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Here’s something a bit different than my usual fare.





Nina writes,


When I look back at the sum total of it all, how many hours did we have to spend together? How many months after he was gone did the amount of time I spent missing him exceed the time I spent loving him? It’s an imbalance of years, now, not months. 



I can count the number of times we kissed on one hand. How much time did we waste on bitter words and bickering, only to learn too late how sweet it could be?



My dearest Inej—


(Nina writes,)


—don’t learn too late how sweet it can be.


…

Inej adjusts to Kaz the way that winter adjusts to spring: she thaws, and thaws, and thaws—and then she utterly melts.

The changes are slow and subtle, at first. The brush of their hands at the harbor becomes the press of her lips to his cheek. More, Kaz requests, even when the old memories bring unpleasant shivers to his skin. More, she answers, settling her weight against his lap, curving her arms around his shoulders. They learn to take; they learn to give. They learn to lie in wait, on the nights the beating heart of desire becomes the racing heart of panic. 

It is worth it, Inej thinks, when she escapes to the cabin of her ship and rereads Nina’s letters. Don’t learn too late how sweet it can be, she had warned. Inej thinks she has caught the taste.

When it all feels too delicate, Inej blows little breaths of air against the nape of Kaz’s neck, watching the short hairs there stand on end. She gently tugs at his wrist through the cuff of his shirt and presses a kiss to the pulse there, lips to fabric, knowing he can feel her warmth. She draws her toes along the length of his calf, protected by her socks and his slacks. Light, teasing gestures that remind him who it is lying beside him. That coax him to laugh away the fear.

When his touch brings the click of a gilded cage door locking behind her, he steps away. He puts the kettle to the fire, and the floral fragrance of her mother’s favorite tea brings her back to a carefree childhood, to the open sky where she would name the stars with Papa, to the groves of untamed trees she would climb with her cousins, always a race to the top. 

“You’re here,” he reminds her gently. “You’re here, and not there.”

Some days, that is enough to make her cry. She is here, in Ketterdam, in a den of thievery and spilled blood. She is no longer among her family, with the endless stars and the towering trees and the future she could imagine for herself.

Other days, though, it is everything she needs to hear. I’m here, she reminds herself. With my beloved, in the city that we’ve made our own. I clawed my way out of an incinerator shaft; I sent my shadow tumbling over the side of the Church of Ghezen. What challenge is there that we cannot face together?

On those days, she grasps his hands like a lifeline, like he is a fearless warrior crafted for her and sent by the Saints, like he is made to protect her. Like he is the summer sun on her skin, and she cannot help but turn her face to him. 

Now, she’s a summer deluge; she’s snowmelt in a dry creek bed, and he is all thirst. 

…

Loveliest Inej,

(Nina writes,)


You told me what you wore, and what he said, and where you went. I can envision everything from the cut of your dress to the constellations in the sky that night. I know where you sat, and what you drank, and I can certainly imagine how long you spent running your fingers through that man’s Saints-damned awful haircut.


But oh, Inej. You must tell me—how did it feel?

Wearing makeup feels different when it is Inej’s own hand drawing the kohl along her lash line, smudging the shadowy pigment into her lids to make her eyes look heavier, sultrier. The swish of a skirt feels different around her legs—the way it hugs her hips and slips between her thighs and floats near her ankles. 

It all feels so different, compared to when she was fourteen and utterly foreign to her own womanhood. When it was Heleen’s hand painting spots across her collarbone and sharp lines across her eyes. When she was forced into false, flimsy silks, because before they could defile her body, they had to defile her identity, too.

Desire feels different when Inej is the inferno, not the forced kindling. 

She remembers watching young brides in her caravan when she was just a youth, and how they would cover their long, dark hair in bright swaths of silk. Their husbands would gaze jealously at the stray tendrils of hair coming loose, knowing they must wait till nightfall, and the privacy of their own vardo, to see it splayed out in its entirety. 

All day, the brides would walk with a powerful, sultry sway to their hips. Their sisters and cousins would dab jasmine and patchouli on the insides of their wrists, behind their ears. They would pinch their cheeks and bite their lips to look lively, kiss-swollen—utterly tempting. 

Inej had been too young to learn how to mimic their flirtations, their sensual movements. But whatever she was taught at the Menagerie, she knew it was nothing like that true desire she saw between those brides and their husbands. Once, she had watched a man tuck his wife’s loose hair behind her ear, then cup her cheek oh-so-gently; not to kiss her, but to simply gaze at the beauty of her face, utterly captivated. Another man had lifted his wife into his arms and carried her away from the night’s celebrations, dipping her, spinning her, her giggles audible all the way down the path to their new vardo. 

When Kaz had rescued her at fifteen, she focused on learning how not to be seen; how to slip into the shadows and stay there, invisible to her enemies. The little girl who had walked the high wire with a headdress of roses, half a dozen stage lights pointed directly at her, had long been left behind. Whatever woman she might have become—whether confident and flirtatious, or seductive and intriguing—she could never know.

Inej preferred to adorn herself, head to toe, in the dark palettes of the Ketterdam nights. It was better that they could not see much of her body at all. She wore knives in lieu of jewelry; her hair in a tight, braided coil instead of a veil. 

She did not want to be seen—until she wanted something else. Until she wanted someone. 

Now, she wants Kaz to cup her cheek oh-so-gently, her captive audience of one. She wants him to find her in a crowd full of revelers; wants to meet his gaze across the room; wants to see him seeing her.

She did not want to be seen, until she wanted Kaz to look. 


How did it feel, Inej?


Desire feels different when Kaz is the hearth; Inej, the roaring flame.

…

When they fight, they fight about this.

On the days that she cannot bear his touch, he tells her, “We have time. We have time enough for you to have everything you want. And if what you want is me…you will have me.” 

Sometimes, the frustration is so great it brings tears to her eyes, the challenge seemingly insurmountable. She recalls days spent in the practice tent, practicing parts of her high wire routine over, and over, and over again, to no avail. Some moves took her years to master.

If it takes them years to master this, she will bear it out. The disappointment of a late spring frost is nothing compared to the first bite of sweet summer fruit, and Inej hates the waiting, but she believes this is worth it. She believes Kaz is worth it.

On the days that he cannot bear her touch, she tells him, “I will wait, as long as it takes you.” She’s halfway stripped on the bed, and he’s sitting at the corner, bent over in shame, hands trembling. She tells him, “We will wait until you feel ready. And if you never feel ready, I will still be here.”

Never something for nothing, Kaz used to say. So they deal in kindnesses. He holds out her umbrella in the dark-storm days, knowing she will be right there with him when he drowns in the downpour. 

When it comes to his own shame, though, he’s far less patient. When they fight, they fight about this.

“The love goes both ways,” Inej whispers, wrapped in nothing but the white of the sheet, like a gauze around her entire torso. The wound is this ache in her whole chest, this fear that he cannot see the way she wants him as much as he wants her.

But he is stubborn and blind, and he laughs bitterly. “It doesn’t,” he shakes his head. “You’re a one-way canal moving downhill, and all I do is take what you offer me. You shouldn’t be allowing me to take more. You should be asking me—you should be making demands of me.”

Inej frowns, sitting up further in the bed, drawing the sheet with her, like a shroud across her chest. “You don’t demand things of me. Why should I demand things of you? That’s not fair.”

He scoffs. “Fairness is a child’s dream,” he bites. “Here’s the reality: it’s always been you, the generous, the good. And I’m all greed.” He yanks a hand through the mess of his hair, the “R” tattooed on his bicep rippling with movement. “I thought I’d be strong enough to best this, to not be like the other men. But I’m not. I’m the damned weakest fool of them all.”

Inej cannot resist the pull of her fingers as they settle on his shoulder blade, feel the tension simmering beneath his skin. “You’re not like other men just because you want me. You’re not like other men, because I want you too.”

His forehead is nearly pressed to her own, eyes so brown they’re almost black. She’s being subsumed by that dark gaze, she’s dizzy and drowsy in it, and oh, wouldn’t it be sweet to slip right into this dream, to fall right into him?

“You shouldn’t want me,” He bites, he gasps, he demands, he pleads. “You deserve far better than me.”

Perhaps she really will be consumed by this; he will take everything she has, in one spectacular, violent, irrevocable collision. No way to reverse, no way to resurface. No backing out. 

She doesn’t give a damn.

“Fairness is a child’s dream,” she repeats, and here’s the reality: their lips come crashing back together.

… 

She still has nightmares about the worst client she ever had: the vanilla-scented man, the one who recognized her from the caravan’s performance when she was just a child. 

But before him, there were other men. The ones who came before she learned to escape her body, before she learned to let her mind float away.

The first man craved her pain, and left her bleeding on the tattered sheets. The second man was aroused by her terror; he struck her till she cowered in the corner, then dragged her by the braid and smothered her, face-first, in the false silk sheets. She was still gasping and whimpering when Heleen came to collect her.

The third man, though. The third man had smiled for her to smile, had caressed the bruises left on her cheek with soft, sympathetic fingers.

“What’s such a young, sweet, beautiful girl like you doing in the Barrel?” he asked, as if he hadn’t paid for the very thing. 

She’d tracked his movements with wide, confused eyes as he traced a line from her cheek to the line of her hair, down across her hair to her neck. Gently, oh so gently, he’d brushed the back of his knuckles over her collarbone, to the strap of her silks. He did not push, he did not tear. 

“I won’t treat you the way they treated you,” he’d whispered into her thrumming pulse, mouthing at the lithe curve of her neck, and Inej thought—

This is the worst of them all. The poisonous flower, the pretty lie.

When she had watched lovers embrace behind the performance tent, when she had seen young Suli brides spinning in their ruby silks in the center of the caravan, this is what she had dreamed about. Sweet words, sweeter touches. 

Fourteen was young, but not so young that she hadn’t wondered, hadn’t yearned. She had imagined catching the eye of some young man in the audience of her performance. Would he look at her with awe, like she was some miracle of the Saints made flesh? He would take her hand and lead her through the copse of trees, to a meadow full of spring flowers, just in bloom. He would push the tendrils of hair behind her ear and kiss her neck so tenderly; she blushed at just the thought.

Or perhaps she’d find a girl in some coastal town—Inej would be bartering for new costume fabrics at some market stand or another, and there she would appear, a beautiful maiden with hope in her eyes and flowers in her hair. Inej would meet her eyes shyly, and the girl would beam, curious to make the acquaintance of this mysterious passerby. They would find each other in the town center just before midnight; they would steal one kiss, then another, then swear never to be parted from this day forward, ever again. 

This night, though—this was no meadow, no thrilling midnight tryst. Tonight, Inej could not be the wild lynx Heleen wanted her to be. Nor could she be the tearful prey her first two clients had longed to hunt, to conquer, to tame.

As the man brushed the hair across her shoulders and slid the scraps of silk down her body, revealing her nakedness, Inej could do nothing but freeze, terrified, horrified to imagine that under different circumstances, she might have craved these very touches, this very tenderness. He was neither the captivated boy nor the merchant girl; he was no figment of her kind imagination, but a nightmare of the cruelest variety. He was the nightmare that began as an innocent dream. 

And worst of all: this man noticed.

All at once, as though surfacing from a very deep pond, he noticed the trembling of her fingers and the tears pooling in her eyes, and he lurched back as though struck. 

“You don’t—” he gasped, searching desperately for some justification. “But Heleen said—I thought all you girls wanted—”

The mention of Heleen had cut through Inej’s cavernous self-pity, and she moved toward the man, ready to succumb to his caresses, to submit to his advances.

“No, yes, of course, of course, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry—” she pleaded, but the damage could not be undone.

He had seen her, and in seeing her, he had seen himself in her eyes.

And he was horrified, and he was repulsed by himself, to realize he was not the shining hero, but the terrible beast from whom the maiden cowers and tries to escape.

“I—I beg your pardon,” he gasped, adjusting his trousers shamefully, and it was all too much for Inej. Pulling the robe from the hook by the door around herself, she ran, blindly, down the stairs of the Menagerie and out the front door, past the bouncers, into the chaos of the Ketterdam night beyond.

She darted past gruesome, masked figures that made her gasp—later, she would come to recognize the horns and bulbous eyes of the Imp, the beaked and goggled-eyed Madman; at the moment, though, she was a captive fleeing one nightmare for another. 

She managed to make it all the way to the canal dividing West Stave from the Warehouse District before she was tackled and pinned by one of Heleen’s bruisers, screaming at her, pulling her back toward the pleasure house by her hair.

After that, Inej learned not to escape by force, but by thought alone.

The fourth man, by the time he left her room, Inej could not recall at all. 

…

“I want to try,” Inej tells him, all heat and tongue and wandering hands. 

She feels the furrow of Kaz’s brow against her own. “Are you—are you sure?” he trembles, and oh, how she wants to be certain, because he is so delightfully, so endearingly unconvinced.

“Yes,” she tells herself, tells him.

She doesn’t realize until she tastes the salt on her own tongue that she is crying; doesn’t realize that he has parted from her, has painstakingly replaced distance for every point of contact their bodies had made just moments before.

“Inej,” he is saying, kneeling on the ground before her. “Don’t apologize,” he says, and it’s only then that she realizes she is saying anything at all—

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she gasps, like a litany, like she can atone for this transgression with words alone.

But he knows her too well; he knows, because she has told him, that the Suli do not say “sorry;” they say, “this action will have no echo,” and she cannot promise that this particular moment will not echo, and echo, and echo again. 

He waits for her to calm. He drapes a blanket over her shoulders without touch, and tells her, “We can try again later. We can try again never. Whatever you want.”

… 

The curious thing about captaining her own ship is that she’s never alone anymore.

She’s followed by an endless stream of questions—Captain, should we move this, should we mend this, should we go here, should we end there?—as she chases an endless stream of tasks. At night, she collapses in her captain’s quarters, and she is accompanied by the rush of waves and creaking of wood and stomping of feet at all hours.

In the Slat, certainly, she lacked silence. Dregs would rush up and down the staircase, yelling for the next person to come work a shift at the Crow Club. Outside her window, she could hear the revelers streaming into the Barrel from the Financial and University Districts, laughing boisterously beneath the disguises of the Komedie Brute.

But there were other times, other moments in Ketterdam when silence was her clandestine lover, her closest friend. It was her love affair with the narrow, twisting alleyways near East Stave; it was time spent tucked under storefront awnings in the middle of a downpour, the water coming down so loudly that the rest of the world was muffled, the gamblers and thieves tucked away in their tidy clubs or their leaking homes.

There were moments she spent side by side with Kaz, their bodies just a finger’s width apart, passing a spyglass back and forth as they watched their chosen mark. The rooftops of the Geldin District were quite silent indeed. Inej thinks that it was in those moments—with the unspoken camaraderie between them, the thrill of the hunt singing in their blood, entire constellations hanging above them, hidden only by a thin veil of smog—that she began to take Ketterdam as her own. Ketterdam was their city as much as it was ever Inej’s.

Now, the city is his, but the seas are her own. She could think more fondly of it if she only had a moment of peace to think about it, a moment of silence to think at all.

Instead, she has the endless questions, the endless movement, the endless quest. 

Some nights, she imagines taking one of the rowing boats they keep stored on the deck of the ship and lowering it to the pitch black of the water, then sailing out on her own. Just for a moment. Just far enough away that she cannot hear the wind ruffling the ship’s large sails, or the booming voice of her second mate directing the crew here and there. She imagines utter silence, utter solitude, utter peace.

She imagines finally having a moment alone. Until, inevitably, she imagines Kaz. 

…

One day, Inej’s crewmates ask her about the painted icon that she wears around her throat, tied there with a black satin ribbon. She cannot resist the call of the story—the one her Papa had told her over and over again around the caravan’s campfire. “It’s a love story,” he would always begin, and the children would come running over, Inej and her cousins waiting eagerly to hear the tale.

“Sankta Maradi,” she tells them, “lived at the shore. She kept watch over the people of her village when they came and went to sea. Her people kept watch over her too, for she was old and widowed, and had no children of her own. The fisherman would leave some of their catch at the end of her dock, and the children would offer her sweet oranges in exchange for a story or two. 

“She would tell the children grand tales of her adventures on the sea. When she was a young bride, she and her beloved husband spent only half their time on land; the other half they spent on a small skiff, exploring every cave and reef in the bay where they lived. For those precious years, the sea and her husband were her two loves; her safe haven, her home. But fate was not kind to Maradi. One day, her husband went out to sea alone, and he was lost to a terrible storm. In her grief, Maradi vowed never to touch the waters again—only to watch from the end of her little dock, and if she could, ensure that no more loved ones were lost to the waves.

“You see, the waves had a way of calming before Maradi, and the skies had a way of clearing when she bid them part. The villagers provided for the widowed Maradi, and in return, she ensured that the sailors returned home to their husbands and wives; that the children playing in the waters were never ripped away by the tides.”

The rest of the story catches in her throat. 

Inej tells her crewmates, “We pray to Sankta Maradi for fair weather at sea, and for safe passage to harbor.” But at night, alone in her little cabin, Inej brushes her fingers over the icon, and prays,

Sankta Maradi, bring me home.

…

The night before one of her departures, Kaz confesses his fear. He’s sitting at his window in the attic of the Slat, leaning against the frame; she’s sitting between his legs, leaning against his chest. The crows along the rooftop have already pecked away the last of the seeds Inej had thrown them, but they linger longer than usual, as if they know to wish her farewell. 

“You can’t just feed them stale bread from the Slat’s kitchen,” Inej instructs Kaz. “You have to throw out seeds for them too. It’s better for them.”

“And more expensive,” she hears his grumble behind her. Inej tilts her head back, looking up at his face.

“I’ll reward you handsomely for your efforts when I return,” she smirks, drawing a teasing finger up his thigh where it sits just outside her hip, and she can feel it when his breath hitches.

“Can I get an advance?” Kaz murmurs distractedly, already pressing his lips to her shoulder, mouthing at the smooth skin there.

She turns to kiss him indulgently, languorously, and by the time they’ve parted, the crows have gone from the rooftop, and the sun has set below the skyline. “I’ll expect some very well-fed crows next time in Ketterdam, then” Inej pants breathlessly, face flushed, clothes rumpled, hair askew. 

Kaz only pulls her back into his embrace, his arms wrapping around her torso, her head tucked beneath this chin. “You’re always so certain,” he starts, voice so soft it puts an ache in Inej’s chest, “that you will return.”

“Do you still doubt that I want to?” It’s an old fear: once Inej found her freedom, why would she choose to return here, to return to him?

She feels him shake his head behind her, and his arms draw more firmly around her waist, pulling her impossibly closer. She lets him take her; lets him become her shelter; lets herself become the anchor.

“No,” Kaz finally manages. “Just that the sea will give you back.”

Inej can’t give him false assurances, pretty promises. In these last few years, the sea has served as her ally and sometimes-enemy, and she cannot ever predict when it will turn on her. Nor does she know what demons come to haunt Kaz on the nights she is away; she does not know how he convinces himself that she will soon return—doesn’t know if he manages to convince himself at all. 

She can only tell him what she believes. “I have my Saints to protect me on the journey. They will see us back together.”

Kaz pauses, considers. What is her faith to his fear? But when he finally speaks, it’s to recite the names of her knives: “Sankt Petyr, Sankta Lizabeta, Sankta Margaretha…” If Inej didn’t know better, she might think it was a prayer of his own. 

“Yes,” she acknowledges. “And others.” She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a small, painted square, no bigger than Kaz’s thumbnail. “For instance, Sankta Maradi.”

Kaz releases one of the hands clutched tightly around her waist to take the icon, examining it between his thumb and forefinger. “Patron Saint of…?” he prompts.

“Sailors, I suppose,” she answers. “But it’s more than that. We pray to Sankta Maradi for fair weather at sea, and for safe passage to harbor. But we pray to her for other reasons, too.”

She recites the story her Papa once told her, of a Sankta who lived along the sea shore, who lived a life full of tremendous love and tremendous grief. Who watched over her village, as her village watched over her.

And as Kaz listens, she tells him the whole story her Papa once told to her, the one she always longed to hear. It’s a love story. 

“You see, there were two children in Maradi’s village who grew up trading sweet oranges for stories, and she watched them come of age. Their families were old enemies, so naturally, they were fated to fall madly, hopelessly in love. But they could never feel at home in a village that had plotted for so many years to keep them apart. So they planned to sail away together, to leave behind their divided families once and for all. 

“On the night of her departure, the woman’s ship was sabotaged by her spiteful family, and she was left stranded on the shoreline. She knew her lover waited on the other side of the bay, so she jumped into the darkness of the waves, determined to reach him, to swim to him, no matter how long it took. Thunder rolled through the sky and heavy winds churned the waters, rendering it near impossible to stay afloat, let alone see where her beloved had sailed. 

“But Sankta Maradi, watching, as always, from the end of the little dock, felt great pity for the doomed lovers. She remembered her own husband, lost to the water all those years ago. Sankta Maradi performed her final miracle for the village: she calmed the raging waters and cleared the clouded sky, allowing the lovers to find each other in the brightness of the moonlight that shone above them. Those two sailed far away, to a new home and better life, thanks to Maradi’s blessing. 

“Yet the jealous sea demanded a sacrifice in their stead. When Sankta Maradi could not hold the sea steady any longer, the waves thrashed harder than before, and the sky grew dark with anger. The terrible winds threatened to reign destruction upon the whole village. Rather than see a single one of its children hurt, Sankta Maradi threw herself from the end of her dock, sacrificing herself to the greedy tide. And at long last, she was reunited with her husband. She had made it home.”

“That’s…a terrible story,” Kaz grumbles, displeased. “Why—”

“Sankta Maradi,” Inej interrupts, “is the saint of impossible love.” 

“And you pray to her for…?”

Inej turns to him once more, cupping his cheek within her hand. “I pray to her,” she tells him, “to return home to you.” 

(What is her faith to his fear?)

It is not until the next morning, standing together at the harbor, that Inej realizes Kaz had never returned her painted icon. Once a thief… she thinks fondly. But it’s just as well. If he wants to keep it, she will let him have it.

Instead, he surprises her when he draws his arm back from its grip around her waist. He doesn’t pull away, but rather reaches up to her braid, and with a brief glance for permission, moves it gently away from her neck. In a flash, Inej sees him sweep a shiny black ribbon up and around her throat. She feels his fingertips brush deliberately against her nape, where the harbor fog has curled the little hairs, then trail back down to the juncture between her neck and shoulder, where he once had placed a heated kiss in the bathroom of the Geldrenner.

He ties the ribbon with careful, precise movements. When he’s finished, Inej turns around and clutches her hands over the icon of Sankta Maradi, which is now hanging just above her heart. Her palms are pressed one over the other, like she’s about to receive a blessing from her caravan’s elders; like she’s about to receive a holy word.

“So you don’t get lost,” Kaz murmurs, his nose just inches from her own.

At first, Inej thinks he misspoke—so you don’t lose it, she thinks he means. He tied a ribbon to her icon so she wouldn’t lose it at sea. 


But when she sees the earnest, almost nervous intensity of his gaze on her, she realizes he means exactly what he’s said. So you don’t get lost. So that you find your way back to me.

Every night, in her little cabin, Inej brushes her fingers over the icon, and prays,

Sankta Maradi, bring me home.

… 

She wants, and wants, and wants. 

It isn’t as though Kaz doesn’t want her just as much—in fact, she knows he does. She knows it in the way that he strips off his gloves each time she enters through his window and lays them down atop his desk, not like a habit, but like an oath. She sees it in the way he takes a deep, steadying breath before his hands cup her cheeks, his fingers gentle, but certain. She feels it in the trembling of his lower lip when they have gone too far; when, as he describes it, the waters of his memory rise too high. 

She knows it because she finally asks.

His hand is tangled in her hair and her lips are dragging across his collarbone, hard enough to leave a bruise where she lingers. The muscles of her thighs squeeze tightly where they’re wrapped around his waist. In response, she feels the flex of his biceps as he tugs her closer, chest to chest, driving out the space between them. 

When she rolls her hips against his, he groans her name. “Inej.” She’s emboldened by the desperation in his voice, so she presses down further, pinning him to the bed below by just the strength of her legs.

“Inej,” he rasps again, but this time there’s more than desperation, more than longing in his voice—there’s a warning in it too. When she pulls away, she can immediately see in his eyes that he is not afraid of her; he is not shrinking from her touch tonight, not envisioning her body on the reaper’s barge. What Inej sees is far worse.

He’s afraid for her. 

“Yes,” Inej pleads, in ironic contradiction to the way she’s shaking her head in fervent denial. “Yes, I want this,” she tries, but he’s already delicately extricating her legs from their grip around his torso, gently reseating her on the bed next to his lap, rather than on top of it.

He’s already rejecting her.

“Inej,” he starts, pushing a strand of her tousled hair—what Nina might jokingly call sex-mussed, if this man would ever succumb to his desire, her desire, to actually fuck her—away from her flushed face.

She isn’t sure how, but the rush of unfulfilled desire and growing shame coalesces into hot, burning anger, and she pushes his hand away, recoiling from his touch.

“I want you, Kaz,” she tells him, more accusation than affirmation. “Do you not believe me when I say that? Do you not want me too?”

Maybe he knows what she’s doing, because he refuses to meet her frustration with his own. “I believe that you set the terms of this relationship from day one,” he tells her calmly, seriously. “And you told me that if we were going to do this, we were going to do it without armor.”

Inej continues shaking her head. “We’re here,” she presses, running her fingers over the black silk of his tie, loosened around his neck. “We’ve made it here, haven’t we?”

Now, it’s Kaz who is shaking his head, and oh, Inej aches to see him ache, and to know she is the source. She knows what he’s going to say. She knows what he’s going to say, and still, she flinches to hear him say it.

“You still haven’t told me hardly anything about the Menagerie—wait, Inej. Just. Hear me out,” he pleads, because she’s already buttoning the blouse back up her chest, collecting her coat to dart back out his window. She’s already trying to slip away, because it’s what she’s always done best. 

“What good would it do?” she mutters tonelessly, fiddling with the cuffs of her sleeves around her wrists. “I don’t want to relive it, and I damn well don’t wish for you to relive it—“

“I can take it,” Kaz grinds out determinedly, elbows bent over his knees as he leans toward her, sitting at the edge of the bed, poised to get up and follow her if she were to go. Of course, she could escape if she really wanted to—take to the rooftops, to her ship, to the seas. Nobody in Ketterdam, not even Kaz Brekker, can hold her down. 

But can she bear for him to hold her close? To hold this—this wounded, irreparable part of her; the girl who curls up in her cabin on The Wraith and shivers desperately at her memories? Inej says that her calling is to dismantle the slave trade. Some days, she thinks the real effort is holding hope long enough to try.

“What does that mean?” she hisses. “That you’ll track down every man who has ever wronged me? Threaten their lovers, their children, just to ensure that—that, what,” she splutters, “that if they ruined me, at least you ruined their lives?”

“No,” Kaz insists, and she knows she’s being cruel, deliberately cruel, but it still hurts her to hear the rawness of his voice. He has stripped himself bare before her, and she is all barbed wire, and still, he is trying to find a way through.

“Don’t you trust me enough not to have to divulge every awful detail—”

“I’m not asking for every damned detail, Inej. But why don’t you trust me enough to tell me the truth?”

There’s a burning ache in her throat, now, and she knows she only has a few words left before she loses this battle with her own fear, so she deals a dirty, killing blow. “So you’ll only touch me once you’re certain that I’m just as traumatized, just as fucked up as you are? Will it make you feel better about your own shame?”

Between the two of them, Inej has always been the master of wielding silence like a weapon. But with every second that passes, Kaz’s quiet cuts her to the quick, nearly bleeds her dry.

“The fact that you think so,” he finally tells her, calmly, evenly—and in this, Inej knows that she has lost—“tells me that you’re not as ready to do this as you claim to be.”

He does her the courtesy of allowing her to be the one to flee the room. She darts out the window into the Ketterdam night, and she does not feel like the Wraith, who laid claim to this city with knives and shadows and the vicious stories Kaz had spun. She is nothing more than the little girl who ran out of the Menagerie in her false silks, certain that for all the horrors of the outside world, she wasn’t brave enough to face what she had left inside.

…

I never understood faith in the Saints, Nina writes.

We studied the Istorii Sankt’ya at the Little Palace, of course, but I always thought those were just stories of regular grisha, passed down for so many years that they were embellished, that they became myths. 


Sometimes I thought, maybe it would be nice to have hope in such a thing. But I had the power to stop a heart or save a life within my own fingertips. Who needs hope when you have such power?



But then I didn’t have the power to save him. 



I understand, now, how you talk to your Saints. I talk to Matthias every day, like he’s there, like he could hear me—even though I know he can’t. I guess I realized, it doesn’t matter so much whether he can hear me. It just matters that I keep speaking.


Inej reads Nina’s letters and thinks about the patron saint of impossible love. She thinks of the story Nina told her, of how she and Matthias had to swim to safety from the shipwreck of a Fjerdan vessel. How they were stranded together between the waves, no moonlight to guide them—just the press of Nina’s fingertips, the power that coursed within her. Just Matthias’ desperate kicks, every breath in their bodies begging to make it to shore.

Some nights, Inej paces her ship from end to end, looking out at the black water that greets her from every side. She thinks of Matthias, covered in red tulips, floating down the canal. She thinks of Kaz’s brother, lost to the waters of the harbor. She thinks of Kaz’s fear.

She thinks of his words, too. I would come for you. And if I couldn’t walk, I’d crawl to you.

She thinks of Matthias limping toward Nina, bleeding from the gunshot wound in his stomach, holding on till he could make his final goodbye. I’d crawl to you.

She thinks, Inej, don’t learn too late how sweet it can be.

…

When she finally tells him, she tells him on The Wraith.

They make their way to Fifth Harbor under the cover of darkness, and Inej pulls him onto her ship by his pale, smooth hand, clutched in hers. When she feels Kaz’s hand pulling away from her, moving in the direction of her captain’s quarters, she shakes her head.

“It’s easier out here,” she murmurs, eyes surveying the deck of her ship, avoiding his. “Where I can see the sky.”

It’s easier on the ship, where every lap of the waves sounds in possibilities. She can sail anywhere, anytime—and she has chosen to come home. She has chosen this city, and this man, and taken them as her own. 

She directs him to sit against the base of the main mast, and she sits down on the opposite side. Their backs would be pressed together if not for the wood of the mast between them. Tactically, it’s a good way to keep watch on both sides of the ship. But that’s not really what she’s worried about. 

“I know it’s foolish, but…it’s easier not to have to watch your reactions,” she says.

“I understand,” she hears Kaz murmur. 

She recalls the day Kaz told her the complete story of the Queen’s Lady Plague; his nightmarish recollections of the fevers, the bodymen, the reaper’s barge. He’d asked her to remain at the windowsill as he sat behind his desk, the wide distance familiar between them. “I can imagine that you’re only here to feed the crows,” he’d joked weakly, but Inej had said, “I was never here only to feed the crows. Always for you, Kaz.”

For Kaz, for Kaz, for Kaz, she tells herself. Then, from her periphery, she sees an open palm stretch toward her on the deck. “Would this be okay?”

She places her hand in his; she grips it like a lifeline. “My first trip across the True Sea,” she starts, “was in the belly of a slaving ship.” 

She tells him about the auction, the examination, the confusion and humiliation she felt. She tells him about the first man, and the second, and the third. The bruises and the bleeding; the failed escape attempt. She tells him things she could not tell her parents; things she has never told another person; the wounds that have scarred her very soul. When she sobs and gasps her way through the story of a vanilla-scented man, Kaz turns her hand in his and strokes a gentle, measured rhythm across her knuckles, grounding her, reassuring her of his presence. 

When it’s all over, he leads her by the hand to her captain’s quarters, lights the lantern within. 

“What do you want, Inej?” he asks later, words whispered into the crown of her hair, hands stroking her back as she lies within his arms. They’re fully clothed, yet she feels she has been laid bare.

“Just this,” she says. “Just this.”

…

Mama always said that the best time to cut the flower was right before it bloomed.

Don’t take the prettiest one you see in the field, she would warn. Leave it to its day in the sun. Cut away the closed bud in the shadows, and when you take it home, you will watch it burst to life before your eyes.

Inej eyes the vase of red tulips atop the vanity, most of the bulbs still curled tightly into themselves, and she smiles at the memory.

“You like the flowers?” Kaz asks from somewhere behind her, and Inej nods at him in the reflection of her mirror.

“Very much.” The Geldrenner Hotel may be full of lavish details, but Inej knows enough not to attribute this particular display to their staff alone. “Did you request red tulips specifically?” she inquires offhandedly, still focused on applying a line of black kohl to her eyes. 

“I didn’t request anything at all,” Kaz answers, smug as he dips his hands into the pockets of his slacks, leaning up against a dresser behind them. She notes the oh-so-casual slouch of his hips, the way a lock of hair falls across his forehead just so; so effortless, so relaxed it looks posed. A natural perfection. “I picked them up this afternoon from the flower boat on the Geldcanal.”

“And how did you make the time to slip them into our room before I saw you?” She meets his eyes in the mirror, and the twinkle of mischief she finds there—just a glimmer in the sultry light, the flash of coin in a magician’s hands—is utterly captivating. 

“I have my ways,” he avers with a crooked smirk, the kind she wants to kiss right off his face. She’s tempted to swing her legs over the cushioned stool and stalk right up to him, to feel the satisfied line of his jaw beneath her hands, to draw him near. She would trace the line from the edge of his mouth to the bob of his throat to the thrum of his pulse—then she would unbutton his crisp white dress shirt and tug her lips lower, into the cavity of his sternum, past his ribcage to his lower belly, where the muscles would flex and shudder in anticipation. Lower, lower.

She’s tempted, but she will wait. When you take it home, you will watch it burst to life before your eyes.

…

They start with walks through West Stave. Their route shifts a little bit each day, edging closer to the vacant property that was once the Menagerie. 

The first day that Inej catches a glimpse of one of its faded gold bars in the distance, she freezes. 

“Inej,” Kaz murmurs. “Tell me about your next voyage. Tell me about The Wraith.”

They make their way closer and closer. When her steps falter, and her mind wanders, Kaz asks her questions. “Inej, tell me about the knives you’re wearing. How many are there?” “Inej, tell me about your new hires. Are they working well with the rest of the crew?”

She leaves; she comes back. They stop and start again.

On their most recent walk, they pass right in front of the Menagerie, but she does not spare a single glance for its golden bars—she looks only at Kaz, and he looks only at her. He no longer fears for her; instead, it’s something like pride painted across his face. 

She asks hima question. “Kaz, what do you see?”

“Just you,” Kaz says. “Just you.”

…

Nina writes,


Who would’ve known Kaz Brekker could be such a romantic? 



And no, I wasn’t familiar with the Suli proverb you mentioned. Then again, most of my Suli was learned from a Ravkan textbook. My Kaelish was never so good until I worked on the Wandering Isle. My Fjerdan… well, you know how I learned the best of my Fjerdan. 


There is one small problem with this saying, though. An arrow moves in one direction: toward its target. What happens when the target himself is an arrow pointed straight at you?

As The Wraith pulls slowly into Fifth Harbor, Inej watches Kaz stalk swiftly down the quay, headed straight for berth twenty-two. She makes out the shape of him as he moves closer and closer: the dark swish of his coat and the long line of his cane, the way he keeps his head down and moves with purpose toward his destination. 

She has never wanted to be so selfish, has never wanted to be the kind of Captain who stands at the helm of her ship in the moments of glory, then slinks shoreside before they have to complete the grunt work. 

Today, though. Today, she’d like to be selfish. Damn the anchors and the ropes and the empty supply barrels waiting to be removed and replaced. Damn the salt scuff and the holes in the sails and the manifests in a pile on her desk below. Damn it all, damn them all.

Except him.

Her heart is pounding as she slides down the temporary gangway, the scarf over her hair, meant to shield her face from the sun, coming loose, letting the seaspray-stiffened tendrils begin to unfurl. Something within Inej begins to unfurl, too; the minute they had anchored, it had come loose, been set free. She begins to race down the planks of the dock, closer, closer, till she can make out the beginnings of a smirk at the edges of his mouth—damn him, damn her if she cannot have him.

She’s breathless as she presses her palms to the lapels of his coat, grasping at the fabric there, anything to have a piece of him, real and tangible and right before her. 

“Kiss me,” she demands, and his eyebrows shoot up.

“Right here? In front of—” 

But he hasn’t said no, and the interested gleam in his eyes has told her he’s not going to, so she’s already moving in, lips and teeth and tongue; the brush of hands, the tug of hair; arms around his neck and legs around his waist.

“Kiss me,” she gasps into his mouth, and his hands are already slipping beneath the edges of her scarf, tangling in her hair, drawing her closer, breathing her in. 

This is the way it has always been. He’s the open window; she’s the eager thief.


Who would’ve known—


(Nina writes,)


—Kaz Brekker could be such a romantic?


…

Inej lingers in Ketterdam for a bit, this trip. The season moves slow as honey; the tourists take their time in the city’s sultry heat. The street vendors sell paper fans to the ladies in their layered gowns and ripe, cold fruits to the children, who let the juices drip freely down their elbows in delight.

She and Kaz are in Little Ravka, walking a bit, idling a bit, drinking in the summer weather and each other’s presence. Inej wears a silken scarf around her hair and a flowing dress—an outfit she’s unlikely to be recognized in, here. Kaz has replaced his crow-headed cane for a plain variant; he has abandoned his gloves and dark coat, but wears his hat pulled low over his brow. He’s unlikely to be recognized like this either—especially when he keeps his free hand clasped firmly in Inej’s as they make their way through the streets.

Inej spots a Suli woman walking on the other side of the road, her hand grasped firmly around her young daughter’s beside her. The sight fills Inej with a pang of yearning for her own mother, and she turns away, turning her focus toward Kaz.

But when she looks up at him, his arm flashes across her vision, and he’s pulling something from her hair—a red tulip, from the flower boat they had passed by blocks ago. Inej laughs brightly, realizing that he must have been holding onto it to surprise her.

She accepts the tulip, and she cannot resist the moment. “Come with me to the caravan,” she says, squeezing Kaz’s hand within her own. “Come this fall. See my family, and the fields where I grew up. Watch us perform.” The hope has welled up like a living thing inside her, and she’s suddenly afraid to hear him answer, but she won’t take the words back. We greet the unexpected visitor, she thinks. 

But Kaz only grins, foolishly, like he’s a little bit lovestruck, and Inej feels the living hope bloom, enough for a dozen flower boats, a thousand bouquets. “Okay,” he murmurs. “If you will have me.”

Inej is pulled from his gaze only when the Suli mother and child pass by, as Inej catches the little girl’s excited whispering. “Mama, do you see the Suli lady with her Kerch husband? Do you see the way he looks at her? He gave her his flower, because he knows she is the most beautiful woman in the world.”

Inej laughs again, head tossed back, silk scarf falling back from her hair and exposing her face to the rare Ketterdam sun.

“What?” Kaz asks, oblivious to the girl’s Suli speak. “What is it?”

When her laughter finally subsides, Inej bites her lower lip contemplatively, gazing at Kaz from beneath her lashes. How does she explain to him what it means to have a boy who knows her favorite flowers and holds her hand along the street? How it feels to be a woman fully grown, with silk covering her long hair, and to know that he will not be able to resist pulling his fingers through it the moment that they are alone? To feel the rustle of the skirts along her legs, and know that later, he will push them up to her thighs, his hands teasing, traveling upward as she invites his every touch? To feel desire, to feel desirable, to know she can have what she wants.

How can she tell him how it feels? There is no other way but to show him. 

She says, “Take me home,” and trusts him to understand that she means, I will have you. 


I will have you now, and always, and after.


… 

Kaz asks her endless questions when they’re together. It endears him to her. It thoroughly frustrates her, in more ways than one.

Her hair is tangled up in knots where it spills across his sheets, and her skirts are rucked up around her waist, pushed out of the way by his mischievous hands. 

Still, she lets him have his questions. He needs to understand her desires and fears inside and out, forward and backward; she needs the sound of his voice, and the utter intrigue she sees on his face, and the way that his fingers hesitate above her skin just so, for just a moment, before he touches her like no lover ever has.

“Do you want me to…touch you…here?” he’s whispering into her cheek, his fingertips teasing, dancing across her upper thighs, moving higher, making suggestions.

Inej is overwhelmed by the possibilities, by the ideas this man puts into her head. “If you,” she swallows, blinks, long lashes fluttering against her heated cheeks like grasses in the wind, “if you want to,” she manages, pressing her thigh more firmly into his grasp. 

He smiles sideways at her. “Come up here?” he warns, and then he makes his next move. He was leaning above her before; now, he sits up on the bed, pulling her with him till they’re seated face to face. Her parted knees are open in front of him, her feet planted on either side of his lap. Inej blushes at the revealing position, begins pulling up her knee to close her thighs, but Kaz stops her. He hooks his hand beneath her knee, tugging gently, inviting her to sit forward, to come closer.

“Does it scare you,” he asks her, as soon as she’s drawn near, “when I tell you that I want you?” He brushes some hair behind her ear, uses his fingers like a comb to try to sort out some of the loose knots near the top. It’s a delicate thing. “Does it remind you of…the others?”

The set of his brow is quite serious, so Inej thinks carefully, trying to reason through the haze of lust and closeness and Kaz that has obscured every other thought in her brain. “Sometimes,” she admits. “But sometimes it scares me in a different way.”

Kaz frowns, and Inej immediately draws her thumb over the crease at the corner of his lips, trying to smooth it out. “Sometimes,” she whispers, like a secret, like a confession, “it makes me want you more. And it scares me to feel something so strongly. I’ve never burned like that before. Like a wildfire, consuming every part of my body.”

“Inej,” Kaz rasps, pulling her thigh wider, encouraging her to hook both calves around his back. She’s sitting on his lap now, and they’re pressed groin to groin, and he tells her, “I want you.”

“What,” she gasps, heart pounding, face flushing, the warmth deep in her belly only growing stronger, “exactly do you want?”

“Anything,” he tells her, and his breath on her thumb is hot summer air, the kind that scatters sparks across the brush, the kind that invites the raging conflagration that follows. And he doesn’t stop. 

“To touch you.” He rubs a place just above the curve of her hip with his fingertips, back and forth, back and forth, massaging the tense muscles there. As her lower back begins to relax, she falls further into him, letting her forehead rest upon his shoulder. She draws her fingers through the back of his hair, closing her eyes in bliss.

“To kiss you,” he continues, leaning into the divot between her shoulder and collarbone, pressing lips and tongue there as though to catch the taste. Inej feels the abdominal muscles low in her body clench; hears something like a whimper escape her throat. 

“To hold you,” he whispers now, into the shell of her ear, both his hands sweeping up her back, making sparks along her spine. He lands at her shoulders, folding her within his embrace, till her head is entirely tucked beneath his chin, her burning cheek pressed to his chest. He sways gently from side to side and strokes the length of her hair, giving her a moment to catch her breath, grounding her in his presence.

Then he asks her: “What do you want, Inej?”

And oh, the possibilities, the fantasies, a thousand filthy images flashing through her mind. She swallows tightly, overcome by her own imagination. She imagines that they could—that they might do any of these things.

“Nothing,” she tells him, because she cannot decide, because anything he wants to give her is enough. “Whatever you want,” she clarifies, because the only possibility she cannot stand is him thinking she doesn’t want more. “However you want me.”

Kaz pulls her hands from his hair, then; sets them down on the sheets so that Inej is leaning back on her palms, looking up at him. The position emphasizes the movement of her panting chest, up and down, up and down, her collarbones and the expanse between her breasts exposed by her half-unbuttoned shirt. Inej blinks up at Kaz, still dazed, as he cups his own hands on either side of her face. He must be able to feel their warmth, but his touch only makes her flush harder. She bites at her lower lip—already swollen, already bruised—to try to stop the rush of blood that betrays her, but it’s too late.

“Inej,” he says again, an all-consuming intensity. He brushes his thumb over her sensitive lip, pulling it from the grip of her teeth, and she almost whines at the pressure of his finger there. She wants it to be the pressure of his lips on her again; she wants his face pressed to her face, so she can breathe him in, consume him, take him as her own. She wants him to pull her leg closer, till their bodies are aligned just so; she wants him to seek and find that perfect friction between them. She wants his hands on her hips, on her back, everywhere, below the fabric this time, making her shiver. She wants to press her chest against his chest, let her hands drift to his lap, and see how he’ll respond. She wants, and wants, and wants.

“Inej,” he repeats, and her unfocused eyes finally find his again. “What. Do. You. Want?”

“Everything,” she gasps.

Only then, only now that she’s answered, does he grant her requested relief. His lips come crashing into hers, and now she knows that she’s the wildfire; she’s devastation and salvation, she’s destruction and renewal all at once, and she will take everything that he gives her.

He gives her everything.

…


My dearest Nina,


(Inej writes),


When I look back at all of it now, I think of how uncertain the six of us were. 


It was exhilarating, back when we thought we could conquer the world. No mourners, no funerals. You can risk everything when you have so very little to lose.


We broke into the Ice Court. We bargained with a king. We brought all of Ketterdam to its knees. Damn anything and anyone in our way. The six of us had the entire world at our fingertips, if only we were bold enough to reach out and take what we wanted. Kaz had this way of making us believe that, even if he hardly could believe it himself. We could steal and scheme and kill and climb our way to the top of everything; no looking back, no regrets.



It was terrifying, to realize there was no one but each other to catch our fall. To fight our way through every day as though it were our last, knowing it damn well might be. No looking back, but no looking forward either. Hope was too dangerous a thing to carry; it weighed you down, and if you clutched it too tightly, it slipped away.



Who could say what would come tomorrow? Who could know how it all would end? If we had known, we would have done it all differently. But we were young, and foolish, and terrified.



I am not so young anymore, and not so impatient. I cradle hope; I nurture it like a delicate flower, and I wait for the inevitable spring. With Kaz, I want to build things slowly; I want to lay each brick along the path, and I want to walk it again, and again, and again, knowing, each time, it will bring me home to him.



Isn’t it sweet to be certain of something? Isn’t it sweet to wait for what you know is to come? It’s not just the collision of the arrow with its target, but aiming, knowing exactly the course it’s going to take along the way.



It’s knowing exactly how it will end, even before you’ve gotten there, and to never tire of the story, even as you tell it again.


 

 


Notes for the Chapter:Thank you to my friends Sara, Nat, and Ashlynn, without whom this fic probably never would have seen the light of day.

Thank you especially to Nat, without whom this entire fic (and certain key lines in it, which she came up with,) would never exist at all. I love you so much, dear friend. I hope you like the final piece.

This fic is quite raw and intimate and special to me. I’m delighted and surprised by what it has become. I hope you’re delighted and surprised too, and I hope you’ll let me know what you think in the comments below.





