t meet her eyes. “I knew from the start that you wouldn’t save Bogdan out of the goodness of your heart unless there was something in it for you. Seems I was right.”

“Am I really that predictable?”

Olyusha shrugged. “I’m not one to lay any claims as to how well I know you, Quicktongue,” she said, picking at one of her nails, “but Bogdan and I would not have survived for so long in Kerlan’s Order without someone watching over us. Of course, you might have done those things to buy yourself insurance … but I do think that, despite everything about you, you have the propensity to be good, in your own terrible ways.”

The words stirred an echo of a memory. A girl, standing beneath the softly falling snow of a new winter, her eyes brighter than the moon. You could be good. Make the right choice, Ramson.

Olyusha’s voice dragged him from the memory. “Before we part, I have one more gift for you,” she said. “I know someone in Goldwater Port. Kerlan hired her for a few shipping jobs before, specific to Bregon. She’ll have more information.”

Ramson listened carefully to the name Olyusha gave. It didn’t ring a bell, which surprised him. Perhaps there were still secrets that Goldwater Port carried, buried deep beneath its sands by the man who’d made Ramson the person he had been: the person he still was.

It was time for Ramson to carve his own path.

He turned, tipping his cap at Olyusha. “Well met, Olyusha,” he said. “You sit pretty and focus on murdering our ex-colleagues. By the time you’re done, I’ll be back with your idiot husband.”

He heard her give a throaty laugh, the sound echoing over the clip of his boots as he walked away. “I’m not giving up on you just yet, Quicktongue.” A pause, and then: “When you do find Kerlan, promise me you’ll send him my regards.”

“I don’t make promises,” Ramson replied. “That way, I can’t break them.”

Yet even as he spoke, he could feel the sharp edges of a vow burying deep into his heart.

Jonah had once told him to live for himself. Thing is, Ramson, he’d said, his raven-black eyes sharp with intelligence and uncanny wisdom for his twelve years of age, you can achieve everything in this world, but if it’s for someone else, it’s pointless.

Yet as Ramson walked through the snow, the Kerlan Estate hovering behind him with its empty-eyed windows and broken, gaping mouth of a door, he realized that the path in front of him was still far out of reach, blocked by a shadow that grew larger and clearer with every step he took.

Alaric Kerlan represented everything he despised about himself, his life, and this world. As long as Kerlan lived, he could never be free.

And right now, if Kerlan was establishing a new criminal empire in Goldwater Port, using the trade routes Ramson had built to get to Bregon, then he was the obstacle that stood in the way of the glimpse of the future Ramson had hoped for.

One that involved planting the roots of the resistance in the south with Ana, and then making some semblance of a life for himself after the war was won.

Ramson tilted his face to the starless sky, his breath unfurling before him in a cloud as he spoke. “I’ll find my own path, Jonah,” he said aloud. “But first, I’m going to hunt down Alaric Kerlan. And I’m going to kill him.”
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Winter held its breath over the city of Novo Mynsk, the bladed silence of night shrouding Anastacya Mikhailov as she searched the streets for blood. Here and there, her Affinity picked up faint traces of it: a splash, soaking the ground like paint; a handprint on a broken streetlamp, faded to a smear.

She hadn’t imagined she would return to this place again, where she’d experienced loss and seen the cruelty of her empire firsthand. But several weeks earlier, on the run after Morganya had almost killed her, Ana had sent a snowhawk to her old friend Yuri, leader of the Redcloaks, requesting a meeting.

The response had come, cryptic in case of interception: Meet at the ninth hour on the twenty-sixth day of the first moon of Winter, at the location where we last met. Search for my contact in the shadows.

In just one moon, Novo Mynsk had been reduced to a husk of what it been back when she and Yuri had been reunited. Dachas had been left abandoned as the wealthy fled south from Morganya’s regime; those remaining stayed indoors, their blood flickering faintly beyond thin walls as Ana passed by.

It wasn’t an unfamiliar sight.

Many times throughout Ana’s travels in the past few weeks, she and Ramson had found empty towns, the wind whistling through smashed windows and half-shuttered shops. Through glimpses of announcements and flyers scattered on streets, they’d pieced together Morganya’s plans for her new regime.

Newly Crowned Empress Morganya Mikhailov Rules by Justice and Imperial Court Reforms Spawn New Era for Cyrilia, one headline had blared; others had declared Non-Affinite Registration Required; Identification Papers to Be Carried at All Times.

Slowly but surely, Morganya was reversing the fates of Affinites and non-Affinites. But the specifics of it, Ana had yet to find out.

When she turned the next corner, Ana drew a sharp breath. Her steps faltered.

Where the Playpen once was sat a charred skeleton of a building. The farcical imitation of a Cyrilian cathedral was burned black, the stained-glass windows once depicting scantily clad women now shattered. Gaping holes were left in their wake like empty eye sockets staring out from a ruined face.

It was hard to imagine the Playpen as it had been over a moon ago, when she had encountered Yuri in the midst of an Affinite trafficking ring: raucous, crowded with writhing bodies, and hot with the pungent smell of sweat and cloying perfume. Now, the gilded mahogany doors had been smashed through. Debris cracked beneath her boots as she entered, her steps echoing loudly in the silence. Beaded curtains littered the floor like pearls from a broken necklace, and the love seats were overturned, stuffing spilling from them.

Ana cast her Affinity before her like a torch, sensing the outline of the place through the blood splattered on the walls around her and the steps leading to the room below.

Gradually, she picked up on a single flicker somewhere beneath her.

Her contact.

With a gloved hand she retrieved a globefire from the inner pocket of her new cloak—a dark red this time, the color of blood. It was one she’d chosen in a remote village in a rare act of self-indulgence.

Ana shook it. The chemicals inside rattled and then, within seconds, crackled to life in the form of a small, persistent fire, throwing light onto her surroundings.

Holding the globefire before her, she descended the staircase and made her way down the long corridor that led to the auditorium. Ana’s Affinity pulled taut, tuned in to the flicker of blood that grew closer with every step.

She entered the room that just weeks ago had been alive with torchlight and laughter and the thrum of drums.

The performance dome now resembled a graveyard. Stone pillars were in pieces and covered the floor, the silk and ribbons once clinging to them now half-buried among the rubble. Here and there, the walls were scorched with burn marks, and people had toppled the statues of the Deities that once guarded the stage. A sorrowful stone face stared up at her as she picked her way across the room.

Ana stopped before the stage. It was still littered with flowers and bits of whatever elements had been used to perform before it was destroyed. The blackstone-infused glass that May had brought down glittered like snow. No one had even bothered to clean up this place. Kerlan must have left it like this after the rebellion.

For a moment, a ghost of a memory flickered in her mind, and she saw a child standing on the stage, nursing a flower to life. The child looked up, her ocean-eyes bright, her hair a soft tangle around her face.

We are but dust and stars.

Ana turned away abruptly. Tears ached, deep in her chest.

But there was something else. In the torrent of her emotions, Ana almost—almost—missed the flicker of movement at the edges of her Affinity.

The light of her globefire suddenly vanished, plunging the auditorium into darkness.

Ana could hear her own breathing, the stuttering of her heartbeats … and the slightest shuffling sound from somewhere beyond the wreckage of the stage. She shook her globe-fire; the chemicals rattled, the glass was warm, as though the flame still burned … but there was no light.

She could sense the person standing about a dozen paces from her.

Ana drew a sharp breath. “Show yourself,” she said.

A spark of light flickered in the globefire, between her fingers. And then the light flared again, filling the chamber.

On the stage, by the statue of a weeping Deity, stood a young man. He’d appeared as suddenly as an illusion, and as he gazed at her intensely, she had the distinct impression that he was less illuminated by the light than carved out by an absence of shadows.

“Apologies if I frightened you.” His voice was smooth, cold, dark as velvet night. “It is necessary that we take the utmost precautions when meeting with strangers.”

She considered him, thinking of the way the light of her globefire had been stolen, watching how the shadows seemed to drape him like a cloak.

Search for my contact in the shadows.

An Affinite, then. A shadow Affinite.

“I’m a friend,” Ana replied, “of Yuri’s.”

“I highly doubt that.” He began to walk toward her, debris cracking beneath his polished shoes. His outline flickered, shadows licking at his edges, and as he drew near, she began to make out his features. He looked to be around Ramson’s age, just a few years older than she. A crop of straight, ink-black hair fell with casual neatness over his forehead, framing a startlingly beautiful face with the features of the Aseatic kingdoms. He was clad in an all-white tunic, silver buttons fastened tightly at his pale throat. Lithe and elegant, he resembled a fairy-tale prince.

Only, his eyes held a wild darkness.

Briefly, she wondered whether he had been trafficked into the Empire at a young age, like her friend Linn; like May.

The boy paused at the edge of the stage. With a light hop, he stepped off. “Seyin, Second-in-Command.”

So this was the Redcloaks’ Second-in-Command.

Ana noted how he didn’t bow. Determined to show him proper courtesy, she dipped her head. “Anastacya Mikhailov. Heir to the Cyrilian Empire.”

She thought she caught Seyin’s eyes narrowing for a fraction of a second, but she blinked and his face was expressionless again. “Well, meya dama,” he said, and once again, she noticed that he didn’t address her with any honorifics. “I am here by request of our Commander.”

It was easy to derive a second layer of meaning to his words. I am not here of my own will.

Everything he said, every move he made, was done with deliberation, and she was beginning to sense a subtle hostility beneath his cool diplomacy.

She suddenly wondered what Yuri had said to his Second to invoke the distant coolness with which he regarded her. It had been over a moon since she’d last seen Yuri, back at Shamaïra’s when their paths had crossed briefly, then separated again.

When you’re ready, send a snowhawk to Goldwater Port, he’d told her. His eyes had brimmed with warmth back then.

She looked into the cold, dark gaze of his Second. Had something changed? “Thank you for your time,” she said. “I’ll get to the point: I’m here to take up an alliance with the Redcloaks.”

There was a pause, and she had the strangest sense of the shadows around her deepening, pulsing, as though they were alive. Seyin watched her impassively. “And why,” he said slowly, “would the Redcloaks agree to an alliance with you?”

The question caught her off guard. An alliance with the Redcloaks had seemed only natural after her parting exchange with Yuri.

Ana met Seyin’s gaze. “Have you spoken with Yuri?”

“I have” was all Seyin said in response.

“Then you know that we are fighting on the same side, to bring down Morganya. I want to make a safe world, for Affinites and non-Affinites alike.” Her breath unfurled in an icy mist. “I can defeat Morganya. I can take back the throne.”

Seyin stepped forward, pulling back the darkness around them. Moonlight spilled over them in a silver pool. “You must realize that is precisely why we are not, and cannot be, allies.”

The sentence robbed her of breath. “No, I don’t understand. Is it not the wish of the Redcloaks to make an equal world?”

Seyin’s smile was cold. “It is.”

“Then why—”

“But it is not yours,” Seyin interrupted, his eyes glittering. “Tell me, what is the difference between you and Morganya? You are, after all, both Affinite empresses promising a better world for your people.”

Shock burned through her, followed closely by disgust. What game was he playing with her? “Seyin,” Ana said, grappling for calm. “You’ve seen the charred villages, the burnt corpses, the trail of blood left behind by Morganya’s forces. She is not creating equality. She is using violence to upend the social order of the Empire while cementing her own rule.”

“And isn’t that what you, too, will do once you take the throne?”Seyin spread his hands in a careless shrug, then brought them together. “I see two Affinites fighting for the throne, both promising better futures to the vulnerable and exploited.”

Fury licked up her chest, hot and searing. “Morganya is slaughtering the innocents—”

“She is purging those who were affiliated with Affinite trafficking and exploitation.”

“And that isn’t equality or freedom! That’s massacre.”

A twisted little smile played at Seyin’s lips. “But isn’t that what history tells us? The path to becoming a ruler is painted in blood. In the death of thousands of innocent lives. Morganya, too, promised us equality and freedom. What makes you so different, that we should throw our forces behind you? You’re just a girl born to a silver spoon and a golden crown. That says nothing of whether you are capable of ruling.”

The fire that had been building inside her flickered out, leaving her cold.

“You see,”Seyin continued, “the issue that I have isn’t whether you or Morganya will make for the better ruler, Anastacya.” She flinched at the way he spoke her name, with dominance, as though he’d suddenly stripped her naked. “It is with the system itself. The last emperor, and the one before him, and the one before him … they all promised the people wonderful things. Yet letting a monarch go unchecked means there is nothing to protect the people should that monarch fail.” He looked somber now, spreading his hands. “Suppose you are merciful. Suppose you are gracious, and that you rule with justice. What happens after you die? What about the next ruler, or the next, or the ones after that? Can you guarantee that they, too, will carry the benevolence and sense of justice that you claim to have?”

Ana struggled to think of a rebuttal and found that she had none. She thought of the first time she’d run into Imperial Patrols, of how they’d treated her and May like criminals, of how she’d seen, with her own eyes, the inequities that her father had allowed to bloom like a sickness in their empire.

All along, she’d sought the throne because she trusted herself to change it all, because she knew with a conviction greater than her own life that she would bring equality to her empire once again.

Yet never had she thought to question the system of rule itself. What Seyin was saying … was unthinkable to her in the moment.

“You say you fight against Empress Morganya,” Seyin continued quietly. “You say you wish to create an equal world under a monarchy. But it is the monarchy itself that is the fault here. The people—Affinites and non-Affinites alike—have suffered for too long under the theory of a benevolent ruler. It is time we had a say in the way our lives are ruled.” Seyin spread his hands. “The future is in the hands of the people. That is the mission of the Redcloaks.”

It felt as though her world were shifting, signs she had missed earlier blazing to life. Yuri loved her, but he had never promised her anything—not a throne, not an alliance, not even a common goal. She’d hinged all her hopes on him and his revolution. In her own creed for justice, for equality, she had never paused to question whether they were even on the same path.

But she had experienced life both privileged and oppressed; she had been a princess and an Affinite. Surely … “I’m not like the other monarchs,” she said, her voice raw. “I know how it feels to be an Affinite, to be told that you’re unwanted and to be reviled by society. I’ve seen what happens to the weak and the vulnerable in the darkest corners of this empire. I want to change the system.”

“Simply changing the system isn’t sufficient,” Seyin said. “We need to break the system.” He paused and lowered his hands, almost apologetically. “But, enough of grand political philosophies. You see now why the Redcloaks cannot and will not ally with you. You are the heir to the monarchy, Anastacya. You are the antithesis to our movement.”

She thought back to a moment that felt like a long time ago, standing back in the moonlight with only the Syvern Taiga and the silhouette of the fire-hearted boy she’d known.

The Redcloaks were her only possibility for an alliance, and Yuri one of the only people left whom she loved—yet the reality was, they were far from fighting on the same side of the war.

The Redcloaks sought a revolution.

She sought the throne.

But—no. They faced a greater threat right now than who ruled and how they ruled. Morganya’s grasp was tightening all along the Empire, and it was only a matter of time before she reached them, too, snuffing out any possibilities of resistance.

They were on the same side, for now. She had learned that the enemy of her enemy was her friend.

Yuri would see that. They’d bring down Morganya together first, and they’d work out their differences after. Because, Ana thought, if they didn’t unite now, there would be no after at all.

That night in the Syvern Taiga, Yuri had sought her out to ask her to return. He’d said, And remember that I love you, no matter what you choose.

She needed to speak with him. She was wasting time with his Second.

In the whirl of her thoughts, she suddenly noticed that a hungry look had seeped into Seyin’s features. His hands were at his hips, resting on the hilt of a sheathed dagger.

“The monarchy must die, Anastacya,” Seyin said quietly.

The shadows around them deepened. Cold crept up Ana’s back. Instinctively, she awakened her Affinity.

Seyin stepped forward.

And then, out of the stillness, a second flare of blood appeared. Fast approaching.

Seyin’s eyes flicked to the entrance of the dome, his expression shifting again. The light emanating from Ana’s globefire dimmed; the shadows held their breath.

Ana turned, her Affinity poised.

A figure burst through the double doors: a girl, hair disheveled, eyes wide. She wore a dark cloak, the insides of which flashed red.

Seyin frowned. “Yesenya.”

Another Redcloak, then, Ana thought, watching as the girl came to a stop a dozen steps from them. “Seyin,” she panted. “The Imperial Inquisition is here.”

A chill ran down Ana’s spine. She’d fled many ravaged villages since she’d been on the run; the Imperial Inquisition wasn’t supposed to have arrived so quickly.

“Deploy the units,” Seyin said. “We lie low, continue our reconnaissance.”

Seyin’s tone was sharp, commanding, and in that moment, Ana understood why Yuri had chosen him as the Second-in-Command of the Redcloaks. She disagreed with him on the path forward, but there was no doubt Seyin was an effective leader.

A leader who had begun to draw together a plan, starting with understanding exactly what Morganya was doing.

Ana watched him, a plan beginning to take shape in her head. Up to now, she’d been focused on surviving day-to-day, on eluding Morganya’s forces. But she couldn’t fight an enemy that she didn’t even know.

If she were to speak to Yuri, if she were to try to convince him that she was fit to lead in the fight against Morganya … then she needed a concrete plan.

And that always began, as Ramson would say, with knowing the lay of the land. Reconnaissance.

Seyin turned to her, his eyes black and impenetrable. “Perhaps our paths will cross again,” he said. “But for now, I have nothing more to say to a girl who thinks this war is but a game for kings and queens.”

Without another word, the Second of the Redcloaks strode past Ana as though she were no more than one of the broken statues of the Deities. Ana watched his and Yesenya’s outlines grow fainter and fainter until they disappeared into the shadows.

Alone in the darkness, Ana leaned against the wall. Seyin’s words had cut like knives in the deepest corners of her heart, her fears and insecurities bleeding bright.

You’re just a girl born to a silver spoon and a golden crown.

For so long, she had been focused on regaining her title and her right to rule, she hadn’t considered how she would rule. She’d thought justice and tenacity and equality would be enough—but Seyin had taken every one of the tenets she held fiercely and shattered them.

She had no army. No power. No allies. Her plan—her only plan—had utterly unraveled in the course of an hour. Of all the failures she had anticipated, she hadn’t expected this.

Ana forced herself to steady her breathing and her mind. If there was one thing she had gained from the meeting tonight, it was that Seyin had directed her to her next move.

She needed to understand her enemy, enough so that she had a plan when she faced Yuri again. Not only that—she needed to see, with her own two eyes, what made her different, and what made her the good choice, the right choice, for her empire.

That began right now, with the Imperial Inquisition.

There was just one problem.

Ramson, Ana thought, and for a moment, she imagined him leaning against a broken pillar, arms crossed, regarding her with that smirk. They’d agreed to meet at a pub named the Broken Arrow after their respective meetings, but that was in the opposite direction of the town square, where she needed to be.

Ana hesitated, glancing down the hallway where Seyin had disappeared. Instantly, all other thoughts dissipated. Ramson Quicktongue was not—could not be—a priority. Her empire and her people were her responsibility.

They should be the only things that mattered.

Ramson could wait.

Ana turned and ran after Seyin, her steps reverberating in the empty chamber. The blackened walls, the empty torch sconces, the stairs and crushed glass beneath her feet—it all blended together as the exit of the Playpen came into view, a destination brighter and more certain than the darkness around her: the Imperial Inquisition.
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Outside, the streets were still empty, silence lingering in the darkness between alleyways. Toward the center of Novo Mynsk, though, right above where the town square should be, plumes of smoke choked the night sky, gilding it a bloody orange.

Ana focused on that, settling into the rhythmic sound of her boots against the snow.

Several more turns and streets and her Affinity swept over a cluster of blood down the next street.

She slowed and came to a stop behind a dacha. Drawing a tight breath, Ana peered around the corner.

To her surprise, a group of Whitecloaks stood in the middle of the street ahead. Their signature capes fluttered white beneath the light that spilled from a streetlamp, and the pommels of their swords glinted gold at their hips.

There were four of them. Their armor glittered with the telltale gray hue of infused blackstone, the natural inhibitor to Affinities.

But there was something different about one. He stood in front, an air of authority to his stance, the tilt of his chin and the angle of his shoulders. Ana frowned, her Affinity hovering against the bright glow of his blood. And then it hit her.

She had never been able to fully grasp the blood of other Imperial Patrols before because of the blackstone in their armor. There wasn’t a hint of it in the livery the first Whitecloak wore. Upon a closer look, his armor was different—it lacked the telltale gray, glittering hue of blackstone, and embossed on the plate at his chest was also a different insignia, one she didn’t recognize: a Deities’ circle, carved into the quadrants to represent the Four Deities, in the center of which sat a crown.

Morganya’s new sigil.

As she watched, the Whitecloak angled his head toward the dacha and raised his hands.

There was a crack, and the wooden door before them tore visibly from its hinges. The Whitecloak gave another flick of his fingers, and before their eyes, the door crumbled into sawdust.

An Affinite. Ana’s stomach tightened in recognition. She’d read about Morganya recruiting Affinites into her army, specifically to carry out these Inquisitions. They were to lead missions across the Empire, eliminating anyone accused of crimes against Affinites and rooting out dissent against the new Empress. The “Inquisitors,” they were called.

Historically, Affinites had always been barred from the Imperial Army—all but for yaegers, who were able to subdue Affinites. The Imperial Patrols had been assigned to patrol the lands to quell any unrest between Affinites and non-Affinites.

Within weeks, Morganya had reversed a core law of the Cyrilian Empire with little resistance, it seemed, from the Imperial Council.

In front of the dacha, the pile of sawdust was rising, twining itself into threads, and twisting those into ropes. They moved through the air like snakes. With a sudden gesture from the Inquisitor, the ropes shot into the dacha.

There were screams from inside, and several thuds. And then a man was dragged out, his wrists bound by the sawdust ropes.

The Inquisitor twirled his hand, and the man was lifted to his knees. He was pleading with them. “Please, mesyrs, I’m just a cobbler—I haven’t done anything wrong—”

“Show me your identification papers,” the Inquisitor ordered.

Ana’s stomach turned. Suddenly, she was no longer in Novo Mynsk. She was in another town, in another market square, and a squad of Whitecloaks looked down at her, their cloaks glistening crimson in the setting sun. Your employment or identification papers.

“I—I can go fetch them, if you’ll allow me,” the cobbler begged. “They’re inside, just not on me right now—”

“By the Imperial Decree of Her Majesty, anyone caught without identification papers must be brought in for further investigation.” The Inquisitor paused, and even from here, Ana could see the white slice of a smile parting his lips. “Besides … we received a tip that you might be hiding dissenters of the regime.” He motioned at the other Whitecloaks behind him. “Search the dacha.”

This was the true purpose of their visit. Ana watched in horror as the remaining three Whitecloaks burst into the dacha. There were muffled shouts, and moments later, a group of people emerged, the Whitecloaks’ swords at their backs.

The Inquisitor’s smile widened. “Harboring fugitives, are we?”

In the group of people, though, Ana’s gaze caught on one: a little girl, barely taller than her captor’s waist. She shivered against the grasp of a Whitecloak.

“Please, mesyr,” the cobbler begged. “There’s been a misunderstanding. None of us ever trafficked Affinites—we were simply afraid—”

“Are you aware that resisting the Imperial Inquisition is against the law?” The Inquisitor’s voice bore the force of a man with power.

“Please, mesyr—”

“In the absence of papers and without an Affinity, we do not have sufficient proof that any of you did not participate in the trafficking and oppression of Affinites,” the Inquisitor continued, raising his voice. “Hence, we place you under arrest for violating Her Majesty’s Imperial Decree for Affinite Equality.”

Ana’s hands clenched. This was not promoting equality. This was mistreatment of the law, and abuse of power. Morganya was using her forces to quell any disobedience under new, arbitrary laws. She was cementing her power, stamping out any possible form of resistance before it even began.

Ana couldn’t just stand there and watch.

“Papa,” the little girl cried as the Whitecloaks began to haul the cobbler away. She stumbled after him. “Papa—”

One of the Whitecloaks turned and backhanded her across her face.

The slap echoed across the streets. The child fell to the ground, blood welling in her mouth. Red bled into Ana’s vision. She was once again in the dusty square at Kyrov, watching as a Whitecloak aimed his arrow toward May. Back then, she’d been helpless to stop it.

Before she knew it, she had stepped out and was walking steadily toward the group, toward the little girl kneeling in the snow at the Whitecloaks’ feet.

The Whitecloak looked up, his gaze locking on her. She sensed it then, a hint of a cold and unyielding touch brushing against her Affinity.

Yaeger.

She’d encountered one before: an Affinite with the power to control other Affinities. Back then, he’d snuffed out her Affinity as easily as a candle.

She’d learned her lesson from that.

Ana plunged her Affinity through his power before he could get a proper grip. Without blackstone in his armor to protect him, she seized his blood easily, lifting him bodily into the air, and hurled him forward with all her strength.

His body cracked against the brick wall of a dacha.

The rest of the Imperial Patrols slowed to a halt. For a moment, they stared at the wall, where the yaeger slumped, the pool of blood beneath him reflecting the streetlamps above.

And then their attention turned to Ana.

The Inquisitor extracted his sawdust ropes, leaving the cobbler standing in the snow, and lashed out, ropes whistling—

They fell limply to the snow.

The Inquisitor doubled over, falling to his knees. Blood poured down his chin, dribbling out from his nose and mouth. Ana gritted her teeth, and with another sharp twist of her power, the man collapsed.

She turned her Affinity on the two remaining Whitecloaks and focused on where their bodies were unprotected by their blackstone armor. With a flick of her will they dropped to the ground, blood pooling warm and sticky beneath them.

The world grew still.

Exhaustion washed over her. The world wove in and out of focus as she sank into a crouch and squeezed her eyes shut.

Something tugged at her cloak.

Willing herself not to throw up, Ana opened her eyes.

For a moment, in the blur of her vision, she saw someone impossible. A slip of a girl, eyes the warm blue of the sea.

The face swam into view: watery green eyes and scattered gold locks. It was the young girl, the cobbler’s daughter. Their eyes met; Ana saw the shock in the girl’s face, and recalled, a moment too late, the unnatural crimson of her own eyes that came with using her Affinity.

Ana recoiled, instinctively snapping her head down and grasping for her hood to cover her face. She was all too aware of the bulge of her veins against the skin of her gloved hands—a mark of when she used her Affinity.

But from the darkness came a whisper. “Thank you.”

Ana slowly looked up. For a moment, a heartbeat, they looked at each other, the child’s gaze uncertain yet unwavering.

“Dorotya!” The cobbler had pulled himself to his feet. The group of civilians watched, faces pinched with fear as they took in the scene around them.

The little girl let go and ran to them. As the cobbler gathered her into his arms, he cast Ana another frightened glance. They regarded each other for several moments from opposite sides of the street.

And then, to Ana’s astonishment, the father raised a tentative hand and dipped his head. He turned quickly and, with an arm around his child, began to walk away. The others in the group followed suit, several inclining their heads toward Ana as, one by one, they stole away into the night.

Ana stayed where she was, kneeling in the snow. She could feel it now, the ache in her hands and fingers with her veins swollen against her flesh. Her Affinity was still warm with the blood of the four lives she had taken, bodies cooling all around her.

One moon ago, she might have shrunk back at what she had done. Now, she heard, again, the whispered thank-you from the little girl; saw the father nod his head in tentative gratitude.

They were her people. And, instead of balking in disgust and fear at the sight of her, they had thanked her for saving them.

A spark of hope blazed into resolve in her heart. Her people had signaled to her, through those small acts of gratitude, that they needed her. That she was utterly different from Morganya, and that she was not the monster Seyin had made her out to be.

Somehow, she hoisted herself to her feet. Somehow, she slid her hand from the wall and lifted her chin. Raised her gaze to the blood-soaked streets before her, and the flickering orange glow reflecting on the clouds ahead like flames from the depths of hell.

Red seeped back into her vision. The veins on her hands rose again.

She was Anastacya Mikhailov, blood Affinite and rightful Empress of Cyrilia.

And she would fight for her people.




4

Ramson lay stretched out on the cot in his room in the Broken Arrow. Moonlight filtered through the cracked window on one side of the wall, but he preferred to remain swathed in the shadows.

It was nearing midnight now, an entire hour past the time when he and Ana had agreed to rendezvous back here. Even as he flicked a silverleaf to the ceiling, watching its belly flash pale, he couldn’t help the pricklings of panic.

Where was she?

He’d grown so used to her presence in the past moon that her absence had begun to make him uneasy. Traveling together, he’d whiled his days away bickering with her, delighting in the moments when his comments elicited a fierce glare or an irritated snarl.

And then there were the nights, when he graciously left her the bed and she accepted as though it were her right. Ramson hadn’t minded. He’d looked up at her from his vantage point on the floor, taking in the delicate curve of her neck, the soft flutter of her lashes, the stern curve to her mouth even as she dreamt.

He shook those thoughts loose. The silver timepiece at his chest ticked away the minutes. It had been too long.

Ramson had just stood, when a noise gave him pause. It was faint, so faint that it might have been the groan of the old inn beneath the brush of the wind outside.

But Ramson’s senses tightened. He moved to the door and flattened himself to the wall behind it, the moonlight cutting just beyond the tips of his boots. Slowly, so as to not make a sound, he drew his misericord.

Another muffled footstep, and this time, a loud creak from the trick stair at the base of the second-floor landing. Ramson had chosen this room specifically for this reason: He would hear any intruders coming his way.

The smallest sound of a pin jiggling in the lock on his door, and then with a click, the handle turned.

The door opened and two men burst inside. They wore thick furs and dark padded coats, stitched through with patches. Their movements were lumbering, clumsy, and a quick look at their faces, necks, and hands yielded no markings to reveal an underground gang association.

They were likely low-ranking brutes scavenging for prizes in the Dams. And they’d hit gold with him.

Ramson cleared his throat. “Looking for me?” he said, and as they spun to face him, he lashed out.

He flicked the silverleaf he’d been playing with and it shot out like a projectile, hitting one of the men square in the eye. As the man stumbled back, hand to his face, howling in pain, the second leapt forward.

Ramson dodged easily, the arc of his opponent’s sword cutting a hairsbreadth from his nose. He pivoted and let out a breath. “My nose is my most handsome feature,” he said. “I mislike your attempts to sever it.”

The man gave him a growl and lunged, but Ramson had him all figured out. These brutes fought street-style: dirty, with no technique. Ramson fought dirty, too, but he was highly trained.

He easily undercut the brute’s swipe. By the time the man regained his sense of balance, it was too late.

Ramson’s blade pierced his throat. “Now you see why it’s called a misericord,” he muttered as he kicked the man’s body aside.

A shuffle of footsteps behind him. Ramson ducked just as the other brute struck out. His sword thumped to the floor, biting into the wood with the force of his swing.

“Ah, ah, ah.” Ramson clucked his tongue. “Clumsy. I could hear you coming from a mile away.”

In a flash, his sword was at his opponent’s neck, digging into the softness of the man’s flesh. “Tell me who you work for,” Ramson growled. “Tell me how you found me.”

The man resisted—they all did, at first—but Ramson tightened his grip into a choke hold, cutting off the man’s air. Drops of blood warmed Ramson’s fingers.

“Each time you make me ask, I slice a little more of your throat,” Ramson crooned. “Now, let me ask again—”

“We’re … for hire,” the brute gasped. “Saw … Kerlan’s … kill order …”

Ramson hummed. Olyusha would need to do better if she wanted to protect his—and therefore her precious, stupid husband’s—life.

At the same time, these brutes were so amateur, Ramson could imagine her rolling her eyes at him. I leave the small fries to you, she’d say. I take the big fish.

At least her information had been accurate.

“P-please,” the mercenary was choking out. “Hard … times …”

“I understand,” Ramson said, and then slit the man’s throat anyway.

The second body thumped to the ground. Ordinarily, he might have given more thought to letting these men live, but his mind was focused on one thing.

Ana.

Their meeting place was clearly compromised, and Ramson didn’t even want to think about what would happen if any mercenaries or gang members lingering around the Dams got to her first. Hells, he cursed to himself, he should’ve considered that first, before he picked an inn in the middle of what used to be the most dangerous district in Novo Mynsk. He’d thought that, with the fall of Kerlan, the entire Cyrilian criminal underground had collapsed, too.

It turned out that wasn’t the case.

His heart beat in a drumroll, and he wiped his misericord on one of the dead men’s shirts, then sheathed it. He needed to find her … he needed to get to her first.

Because he couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to her.

Ramson threw on his cloak and stepped neatly over the two bodies, making for the stairs. He didn’t bother shutting the door behind him.
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In the time it took her to cross the city, Novo Mynsk lit up like a rack of coals. The glow of torches colored the winding streets red, and the cloud-heavy sky was afire with shades of corals and crimsons. People had gathered in the streets, some groggy with sleep and some terrified. They shuffled forward together, papers in hand.

Whitecloaks were present on almost every street. They pounded on doors, barking orders at civilians, directing them to the town square. Most of them wore the blackstone-infused mail, rendering their bodies well out of Ana’s Affinity’s reach.

Yet some were outfitted in the newer armor, Morganya’s insignia blaring out from the plates on their chests. Ana focused on them, observing as one melted a door with nothing but a flick of their hands while another broke down an entire stone wall of a dacha with the touch of a finger. The number of Inquisitors was few, peppered among the vast majority of non-Affinite Whitecloaks, but the effect of their presence, coupled with unbridled power and violence, was chilling.

The crowds thickened the closer she drew to the center of town. The stench of smoke and fear rose thick in the air, choking the skies. The dachas around them were jagged against the night, reflecting the color of blood from the torches that blazed.

Ana turned and the town square of Novo Mynsk unfolded before her.

The entire town seemed to have gathered. Torches were staked in the ground, the square awash in crimson and shadows. And in the very center of it all, a wooden scaffolding had been set up, lit in the light of the torches surrounding it. On the cobblestone ground, Imperial Patrols formed a ring around the stage, the whites of their cloaks tinted red from the flames. About half wore the lighter gray of the Inquisitors’ uniform.

Fluttering above it all in the middle of the scaffold was the silver-blue flag of Cyrilia, now bearing Morganya’s sigil. And chained to its pole, shivering in nightclothes, was a group of civilians.

The image cut through Ana’s exhaustion, bright and sharp.

A hush rippled through the square as a Whitecloak made his way to the center of the platform. His breastplate bore the new insignia of the crown and the Deys’krug, labeling him as an Inquisitor. As he unfurled a scroll and began to speak, the prisoners tied to the pole behind him shivered in the cold.

“Citizens of Cyrilia, we are gathered here today in the spirit of Kolst Imperatorya Morganya, our Glorious Empress, to dispense justice upon the land and carry out the will of the Deities.”

The ashes of Ana’s anger stirred, deep inside.

“These prisoners gathered before you today have been accused of heinous crimes against the Empire and Her Glorious Empress,” the Inquisitor continued, and as he spoke, there was movement on the stage.

Two Whitecloaks dragged a woman onto the scaffold. She was dressed in a silk nightgown, one sleeve torn, her hair falling out of a disheveled bun. She was crying and clutching a bundle to her chest.

One Whitecloak shoved her to the ground. The woman cried out, but her body curled around the small bundle. Protecting it.

From inside the layers of cloth came a thin, high-pitched keening.

A baby, Ana thought. Her head grew light with horror. There was nothing in what she had seen tonight that indicated justice, not in the way that Cyrilia had always enforced it: with a court, with a trial, and with evidence.

No, this was uninhibited cruelty, dictated by a monarch who now served as judge, jury, and executioner.

“All those who oppose our Glorious Empress oppose divine goodness and rightful justice and must be punished.” The Inquisitor looked up, his eyes burning fever-bright. “We will purge this empire of unholy beings and criminals. From the root!” His voice rose into a shout.

Cold crept up Ana’s veins. She could see what these Whitecloaks were doing, using words such as divine goodness and rightful justice to justify Morganya’s actions. Morganya was using the Imperial Inquisition to steel her rule with an iron fist, and to spread the message that her will represented the Deities’ will.

In Cyrilia, the emperors sought the blessing of the Deities before each coronation. But none had ever dared to equate their actions with the wishes of the gods.

Seyin’s voice whispered to her again. The people have suffered for too long under the theory of a benevolent ruler.

Sweat slicked Ana’s palms. Onstage, one of the Whitecloaks crouched and began to drag the woman by her hair. The other wrapped his silver-gloved hands around the tiny bundle.

“No!” In the utter silence, the mother’s scream was jarring. She lurched back, shielding her child with her body. Her pleas echoed through the square. “Please, mesyr, I beg you, my baby is innocent—we are both innocent—”

“You would deny that you kept indentured Affinites in your household?” the Inquisitor roared.

“Employed, mesyr, we gave them wages and food and boarding—”

“Under a criminal contract!” the Inquisitor shouted, drawing his sword. It sliced through the air, flashing red in the torchlight. “You and your family are condemned to death for these crimes.”

“Not my baby, mesyr, please—spare my baby—”

The Whitecloak began to pull the bundle away, but the woman clung on, dragging herself from the floor, her dress ripping as the other Whitecloak grasped at her feet. From inside the bundle came the thinnest keening noise, threading through the crackle of the torches and the commotion onstage.

It happened so quickly.

The Whitecloak gave another pull and slammed his boot into the woman’s stomach. She slipped.

The sound of her fall cracked across the square like the whip of a lash. Blood seeped crimson across the platform, twisting serpentine through Ana’s Affinity. The woman’s body lay motionless.

Across the silent square, there was only the wailing sound of the baby as the Whitecloak carried it away.

Ana closed her eyes. Her thoughts were fragmenting, splintered by the blood of the dead mother and the cries of the child.

She’d come here to seek information on Morganya’s new regime, and for what? So that she was able to form a long-term plan, slowly build herself up to take down the enemy? But wasn’t the end goal of it all to create a better world? One that kept its people safe?

What kind of a sovereign was she if she simply stood here now, letting her people die as she watched? She might not have the answers to everything just yet, but there was one principle that she had always held fiercely—that she’d use her power to fight, to protect the innocent and vulnerable.

Your Affinity does not define you, her brother, Luka, had once told her. What defines you is how you choose to wield it.

Ana’s eyes opened with clarity. Her Affinity bloomed. Red clouded her vision.

She targeted the Inquisitors first. Whoever had designed their uniforms had forgotten that while the removal of blackstone made these Affinites able to use their gifts, it also made them utterly vulnerable to enemies whose Affinity was to the very makeup of their bodies.

Ana hooked her Affinity around the bright, warm pulse of their blood and shoved.

There were shouts of alarm from the other Whitecloaks as their companions crashed into them, and in that moment of distraction, Ana barreled past them.

With a leap, she was on the scaffold.

The lead Inquisitor’s yell cut off as Ana seized him with her Affinity and lifted him into the air. The world was alight in flames and blood, the air rippling with heat. Her hair had come undone, and as she turned to face the Imperial Patrol head-on, her long red cloak swept out from beneath her in a sudden gust of wind.

Shouts of confusion melded with gasps all around them as the crowd began to see what was happening.

The kapitan dangled in the air before Ana. When he looked closer at her, shock registered on his face, followed by recognition.

A cry went up somewhere in the crowd. “It’s the Blood Witch of Salskoff!”

And then another. “It’s the Crown Princess! She’s alive!”

And a third. “The Little Tigress of Cyrilia has come to save us!”

Somewhere between her getting from the crowd to onstage, her hood had slipped from her face. The night air, swirling between the fire’s heat and the winter’s cold, gusted against her cheeks.

Ana’s first instinct was to hide. Fear, drilled into her from her childhood, froze her in place; the stares of thousands of pairs of eyes weighed on her chest until she could barely draw breath. Her mind blanked; nausea roiled in her stomach.

But then, through the ringing in her ears
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