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          KATERINA

        

      

    

    
      In Katerina Ivanova’s twenty-one years, she had been many things.

      A witch, certainly. The strongest Dimi that the dukedom of Iriska had known in three centuries, able to command all four elements rather than just fire, wind, water, or earth.

      A protector, sworn alongside her blood-bonded Shadow to defend Iriska from Grigori demons, hungry to devour their souls.

      A secret-keeper, along with everyone else in her village of Kalach. For if the Kniaz—the duke who ruled Iriska and its Seven Villages—discovered what Katerina could do, he would covet her beyond measure. Damn the Trials; he would have Reaped her years ago for his own, and left Kalach without its best defender.

      And above all, a liar and a traitor. For if Baba Petrova, the Elder Council, and—Saints forbid—the Kniaz himself knew the truth of what her heart harbored, her death would be swift.

      But never, except for once, long ago, had she been weak. Her mother had died because of it, and Katerina had never forgiven herself. Now here she was, preparing to let Baba bind her magic. Hobbling herself on purpose, and risking the death of the man she loved most.

      She watched as Baba knelt in front of the fireplace, dipping her fingertips into a bowl of ash. The ancient Dimi traced a circle on her cottage’s wooden floorboards, just large enough to hold Katerina and her Shadow. Above her, from the ceiling’s blackened crossbeams, swayed thin-skinned braids of garlic, for healing, and ropes of gray-green sage, for purification.

      There would be no healing what Baba was about to do to her, not until the old Dimi decided to break the binding. As for purification, as far as Katerina was concerned, it was far too late. She’d lost her heart to a man who was off-limits long ago, and every time she looked at him, she was reminded of how much she craved his body. Good luck purifying that with a handful of dried herbs and a prayer to the long-dead Saints.

      Unable to help herself, she glanced across the hearth at her Shadow. Eight years ago, she and Niko had stood in this very room, beside a cauldron seething with ink and blood, sealing their vows as Shadow and Dimi. Then, he had regarded her with barely tempered eagerness; now, his expression was guarded, his face carefully blank. He didn’t like this any better than she did, but he would endure it, for the sake of the village. Of the two of them, he had far more to lose by rebelling.

      Baba’s knobbly finger completed the circle, and the power within it snapped into place: a low hum that set Katerina’s teeth on edge.

      Next would come the rune. Then the binding spell.

      She was running out of time.

      Katerina drew a deep breath, letting the layered air fill her lungs: the burn of herbs, the bite of the oil Niko used to cure his blades, the smoke of the rowan-fire as it curled upward. “There has to be another way,” she said for the umpteenth time since Baba and the Elders had demanded she do the unthinkable. “I can control myself. If you trust me to fight for Iriska, then surely you believe I can command my gifts.”

      The words emerged haughty, a challenge rather than an entreaty, and Niko arched one dark eyebrow in warning. Along with the Elders, Baba’s word was law. Arguing would get Katerina exactly nowhere. And yet she couldn’t help herself.

      Baba Petrova was a small, gnarled woman who had long fought on the front lines of their war against the Grigori. Her back was bent now, her face wrinkled, and she spent more time training Dimis and Shadows than patrolling the village’s borders. Still, her air of authority was formidable. It rolled off her in waves as she straightened and glared at Katerina.

      “You are wasting time,” she said.

      Irritation bubbled through Katerina’s veins, and, as if to disprove her point, the fire in the hearth leapt high in response. Now, it was Baba’s turn to raise an eyebrow.

      Katerina ignored her. “With the rise in attacks, how is it wise to send us to Rivki hobbled, with me only having the use of my fire? What if we encounter demons on the road? Why cripple us like this?”

      Next to her, Niko made a disgruntled noise low in his throat, perilously close to his black dog’s growl. “Are you insinuating that I can’t protect you, Katerina?”

      For a Shadow, blood-sworn to fight beside his Dimi and stand between her and evil in his human form or the form of his black dog, there was no greater insult. And Niko was the alpha of the village’s Shadow pack. Such an accusation pierced his pride, Katerina knew. And yet⁠—

      “We protect each other,” she said, meeting his storm-gray eyes. “We fight together.”

      As they would in the Bone Trials at Rivki Island, the seat of Iriska’s dukedom. As they had been commanded by the Kniaz to do.

      Baba didn’t reply. Instead, she knelt to draw the rune. Freed from her scrutiny, Niko took the moment to mouth, What are you doing? at Katerina.

      She hazarded a glance at him, then wished she hadn’t. He’d tied his hair back with a piece of rawhide, baring the scar that ran from his chiseled jaw to his temple, earned in a fight to protect their village from Grigori invasion. Above it, his eyes gleamed silver in the sunlight, piercing through her defenses as they always did. She couldn’t afford for him to look at her like that. Not now, when she had so much to hide.

      What I must, she mouthed back, and looked away.

      Putting the finishing touch on the rune’s complicated angles, Baba stood. “It’s because of the rise in Grigori attacks that I must do this,” she said. “You know as well as I do that the two of you are Kalach’s best defense. We need you here, not at the Kniaz’s right hand, great as the honor may be. Perhaps if you didn’t want to be summoned to the Trials, you would have endeavored to make yourself less appealing to the Kniaz the last time you delivered the tithe.”

      Her voice was mild, but Katerina bristled just the same. Held every other year, the Trials pitted a powerful Dimi and Shadow pairing from each of the Seven Villages against each other. Two victorious pairs would advance to the second round the following year, taking the interim twelve months to train. The winning pair would be selected to expand the Druzhina—Iriska’s elite warriors and the Kniaz’s personal guard against the demons who threatened their borders. And in so doing, leave their village behind.

      She had tried so hard to be ordinary each time she and Niko went to Rivki. To avoid drawing undue attention. But the Kniaz had noticed her, anyway. And now here she was, about to submit to a barbaric rite, just because Baba and the Elders didn’t believe she had the self-possession to suppress her magic under duress.

      Infuriated, Katerina called the wind to lift a spoon from Baba’s wooden table, coaxing it to scoop up a bit of sugar and then delicately stir the cup of tea that sat, cooling, in its saucer. The porcelain cup rose, floating through the air until it prodded, insistent, at Baba’s hand.

      “Not a drop spilled,” she said as Baba snatched the teacup from the air with a huff and stomped back to the table to set it down again. “I can more than control my magic. See?”

      “That is not the point—” Baba began, but Katerina was out of patience. She called the wind again, this time to send the china in the cabinet rattling and the earth to ripple the floorboards beneath their feet. The flames leapt and churned, threatening to breach the hearth.

      “Whether with precision or brute force, I can wield my power as I will. But I had no wish to impress a tyrant.” The words were frigid as they left her mouth, ice-tipped. “I did nothing. Niko, tell her.”

      Her Shadow sighed, broad shoulders heaving beneath the fabric of his linen shirt. “We delivered the grain as promised. And Katerina acted only as a firewitch, nothing more.”

      Impatiently, Baba motioned for the two of them to step into the circle, atop the rune. “Well, it doesn’t matter what he saw in you. He asked for you by name, Katerina. And by extension, your Shadow.”

      It was one thing for her and Niko to travel to Rivki with the tithe. It was quite another for them to enter into battle, where Katerina’s magic would be challenged and tested. Katerina understood the risks, especially now, when Kalach needed her more than ever. Her gifts were the village’s best-kept secret; this was the worst possible time for the Kniaz to discover them, with demonic attacks on the rise, when Kalach was under its greatest threat. Not to mention, the consequences of having hidden something this extraordinary for so many years would no doubt be dire.

      But that didn’t mean she had to be forcibly bound. The idea sent horror curdling through her, as if anticipating a brutal amputation. No matter how many times Niko reminded her it was temporary, nothing more than a safeguard, she couldn’t resign herself to it. She’d been lobbying against it for weeks, ever since Baba had come to her with the Elders’ decision.

      “Please,” she said now, a last resort. Tears pricked her eyes, and she fought them back. Being at the mercy of those who wished to bind her magic, torn between her loyalty to Kalach and her autonomy, was bad enough; she’d be damned if she’d let Baba see her cry.

      “I’m sorry.” Finality marked Baba’s voice. “Come, now. The Vila await their Shadows by the river, and the two of you must get on the road if you are to reach shelter before dark.”

      The kohannya ceremony was the very last thing Katerina wanted to think about right now. Her muscles tensed, and Niko’s eyes met hers. He probably couldn’t wait to get to the river, where his lovely Vila had crafted a paper boat just for him, sealed in red wax and inscribed with runes for romance and fertility, promises of a thousand kisses and caresses. The thought made Katerina want to vomit. And that, she definitely couldn’t show.

      Holding Niko’s gaze, she strode to the center of the rune. A moment later, her Shadow followed. He stood facing her, close enough that his leathers brushed her pants.

      “Take her hands,” Baba instructed.

      His eyes never leaving hers, Niko obeyed. His calloused fingers wove through Katerina’s, their touch achingly familiar. As vicious as he could be with a blade, he was gentle with her, as if he held something priceless. As if she were breakable.

      Katerina squeezed his fingers hard enough to hurt, but Niko only smiled at her, his full lips rising. How could he smile at a time like this? She wanted to hit him, bite him, send her magic through him like a sharpened arrow—anything to break that perfect composure, meant to reassure her. She wanted to press her lips to his and devour him, and let the world burn.

      But that was beyond forbidden. Even thinking about it was a betrayal. Acting on it would have horrific consequences.

      It was fortunate Katerina was good at keeping secrets.

      “Sant Antoniya, patron saint of Dimis, hear me,” Baba intoned. “Sant Andrei, patron saint of Shadows, be with your child now.”

      Beneath their feet, the rune shuddered. The aftereffects rippled through Katerina’s body, and Niko gripped her hands harder, holding her steady. It will be all right, he mouthed.

      Katerina pressed her lips together and shook her head. How could she allow this, no matter what Baba and the Elders had decreed? Panic gnawed at her bones. She had to leave this circle, she had to stop this⁠—

      “Before you stands Katerina Ivanova, your loyal servant.” Baba’s voice resonated throughout the room, echoing off walls and floor and ceiling. “You have gifted her with powers beyond reckoning, and we are grateful. But now, for the sake of the village she is sworn to protect, we ask your permission to bind all her gifts but one. We ask this in the name of the trifold Saints, as penitents to your grace.”

      As if in response, Katerina’s magic surged. The fire shot upward in the hearth, the water in the kettle bubbling, the shutters rattling as the wind outside began to rage. Niko winced as the force of it hit him, his breath hissing between gritted teeth. Easy, he mouthed.

      Did he think she was his stallion, Troitze, to be soothed with a command and the gift of an apple? Katerina bared her own teeth at him, dread coiling in her gut as Baba spoke again.

      “With salt, we bind Dimi Ivanova’s waterwitch.” She pulled a pinch of white crystals from the pocket of her dress, scattering them on the rune at Katerina’s feet. “With vervain, we bind her windwitch.” The dried purple petals fell atop the salt, and a terrible choking sensation seized Katerina, as if a thousand zlydini spirits had hold of her lungs and were clenching their tiny, malevolent fists. She gagged, and Niko’s eyes widened in horror. He was speaking now, his voice low and urgent, but Katerina couldn’t make out a word. Her ears roared with the beat of her own blood, her mouth filled with the taste of saltwater. She spat, and spat again, but it made no difference. Air, she needed air, she needed⁠—

      “With roots of cypress, we bind her earthwitch.” Baba’s voice was inside Katerina’s head somehow, inescapable, threading through bone and sinew. The lemon-spice scent of cypress shavings filled the air as Baba opened her hand and let them fall. “May all three rest, and wake no more until I free them.”

      The rune flared with heat, the floorboards shuddering. Pain shot through the soles of Katerina’s feet and arrowed upward, sharper than anything she’d ever known: the loss of her mother, the slice of a poisoned Grigori blade, the desperate, doomed desire she felt for her Shadow. She shrieked, unable to contain it, and the cypress shavings caught fire before they hit the ground. Somewhere inside the inferno, Niko was shouting: Stop and you’re hurting her and then a fusillade of incomprehensible syllables that ended in her name. Through the falling embers, his face loomed up and then disappeared again, pupils blown wide so that only a rim of silver iris remained. The roar of his black dog filled the air, ripped from his human throat.

      It was unthinkable for a Shadow to interfere with Baba Petrova’s magic this way, to stand between her and the ceremony she and the Elders had deemed must be done. Baba was their leader, owed deference and respect. But Niko growled louder and louder, the vibration echoing through his body and into his hands where they still gripped Katerina’s. His body flickered with the first hints of his Change, a moment before his hands fell away. And then he was moving her, pushing her off the rune and out of the consecrated circle. In the world beyond the agony that tore through every inch of Katerina, as if someone were trying to rip her magic out by the roots, porcelain clattered and smashed. Someone was screaming. She thought it might be her.

      Her back hit the wall, knocking the remaining air out of her lungs. Niko pressed against her from head to toe, his body hot and insistent and trembling with a rage she could taste, copper-bright on her tongue. But she could taste something else, too: fear, tart and dark as the blackcurrants that grew by handfuls beside the village gates. Fear for her.

      Niko was suffering. And no one hurt her Shadow and lived.

      In the hollow of her throat, the silver amulet that held a drop of Niko’s blood throbbed, reminding her of what mattered most. Her deepest fear was losing him. Failing him and watching him fall to the Dark. And yet here she stood, on the verge of surrendering the very gifts she relied upon to defend him.

      You are a Dimi, Katerina told herself grimly. Born into war. So, fight.

      The pain was everywhere, woven into the very fabric of her being. It pierced her heart and throat and belly, as if her magic had shattered into shards of glass that wounded her from the inside out. But she could think past it. She must.

      She shut her eyes and sank down, down into the depths of herself. Past the pain and the heat of the flaming cypress, past Niko’s roars of fury and Baba Petrova’s commands. In the quiet, she envisioned the roots of her magic, anchored deep in the soil of her soul: red for flame, brown for earth, blue for water, white for wind. In her mind’s eye, she fell to her knees and dug her fingers into the soil. You are mine, she whispered to her power. Mine to keep. Mine to command. My gifts from the Saints, and I will not let you go.

      The force that had hold of her magic pulled, insistent, fighting to rip the roots free. But Katerina held fast, with every ounce of strength she possessed. Inch by inch, bit by painful bit, she gained ground, until, with a bellow of fury at being deprived of its prize, the spell let go. The pain retreated with it, her magic anchoring firmly within her once more, until Katerina was alone in her skin again, shaken but whole.

      Her eyes flickered open, and she peered over her Shadow’s shoulder, blinking. The air still burned, shot through with flecks of fiery cypress. The table had been overturned. And Niko’s body was pressed against hers, his back against her front, both of them crowded against the far wall. His arms spread wide, hands touching the plaster on either side of her in a clear gesture of protection. At their feet lay splintered china—Niko’s doing, perhaps, in his haste to break the circle and get her away from the rune that fueled the spell.

      He was still growling, one long, unbroken burr that would doubtless fill most people with terror. The sound comforted Katerina, as familiar and soothing as a lullaby.

      “Let her go,” Baba was saying, with the exaggerated patience of someone who had been repeating themselves for quite some time. “This had to be done. And I mean her no harm.”

      Her Shadow merely snarled, body shaking with the effort to hold his human shape.

      Enough was enough. Katerina cleared her throat, which ached as if she’d swallowed ground glass. “I’m all right, Niko,” she said. “Stand down.”

      The growl ebbed, and Niko spun, grabbing her by the shoulders. His eyes were wild, his black hair half-loose from its tie. “Thank the Saints. Are you hurt, Katerina? Are you⁠—”

      “I’m all right,” she repeated, though she wasn’t sure if it was true. Her body still ached with the after-effects of the spell, a fine tremor running through every limb. But Niko didn’t need to know that, did he? Not when he was looking at her like she might go to pieces under his hands, crumbling to the floor in a heap of tears and ashes.

      Her Shadow’s gray eyes narrowed, gaze sweeping over her from head to toe. “Are you,” he said again, a statement this time rather than a question.

      Inside her, magic stirred: fire, earth, wind, and water, all there to call to her hand. Could he feel it, bound to her as he was?

      If so, he didn’t say a word. Jaw set, he turned to face Baba. “Is it done?”

      Baba gave a curt nod. “I am sorry,” she told them both, with a wry glance at the wreckage. “It was never my intention to hurt you. The moment you come home, I will undo the binding. And even with only one of your gifts at your command, you are powerful, Katerina. Trust in that.”

      Katerina would have to. She had no intention of abandoning her village by unleashing her other gifts in the Trials. But neither did she have any intention of telling Baba the truth: that the spell had failed. That she would ride out to Rivki in possession of her full powers.

      There might be demons on the road, after all.

      And a Trial of her own to conquer, here in Kalach, before she could ride to meet them.
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          KATERINA

        

      

    

    
      Katerina had always thought the kohannya ceremony was sweet, if silly. For a Dimi like herself, who had the freedom to choose whoever she wished to marry, there was no need to cast a tiny boat into the river that bordered Kalach and wait to see who scooped it up downstream. But for Vila, raised to marry Shadows and perpetuate the Vila and Shadow lines, there was an undeniable romanticism to the tradition. Vila spent weeks crafting their miniature boats, sealing them with wax dyed from red madder, then hand-painting them with runes for love, loyalty to Sant Viktoriya, and steadfast hearts.

      The whole village turned out for the annual ceremony, where the Vila launched their boats and waited with bated breath to see which Shadows would pluck them from the water. For while Baba Petrova and the Elders had final authority when it came to marriage pacts, Vila and Shadows’ wishes held considerable weight. Kohannya was a time of crushes revealed, of discovering whether love was requited. It was, Katerina thought dryly as she strode down the path to the river, one hand knotted around her horse’s reins, a Vila’s dream come true.

      And today, it was Katerina’s nightmare.

      “Are you all right?” Next to her, her best friend, Ana, poked Katerina in the side. Never one to sit still, Ana was always in motion—whether it be her hands, her body, or her magic. When the two of them were children, she was always getting in trouble for touching things she shouldn’t. Today, apparently that thing was Katerina.

      “Ouch!” Rubbing her side resentfully, Katerina tore her gaze from the gathering in the distance, just visible through the copse of trees. “Why does everyone keep asking me that?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Ana rolled her eyes. “Let’s pick a reason, shall we? Maybe because I’ve called your name at least three times. Maybe because you’re staring straight ahead with a death glare on your face, as if you’d like to light the whole lot of them aflame.” She gestured at the crowd clustered on the riverbank, the rays of the early-spring sun breaking through the canopy of evergreens to illuminate her olive skin and the blue-black highlights in her hair.

      “Or maybe it’s because you just endured a binding ceremony the likes of which hasn’t been attempted in our lifetime,” she went on, her tone deliberately innocent. “Maybe it’s because we could hear your Shadow raising a commotion all the way in the village square. Maybe it’s because you look like you’re about to fall over, or because when Niko came to collect Alexei for the ceremony, he snapped at my Shadow like he was about to murder someone⁠—”

      “Okay, okay.” Katerina held up a quelling hand. “I get it. Enough.”

      Ana was a firewitch, and a powerful one at that. She held up her own hands, a small flame burning above each palm. “You don’t get to tell me what to do, Katerina Ivanova. And you can pretend to everyone else that you’re just fine, but you don’t have to put on an act with me.”

      Sighing, Katerina guided her mare, Mika, around a log that had fallen across the path. The worst of it was, she did have to pretend with Ana. There was no way she was going to burden her friend with the knowledge that the spell hadn’t worked, and that she had no intention of letting Baba try again. If the truth came out somehow and Baba discovered Ana had known all along, it wouldn’t be pretty. “It was awful,” she admitted. That much, she could share. “I felt like I was dying. Like an essential part of me was being torn right out of my body. The pain—that’s why Niko got so angry. He couldn’t stand that it was hurting me.”

      Ana nodded in sympathy, stepping to the side to make way for a small group of Dimis and Shadows hustling down the path. “I’ve never heard anyone shout at Baba, much less threaten her like that,” she said when they passed, her voice hushed. “It was all we could do to restrain the other Shadows from going to his aid. Can you imagine? They would have ripped that cottage apart.”

      “We did enough damage on our own.” Katerina knotted her hands in Mika’s reins, and the mare whickered, sensing her tension. “I suppose destroying Baba’s cottage and setting the entire pack of Shadows on a rampage would have been a poor beginning to kohannya.”

      Her voice was light, but Ana’s gaze sharpened, nonetheless. “Is that what’s gotten you so out of sorts? This silly ceremony?”

      They were on dangerous ground now. Katerina shrugged, as if the answer were simple, obvious. “It just seems so frivolous, knowing what’s out there. We’re ten days from the full Bone Moon. Every day until then, the veil between the living and the dead thins, and the demons find it easier to break through. And the increasing attacks that travelers between villages have reported—the raid on Povorino…” She snorted. “It’s like none of that matters to the Vila. Like none of it’s real. All they have to worry about is tending the children and looking pretty, while we…”

      She let her voice trail off, afraid of saying too much. Sounding too bitter, because although everything she’d said held a grain of truth, the real reason that this particular kohannya ceremony made her stomach churn was something she could never, ever speak aloud. Not even to Ana. Not to anyone.

      “While we fight on the front lines.” Ana finished her sentence. “It’s their role, Katerina. They take pride in it. Just as we take pride in protecting Iriska and the world beyond our borders. You can’t begrudge them that.”

      Neither Katerina nor Ana had ever left Iriska. The realm was protected, hidden. Still, though she’d never set foot beyond Iriska’s wards, she knew well what lay beyond: a world filled with innocent humans, unaware of the demonic threat that lurked beneath their feet. As a Dimi, it was her job to make sure they never knew—to stop the Grigori from overrunning Iriska and spilling, hungry, into the world beyond, where no one had the tools to defend themselves.

      It was a heavy burden, but one she was used to carrying. One the Vila would never have to bear. Though the latent gifts that simmered in their blood empowered them to bear Shadowchildren and Vila, they possessed no magic of their own. They were nurturers, not defenders.

      “I suppose I can’t.” Katerina ducked to avoid an overhanging branch. “Maybe I’m just restless. The sooner we go, the sooner I can fail to impress the Kniaz at the Trials and the sooner we can come home.” She forced her voice to sound neutral, not to reveal the fact that she was dreading and looking forward to returning to Kalach in equal measure. Because when they returned, the night of the full Bone Moon, Niko would be betrothed to his Vila.

      Chosen for him for her beauty and piety, Elena Lisova was everything Niko needed and deserved. She would be loyal to him, faithful.

      She would break Katerina’s heart.

      Romantic love between a Dimi and her Shadow was beyond forbidden. The prophecy in the Book of the Light said so, the one every Shadow, Dimi, and Vila learned from the cradle: if a Dimi and Shadow lay together, demon-infested Darkness would fall upon Iriska and overtake the realm. Dictated by the three Saints to their scribes centuries before, the prophecy was sacred. Defying it was unthinkable.

      So Niko could never be Katerina’s, not in the way she sometimes dreamed, in the depths of her most secret heart. If he knew she looked at him with the slightest hint of desire, anything beyond the holy bond that tied a Dimi to her Shadow, he would be horrified. And if anyone suspected how Katerina felt about him, the punishment would be swift. She and Niko would be separated, their bond severed, or worse. It would destroy them both.

      This was the real reason she was dreading this ceremony. Because today, her Shadow would stand downriver and wait for Elena’s boat to sail into his outstretched hands. And the moment he rescued it from the waters and held it high, he’d be acknowledging that he wanted Elena just as much as she wanted him. That their bond wasn’t simply dictated by Baba and the Elders, a match made for an alpha Shadow to perpetuate the strength of his bloodline—it was something Niko chose, a future he was proudly claiming as his own.

      Katerina wanted him to be happy, more than anything. If marrying Elena and giving her Shadowchildren and little Vila was what he dreamed of, she should support him. But how could she, when the thought hurt more than having her magic nearly torn out of her body by the roots?

      Her agony must have shown on her face, because Ana squeezed her free hand in solidarity. “You will come home,” she said fiercely. “You will come home, and Baba will unbind your magic, and together we will stand against the Grigori, just like we always have. Whatever threat is rising, we will face it with our Shadows at our side.”

      Ana didn’t voice the unthinkable—that Katerina and Niko would die in the arena. It happened, more often than the Kniaz acknowledged. The purpose of the Trials was to single out the strongest among them. If that meant crippling or even killing their rivals, so be it. A Dimi and Shadow pairing that could not stand against their own, or against whatever horrors lurked in the arena to test them, was unworthy of defending Iriska.

      Katerina was spared a response, because as Ana finished speaking, they stepped off the path and into the clearing that bordered the river. It buzzed with activity, crowded with Dimis, Vila, Shadows, and villagers alike. Clouds had gathered, heralding a coming storm, and the air was thick with brine, overlaid with the spicy scent of the rowan-fires that burned by Kalach’s borders, to keep the demons away.

      Elder Balandin gave an approving nod when she caught sight of Katerina, as if relieved that robbing her of her gifts hadn’t reduced her to a sniveling heap. Baba had no doubt reported the havoc they had wreaked on her cottage, and if Ana spoke true, the Elders had heard Niko’s vociferous objections for themselves. They had no reason to believe the spell had failed, and Katerina intended to keep it that way.

      All of the Elders were looking at her now, their gazes heavy with expectation. Elder Mikhailova gazed up at her from his wheeled chair, hands clasped atop the blanket draped over his withered legs and eyes narrowed as if taking her measure. Offering him a small smile that she hoped conveyed both resignation and resilience, Katerina tied Mika up and gave the mare a carrot from the saddlebag to keep her happy. Then she and Ana crossed the clearing, joining their fellow Dimis. They stood some way back from the riverbank, in between the cluster of giggling, wide-eyed Vila and the leather-clad, blade-wielding Shadows. Instinctively, she scanned the clearing, looking for Niko, but didn’t see him among his brethren.

      As their alpha, it was unusual for him to be separated from his pack in a gathering like this. She opened her mouth to ask Ana where Niko had gone after he’d come to collect Alexei, his second in command—but the words died on her lips as her Shadow emerged from the trees, leading Troitze, his ornery, midnight-black stallion. Alexei strode by his alpha’s side, head tilted as he took in Niko’s last-minute instructions to hold the village in his absence.

      Ana had been right: Niko’s jaw was tight, his muscles tensed, as if he were striding into battle rather than about to collect a love token made by his soon-to-be-betrothed. Her friend elbowed her, perilously close to the same spot where she’d poked Katerina earlier. “What did I tell you?” she muttered. “Braced for murder.”

      It was true that, unlike the Shadows who stood downriver, loose-limbed and smiling, Niko looked far less at ease. His gaze roved over the crowd, settling first on his pack, who straightened and came to attention under his scrutiny. It flicked over Katerina, lingering long enough to make sure that she was, indeed, unharmed. Guilt flashed through her at not telling Niko the spell hadn’t held—that she was whole. But how could she make him complicit in her deception? Why should they both be punished for her refusal to surrender?

      She already kept one secret from her Shadow, after all. What was another?

      A hum of excitement arose from the cluster of Vila, and Niko’s eyes left her, seeking its source. Elena stood in their midst, her buttercup-yellow gown and matching tresses gleaming, as if the sunbeams that broke through the clouds had done so for her benefit alone. She separated from her sisters and walked toward Niko, her face lit with joy.

      Katerina forced herself to watch as her Shadow handed Troitze’s reins to Alexei and met Elena in the middle of the clearing. The Vila was as lovely as a storybook princess, with her long, flaxen hair and eyes as blue as the hyacinths that bloomed, defying the lingering touch of winter, on the riverbank at their feet. The perfect disciple of Sant Viktoriya, she was everything Katerina wasn’t: demure, soft, willing to bend to please others. Coming to a halt in front of Niko, she lifted her gaze, dimpling prettily, and held her ornate, gold-painted boat up for his inspection. The wind ruffled the loose tendrils of hair around her face, and she brushed it back, twining the strands around one finger before letting them go.

      Niko said something to her, but Katerina couldn’t make it out. Was he telling the Vila how beautiful she looked? How he’d miss her dearly when he was gone? Maybe, Katerina thought, throat tight with misery, he was confessing how he couldn’t wait to be the one to cradle the golden boat in his hands at the end of its maiden voyage—the same hands that had clung to Katerina as if she were something precious in Baba’s cottage not two hours before.

      Suppressing the jealousy that clawed at her, Katerina looked away. Her gaze swept over the assembled Vila, Shadows, and Dimis, then shifted right, toward the villagers crowded behind the ribbons Baba’s acolytes had strung up between the trees.

      The kohannya ceremony was much-anticipated throughout Kalach; for weeks, children had traded bets on which Shadows would pluck each Vila’s boat from the waters. The little ones jostled for position, clutching boats of their own making: crude hunks of wood that were as likely to sink as swim, painted brightly with the pigments of crushed flowers. Behind them stood tradespeople and teachers, seamstresses and blacksmiths, all of whom it was Katerina’s job to protect. Farther down the riverbank stood the small Shadows, Vila, and Dimis, watched over by the married Vila whose kohannya days were behind them.

      This was what she was fighting for. These people, who trusted her.

      She fought for them, and for the Light. For her sacred mission, handed down to her by the Saints: to guard the borders of her village and the realm from demonic incursion. To be a force against the Darkness, with her Shadow’s aid.

      She had faced demons many times, since childhood, and though she had faith in her ability to vanquish them, they never failed to strike a chord of terror in her heart. She had seen too much for it to be otherwise. What did it say about her, then, that, more than the threat of dying beneath the blades or teeth of the Grigori, she feared watching her Shadow take another as his wife?

      A distraction, that was what she needed. Something that would take her mind off the kohannya ceremony and keep her from betraying the traitorous contents of her heart.

      Crossing to where Mika grazed amongst the trees, Katerina made a show of sorting through the contents of her saddlebags. Antivenin, bandages, and salves, in case she and Niko encountered a demon on the road. Smoked sausages, cold vareniki dumplings. Bits of cheese. A full flask of water. A sheathed knife, though fighting with a blade was more Niko’s province than hers. She hardly needed an edged weapon to do damage.

      Unfortunately, this position put her closer to the very people she was trying to ignore. Elena held up the boat, chattering about how much time she’d put into it, then hiding it playfully behind her back when Niko tried to examine it more closely. “You’ll see it when you brave the river to catch it,” she said, trilling a silvery laugh. “You must earn your prize, my Shadow.” She batted her lashes at him, the implication clear: the true prize in this scenario was her.

      “As you wish,” Niko said, stepping backward with his palms raised, and Elena beamed.

      “Don’t worry, my Shadow,” she said, sidling up to him once more. “You don’t have long to wait.”

      My Shadow. Was that all he was to Elena—a possession, proof that her maniacal dedication to Sant Viktoriya had paid off? For Katerina, he was so much more: her best friend, her conscience, the other half of her soul. How could he be someone else’s Shadow, when all her life, even before the blood vow that bound them, he had only belonged to her?

      She ducked her head, terrified that the white-hot misery that scorched every inch of her being would show on her face. Inside her, power stirred, desperate for an outlet. The river was right there, the Vila clustered on the bank in their rune-embroidered gowns, cradling their wax-coated paper boats as if cupping treasure in their hands. One gust was all it would take to send them flapping over the river like a flock of beautiful, shocked birds, their boats scattered to the four winds. One thought, and the river would crest its banks and swallow all of them whole, sucking Katerina and her humiliation into its depths.

      She’d assured Baba that she had control of her magic. She had trained for years to channel it with the same focused precision with which Niko wielded his blades. Wasn’t her ability to resist Baba’s spell proof of her strength? She refused to be undone here, now, when to do so would mean exposure as a liar, not to mention the surety that Baba and the Elders would insist on performing the spell all over again. The thought of undergoing that agony a second time chilled her to her soul.

      How could it be a bad thing to be in possession of all her powers, just a few short moonrises away from the full Bone Moon, with Grigori attacks increasing by the day? She couldn’t travel all the way to and from Rivki weakened, a fraction of her true self. She wouldn’t.

      But she couldn’t stay here another moment, either. Not like this. Every instant she lingered meant risking discovery—and devastation.

      Maybe she was a coward, not to be able to watch her Shadow claim Elena’s boat—and, by extension, the Vila—for his own. Or maybe she was only looking out for the village she’d dedicated herself to protecting since her mother fell at the demons’ feet, throat torn open, a broken and bloodied doll.

      Maybe both.

      An idea came to Katerina then—a wonderful, terrible idea, destruction and deliverance in equal measure.

      To reach Rivki, she and Niko would have to cross a bridge that spanned the river a half-mile to the north. A spring storm two weeks ago had left it in less-than-ideal shape. Katerina had seen the state of it, when she’d ridden upriver to gather medicinal herbs for their journey: the railing was loose and some of the spokes and slats were gone, leaving gaps like missing teeth. She and Niko had debated taking a different, longer route, concerned the bridge wouldn’t hold their horses, but Gabiska, Kalach’s head carpenter, had tested it and declared it fit for one last crossing. If it fell, though…

      They would have to ride farther upriver, into the rolling hills that licked the base of the mountains, then through one of the lower passes. The trip would add hours to their journey. Time they couldn’t afford to waste, if they wanted to arrive on schedule for the feast that preceded the Trials and pay the Kniaz the respect he believed was his due.

      A storm was on its way, telegraphed in the low-hanging clouds that darkened the horizon and the humid air, sparking with latent electricity. Half a mile upriver, who could say whether it had already begun to rain?

      One hand on Mika’s back, she pictured the bridge: flaking, white-painted slats; struts rising from the riverbanks on either side of rushing water. Oaks and rowans curved overhead, their leaves stirring in alarm, speckled with the first drops that fell from a blackening sky.

      Careful not to disturb the surface of the soil, she sent her magic out, snaking beneath the riverbank. It curled around the voles that crept through their tunnels. Wove between the knobbly roots of the great oaks. Tasted the thorny sweetness of guelder roses, slumbering until the warmer temperatures beckoned them to bloom.

      The earth was hers. Hers to embrace, to protect, to command.

      She reached farther, carving her way, until her magic tasted something solid, rich with river-silt. Sending out another tendril, she found its companion, anchored deep within the earth: the clay footers of the bridge.

      No one was looking at her, beneath the trees with Mika, pretending to forage through the saddlebags. The weather was poor; the bridge was in disrepair, a half-mile away; Katerina’s earth-magic was bound. If she went through with this, no one would suspect.

      She closed her eyes and rested her forehead against her mare’s warm flank. Mika stood steady, her slow, even breath centering Katerina as she wrapped her magic around the footers: tight and tighter, until they creaked beneath the strain.

      Yield to me, she commanded silently.

      The earth heaved, struggling against her. The footers had stood for fifty years, since a storm had washed that section of riverbank away and Kalach had had to rebuild. The ground didn’t want to give them up. Its grip on the clay was strong, but Katerina’s was stronger.

      Yield, she demanded again, drawing harder on her magic. Now.

      Perhaps Sant Antoniya was with her, because though she had not called on her water-magic, the river stirred, its gentle lap-lap-lap against the shore becoming louder, more demanding. The sky opened, drops of cold rain spattering Katerina’s shoulders. Above her, the leaves of the low-hanging oaks whispered, disturbed from their rest. And upriver, two of the bridge’s footers broke loose at last, sending the dilapidated structure plunging into the water with a deafening roar and an impact that shook the forest.

      Katerina opened her eyes to chaos.
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      The good news was, no one was paying any attention to Katerina whatsoever. The bad news was, she had created mayhem: a frothing river, a flood of debris, a shrieking crowd, who feared an attack of Grigori until Baba and the Elders assured them otherwise.

      Though the kohannya gathering was downstream from the collapse, the river’s banks were wide. No one was hurt; the waterwitches had made sure of it, fighting together to tame the flow, even as the earthwitches, led by Baba, shored up the soil on either side. Gabiska and his crew had ridden upriver through the hard-driving rain to confirm the bridge’s demise, though the chunks of wood that the current carried past them were evidence enough. The carpenter had shaken his head on his return, saying it had only been a matter of time—and how fortunate they were that Dimi Ivanova and her Shadow hadn’t been crossing the structure when it fell.

      Katerina had held her breath, scrutinizing Baba for any hint of suspicion, but found none. The elder Dimi had focused first on ensuring everyone’s safety, then on determining the extent of the damage. Bits of wood littered the riverbanks on both sides, tangling in the reeds that flanked the shore, and despite the earthwitches’ best efforts, the surging debris had gouged chunks of clay from the banks. It would be hours before the site was fit for kohannya—hours that Katerina and Niko didn’t have, if they were to make it to Rivki on time.

      The storm had passed as quickly as it came, the heavy rain slowing to a trickle that fell, improbably, from a sun-streaked sky. Now, in the still-sodden clearing, Baba clapped her hands, and the riverbank fell silent. All eyes sought the elder Dimi in her cobalt robes, her salt-white braids coiled atop her head. Even the children ceased clamoring and stood still, bright-eyed and attentive as hawks.

      “Today, a great disaster was averted,” Baba announced. “The Saints are truly with us, for had Dimi Ivanova and Shadow Alekhin been atop the bridge when it crumbled, Kalach would have lost their greatest champions.”

      Katerina spared a glance for Niko, standing once again by Elena’s side. The Vila clung to his arm, eyes wide with the terror of what could have been, but he wasn’t looking down at her. He was staring straight ahead, his eyes locked on Katerina’s face.

      “Thanks to the efforts of our own, the collapse of the bridge caused us no lasting harm.” Baba’s thin lips pressed together. “In gratitude to the protection of Sant Andrei and Sant Viktoriya, the kohannya ceremony will go on, though later than we planned.” She gestured at the river, where the water still foamed, agitated by the bridge’s collapse and the passing storm.

      A cheer arose from the crowd, the children lifting their makeshift boats high, and Baba lifted a hand to quell it. “Alas,” she said, her gaze roving between Katerina and Niko, “Dimi Ivanova and her Shadow cannot stay. For with the bridge down, they must take the long way to Rivki, and they cannot afford to tarry.”

      Even across the clearing, Elena’s gasp of disappointment was audible. But Katerina was still looking at Niko, and in the depths of his gray eyes she saw the most peculiar of expressions, there and then gone so quickly she might have imagined it: relief.

      “Worry not,” Baba said, bestowing a smile on Elena. “For Shadow Alekhin and his Vila, the ceremony is a mere formality, as their union has already been assured. You will still cast your boat upon the waters, Vila Lisova, so it may follow your Shadow on his journey and give him luck.”

      Elena gave a small, trembling smile in return. “Of course, I will.”

      Raindrops spangled Baba’s braids, darkening them, as she nodded in approval. “Now we must bid goodbye and good fortune to our champions,” she said. “May they do their duty at the Trials and return to us once more.”

      Murmurs rose from the crowd, some of assent and some of disagreement. The whole village was sworn to secrecy about Katerina’s abilities, but they knew well what she could do. While the more strategic among them understood that excelling at the Trials might well mean losing her to Iriska in twelve months’ time, others were less sanguine. Becoming one of the chosen pairs to advance to the second round of the Trials was an honor; failing to do so, a mark of shame. She’d heard rumors in the taverns that some people thought binding her magic was blasphemy, a perversion of the gifts given to her by the Saints.

      If they only knew… Would they revile her, for clinging to her gifts despite Baba and the Elders’ demands? Or praise her, for doing what she must to protect Kalach and her Shadow?

      She held her head high until the murmurs died to silence once again, and Baba spoke. “They have their duty, and we have ours. Go with our blessing and the blessing of the Saints, Dimi Ivanova and Shadow Alekhin. May you walk always in the Light.”

      There was a beat of silence. Then the crowd exploded with applause. As it quieted, the Vila drifted back to the riverbank—all except Elena, who stood by Niko’s side, her brow furrowed with worry.

      “I know you need to go. But I wish you could stay for the ceremony.” She peered up at Niko, her eyes wide and blue and guileless. “It…it’s tradition.”

      “I’m sorry, Elena.” Niko’s voice was a low rumble. “I know how much this means to you.”

      Elena tilted her head upward, her lower lip protruding in what could only be described as a pout. As Katerina watched, she extended her free hand toward Niko, doubtless expecting him to intertwine her fingers with his. But her Shadow didn’t move. His hands were shoved in the pockets of his leathers, his body leaned slightly back and away from the Vila. Her touch skirted the sleeve of his jacket, and then her hand fell back to her side once more.

      Was it her imagination, or was her Shadow avoiding Elena’s touch?

      Surely not. That would be absurd. It was coincidence, that was all, seeing what Katerina wanted to see. What she wished, in the depths of her wicked witch’s heart: that the Vila’s touch repulsed him. That he longed to share Katerina’s bed, and claim her heart as well as her soul.

      Saints, how long was she meant to stand here, waiting, as her Shadow flirted with his betrothed? How much could her heart take?

      “Niko!” she snapped, the word a whip. “Come.”

      Her Shadow’s gaze flicked to hers. Was she imagining things once again, or was it relief that showed in its depths?

      “Calling me like a dog now, I see,” he said, tone laced with faux annoyance.

      Katerina forced a smirk onto her face. “If the shoe fits…”

      He made a low, amused sound, then bent his head toward Elena’s. Saints, was she going to have to watch him kiss the Vila goodbye?

      Katerina braced herself, unable to look away. To pay the penance of watching Niko’s lips brush Elena’s, if she must. But her Shadow was nodding to the Vila, stepping back. Obeying Katerina, as he was sworn to do. Joining her under the trees.

      As she untied Mika, Niko did the same with Troitze, avoiding the testy stallion’s bite as he tossed his head. “Katerina,” her Shadow said, low-voiced. “The bridge. Did you⁠—”

      By the Saints. What had he seen? Had he felt it, when she wrenched the footers free?

      “Of course not.” Her voice was sharp as she swung up into the saddle. “How could I? My earthwitch is bound, remember? Why would I, besides?”

      Niko snorted, sounding for an instant like his stallion. “Whatever you say.”

      He cast her a final suspicious glance as he mounted Troitze. Eager to escape his scrutiny, Katerina dug in her heels and Mika moved out, past Ana, who mouthed, See you soon with an imperious wink that suggested she’d accept nothing less. Troitze, never one to follow, pushed forward to take the lead.

      Sunlight striped the banks and sparkled on the rippling water, the great oaks sighing overhead in a wind that was not of her making, as Katerina and her Shadow breached the edge of the forest, leaving Kalach behind.
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      It was a beautiful night to burn, and a ridiculous one to die.

      Standing shoulder-to-shoulder with her competitors in the pit beneath the Bone Trials arena, Katerina inhaled the mingled scents of sweat, damp earth, and rowan-fire, and pleaded with her magic not to betray her. Next to her, Niko rested his palm against the small of her back, offering comfort. The heat of his touch radiated even through her fighting leathers, and Katerina jerked away.

      Her Shadow looked down at her, puzzlement warring with battle-eagerness on his face.

      “All right?” he said, voice pitched low so the other Dimis and their Shadows wouldn’t hear.

      “Never better,” Katerina bit out, straightening her spine. The roar of the crowd seeped through the bars, ebbing and flowing like the waves that lapped Rivki Island’s shores, and she swallowed, her throat thick with disgust.

      The ride from Kalach had been uneventful, other than poor weather that had spooked the horses and forced them to arrive in Rivki looking like they’d been dragged backward through a blackberry hedge. They’d broken their ride in Drezna, as they usually did when delivering the tithe, then ridden hellbent through the rain to make it in time for the Trials’ opening feast. Now they were here, crammed into a space so small that Katerina’s skin crawled with the spillover of her fellow Dimis’ magic, about to turn against each other for the benefit of a dictator.

      Six nights before the Bone Moon, when the veil between humanity and the Underworld grew thinnest, the Seven Villages’ most powerful Dimis and Shadows should be home, defending Iriska against soul-devouring Grigori demons. Not doing…this.

      At least Katerina had been able to keep the retention of her abilities a secret. There had hardly been cause to use them on the road, what with the lashing wind and the downpour. The only one they’d needed was her fire, to dry out wood for kindling and set it aflame. She’d come so close to telling Niko the truth again and again—she hated lying to him, any more than she had to—but in the end, she’d decided against it. With luck, she wouldn’t need to call on her water, earth, or wind to defend them, and they’d be back in Kalach before anyone was the wiser.

      A horn blew in the arena above, putting an end to her musings. Amplified by witchwind, it jarred small pebbles loose from the walls. They spattered against Katerina’s leathers, and beside her, a fellow Dimi—Trina Samarin, of Povorino—gave a grunt of disgust as the pebbles struck the side of her face, drawing blood. Katerina could smell it, iron-rich in the damp air.

      “Pleasant accommodations, no?” Katerina said, cocking her head at the confines of the pit. “You’d think they’d treat us better if we’re meant to be Iriska’s best hope of survival.”

      Trina sneered at her, as if making idle conversation were tantamount to admitting weakness. The light filtering through the bars fell in stripes across the umber skin that marked her as hailing from Povorino, and her green eyes shone, bright with malice.

      “There’s no we about it,” she hissed, her voice surprisingly girlish to be filled with so much venom. “Think of me when you’re lying in the dirt of the arena, choking on dust.” She lifted a hand, summoning the wind to command the pebbles at her feet. They peppered Katerina’s leathers in a fusillade before falling to the stone floor once more.

      Trina had been nasty to Katerina since they’d met at the previous night’s feast, as if sensing a threat to her victory in the arena. At first, Katerina had ignored her, which only seemed to spur the other woman on. By now, moments before they were about to fight for their lives, Katerina’s patience had worn thin.

      “If one of us is about to be lying in the dirt,” she said sweetly, “I hardly think it’s me.” Fire flared in her palms and she let it rise, heat forming a wall between them. Trina took a startled step back. Beside her, her Shadow bared his teeth, but instead of responding in kind, Niko chuckled.

      “Watch yourself, Fyodor,” he said. “My Dimi doesn’t make idle threats.” He refrained from saying the rest of it: that if anyone here knew what Katerina was capable of, they’d think twice before pelting her with pebbles.

      The horn blew once more, drowning out Fyodor’s retort, as Katerina called her witchfire to heel. “Dimis and Shadows of Iriska. Citizens of Rivki.” The Kniaz’s voice boomed over the receding blare of the horn, echoing throughout the arena and into the chamber below. “We are gathered here today to determine the strongest among us, so that they may one day fight alongside my Druzhina.” Through the bars, Katerina could make out the proprietary sweep of his hand, gesturing left and right at the entourage that flanked him.

      The Druzhina Guard were the strongest Dimis and Shadows Iriska had to offer. Yet Kniaz Sergey spoke as if he owned them, as if their power were his to command, rather than their own. Who cared if he had inherited his throne, his bloodline anointed to rule Iriska by the Saints? His hubris infuriated Katerina.

      Dimis—women—held the power of the elements in their hands. So why did Iriska cling so tightly to tradition, ceding its governance to an entitled, overindulged man?

      “Tonight, we will see displays of strength that dazzle us,” the Kniaz announced. “But we will also watch as the weaker among us fall, dishonoring the villages they call home.”

      The crowd howled in approbation. In the dimness of the pit, Katerina rolled her eyes.

      “Only the two most powerful pairs will be chosen to advance to next year’s Trials and compete for a chance to join the Druzhina.” Kniaz Sergey’s voice vibrated with satisfaction. “And if the Saints smile upon us, perhaps we will witness a third pair of such strength that at the Reaping, they will displace one of our own.”

      There was another roar, this one of protest. Every so often, Kniaz Sergey would choose an additional pair of victors, ousting a bonded pair of the Druzhina. It was his way of culling the herd, keeping his Guard on their toes—and it worked. Whenever Katerina came to Rivki to deliver the tithe, she could sense their gazes on her and Niko, assessing the competition.

      Everything about this was wrong. Dimis and Shadows fought together, on the side of the Light. They should be allies, not enemies. Yet here the Kniaz was, seeding dissent where there should be unity. She glanced around; other than Trina, whose eyes shone with excitement, her companions in the pit looked grim. Sofi, Drezna’s Dimi champion, turned her back to speak to her Shadow; her hands carved the air in a series of intricate gestures, but with Sofi facing away, the words were unintelligible. Mute since birth, Sofi communicated primarily through sign; Katerina and Niko had both learned the language so they could converse with her whenever they visited Drezna. Whatever she had to say now must be both private and unnerving, because her Shadow shook his head, clapping a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

      Watching them, Dimi Roksana, who hailed from Satvala-by-the-Sea, lifted her chin. “Good luck,” she said. “May the best of us rise to defend Iriska.”

      “Good luck,” they all echoed—except Trina and her Shadow, who smirked as if nothing would make them happier than to watch their fellows fall one by one, and trample on the remains. What was wrong with the two of them?

      Kniaz Sergey’s voice broke through the howls of the crowd and the mutterings of the Dimis and Shadows in the pit. “Let the Bone Trials begin!”

      Katerina turned toward the stairs that led up to the arena, Niko stalking beside her and leveling a menacing glare at anyone who attempted to push past them. At twenty-two, he was the youngest alpha Shadow in Iriska. He couldn’t afford to show weakness by letting anyone else take the lead. Not for the first time, he reminded her of Troitze—an observation she wisely kept to herself.

      “This will be over soon,” he muttered as they climbed the narrow steps, the crowd’s roars growing louder the closer they got to the surface. “On your weakest day, you’re stronger than the rest of them, no matter what Baba did to you.”

      “Shhh,” Katerina demanded, cutting her eyes at him in warning, but her heart clenched. Neither of them had families left to protect. Still, the thought of Iriska’s so-called nobleman finding out that an entire village had been keeping her secret and punishing Kalach’s vulnerable citizens in her name sent bile surging up her throat.

      Niko inhaled, his nostrils flaring in disgust at the dank scent of the moldering stairway. His voice dropped, skirting the edge of the black dog that lived inside him. “I know I told you this was for the best. But now—maybe I was wrong, Katerina. Maybe I should have fought harder for you when you protested the binding. And maybe in the arena…you shouldn’t have to hide what you’re capable of, and damn the consequences.”

      Katerina’s heart twisted. The two of them were joined; her inability to show her true strength was a reflection on him, as well. Above and beyond his pride, Niko had good reason to seek victory in the Trials. Every day, her Shadow fought to reclaim his family’s good name, and nothing could bring him more honor than being chosen to fight in the Druzhina. She hated to let him down. But how could she do otherwise?

      “Niko,” she said, low-voiced.

      He arched a dark eyebrow at her. “Hmmm?”

      She couldn’t tell him what was in her heart—how she thought of him in a way a Dimi was forbidden to regard her Shadow, how she crumbled inside every time she thought about what awaited them when they got back to Kalach. How things would change for the two of them, forever. But before they set foot in the arena, she could tell him the truth about the binding ceremony, so he didn’t stride into battle believing he’d failed her.

      If it hadn’t been for him, who knew if she would have found the strength to resist the spell? She could be splintered now, a fraction of herself.

      As usual, she owed him everything.

      “I—” She paused mid-step, and a huff of annoyance split the air behind her.

      “Having second thoughts, Dimi Ivanova?” Trina said, her tone mocking.

      Niko’s shoulders tensed beneath his black leathers as he turned, fixing his storm-gray eyes on the Shadow and Dimi who stood on the steps below them. A growl rumbled in his chest, and Fyodor growled back, the sound dripping with menace.

      Katerina’s desire to confide in her Shadow fled, replaced by irritation. “I flee from no one,” she said, lifting her chin. “Can you say the same, Dimi Samarin? I heard the last time Grigori attacked a group of travelers outside Povorino, witchwind failed to drive them back. A firewitch had to step in to save them.” She opened her hand, a small flame licking above her palm. “Tell me, was it weakness that almost killed those people? Pure cowardice? Or both?”

      Her lips rose in a smirk, and the flame rose with it, illuminating the other Dimi’s furious expression. Katerina didn’t wait to hear what she had to say. She turned away, clenching her fist to extinguish the flame, letting her fury spur her onward.

      Three more steps to the top. Two. One.

      Trina’s witchwind shoved at Katerina’s back, sending her stumbling across the uneven stone threshold and onto the sand of the arena. She gritted her teeth as her own power rose in response, itching beneath her skin, eager to be used.

      Today, you are a firewitch, she told herself fiercely. Nothing more. If you need to set this whole damned arena alight to save yourself and your Shadow, so be it. But you will keep tight hold of the rest of your gifts, or pay the price.

      Her fellow Dimis and their Shadows spilled from the doorway behind her as Katerina blinked, her eyes adjusting to the moonlight. The Trials were always held at night, simulating the conditions of a Grigori attack as closely as possible, though the exact nature of the threat varied from year to year, a closely-kept secret. She’d half-expected to be set on the moment she crossed the threshold, but the floor of the arena was empty. Tiered seating rose all around it, so high it nearly obscured the gilded domes of the Kniaz’s palace atop the tallest peak on the island. In the distance, she could see the gleam of the lake that surrounded Rivki, filled with Vodianyye water-spirits to keep the demons away.

      The seats were packed; the Trials were the most notorious event in Iriska, with tickets at a premium and a lucrative betting ring on the winners. But it was impossible to miss the Kniaz. He sat front and center, three rows from the pit, surrounded on all sides by the Druzhina. Next to him reclined a dark-haired woman draped in blue velvet—Dimi Zakharova, his consort. She glared at Katerina, which made no sense at all. The very last thing Katerina wanted was to take her place.

      Ah, well. Katerina wasn’t here to make friends. If no one in Rivki could stand her, so much the better.

      She turned her head, inspecting the arena. But there was nothing to see, save for the rowan-fires that burned to the left and right of a small door, carved into the opposite side. Smoke curled into the air, silhouetted against the star-speckled sky and the harsh, cratered face of the waxing Bone Moon. The stormy weather that had dogged them all the way to Rivki had passed; the night was still. Even the crowd had gone quiet.

      Katerina regarded the fires, her mind churning. Rowan-smoke was toxic to Grigori. The trees’ fire granted the demons a true death, as did Shadows’ blessed blades and their bite, in the form of the black dogs they could take at will. But there could be no demons here, not inside the most powerfully warded spot in all of Iriska. Rivki was protected by the Druzhina and surrounded by a moat where the Vodianyye lurked, poised to devour any Grigori foolish enough to try to cross the bridge. So why the fire? Was it merely a symbol, or did it portend something more?

      The arena was too silent, too empty. If a threat lurked here, it was invisible. How was she meant to defend herself against something she couldn’t see?

      The other six Dimi and Shadow pairings spread out, giving themselves room to fight. Katerina kept a careful eye on Trina and Fyodor, thirty feet away. On their right stood Sofi and Damien, her Shadow. As Katerina’s gaze swept over them, Sofi gave her a small, tense smile. Outside the arena, the two were her friends, sworn to fight beside her and Niko. But now, the Kniaz had made adversaries out of them. For while they wouldn’t be fighting each other hand-to-hand, there was plenty of room for subversive tactics and sabotage.

      Katerina wished she could tell Sofi the truth about what she could do. She wished she could explain that she’d rather be eaten by the Vodianyye than serve in the Druzhina. But instead she just smiled back, her gaze narrowing as the door on the other side of the arena creaked open.

      Sand crunched beneath Niko’s boots as he shifted his weight, his right hand falling to the blade he favored. “There’s something unnatural inside there,” he whispered. “Not human, not demon. Katerina, I don’t know⁠—”

      His voice disappeared beneath the roar of the crowd as the door eased the rest of the way open and a man strolled through, hands open at his sides. His dark hair was cropped short, his face clean-shaven. He wore a forest-green tunic and slim black pants, the picture of a fashionable gentleman. Katerina had seen many just like him in Rivki’s Perun District, dining at establishments far fancier than any to be found in Kalach.

      The direction of the wind changed, blowing the sharp-edged, resinous fumes of the rowan-fires toward the man. He coughed, the sound carrying across the arena, and Katerina stiffened. On either side of her, the other Dimis and Shadows did the same.

      “Demon,” she said, watching in horror as the doorway behind him filled with more and more of his kind—twenty men and women clad in richly dyed fabric. Grigori were shapeshifters, able to take on the forms of whoever they chose; it was part of what made them so lethal. But if they’d penetrated the capital, surely the Druzhina wouldn’t just let them loose in the arena for the sake of the Trials. Would they?

      Her power rose, buzzing in her fingertips, as the demons fanned out behind their leader, with him as the tip of their arrow. “Niko,” she said, her voice urgent.

      Her Shadow drew a deep breath as the wind changed again, sampling the creatures’ scents. “Not true demons,” he said grimly. “Illusions of some kind. But,” he finished as all twenty of the false Grigori drew blades, “dangerous nonetheless.”

      There was no time for Katerina to wonder what sort of strange magic this was, or whether the blades the illusions carried had been bathed with the Grigori venom that was fatal to a Shadow in human form. Because as the crowd bellowed in anticipation, the demons’ leader raised a hand, beckoning, and all of the creatures charged.
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      The familiar coldness of battle settled over Katerina, the world coming to her in fragments: A yellow-haired illusion-demon barreling toward her, teeth bared and blade clenched. The rumbling growl of her Shadow as he braced himself in front of her, palming two of his knives. The sizzle of her magic beneath her skin, begging to be used.

      She could see the colored threads that connected her to each of her gifts so clearly. It would be easy for her to collapse the ground as the illusion-woman arrowed toward her Shadow, to summon the wind and send her hurtling backward. But no. You are a firewitch, she thought grimly, and prepared herself to burn.

      The woman neared and Niko pinched one of his blades by the tip, arm poised to hurl it. Another step and he let it fly, the silver gleaming in the light of the Bone Moon as it winnowed straight for her. But the moment before it struck, a gust blasted from the left, where Trina stood. It sent Niko’s blade tumbling end over end, embedding uselessly in the sand. Never breaking her stride, the illusion-woman snatched it up, lips rising in a mirthless smile. And behind her came five more of her kind, eyes lit with a sick avidity.

      By the Saints, how had Rivki’s Dimis done this? They were all taught basic charms from the cradle: how to summon shadow to conceal themselves, how to make a small light bloom and cup it in their hands. But this magic—conjuring illusion-demons—was unlike anything Katerina had ever seen. It must have taken the scholars at the Magiya Library months to discover the trick behind such a thing.

      A howl rose from Katerina’s right, where Roksana Gaidar and her Shadow battled two of the creatures at once. Dimi Gaidar was a waterwitch, a skill that did her little good in this arena filled with sand and rowan-fire. She would have to rely on her Shadow to fight, and he was falling, two of the illusion-creatures wrestling him to the ground. His body shimmered as he struggled to shift into the form of his black dog, but it was too late: One of them drew back its lips and sank its teeth into his neck, just as the other plunged a blade into his side. He let out a roar that shook the arena’s walls, and Roksana shrieked, the sound so full of fear and rage that it momentarily froze the illusions charging at Niko and Katerina. As one, they turned their heads toward the melee, just in time to see the fallen Shadow cough up a horrifying amount of foamy blood. His eyes glazed over, staring sightless up at the moon-bleached sky.

      Venom, Katerina sent to Niko along their bond, horror clear in her mind-voice, the way they were only able to communicate in battle. Its teeth—the blade⁠—

      I know. He pinched another knife by the tip. We will not die in this arena, Katerina. Firewitch or no, we will not die tonight.

      The conviction in his voice galvanized Katerina. She moved to his side and raised her hands, concentrating on the center of the horde that had unfrozen and was sprinting toward them at inhuman speed. If they bite and stab like Grigori, then they can die like them, she told Niko, and let her witchfire free. It might not be able to kill them, but it should wound them long enough for Katerina to get her hands on a limb from one of the rowan-fires. Saints, how she wished she could harness the wind right now.
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