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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Hi friends! Just a little refresher of where we left off at the end of Fate and Fury, before we dive into Revenge and Ruin.

      If you haven’t read Fate and Fury, stop reading this author’s note now, because ye olde spoilers lie ahead. Yes? OK. Here we go…

      So. When we last saw Niko and Katerina, they were in quite a sticky situation (not that kind of sticky! Get your minds out of the gutter, people). So sorry to have left y’all on a cliffhanger for a year and change, but hopefully the wait will be worth it!

      Here’s what you need to know:

      
        
          	
        At the end of Book 1, Katerina had just rescued Niko from the Underworld, after striking a deal with (a very reluctant) Elena: he could only spend 6 months aboveground, with Katerina, before having to return to the Underworld and Elena’s clutches. This means that the very moment Niko arrived back in Iriska, the clock started ticking…
      

      	
        Niko died in Book 1, when he jumped in front of a blade meant for Katerina (thanks for nothing, Elena). Katerina cursed Elena to the Void for eternity, and in an attempt to escape that fate, Elena wound up bound to Sammael.
      

      	
        But then, Elena bound Niko’s soul to hers. When Katerina cast the demons and Elena into the Void, Niko went with them, winding up in the Underworld thanks to some tricky footwork on Gadreel’s part. So now, Elena is stuck in the Underworld and can’t walk aboveground, thanks to Katerina’s curse—and Niko is bound to both of them. Uh oh…
      

      	
        Gadreel, the Dark Angel of War, is desperate to get his hands on Katerina, to leverage her Light to drive back the Darkness (which he freed from the Void in an attempt to leverage its strength, only to realize he couldn’t control it). After using her to cage the Darkness once more, he plans to consolidate his power in the Underworld with Katerina at his side. Oh yeah, and he plans to make use of her services in a less-than-professional capacity, as well. Needless to say, Katerina isn’t pleased.
      

      	
        Sammael, the Venom of God, has been at war with Gadreel for millennia. The two of them have the largest territories in the Underworld. When Sammael discovers that Gadreel set the Darkness free, he is horrified—but also sees it as an opportunity. He believes that once Gadreel’s armies discover who’s responsible for letting the Darkness loose, they’ll defect to Sammael’s side. Then, Sammael can use his newfound might to claim Gadreel’s territory and rule the Underworld once and for all. Of course, to do that, he’ll need Katerina’s help…
      

      	
        There’s just a couple of problems with this plan. First of all, the Darkness is raging out of control. It’s eating villages to fuel its power, and if it isn’t stopped, it’ll devour all the souls in Iriska, then break through to the human world—which Iriska was created to protect—and devour all of the souls there. Then, having done so, it will starve. At that point, the world aboveground will be decimated, and since a shard of Darkness animates each demon, and the Underworld is fueled by the Darkness’s energy, then the Underworld will collapse, too. At this point, there will be nothing to rule and no one to conquer. Oopsie!
      

      	
        Problem #2: Katerina doesn’t want to help Sammael (even though they struck a tentative deal when she summoned him to the spell circle in her cottage). She wants to go with Niko to the Magiya Library, consult the scribes about how to break his curse and drive back the Darkness, finish Elena and Gadreel off, and skip off into the fiery sunset with her Shadow. Unfortunately, life has other plans…
      

      	
        Where we left off, Gadreel had possessed the Kniaz (Iriska’s ruler), and come to Kalach to claim Katerina. As I’m sure you can imagine, he wasn’t pleased to find her missing. And that, my friends, is where Book 1 ended…and Book 2 begins.
      

      

      

      I hope you found this little recap helpful! Some other goodies to consider…

      Just like in book 1, there’s a Glossary and Pronunciation Guide at the back, expanded to include the new terms in Revenge and Ruin. I created this Guide in partnership with a native Russian speaker who was kind enough to lend me their expertise. Any mistakes are my own.

      This book is spicier than Fate and Fury—like, a chili pepper hotter. In part, this is because we have Niko’s POV, and he’s not, shall we say, as demure as Katerina. I always planned to save his POV for book 2, and I had so much fun writing it, even if he’s a hot mess in this one.

      Speaking of which, he’s been through a LOT, and I don’t shy away from dealing with it. That said, Revenge and Ruin does contain content that might be disturbing for some readers. Please visit emilycolin.com/contentwarnings for a full description. Your mental health matters to me!

      And now, welcome back to Iriska. Watch where you step. The Darkness is hungry, and it has its eyes on you…
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            Chapter One

          

          NIKO

        

      

    

    
      His home was burning. Smoke curled into the air, a call for help and a warning, thick and white beneath the eye of the false Bone Moon. He tilted his head back and howled, choking as the reek of scorched timber—and worse—stained his lungs. His pack didn’t reply, but that was the least of his concerns. The people he’d sworn to protect were dying, and he was going to be too late to save them.

      Guilt fueled his stride as his paws pounded the forest floor, mashing the rowan trees’ fallen berries to raw, bloody pulp. And beside him, where she belonged, his Dimi ran, her red hair streaming behind her in the fractured light, her cheeks stained with the tears they’d cried together, her magic gathering beneath her skin.

      She was wild. Beautiful.

      And his.

      But was she real? That was the question that plagued him.

      Elena had tortured him with illusions when he wouldn’t bend to her will, making him watch Katerina die in a thousand terrible ways. When that hadn’t moved him, she’d become more…imaginative. From his place in the corner of that damnable cottage, she’d forced him to watch Maksim and Konstantin sink into his Dimi’s body, her head thrown back in ecstasy and her hair freed from its braid, the better for them to grip it in their fists as they rode her like mindless animals. She’d conjured Katerina in the clothes his Dimi had worn when he’d last seen her, still wet with his blood, and made the woman he loved whisper a thousand untruths: she’d never loved him, she’d only sought to use him, she’d forgotten him, she was already bonded to another. On one particularly depraved occasion, Elena had invaded what passed for his sleep and made him dream of Katerina, and when he’d woken aching, desperate, craving, he’d found⁠—

      No. He wouldn’t think of that. He’d sworn never to think of it again, though his dreams were a different story. But what if this, here and now, was no more than another illusion? What if Katerina had never come for him, had never beaten Elena with no more than the force of her determination? What if he’d never clawed his way to the surface in her wake, or felt her magic surge through him as their bond healed, or held her in his arms and heard her say all the words he was so desperate to hear: she still wanted him, he hadn’t lost his place fighting by her side, he was still worthy of the Light?

      He was broken. He knew that, no matter what Katerina told him, illusion or otherwise. But this…to kiss her beneath the moon just like that first night in the forest, her body warm and real beneath his hands as his Mark came alive, to be free at last of Elena’s insidious rage and curdled desire, to feel almost whole, and then to smell Kalach burning at the hands of a demon…

      It was torture of the highest order, exactly the kind the Dark-corrupted Elena Lisova would conjure: to dangle what he wanted most, and then rip it away, to replace it with his greatest fear. He would probably arrive at the village’s borders to find a thousand versions of Katerina burning to death, each of them mocking and belittling him as she took a man deep into every orifice of her body. But on the off-chance that this was real, that the woman running beside him was truly the other half of his soul and not a Dark-induced hallucination, that Kalach was really burning and he had a chance to save it—well, what choice did he have?

      The answer was: none at all. Because for the chance to redeem himself, to reclaim his honor and his Dimi, he would do anything. And so he ran, the fire searing his lungs, his pack’s howls echoing in his ears at last, not knowing what prayer to wing toward the Saints. Because if this was real, his village was most likely doomed, and with it, everyone he had sworn an oath to keep safe. But if it wasn’t, then Katerina had never braved the Underworld to save him, and this was the cruelest of jokes, at the hands of a woman who twisted hate and called it love.

      Niko Alekhin ran ever onward, closing the distance between himself and the flames, knowing that no matter the truth, he was damned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          KATERINA

        

      

    

    
      Fear snaked through Katerina’s veins, warring with joy in equal measure, as she and Niko crossed the border that separated the forest from Kalach. The rowan-fires still burned, their smoke indistinguishable from the clouds that hovered over the village. The gate hung open, unguarded by the Shadows meant to flank it, and beside her, Niko growled in admonition. A shiver ran through Katerina—it was no small thing for Shadows to abandon their posts. It meant only one thing: that the threat within Kalach exceeded the one that lay without.

      Of course it did. The threat within Kalach’s borders was Gadreel himself, the Fallen Angel of War, who had unleashed the Darkness on them all. Gadreel, who was wreaking havoc on her village as an act of revenge, because he’d come seeking Katerina and failed to find her.

      She’d known he wanted to own her, to use her. But until Niko had told her what Gadreel had confided—that the demon had penetrated Rivki’s defenses and was possessing the Kniaz, controlling the nobleman’s every move—she hadn’t understood the extent of his plans.

      While she was in the Underworld, fighting to save her Shadow, Gadreel had traveled to Kalach, under cover of the Kniaz’s arrival and Katerina’s planned bonding ceremony to a new Shadow. With the wards weakened, perhaps the village’s Shadows had not been able to sense his presence, just as they’d failed to detect Sammael. Or perhaps he’d never meant to enter Kalach himself, but had simply planned to lurk in the woods, using the Kniaz to lure her to him. The end result was the same: The villagers had bent over backward to welcome the Kniaz with the finest hospitality they had to offer, scraping the bottom of their near-empty larders to cobble together a feast. All the while, they’d had no idea they were rolling out the royal carpet for a prince of Hell.

      It had all been a ruse to get his hands on Katerina, to leverage her gifts to drive back the Darkness. And when it had failed, the Dark Angel of War had sought retribution. Who had he killed? What if the Darkness devoured Kalach, because Katerina had prioritized saving her Shadow over loyalty to her village?

      Fury simmered in her blood, overtaking everything else, igniting her magic. She braced for the out-of-control pitch and yaw of it, the unpredictable surge and ebb that had so terrified her ever since she’d lost her Shadow. But instead, her body hummed with the familiar pulse that had always accompanied her rising magic. Even though they ran toward what might well be Kalach’s destruction, she couldn’t help but find joy in the renewed balance of her gifts.

      The moment they barreled through the gates, though, Niko’s paws pounding the ground at her side, all of her elation fled, replaced by terror. The village was under siege. Everywhere Katerina looked, buildings burned, flames licking up their sides with avid hunger, as if the firewitches’ magic had somehow failed to hit its target and had turned on itself instead. The air was laced with the sickly-sweet scent of Grigori demons’ blood, and sure enough, some of the creatures lay along the path to the village square, caught between one form and another, leaking their silver-blue blood into the earth.

      Grigori demons were shapeshifters, fond of assuming whatever appearance would do the most physical or emotional damage to their victims. In death, they often lost control, reverting to earlier forms they’d taken. One of these appeared to be part-Shadow, judging by the gear they wore, and part-Bukovac, a six-legged creature with long, curved horns, fond of drowning its victims. Another had died with its form frozen halfway between Likho, the one-eyed, black-cloaked woman known for bringing misfortune wherever she traveled, and Psoglav, an iron-toothed creature with the hind end of a horse, the head of a dog, and a taste for human flesh. The third was so contorted as to be unrecognizable.

      Beside them lay Natalya, the young Dimi who’d once delivered the message about Satvala’s demise, and across her body, blessed blade still gripped in his hand, lay Gregory, her Shadow. His blade had skewered the unrecognizable Grigori, half-buried in its chest—but the demon had had its revenge. Gregory’s body was scored with demon bites; they had had their way with him, piercing his skin with venom over and over again. He had fought them to his last breath, as he was trained to do, and had taken the creature down with him as he fell. But it had been too late for him and Natalya.

      Next to Katerina, Niko growled at the sight of the fallen Shadow. It came to her that she hadn’t told him he no longer held the pack, that Baba had appointed Alexei as alpha. Well, there was no time for it now. They would do what they must, alpha Shadow and shamed Dimi or no.

      Shrieks emanated from the heart of the village, and her Shadow’s eyes met hers. In them, she saw perfect understanding: they would charge toward the threat, as they always had, and meet it together. She carried his blessed blades, and her own magic. It would have to be enough.

      Niko leaned against her side, bracing her, and she buried her free hand in his fur, the connection between them both reassurance and strength. Again, she felt that disturbing hint of Darkness stirring within their bond, the one she’d first sensed in the clearing. Niko tensed, as if he felt it, too. But now was not the time for questions. She would ask him later, if they lived.

      She let him go, and they ran onward, past buildings charred with smoke and women weeping on their knees, past small children that wandered, lost and wailing, through the streets. The apothecary was aflame, the scents of burning sage and garlic and yarrow filling the air, in a terrible perversion of a healing spell. The anti-venin, Katerina thought with dismay; that was where the village stored the powerful antidote to the demons’ bites. Without it, a Shadow in human form would die. And the apothecary was burning.

      She swallowed her horror and forged on, past buckled earth and piles of ash, Niko keeping pace at her side. Where were Ana and Alexei? If something had happened to her best friend, she would never forgive herself.

      They had to be in the thick of the fighting. As the alpha Shadow, it was Alexei’s responsibility and his right. And where he was, there Ana would be, also.

      But…where were the Druzhina? Surely, the Kniaz hadn’t traveled here alone, puppet or no. Where was his guard? Why did they not fight to defend the village’s borders?

      Maybe they, too, were in the midst of the battle. It was the only explanation.

      There was a tremendous roar, as if the earth itself had cracked open. Katerina ran faster, her heart pounding so hard, she could hardly breathe past it. What if that sound heralded the destruction of Kalach, the way it had in Drezna? What if everyone she knew and loved was plummeting into the Underworld, and she and Niko were too late to save them?

      She summoned her witchwind to aid her, sweeping at her back, pushing her and Niko forward. And then, between one step and the next—she was airborne. It took her a moment to realize that Niko had grabbed her tunic in his jaws and was holding her back, dangling her above the ground as if she were no more than a marionette.

      “What are you doing?” she snapped at him. “Put me down!”

      He shook her, demanding she pay attention. And then, as had always been the case in battle, his voice spoke inside her mind. Look, he said, a grim command.

      Katerina did as he bid—and gasped. Darkness bubbled up from the ground where she’d been about to step, thick as welling tar. It sucked in everything it touched: leaves and twigs and even a squirrel whose instinct to flee had come too late to save it. With a squelching sound, the puddle of Darkness swallowed its bounty whole and seethed, its edges blurring outward hungrily, seeking additional prey.

      “By the Saints,” Katerina breathed.

      There are no Saints here. Her Shadow’s voice was rough, laced with fury, as he set her down to the left of the Dark quicksand. Come, Katerina. But tread carefully.

      Katerina wanted nothing more than to race toward the rising screams. They emanated from the square in the middle of Kalach, which meant the village stood, at least in part. It meant there was still someone to save. But she knew Niko was right; if she ran toward the fight, heedless of where she stepped, she’d be the Darkness’s next victim.

      Instead they made their way one arduous step at a time, relying on Niko’s enhanced Shadow vision and the small flame Katerina called to her hand to make out the places where the earth of Kalach had been subsumed by Darkness. On one horrifying occasion, they came upon a submerged body, only its fingers sticking up aboveground. Katerina made for the figure nonetheless, ignoring Niko’s warning growl, only for the Darkness to suck whomever it was down into its depths with an obscene gurgle. She shuddered, fighting the urge to vomit, and pressed on.

      At long last, they reached the village center, where the brightly colored tents and makeshift stage lay in ruins. In the midst of the square, Dimis and Shadows battled Grigori, horribly outnumbered. There was Ana, thank the Saints, flanked by Alexei, in the form of his black dog. As Katerina watched, her friend ignited a ball of fire and hurled it straight at a demon’s head, only for the creature to dodge and lunge for her. Alexei leapt at the thing, but the demon bared its teeth, slick with venom, and reared up, knocking Ana’s Shadow to the ground⁠—

      Katerina shrieked. She was still screaming when a black blur hurtled past her and sank its teeth into the demon’s throat, shaking it like a rag doll. Silver-blue blood sprayed everywhere as Niko tore its flesh open and dropped the creature, dead, at Alexei’s feet. Her Shadow threw back his head and howled in victory, and for a moment Alexei echoed him. Then his jaw dropped and he stared at Niko, the look in his eyes as clear as if he’d spoken.

      How?

      There was no time for explanations. From between the blacksmith’s shop and the stables, sentient shadows curled like spilled ink, seeking a target. As the battle in the square raged ever onward, the shades plucked children from doorways and dragged them through windows. They twined around their victims like vines and seeped into their open mouths, leeching the life from everything they touched. The children’s eyes shriveled like wizened grapes, their bodies blackened as if frostbitten. They tumbled to the ground, mere husks, reminding Katerina of the blanched fields and fallen animals on the road to Drezna.

      From inside the houses that flanked the square, where some of the Vila must have taken refuge, came a bloodcurdling shriek. “No,” a woman wailed, her arms extending through the broken glass of the window, reaching for one of the little ones who lay, discarded, on the stones below. “No, please, not my Pyotr…”

      The shades swept onward, as if driven by an invisible wind, swarming straight for the square. If they weren’t thwarted—if they reached their destination—then Kalach’s best defenders would fall. Already, Lara’s witchwind faltered as she attempted to drive a dark-haired demon back. Next to her, Ilya fought in human form, his blades slicing another demon’s arm open as it reached for Dimi Assol. The creature drew back, its squeal of agony like metal-on-metal, but as its blood hit the stones, the shades charged.

      Assol stumbled back, out of their reach, tripped over a body lying on the ground, and fell. In an instant, the shades were on her, swarming over her body like bees from a provoked hive. She screamed and screamed as they descended, growing ever-darker as they consumed her life force. Her Shadow, Bretzin, gave a howl of terror and denial, but there was nothing he could do. Assol’s voice cut off mid-shriek, and the shades drew back as if satiated, revealing her desiccated corpse, mouth frozen in a rictus of her final scream.

      Katerina had no idea whether Gadreel had commanded the shades to do his bidding, or whether, summoned by bloodlust, the Darkness was raging through Kalach of its own accord. Either way, the result was the same: disaster.

      Within her, fury simmered—righteous and potent as the dark, sweet fruit of the blackthorn tree, an ancient protection against evil. She turned to face the shades, hands extended, and reached deep, deep into the well of her magic, the same way she had in the woods outside Drezna, when Gadreel’s army had come for them. She couldn’t ignite all of these demons, not when so many of Kalach’s citizens and warriors were scattered amongst them. But if there was anything the Darkness could not stand against, it was the Light.

      Now, she told Niko, and felt him brace as she drew on their bond with all she had.

      Light burst from her, driving the shades back. It illuminated the entirety of the square: the space between the buildings, the trees that surrounded them…and the ravine beyond. Behind the Shadows and Dimis, by the treeline opposite where Katerina and Niko had emerged, the earth had split like a ripe peach. This must have been the sound Katerina had heard, the one she feared heralded the destruction of Kalach.

      Around them, her fellow Dimis froze, their expressions unified by a single emotion: shock. It would’ve been amusing if they hadn’t all been about to die.

      Their gazes flicked from Katerina to the black dog by her side. To the shades, cringing against the battered buildings like animals whipped by their mistress. And then slowly, surely, in the direction of the crevasse.

      At its opposite edge, clad in red finery, his sightless eyes fixed on the moon above, lay the Kniaz.

      And next to him, glaring at Katerina with unadulterated wrath, stood Gadreel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          GADREEL

        

      

    

    
      As the tendrils of the Darkness retreated at Katerina Ivanova’s attack, just as he’d hoped they would, the demon Gadreel didn’t know whether to rejoice in his good fortune or prepare for his demise.

      This was an exaggeration, of course. The Dimi who stood opposite him, on the other side of the crevasse that the earthwitches had wrought in a fruitless attempt to stay his hand, could not possibly kill him now. For one thing, she needed him. He alone had loosed the Darkness, knew how to curry its favor and seduce it into submission. Only he knew the spells and sacrifices that had coaxed it from the Void, and thus the ones required to lay it to rest again, in concert with the Light. She had the might to drive back the shades, the bits of Darkness that had torn loose from the whole; he had the knowledge to put an end to this misbegotten venture. They would be partners.

      And then, he would leash her as he had the vapid nobleman who lay sprawled at his feet.

      Of course, he’d also had to kill said vapid nobleman, when the fool had outlived his usefulness. He didn’t anticipate killing Katerina Ivanova. No, he had far more entertaining plans for his little Firebird. He had a list, even though lists were typically Sammael’s domain:

      First, harness her power and drive back the Darkness.

      Second, take his pleasure in her body, relishing her fire and defiance beneath him, his to exploit and command.

      And third, experiment with how far he would have to go to break her, to bend her to his will. He imagined it would take quite a while, and require all manner of innovations.

      In all of his fantasies, though, he had never pictured this: Dimi Ivanova’s accursed black dog, dragged from the depths of the Underworld to fight once more by her side. How was the creature here, when he’d seen for himself that it was chained to Sammael’s raving-mad Vila?

      Gadreel had watched Sammael conjure a collar for the dog with his own eyes. Then he’d leaned forward and whispered his plans into the creature’s ear, savoring its helpless fury. The Shadow had snarled, struggling against its bonds, fighting to tear out his throat. Gadreel had taken great pleasure in the impossibility of such a thing, before he’d snapped his fingers and portaled out of the liminal space where Dimi Ivanova’s curse had landed them. Not the Underworld, nor the Void, but the place between.

      He had never thought the Shadow would somehow rise and seek revenge. And yet here the black dog stood, every hackle raised and sharp teeth bared, growling across the cracked earth that divided them. And it was Dimi Ivanova’s rightful Shadow; Gadreel could sense the bond between them, thrumming tight with their shared magic.

      The crazed Vila would never have let Niko Alekhin go of her own free will. Which meant that his Firebird had somehow descended to the Underworld and spirited him away. Powerful as Dimi Ivanova was, there was no way she could have stolen the Shadow from under Sammael’s nose, in the heart of the demon prince’s realm. That meant only one thing: Sammael had known she was there. He had known, and he had let her go free—and the Shadow with her.

      Was Sammael so consumed by envy, so desperate to be rid of the Shadow his Vila craved, that he’d somehow staged this escape? Or did he know Gadreel’s deepest secret, and had loosed the Dimi and her Shadow upon the world to drive back the Darkness, in preparation for claiming victory and turning Gadreel’s armies traitor? Was this the final, most vicious strike in the war the two of them had been waging for millennia, ever since the Watchers fell?

      He had a sickening feeling that the answer to both questions was yes.

      Across the ravine from him, the dog growled louder, as if discerning his thoughts. In the square, the fight continued, his demon warriors battling hand-to-hand with Shadows, the earth crumbling beneath their feet and the wind blasting as the Dimis channeled their gifts. The gusts fed the flames of the firewitches, and his minions howled with agony as their skin bubbled and burned. It was of little consequence; there were always more foot-soldiers, and Gadreel had coerced the Darkness to hold the Kniaz’s guards at bay in the elderflower clearing where Niko Alekhin’s blood had once fed the soil. This village would fall; if not at his demons’ hands, then at the Darkness’s behest. Katerina Ivanova, though—he would not lose her.

      She would be his.

      His demons knew better than to touch her. So, oddly, did the Darkness; its tendrils recoiled from her, and small wonder. She still shone with Light, and her copper hair lifted, as if borne on the tendrils of the wind. Her dark eyes gleamed. Fire sparked at her fingertips as her eyes fixed on him, filled with such hatred, he had to fight not to step back. The Dark Angel of War did not retreat in the face of a worthy adversary. And such, she was.

      “Little Firebird,” he called across the ravine. “Come to join my party, at last. A pity all of the decorations have gone. Ah well, one must make do.”

      The dog coiled, as if to spring, and she knotted her hand in its ruff, restraining it as the Light faded from her form. “I am not your Firebird,” she hissed, with more venom than three of his demons’ bodies combined. “I am not your anything.”

      “I beg to differ.” He rocked his hand from side to side, equivocating. “You are certainly my problem. Or perhaps, my salvation. At the moment, I confess it is difficult to tell.”

      Katerina Ivanova snorted. “You are a power-hungry coward, and your greed will bring us all down.”

      Under any other circumstances, Gadreel would have ended the creature who voiced such sentiments, be they Dimi or demon. In this case, though, he simply rolled his eyes. “Such a rude way to speak to the Dark Angel who will one day share your bed.”

      No sooner had the words left his lips than the Shadow began to shimmer with the first hint of its Change. So easy to provoke, that one. It was entertaining—but more than that, it was necessary. Gadreel couldn’t afford for the full weight of Niko Alekhin’s fury to be directed at him—not now, when he had to concentrate on claiming the Dimi for his own. He needed Alekhin distracted, off guard. And something was wrong with the Shadow’s black dog, besides; there was a strange tint to its Light as it began to shift, a peculiar shade that looked almost like⁠—

      His Firebird bared her teeth at him, and he looked away from Alekhin just in time. She’d harnessed the wind, splitting the oaks that edged the square and setting them aflame. A fusillade of fiery spears flew across the ravine that divided them, and he dodged her onslaught, smirking. “Beds are so boring, I agree. May I suggest my throne room? Or perhaps, my throne itself? I do enjoy being worshipped, and there’s more than enough room for two⁠—”

      “Enough!” It was the Shadow, in human form now, and naked as the day he was born, gripping blessed blades he’d produced from who knew where. “You will not speak to her that way!”

      With a disgusted flick of the hand, Gadreel conjured clothes for the Shadow—the black leather gear his kind preferred. Niko Alekhin glanced down at himself, incredulous, then glared anew, and Gadreel sighed. He supposed under the circumstances, gratitude was too much to ask.

      “I am only accepting her invitation.” He raised an eyebrow at the Shadow, then slipped for a moment into Katerina’s form. “I know you want me,” he said in the desperate tone the Dimi had used when she wept for her Shadow in the clearing outside Kalach. “For your paramour, for your slave, for your weapon…I don’t care. You can have me. I’ll stand at your side, if you save him. Please. I’ll do anything.”

      The Shadow turned to gaze at Katerina in utter horror, but she wasn’t looking at him. Her eyes were all for Gadreel, even as the battle behind her raged. “You killed my mother,” she spat. “You ripped out her throat.”

      He’d almost forgotten about that little interlude; the recollection of it brought a smile to his face. It was the first time he’d seen Dimi Ivanova, years ago. Young though she’d been, the sheer power he’d sensed within her tiny frame had called to him. And here they stood.

      “Ah, yes,” he said, waving an insouciant hand and shifting back to his normal shape. “That.”

      “Why are you smiling?” Beneath his feet, the earth cracked and churned. He had to step sideways to avoid injury. “You find my mother’s death amusing?”

      Gadreel shrugged. “Is there a wrong answer to this question?”

      All this was mere subterfuge. Because there was something amiss with her Shadow, a strange magnetism he could feel even across the distance that divided them. Something familiar, something hungry⁠—

      Dimi Ivanova spared a glance for her Shadow, and Gadreel wondered if she, too, could feel the wrongness that emanated from him. But then she squared her shoulders and faced Gadreel once more. “Call off your demons,” she demanded.

      He raised one incredulous eyebrow, but she barreled onward.

      “It’s me you want. I’m the reason you possessed him”—she pointed at the Kniaz’s limp body, flung several feet away by the force of her magic—“the reason you destroyed our village. The reason you brought the Darkness here.” She gestured at the swirling shades, which had paused at the edge of the square, as if regarding them with curiosity—and Gadreel didn’t like that. He didn’t like it at all.

      “Let them go,” his Firebird said, casting a haunted glance at the devastation of Kalach. “You’re slaughtering them because you came here and found me missing, are you not? Well, here I stand. Your fight is with me, not them.”

      “I’m slaughtering them because it pleases me,” Gadreel corrected. “If you’d been here when I arrived, there would have been no need for this. But now…” He shrugged. “Now, I will take great pleasure in watching all of them die. I will do away with your troublesome Shadow. And then I will have you how I want you, on your knees, and together we will drive the Darkness back into the Void.”

      It seemed, he thought, an excellent plan. But before he could enact it, Dimi Ivanova began to burn with Light once more, a blaze so bright it stung his eyes. Her hair floated on the breeze; her own eyes narrowed. Along Gadreel’s skin, a most unfamiliar sensation prickled: fear.

      From the direction of the river on the other side of Kalach there came a roar, the same one he’d heard the night the Shadow had met his end in the clearing. A rush of water followed, carving its way through the ground, forging a fresh path. It filled the ravine nearly to the brim, thrashing against the barriers that held it.

      The Dimi lifted both hands, body shaking with concentration, and flung the Light at the water as if it were a physical thing. And perhaps it was, because the water in the ravine began to glow. Gadreel took a step forward and froze, fuming. It was a barrier, one he could not cross. Not and live.

      Katerina Ivanova lowered her hands, chest heaving. “The pleasure is all mine,” she said.

      He snarled. She smiled. And then her Shadow sprang across the ravine that divided them, blades bared and eyes alight with Dark-fueled fire, and stabbed him in the heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          NIKO

        

      

    

    
      As his blade pierced Gadreel’s chest, triumph swept through Niko’s body. When last they’d met, the demon had mocked him, taunting Niko with how he planned to deceive all of Iriska and steal Katerina away. He’d reveled in Niko’s helplessness, taken joy in his pain. And now, the Scourge of the Demon Realms was at a Shadow’s mercy, silver-blue blood bubbling up around the point of a blessed blade.

      Katerina was screaming his name, her tone pitched high with warning, but Niko didn’t look away from his prey. What could be more important than this?

      “You are a fool,” Gadreel panted. “If you kill me, how will you discover how to contain the Darkness that plagues both our realms?” He gripped Niko’s wrist, tugging him closer. “The same Darkness lives within you; I can feel it. Kill me, and you lose your best chance to free yourself from its clutches.”

      “I’ll take my chances,” Niko spat, twisting out of his grip. Demons were liars; who knew that better than he? Gadreel would say anything, if it meant that he would live.

      The knife had wounded Gadreel, but it wouldn’t hold him forever. If Niko shifted into the form of his black dog, he could rip out the demon’s throat and finish him once and for all. But as he gathered himself, ignoring the uneasy sensation of not-rightness that had grown stronger since his first Change back on this side of the Veil, a cold, implacable grip took hold of his upper arms. It tugged him back from Gadreel, wrapping around his chest, holding him still. The more he thrashed and fought, the more it tightened.

      He looked down, already knowing what he would see. The shades that had drained the life from Dimi Assol had hold of him. He braced, waiting for the Darkness to devour him, to suck the vitality from his veins the way they had with the children they’d plucked from the houses that bordered the square, like wine from a punctured skin. If Katerina had to watch such a thing, what would it do to her? He’d been telling her the truth when he said he didn’t think he was capable of dying; but watching his earthly body shrivel and his soul return to the Underworld would be agonizing for her.

      She was shrieking his name now, and he tried to turn, to look at her, but the shades held him fast. A few feet away, Gadreel sat up, pulling the knife from his chest and dropping it to the grass with disdain. He would heal the damage Niko had done to him, where a weaker demon could not. And then what, with Niko banished to the Underworld once more? What would become of his Dimi, who’d braved a demon realm to save him? What would become of Kalach?

      Instinctively, he reached for his pack—the fellow Shadows who had been at his back for his entire life, his brothers-in-arms. He’d always been able to visualize their mutual bonds, the way he could picture his bond to Katerina. Since becoming alpha, that vision had shifted; in his mind’s eye, he’d become the center of a wheel, with his bonds to his pack members the spokes. Together, they’d formed a cohesive, powerful whole.

      In the past, when one of his Shadows was wounded, Niko had felt it. If the wound was grave, or if, Saints forbid, the Shadow died, the spoke that connected them would shudder and fray. But when he’d killed the demon to save Alexei, he’d felt only his own rage and determination. And now, as he looked inward, seeking strength in his bonds to his pack, he felt and saw…nothing. The place where his pack bonds had lived was hollow, empty. And across the ravine, no black dogs howled at the sight of their alpha’s fate.

      He was truly alone.

      Tensing every muscle in his body, Niko dragged himself to his feet. The tendrils of Darkness grew heavier by the moment, like iron chains holding him down, but he resisted their pull, straining against it. Pack bonds or no, alpha or not, he had made Katerina a promise. He would not fail her again.

      There was only one path left to him.

      And so he did the unthinkable—the urge that had been gnawing at the edge of his consciousness since he’d taken his first step through Kalach’s gates. He delved into his still, calm center, the place he’d been trained to access to channel his Shadow gifts, knowing full well what he would find.

      Normally, his mental image of this chamber glowed with Light, an ember aflame at his core. Now, a midnight-black vein of glittering ore ran through it. He visualized the ore, focused on it. And then he opened himself to the Dark.

      It was easier than he’d imagined, simpler than breathing. The vein of ore ran deep, and it recognized its kin. Focusing the way he had when he’d learned to channel Light in battle, he called to the tendrils of Darkness that restrained him, summoning them. They faded, not falling away from his body but somehow sinking into him, beneath the surface of his skin. The terrible pressure on his lungs and limbs eased as they retreated, and he gasped for air. A moment later, they were gone.

      Niko lifted his head, panting. He was alive; he was whole. Or not quite—inside him, the Darkness was stronger than it had been before, more present. He could feel it warring with his Light, fighting for dominance within his soul. It was an awful, disorienting sensation, a betrayal of his covenant with the Light and his vows. But what had the alternative been—die like Assol and the children? Abandon the Dimi and the village he was sworn to protect?

      Afraid to look, he lifted his gaze toward Katerina. She was staring at him, mouth agape, shock stamped on every feature—whether because he wasn’t dead or because of the manner of his survival, he couldn’t tell. Shame suffused his body, for surely now she realized what lurked inside him. Surely now, she would regret her choice and turn away.

      Grief built within him, an all-consuming force. But he knew, now, what was possible, no matter the cost. And knowing, how could he fail to act on it?

      He spared a glance for Gadreel. The demon knelt, hands pressed to his bloodied chest, trying to regain his strength. If Niko were going to do this, this was the moment.

      Across the ravine, Gadreel’s army still battled the Dimis and Shadows, along with the occasional intrepid villager. Where were the Druzhina? They must have traveled with the Kniaz, believing him to be the true nobleman and not Gadreel’s puppet. Why had they not come to Kalach’s defense?

      The village’s warriors might have been able to hold their own, were it not for the avid tendrils of Darkness that ensnared their ankles and licked at their blessed blades, threatening them with the same fate that had befallen Assol. Inspired by Katerina, the firewitches had summoned a blaze that drove the shades back, but they were tiring; they couldn’t keep it up forever.

      Commending his soul to the Light, Niko opened himself once more and beckoned the tendrils of Darkness to him. And Saints help him, they came—streaming above the river of Light, as if borne on an unholy wind. They came, and he held, and they sank into him as if coming home, plunging deep into the ever-widening vein of ore inside him. Their touch was frigid and blazing at once, like plunging his hands deep into a snowbank. It was agony, but still he didn’t let go, not until he’d rid Kalach of every reaching, curling shadow.

      The demons roared with rage, but not Gadreel. The Dark Angel of War regarded Niko from his position on the grass, and, Saints damn him, he was—smiling.

      “To me!” It was Baba Petrova, who had emerged from the chaos to stand amongst the warriors she commanded. “Windwitches of Kalach, now is your time!”

      She raised her hands, directing her forces like the conductor of the symphony Niko had seen once in Rivki, when he and Katerina had brought the tithe. Exhausted though they must be, the Dimis fought to obey.

      One by one, the demons rose from the ground. Their bodies hovered, drifting, before Katerina added her magic to the fray. She drew deep on their shared strength, reaching down the bond for her tie to his Shadow gifts to give her the edge she needed.

      For an instant, Niko hesitated, afraid the Darkness within him would flow outward to her, corrupting her. He felt her bewilderment at his resistance flow down the bond as she tugged harder, and right or wrong, he’d never been able to deny her anything. He let her take what she needed, and together with the other Dimis, she blasted every demon standing in Kalach into the flowing river. They howled and shrieked as they sank, the Light incinerating them as Baba had intended.

      Gadreel’s army burned, and Katerina turned her sights on their leader. She lifted her hands, and Niko didn’t need to hear her mind-voice to know her thoughts: Finally. Now, you will die.

      But it was not to be. Gadreel staggered to his feet, sickly-sweet blood still dripping between the fingers pressed to his chest. Then, with one last covetous look at Katerina, the Dark Angel of War unfolded his wings, releasing them from their glamour, and took flight above the trees, silhouetted against the moon like a monstrous bird before he disappeared from sight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          KATERINA

        

      

    

    
      Gadreel soared above the woods, leaving only the promise of violence behind. Deep in the ravine the earthwitches had torn, the coursing river of Light bubbled. It was a beautiful thing, reflecting fragments of the moon’s face and the looming trees, as if it hadn’t just swallowed a demon army whole. But it was terrifying, too. She shouldn’t have been able to create such a thing, and yet here it was, sparkling under the eye of the false Bone Moon, rippling with its own currents and tides.

      Next to her, Niko stirred. He’d leapt across the chasm to stand by her side as soon as Gadreel vanished, and Katerina had forced herself to look at him, afraid of what she might see. But the swirling shades were gone, as if they had never been there at all—as if he hadn’t summoned the Darkness with a crook of his finger, like a recalcitrant pet, and then let it bathe him in its power. As if he hadn’t vanquished it by becoming one with it, somehow.

      What had he done? Where had the Darkness gone, when he’d absorbed it that way? Had it become part of him, somehow, feeding the corruption she’d felt in their bond ever since he appeared in the clearing by the ruined chapel? And if so, when she’d drawn on him for strength, had she used Darkness, in part, to blast those demons into the Light-river? Was that why he’d hesitated…because he feared it would spread through their bond, infecting her?

      At the thought, Katerina shivered, remembering the hopelessness that had swept her in the Underworld—and the soulless, vengeful creature Elena had become, with only a tiny spark of Light still burning within her, where once there had been a flame. She herself would rather die than live that way, as a perversion of her Dimi birthright.

      She would think this through later, debate its implications. For now, the important thing was that those insidious, vicious shades hadn’t stolen her Shadow’s life, as they had the lives of the children and Dimi Assol. He had survived their onslaught, and then he had vanquished them. She didn’t understand how or what it meant, but he had used his gifts for good.

      He was watching her, his gray eyes guarded, and she did her best not to let her apprehension show on her face. They had saved Kalach; that was what mattered. There would be time enough for questions and explanations later. Now, they had to face the village…and from the thud of footsteps on the ground behind them, that time had come.

      She turned, squaring her shoulders. And there they all were: the Elder Council forming an arrow, with Baba Petrova at its point. Behind them stood a phalanx of Dimis and Shadows. Instinctively, she counted the pairs; six had fallen. Fury and grief flooded her at their loss, though thank the Saints, Ana and Alexei still stood.

      For a long moment, they just eyed each other—she and Niko, with their backs to the river of Light, and what remained of Kalach’s forces. Katerina straightened her spine, determined not to crumple under the cold weight of their collective gaze. There was no gratitude there, no sense that they had thwarted the village’s doom. Instead, each face—other than Ana’s and Alexei’s—bore nothing but terror and dread.

      Baba spoke first, accusation lacing every syllable. “How is this possible? What have you done?”

      Katerina wasn’t sure whether the question was directed at herself or Niko. Either way, she wasn’t going to burden her Shadow with replying, not when she could feel the shock and self-hatred baking off of him like residual heat from a rowan-fire. She stepped forward, in front of Niko, and lifted her chin.

      “What I had to. You might thank us; without Niko, you might all be ash right now, or fodder for the Void.”

      “Thank you?” Baba’s voice was heavy with scorn. “This is your fault, Katerina. You have brought the Darkness to our very doorstep by flaunting the prophecy, and then salted the wound by resurrecting the dead. All of this”—she gestured at the burning village, the square where the Kniaz’s body lay, and the rubble that surrounded them—“can be laid at your feet.”

      “That’s not true!” Katerina protested. “The prophecy wasn’t about us at all. It was about Gadreel. He’s the one who freed the Darkness from its confines. Everything that’s happened since then is because of his choices, not ours. If you would only listen, you’d see⁠—”

      “Silence.” Elder Mikhova’s voice split the air as she stepped forward, bridging the space between them. Two Shadow and Dimi pairings—Lara and Ilya, Svetlana and Luka—moved with the Elder, protecting her from them, Katerina realized, sickness rising in her stomach. Her fellow Dimis and Shadows thought she and Niko were a danger, something to be guarded against.

      Niko had been Ilya and Luka’s alpha; they had answered to him, obeyed him. And now, they couldn’t even look him in the eye. How must that feel, to return to his village only to discover his pack answered to another? And worse, that the Shadows who had revered him viewed him now as a disgrace and a menace? Her heart broke for Niko, who had been the one to demand they return to Kalach. That they not abandon those they had sworn to protect. But what of abandoning him? Did the blood he had shed in Kalach’s name mean nothing?

      Elder Mikhova’s forest-green robes brushed her feet as she came to a stop in front of them. She circled Niko, eyeing him with horror. “How? We weighted his eyes with metal coins, to pay his passage into the otherworld,” she said at last, retreating between the two pairs of Dimis and Shadows. “We filled his mouth with stones, so his spirit could not return, and dusted his coffin with ash. And yet here he stands. What Dark magic have you wrought, Dimi Ivanova?”

      Katerina opened her mouth to reply, but for the first time, Niko spoke. “I mean none of you any harm. True, I am changed, but I am not the force you fear. I fight, still, for Kalach; surely you can see that. No matter what has befallen me, I fight on the side of the Light.”

      At the sound of his voice, an uneasy murmur spread among the gathered crowd. Now that the battle had subsided, villagers and Vila alike had joined them; Katerina caught sight of Konstantin gripping a rowan branch, its tip honed to a fine point. Behind him stood Alyona, Elena’s best friend, her eyes wide and dark and filled with hatred. Katerina searched the crowd for a friendly face, but only Ana and Alexei gazed back at her with anything other than disgust and fear. And on their faces, she saw something that was, perhaps, even worse: Pity.

      “It speaks,” Konstantin hissed, his lip curling. “The abomination speaks to us.”

      “He is not an abomination!” Katerina bit out, taking her Shadow’s hand in hers. He tried to pull away, but she held fast, claiming him.

      “He is the walking dead,” Baba Petrova spat. “A nezhit. And you are blind if you can’t see that, Katerina.”

      “That’s not true!” she protested, tears pricking her eyes. “He is my Shadow!”

      “He is the undead.” Elder Dykstrova stepped forward, her gaze raking over Niko with contempt. “Filthy, unclean. Even the Underworld has rejected him. Now he walks between two worlds, belonging in neither. Two hearts he possesses, one clinging to what he once was and one claimed by Darkness. Two souls, both of them sullied beyond measure. Two mouths, for he speaks with forked tongue. All he can bring is misfortune and death wherever he travels, as he has done here today. Such is the fate of the nezhit; you know it as well as I.”

      A tremor passed through Niko and into Katerina. She couldn’t stand it. “I know no such thing,” she snapped. “Gadreel invaded this village, not Niko Alekhin! It is the Fallen Angel of War who brought this upon you, and Elena, with her foolishness and arrogance beyond measure. I’ve seen her; she is no more than an agent of Darkness now. I fought her, to bring Niko back to us.”

      She gestured at the flowing river of Light with her free hand, at the destruction that surrounded them. “And if I hadn’t—if I’d failed—then Gadreel would have come nonetheless, possessing the Kniaz and dragging the Darkness with him. He would have come, and more would have fallen, and the Darkness would have devoured Kalach whole. You would be fuel for the Void now, all of you. You are the blind ones, if you fail to see that!”

      The murmur within the crowd rose to a dull roar, and Niko gripped Katerina’s hand tighter. “Don’t,” he muttered. “They’re right to be frightened of me, Katerina. I am unnatural; they put my body in the ground. I have no right to walk among them.”

      “You are a Shadow, as you always were,” she told him. “True, you are changed, but it doesn’t mean you’re evil. They should want to talk to you, to understand what’s happened, to discover all you know so they can learn from you⁠—”

      “They want to put an end to me,” Niko said simply.

      As if to prove Niko right, Baba turned to the Dimis and Shadows who flanked her. She spoke, and the group advanced as one, Ana and Alexei with them.

      “No!” Terror clutched at Katerina, and she called on her witchfire. A circle of protective flames sprang up around her and Niko. “You won’t touch him!”

      “He is a blight upon all of us.” Konstantin broke from the crowd, clutching the sharpened rowan branch, his gaze flicking toward Niko as if considering whether to jam it through her Shadow’s heart. “As are you. I should have killed you when I had the chance.”

      Niko’s upper lip peeled back from his teeth, and he snarled, a feral sound that made the hairs on the back of Katerina’s neck stand up. Deep within her, she felt a tug at the bond that bound them, a wave of rage that threatened to consume her. “One more word,” he growled at Konstantin, “and I will make you sorry you were born. One more step in her direction, and I will tear out your throat.”

      While Katerina appreciated the sentiment, one look at the villagers’ faces, tight with fear, told her this had only made matters worse. “Not helping,” she muttered. “And he’s not worth it.”

      Her Shadow’s gray eyes fixed on hers, something unfamiliar and dangerous swimming in their depths. “This man once thought to bed you,” he bit out. “To stand in front of all of Kalach and swear to honor and protect you. Now he wishes to see you shamed and dead at his feet? He will bleed out in the leaves before I let that happen.” His hand dropped to the blade at his waist, still wet with demon blood, as if to make good on his threat here and now.

      The advancing line of Dimis and Shadows had paused, as if by common consent, just beyond the ring of Katerina’s fire. The air between them wavered, thick with shared magic. They were a barrier, a line of defense between her and Niko and what remained of Kalach. That was what Baba and the Elders thought of them; they were a menace, to be shielded against.

      “Stop this,” she said, catching Baba’s eye. “You know me. At least hear me out. If you’d just listen, you’d know none of this is Niko’s fault. We didn’t have to come back here tonight—he didn’t have to save all of you⁠—”

      But Baba Petrova was shaking her head. “Everyone knows a nezhit returns from the dead to haunt the places it once knew and loved,” she said. “That thing standing beside you is naught but one of the Nav, the unclean undead. Your Shadow is gone, and with him, the time for listening to what you have to say.”

      “My Shadow stands here!” Katerina insisted, her flames flaring higher. “And I stand with him.”

      “Katerina,” Niko said, his voice low. “You don’t have to⁠—”

      She raised an eyebrow at him. “Oh, but I do. I didn’t descend into the depths of Hell for you to lose you now.” How could everyone reject him, after all he’d done? Were they really that superstitious, that heartless? That close-minded?

      “So be it.” Baba’s voice rang out across the clearing, the very trees trembling with the force of it. “Dimi Katerina Ivanova and the shade that was once alpha Shadow Niko Alekhin, you have brought death to our doorstep. Because of you, the Kniaz lies dead, his blood soiling the dirt of our village. Because of you, the Fallen Angel of War invaded our borders. Because of you, the very fabric of our world is torn.”

      “That’s not true,” Katerina protested, but her words fell on deaf ears. Even Ana looked away from her now, sadness contorting her features. Beside her, Alexei bowed his head as Baba spoke again.

      “Shadow Alekhin, wielder of Darkness, I banish you from Kalach, like your father before you.” The words had the ring of finality, of the pronouncement Katerina had last heard on the long-ago day that Baba sent Niko’s disgraced father away, for failing to stand by his Dimi in battle. For choosing love over war.

      Pain lanced through their bond. For years, this had been her Shadow’s worst fear—that he would bring shame on their village, the way his father had. It was why he’d agreed to marry Elena: to reclaim the Alekhin name, to ensure his family line didn’t end with him. And now, this was how Baba chose to repay him for clawing his way out of the Underworld and straight into a fight, with no thought for his own well-being? By plunging the knife back into his deepest wound and twisting it?

      “No,” Katerina whispered, and behind her, the river of Light began to crest its banks. It flowed around her ankles, rising ever higher, and within it ran a single skein of Darkness, a current of ink swirling in its depths. She glanced down and swallowed hard; the Darkness emanated from the place where Niko stood, gazing down at it with his jaw set. In her mind, Elena’s voice echoed as if she stood beside them, sweet and deadly as cherry kvass laced with belladonna: You are nothing but what I made of you.

      What had the Vila made of Niko, exactly? What had she done to him?

      Giving a cry of dismay, Elder Mikova stepped back, taking her guards with her. At a signal from Alexei, the line of Shadows and Dimis retreated, as if afraid the cresting tide would corrupt them, too. The river parted around Niko and Katerina, rising no higher than their ankles, but rising as it surged toward the others. In vain, Katerina tried to call it back, to redirect it to the gorge, but it resisted her. She could feel the Light struggling to obey her call, and the riptide of Darkness rejecting her power, wanting to exact revenge. To consume.

      The ground creaked as the earthwitches among their ranks sent their power down into it, uprooting trees that fell across their path, forging a dam. Against it, the river of Light and shadow frothed and roiled with the force of Katerina’s misery, the fractured moon churning like pieces of a broken mirror in its depths. For an instant, in their jagged fragments, she could swear she saw strange reflections: the gleam of gold thread, the flash of a blue eye, the swirl of shadows. Then they were gone, and the river reflected only their surroundings once more—witchfire, cursed moon, the faces of those who had once called them friends.

      From the other side of the barrier of fallen trees, Baba spoke again. “I give you one opportunity, Katerina Ivanova, to break your bond with the nezhit. Only come to us, and we will fight to cleanse you, to return the undead to his rightful grave. Take your place at our side once more, and we will bind you to Valentin, as we once planned. We will stand against the Darkness together, and fight for all that is good and true and right.”

      Katerina stole a glance at Niko, his fingers still woven through hers. He was looking down at her, his eyes wide with pain and fear and—resignation. As if he believed this was best for her. As if he assumed she would say yes, and abandon him when he needed her most.

      Well, to all the Saints and demons with that.

      She laughed, a harsh sound, ripped from her chest. “My Shadow is good and true and right. I stand with him, and with the Light, for they are one and the same. If you ask me to break my bond with him, you might as well ask me to sever my soul from its moorings. If you cast him out, then you cast me out with him, for wherever he goes, there will I be also.”

      Niko’s free hand forged a fist around his blade’s hilt, clenched so tightly the knuckles stood out, bone-white, against his skin. “Katya. You don’t need to do this.” The words emerged from between his teeth, so quietly they could have passed for the wind stirring the tangled, exposed roots or the lap of the Light-river against the trees that held it prisoner.

      “Yes,” Katerina said, putting every inch of her conviction into her words. “I do. One for the fire, my Shadow. Two for the storm. I will always stand by you.”

      At her words, the amulet around her neck throbbed, as if to the beat of Niko’s pulse. And did that not prove that his heart still beat? In the distance, a lone wolf bayed, a lonely cry and a summons, and beside her, Niko flinched. Did he hear his own fate in that sound?

      She vowed it to not be so. He might have lost his pack, but as long as she lived, he would never be alone.

      “So be it, then.” Baba’s cracked voice was sorrowful, but heavy with command, nonetheless. “Leave, then, Katerina Ivanova, and take your cursed nezhit with you. Leave, and call this village home no more.”

      The edict pierced Katerina to the core, but she refused to let it show. Without another word, she turned and strode toward the woods, still gripping Niko’s hand tight in hers. The last thing she saw before the two of them disappeared between the trees was Ana’s gaze fixed on hers, bright with tears, and Alexei’s pinned to Niko, every muscle in the Shadow’s body drawn tight as he watched his former alpha walk away.
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