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      The eviction notice arrived the same morning Mrs. Pastore cancelled our biggest December contract, because apparently the universe believed in efficiency when it came to destroying dreams. I stood in the doorway of Sugarplum Events, holding the red paper—festive color choice, really twisted—while reading the email on my phone that eliminated our last chance at making rent. Thirty days to vacate. Three weeks until payment was due. Zero dollars in our account to cover any of it.

      “Don’t,” Fern said from behind her laptop, not even looking up because she knew my catastrophe face by now. “Whatever you’re thinking, we can work through the actual numbers together.”

      “Mrs. Pastore just cancelled.” I set the eviction notice on my desk between a half-finished centerpiece and my grandmother’s ancient sewing machine, the mint-green Singer that had outlasted every other constant in my life. The machine still smelled faintly of her lavender sachets, even five years after she’d died. “She’s going with Eleanor Ashbourne for an ‘elevated aesthetic.’ Which apparently means someone whose studio doesn’t share ventilation with a kombucha brewery.”

      Fern’s fingers stopped moving on her keyboard—never a good sign. When Fern stopped working, it meant we’d moved from crisis to catastrophe. She’d pulled her braids into a tight bun this morning, her battle-ready style, and her earth-toned blazer somehow looked pressed despite the fact that she’d been here since dawn trying to manifest money through sheer organizational will.

      “The Vandover party?” She asked, though her tone suggested she already knew.

      “Cancelled yesterday. Family-only dinner instead.” I picked up one of the glass ornaments from the Morrison centerpiece, a hand-blown snowflake I’d sourced from a local artist who’d given me a discount in exchange for Instagram promotion we couldn’t afford. The ornament caught the light from the strings of vintage bulbs I’d draped across our exposed brick walls, casting rainbow fragments across stacks of invoice copies marked “Past Due” in increasingly urgent colors.

      “Pearl, we still have options⁠—”

      “Name one.” I set the ornament down carefully—I’d need to return it for whatever refund I could get. “One option that doesn’t involve begging relatives we don’t have or selling organs on the black market.”

      “Your melodrama isn’t helping,” Fern said, but her usual stern tone had cracks in it. She turned her laptop toward me, showing the spreadsheet she’d been updating obsessively for three months, the one that tracked our descent from “struggling but hopeful” to “technically already bankrupt.” “If we can get even one decent contract this week⁠—”

      “Who’s going to hire us?” I gestured at our studio, which I’d always thought looked charming in its controlled chaos—vintage furniture I’d rescued from estate sales and transformed into display pieces, mason jars full of ribbons sorted by color and texture, the wall of thank-you cards from back when we had clients who could afford to thank us. Now it all looked exactly like what it was: a desperate woman’s attempt to build something beautiful out of other people’s discards. “Eleanor has been systematically poaching every client we’ve booked. She probably has a spreadsheet of her own titled ‘Businesses to Destroy Before Christmas’.”

      The bell above our door chimed, which was strange because we’d stopped expecting walk-ins months ago when the foot traffic in the arts district started flowing toward trendier neighborhoods. I turned, expecting maybe the kombucha people coming to complain about something, or possibly our landlord wanting to deliver bad news in person.

      Instead, winter walked in wearing an expensive suit.

      That was my first thought, irrational as it was—that someone had taken the concept of winter and tailored it into human form. The man in our doorway had silver-white hair that looked natural despite being a color people paid salons hundreds to achieve, skin so pale it seemed to generate its own subtle light, and a face that belonged in a museum with a plaque about unattainable beauty standards through the ages. He stood perfectly still in a way that made me notice how much normal people fidgeted, like he’d been carved from ice and hadn’t quite learned to pretend at human movement yet.

      “Pearl Henry?” His voice made me think of expensive things I’d never be able to afford—whiskey in crystal decanters, hotels where they knew your name, the kind of silence that only money could buy.

      “Yes?” I smoothed my vintage dress, the powder-blue one with embroidered snowflakes that I’d bought believing it was lucky, though evidence suggested otherwise. There was a coffee stain on the hem I’d been hoping nobody would notice. He noticed. I could tell by the way his gaze traveled from my face to my feet and back with the kind of pause that suggested he was cataloging everything for some unknown purpose.

      “Caspian Willowbrooke.” He stepped inside, and I swear the temperature dropped five degrees. Not metaphorically—I actually shivered, goosebumps rising on my arms as if my body was having some primitive reaction to his presence. “I understand you specialize in holiday event planning.”

      Fern made a small sound behind me, probably her skepticism manifesting audibly. Caspian Willowbrooke. The name sounded like something from a fairy tale, the kind where princes were secretly cursed and accepting gifts from strangers led to hundred-year sleeps.

      “We do, yes,” I said, trying to summon professional composure from wherever it had fled. “Sugarplum Events creates customized holiday experiences that⁠—”

      “I require my penthouse to be decorated for a family gathering.” He cut through my pitch with surgical precision, each word deliberately chosen and placed. “Complete transformation. Two weeks. Fifty thousand dollars.”

      The number hit me like a physical force. Behind me, Fern’s chair creaked as she stood up. Fifty thousand dollars. Rent, loans, supplies, salaries, survival. I opened my mouth, closed it, opened it again, probably looking like a festive fish in my snowflake dress.

      “That’s... generous,” I managed, proud my voice only trembled slightly. “What exactly would the scope⁠—”

      “Everything. The space is currently unsuitable for the gathering I’m hosting.” He paused, and something passed across his face—gone before I could identify it, like trying to catch a snowflake only to have it melt on impact. “I’m told your work has particular warmth. That’s what’s required.”

      “Who told you about us?” Fern asked, moving to stand beside me in what I recognized as her protective stance, the one she used when clients tried to negotiate payment terms that involved “exposure” instead of money.

      “You were recommended,” he said, which wasn’t an answer. His eyes—gray like winter storms, how was that even a real color—stayed focused on me. “Are you available to see the space now?”

      “Now?” I glanced at Fern, who was already shaking her head slightly. “I should probably check my schedule⁠—”

      “I can offer a deposit immediately.” He pulled out a checkbook—an actual checkbook, like we’d time-traveled to when people wore top hats and called on each other with visiting cards. “Twenty-five thousand upon agreement. The remainder upon completion.”

      My knees actually weakened. Twenty-five thousand dollars today. Right now. Enough to stop the eviction, pay the overdue bills, and buy us time to figure out the rest. I thought about the foster homes I’d lived in, the constant moves, the garbage bags full of belongings because nobody ever gave you proper luggage for your displacement. I’d promised myself I’d never lose another home, never pack my life into trash bags again. And here was salvation dressed in winter colors, offering impossible money for possible work.

      “The space must be challenging if you’re offering such generous terms,” Fern said, her voice carrying the kind of careful neutrality that meant she was deeply suspicious. “Most clients don’t pay premium rates without specific demands.”

      “The demands are simple.” His attention never wavered from me, like Fern was just background noise in whatever strange frequency he operated on. “Transform my penthouse into something suitable for a family Christmas gathering. Full creative control will be yours, with an unlimited reasonable budget for materials.”

      Unlimited reasonable—even his contradictions sounded expensive. But something else nagged at me, the way he said “family Christmas gathering” like he was reading from a script in a language he didn’t quite speak. The way he stood too still, existed too perfectly in space like he’d studied how to be human from a manual but missed the chapter on imperfection.

      “I’d need to see the space first,” I said, buying time while my brain tried to process the situation. “Understand what you’re looking for⁠—”

      “What I’m looking for is warmth.” The word sat strangely in his mouth, like he was trying to describe a color he’d never seen. “The kind of excessive decoration that families accumulate over years. Nostalgia manifested in material form.”

      Fern’s hand found my elbow, squeezing once—our signal for “this is definitely too weird to be safe.” But weird was all we had left. Weird and fifty thousand dollars.

      “My car is outside,” he said, already turning toward the door with the absolute certainty that I would follow. “We can discuss terms after you’ve seen the space.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Fern said immediately.

      “That won’t be necessary.” He didn’t even turn around. “Ms. Henry can assess the requirements herself.”

      “Then she’s not going.” Fern stepped forward, putting herself between us with the fierce protection she’d shown since the day we’d met in that small business seminar, both of us desperate enough to think entrepreneurship was escape rather than another kind of trap. “We don’t send employees alone with clients we haven’t vetted.”

      He finally turned, looking at Fern like he’d just noticed weather existed. “Then vet me.” He pulled out his phone—latest model, naturally—and typed something with precise, measured movements. “I’ve sent my information to your business email. Full name, address, references. Is that sufficient?”

      Fern’s phone buzzed. She read whatever he’d sent, eyebrows climbing. “Crystalline Heights?”

      Of course. The building that looked like someone had carved a piece of winter out of the skyline and convinced rich people to live in it. The kind of address that came with its own zip code and staff who probably made more than our annual revenue.

      “Pearl can text you the moment we arrive,” he said, already dismissing Fern’s concern as handled. “The visit should take approximately one hour.”

      I looked at Fern, trying to have an entire conversation with my eyes: We need this money. I know it’s weird. I’ll be careful. Please don’t fight me on this.

      She looked back, her expression saying: This is a terrible idea. He’s obviously hiding something. You’re going to do it, anyway.

      “One hour,” she said finally. “Text when you arrive, text when you leave. And Pearl?” She squeezed my hand, transferring all her worry through touch. “Trust your instincts.”

      “I’m going to dig into his background while you’re gone,” she added quietly, for my ears only. “See what I can find. Something about this doesn’t add up.”

      My instincts were currently screaming two different things: “Run” and “Take the money.” I’d learned long ago that when survival was at stake, you listened to the second voice.

      “I’ll grab my coat,” I said, moving to the ancient coat rack we’d rescued from an estate sale, the one that tilted slightly left like it was skeptical of everything. My winter coat—three seasons old but still presentable—felt thin as paper compared to whatever expensive fabric his suit was made of.

      Outside, a black car waited with the engine running, because apparently even his transportation anticipated his needs. The driver opened the door without making eye contact, and I slid onto leather seats that cost more than my annual rent. Caspian folded himself in beside me, and the door shut with the kind of solid sound that suggested we’d just been sealed into a vault.

      “Crystalline Heights,” he told the driver, who nodded without speaking.

      As we pulled away, I texted Fern: “In car. Black sedan, no visible plates from inside. Still alive. So far.”

      Her response was immediate: “Be careful. Will report back what I find.”

      When I glanced at Caspian, he was watching me with those storm-gray eyes, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth, as if he found my caution amusing rather than offensive.

      “You’re very thorough,” he said, and it didn’t sound like a compliment so much as an observation, the way you might note that water was wet or fire was hot.

      “Fern insists on it,” I said, tucking my phone away. “She’s protective.”

      “And you? Are you protective of anything?”

      The question caught me off guard. “My business. My grandmother’s sewing machine. Things I’ve built myself.” I paused, then added, “When you’ve lost enough, you learn to hold tight to what remains.”

      Something shifted in his expression, too quick to catch. “An interesting philosophy.”

      “What about you?” I asked, partly to fill the silence and partly because something about him made me want to push back, to see if there was anything human under all that winter perfection. “What are you protective of?”

      “My privacy,” he said, which was an answer that answered nothing. “Tell me about your approach to Christmas decoration.”

      The sudden shift felt deliberate, but I let him have it. “I believe in abundance. Layers of meaning, accumulated traditions, the kind of warmth that makes people feel held rather than hosted. Every surface should tell a story; every ornament should carry memory or meaning.”

      “Even if those memories aren’t real?”

      “Especially then,” I said, warming to the topic despite the strange circumstances. “Half of Christmas is about creating the feelings we wish we’d had, building the families we wanted, pretending magic exists until maybe it does. I’ve decorated for clients who hadn’t celebrated in years, who hired me specifically to manufacture the childhood they never got. There’s nothing false about choosing joy, even if you have to build it from scratch.”

      The car had stopped at a light, and in the sudden stillness, I noticed his chest wasn’t moving. Not in a holding-his-breath way, but in a forgot-to-breathe way, like respiration was optional, and he’d simply decided not to bother. I watched for three heartbeats—mine, not his—before he inhaled, deliberate and measured, like he’d suddenly remembered that breathing was something humans did.

      Weird rich people, I told myself. Meditation techniques. Some kind of breathing exercise thing. There were a dozen explanations that didn’t involve the word “impossible.”

      “You speak from experience,” he said.

      “Foster care gives you a PhD in manufactured happiness,” I said, then immediately wished I hadn’t. Something about him made me want to fill silences with truth, which was dangerous. “But that’s probably not what you want to discuss.”

      “On the contrary.” We were moving again, the city flowing past windows tinted just enough to make everything look like twilight. “Understanding your perspective helps me understand what you’ll create. My family has very specific expectations.”

      “Which are?”

      “They expect to see evidence that I’ve embraced human customs.” The words came out carefully, as if he were walking through a verbal minefield. “That I’ve integrated successfully into contemporary seasonal traditions.”

      Human customs. Integrated. The phrasing was odd enough that I filed it away with the breathing thing and the unnatural stillness and the cold that seemed to radiate from him like he was his own climate system. A pattern was forming, one I couldn’t quite see the shape of yet.

      “Is your family not from here?” I asked.

      “They’re from very far away.” His smile was beautiful and cold and somehow not quite real. “They visit rarely, which makes their expectations particularly intense.”

      The car pulled up to Crystalline Heights, and I remembered to text Fern: “Arrived. Building is exactly as pretentious as expected.”

      Her reply: “Good. Stay alert. Already finding gaps in his paper trail.”

      The doorman rushed to open our door like his job depended on his speed, which it probably did. The lobby was all marble and crystal and the kind of aggressive perfection that made you aware of every flaw in your appearance. I caught my reflection in a gilded mirror—wild curls escaping from my attempted professional bun, coffee stain visible on my dress hem, the general aura of someone trying very hard to look like she belonged.

      Caspian moved through the space like he owned it, which he probably did, at least partially. The elevator operator—they had an elevator operator—stood at attention as we approached.

      “Penthouse, Mr. Willowbrooke?”

      “Yes.”

      We rose in silence that cost extra, probably, the kind of quiet that only came with serious soundproofing and the absence of mechanical poverty. When the doors opened directly into his apartment, I understood why he’d offered fifty thousand dollars.

      The space was magnificent in the way glaciers were magnificent—beautiful, cold, and hostile to human life. Everything was white or silver or that particular shade of gray that suggested color was for people who lacked discipline. The furniture looked like it had been conceived by someone who’d heard of comfort but disagreed with it on principle. There were no personal touches, no signs of life, no evidence that anyone had ever laughed or cried or eaten takeout while binge-watching TV here.

      “This is...” I paused, searching for words that wouldn’t sound like insults.

      “Unsuitable for a family gathering,” he finished. “As I mentioned.”

      That was like saying Antarctica was unsuitable for swimming. But as I walked further into the space, something else struck me—the peculiar quality of the cold. It wasn’t just the aesthetic chill of minimalism. The actual temperature had to be at least five degrees cooler than the lobby, and when I breathed, I could almost see my breath misting in the air.

      “Do you have climate control issues?” I asked, rubbing my arms.

      “I prefer cooler temperatures.” He watched me shiver with what might have been interest or concern or something else entirely. “Will that be a problem?”

      “No, I just... it’s very cool.” I moved toward the windows, which offered a view of the city that probably added millions to the property value. But even near the glass, where afternoon sun should have provided warmth, the cold persisted. Rich people and their weird climate preferences, I told myself. Probably some biohacking thing he read about in a magazine. “Your family’s comfortable with this temperature?”

      “They’re acclimated to cold.” He stood beside me, and I could swear the temperature dropped another degree, concentrated around him like he was the source rather than the thermostat. “What would you do with the space?”

      I turned, taking in the militant perfection, imagining it transformed. “Warmth through textiles first—throws, pillows, rugs that actually invite bare feet. Color through traditional decorations but elevated, sophisticated. A tree there,”—I pointed to a corner that seemed designed for emptiness—"at least twelve feet, decorated with accumulation rather than curation. Garlands along every surface that can support them, lights everywhere, the kind of abundance that suggests years of collecting rather than one decisive shopping trip."

      “And the existing pieces?”

      “Storage or integration, depending on your preference. Some of this furniture could work if we soften it with the right accessories.” I touched what might have been a sofa but could equally have been a modern art installation. “Is any of this sentimental?”

      “Nothing here is sentimental.” The words carried more weight than they should have. “Everything can be moved, stored, destroyed if necessary.”

      “I don’t destroy things,” I said, something in his tone making me want to establish boundaries. “I transform them.”

      “Yes,” he said, looking at me with those impossible eyes. “That’s what I’m counting on.”

      The intensity of his gaze made my stomach do something complicated, so I turned back to the window. “Your family—do they have any specific traditions I should incorporate? Things that would make them feel welcome?”

      “They appreciate evidence of successful integration.” Again with that phrasing, like he was translating from another language. “Proof that I’ve absorbed local customs convincingly.”

      “You make it sound like an anthropology project.”

      “All interaction is anthropology, isn’t it? Studying how others live, mimicking their patterns until they become natural?” He moved to what I assumed was a bar, though it looked more like a morgue table. “Would you like something to drink?”

      “No, thank you.” I pulled out my phone, taking photos for reference. Through the lens, the space looked even colder, like viewing winter through winter’s eyes. “Mr. Willowbrooke, I need to be honest about what you’re asking. Two weeks is an incredibly tight timeline for a complete transformation of this scale.”

      “Hence the generous compensation.”

      “Yes, but—” I turned to face him, and lost my words. He’d removed his suit jacket, and in the crisp white shirt, he looked like someone had crafted the perfect statue and forgotten to add the imperfections that made people real. “But I’ll need full access. Early mornings, late evenings, possibly overnight work as we get closer to the date.”

      “Whatever you require.” He pulled out his checkbook again, writing with the kind of fountain pen that belonged in museums. “Will this cover initial expenses?”

      He handed me a check for twenty-five thousand dollars. My hands shook as I took it, the paper feeling too real and not real enough simultaneously. His signature looked like abstract art, all sharp angles and impossible curves that seemed to shift when I wasn’t looking directly at them.

      “This is... very trusting,” I managed. “You don’t know me, my work⁠—”

      “I know enough.” He put the pen away with precise movements. “You’ll start tomorrow?”

      “Yes, but—” I thought of Fern, of the suspicious inconsistencies, of the way nothing about this felt normal. “Your references, the people who recommended me—could you be more specific?”

      “Does it matter?” He tilted his head slightly, like a bird examining something puzzling. “You need the money. I need the service. The transaction is clean.”

      Clean. What an odd word choice. But he was right—I did need the money, desperately enough that I was willing to ignore the voice in my head cataloging all the ways this felt like a fairy tale, the kind where accepting gifts from beautiful strangers led to consequences.

      “I’ll need a contract,” I said, trying to establish some normalcy. “Standard terms, scope of work⁠—”

      “My lawyer will send it this afternoon.” He moved toward the elevator, clearly ending our meeting. “Unless you have other questions?”

      I had thousands of questions. Why did his apartment feel like winter had taken up residence? Why did he phrase everything like he was reading from a guide to interacting with people ? Why did being near him make me feel like I was standing at the edge of something vast and strange and potentially dangerous?

      But fifty thousand dollars answered a lot of questions, or at least made them less urgent.

      “No,” I said, folding the check carefully and putting it in my bag next to the emergency chocolate I always carried, a habit from foster care when you never knew when your next meal might come. “No questions.”

      As the elevator doors closed between us, he smiled—that winter moonlight smile that made me shiver more than the cold. “I look forward to seeing your transformation, Ms. Henry.”

      The ride down felt like surfacing from deep water. I texted Fern immediately: “Alive. Have a check for 25k. Might have agreed to decorate for an alien or possibly an android. Hard to tell.”

      Her response: “PEARL. EXPLAIN. Also, his background is weirdly clean. Like TOO clean. Companies that exist on paper but have no digital footprint before 2019.”

      But how could I explain the way he’d made cold feel like a presence? The way his stillness seemed deliberate, his breathing optional, his existence somehow adjacent to rather than part of normal reality? How could I explain that I’d taken the job anyway because twenty-five thousand dollars was worth the risk of decorating for someone who might not be entirely human?

      The doorman opened the lobby door for me with the same desperate efficiency, and I stepped out into a December afternoon that felt tropical compared to Caspian’s penthouse. The city looked different somehow, sharper and more possible, like someone had adjusted the contrast on reality.

      I practically ran back to the studio, where Fern was pacing by the window with her phone in hand, probably mid-dial to the police.

      “Don’t,” I said, bursting through the door. “I’m fine. Everything’s fine. Look.” I pulled out the check, holding it up like a flag of surrender or victory. I wasn’t sure which.

      She snatched it from my hand, examining it with the intensity of someone expecting it to dissolve. “This looks real.”

      “It better be, because I already mentally spent it on rent and electricity and food that isn’t ramen.”

      “Pearl, tell me everything. Every detail.”

      So I did, sitting at my desk while she stood over me like a protective hawk, occasionally interrupting with questions that made me realize how many odd details I’d noticed but dismissed. The breathing thing. The cold that followed him. The way he talked about humans like he wasn’t one. She wrote down each detail I mentioned, building a list of inconsistencies that grew longer than either of us was comfortable with.

      “You can’t do this,” she said when I finished. “It’s too strange. The money isn’t worth⁠—”

      “Yes, it is.” I cut her off, something desperate and determined rising in my chest. “Fern, it’s exactly worth it. We’re about to lose everything. This studio, our business, our dreams—all of it. And maybe he’s weird, maybe he’s even dangerous, but he’s also offering us a lifeline.”

      “A lifeline that might be attached to an anchor.”

      “Then I’ll learn to swim.” I stood, pacing to the window where the December light was already fading. “You didn’t grow up the way I did. You don’t know what it’s like to lose everything over and over until holding on becomes the only thing you know how to do. This business is the first thing I’ve ever built that was mine. I can’t lose it.”

      She was quiet for a moment, then came to stand beside me. “Your foster care experience doesn’t make you invulnerable, Pearl. It just makes you used to surviving damage.”

      “Sometimes that’s enough.” I turned to her, taking her hands. “Two weeks. That’s all. I’ll transform his weird ice palace, collect the rest of the money, and we’ll be safe. We can pay off debts, get ahead, maybe even hire help.”

      “And if he’s dangerous?”

      “Then I’ll be dangerous too.” I squeezed her hands. “I’ve survived worse than weird rich men with temperature regulation issues. Trust me.”

      She sighed, pulling me into a hug that smelled like lavender and safety. “I don’t trust him, but I trust you. Just... be careful. And text me constantly. And if anything—anything—feels more wrong than it already does, you leave.”

      “I promise.”

      The contract arrived exactly when he said it would, delivered by a courier who looked too well-dressed for the job. The terms were simple—almost suspiciously so. Complete creative control, an unlimited reasonable budget (there was that contradiction again), payment in full upon completion by December 23rd.

      “There’s no catch,” Fern said after reading it three times. “That’s what worries me. There’s always a catch.”

      But I was already reaching for the pen, ready to sign my name and seal whatever bargain this was. The pen felt strange in my hand the moment I touched it—heavier than it should be, like it was made of something denser than ordinary metal. I pressed it to the signature line, wrote my name, and watched the ink behave in ways ink shouldn’t. It didn’t dry on the surface of the paper. It sank into it, absorbing into the fibers like the contract was drinking my signature. For just a moment, the letters seemed to glow faintly gold before settling into ordinary black.

      “Did you see that?” I asked, my voice strange in my own ears.

      “See what?”

      “The ink. It...” I touched the signature, expecting wetness, but the paper was completely dry. Not fresh-dry, but dry like the signature had been there for years. “Never mind. I’m seeing things. Stress and desperation.”

      The courier left with the signed contract, and I told myself the weight I felt settling into my chest was just relief. Just the knowledge that we’d be able to make rent. Nothing stranger than that.

      That night, I deposited the check at the ATM, expecting the usual hold for large deposits. Instead, the funds showed available immediately, the numbers updating on my screen before I’d even put away my card. Twenty-five thousand dollars, liquid and spendable, as if the money had always been there waiting for me to claim it.

      “That’s not how banks work,” I muttered to myself, staring at the confirmation. Large checks took days to clear, sometimes weeks. But the money was there, real and accessible, and I was too relieved to question the impossibility too closely.

      Back home, I made lists of supplies, vendors, designs. I sketched out plans for turning winter into Christmas, cold into warm, isolation into invitation. But my mind kept drifting to storm-gray eyes and the way he’d smiled like winter moonlight, beautiful and cold and not quite real. I kept thinking about the breathing he forgot to do and the cold that followed him and the ink that had drunk my signature like the contract was alive.

      December had always been my favorite month, the time when ordinary people decided to believe in miracles and generosity and the possibility that magic might be real. This December, I was starting to think the magic might be something else entirely, something that wore expensive suits and forgot to breathe and offered salvation with terms that seemed too good to be true.

      But I’d learned long ago that when you’re drowning, you don’t examine the lifeboat too closely. You just climb in and hope it holds until you reach shore. Even if the lifeboat felt like ice and looked like winter and made promises sealed with ink that shouldn’t glow. After all, I’d built my whole career on making people believe in magic. Maybe it was time to find out what happened when magic believed back. Tomorrow I’d begin the transformation—his space, his world, and maybe, if I wasn’t careful, myself along with it.
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      The temperature in my penthouse held steady at exactly sixty-eight degrees Fahrenheit—optimal for maintaining the ice sculptures hidden beneath glamour, cool enough to prevent my magic from manifesting unbidden, warm enough that human visitors wouldn’t question it. I had maintained this precise balance for six years, seven months, and thirteen days.

      Pearl Henry destroyed it in less than three hours.

      I stood motionless in my study doorway, employing the Third Contemplation of Winter—a meditation technique that had served me through two attempted coups, one declaration of war, and my sister Isolde’s entire adolescence. Focus on the constant. Ice is patient. Ice endures. Ice does not react to mortal women who hum off-key while detonating Christmas explosives throughout one’s living space.
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