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CHAPTER ONE


The first event of the triennial Wizards’ Ball was being held in San Diego’s Balboa Park, in the Japanese Friendship Garden. You can do that in January in San Diego. The late morning sky was clear and blue, the garden was beautiful—especially to someone who’d grown up in Texoma, which never had enough water.


This event was what my husband, Eli, called a “look and walk.”


Though I was very anxious, I reminded myself that I was in a beautiful place with Eli and my sister, Felicia, both people I loved. My low heels didn’t hurt much, and the outfit my mother-in-law had loaned me fit okay.


Those were the good things about today.


Everything else made me scowl. I didn’t know this until my husband looked back at me and gave me a huge bright smile, a hint that I did not look pleasant. I made my lips turn up. I felt so strange and wrong: so far from home, in clothes so different from my usual jeans and shirt, my Colt .45 stuffed away in my borrowed handbag. One gun. Backed up by a knife hidden in the inner pocket of my coat and one strapped to my thigh. That one chafed under the dress.


Since I was wearing a light red coat and a plaid dress, I’d also had to pull on stockings, garters to hold them up, a bra, a stupid hat, and the heels. And the handbag to have a means to bring one of my guns, illegal in San Diego.


I’d rather be fined for carrying an illegal gun than see my sister killed before my eyes.


I’d looped the black leather straps of the handbag over my elbow to leave my hands free. The bag banged against my side, weighted with the fully loaded Colt. If you need to draw a gun, time is really important. I’d worked on the bag’s clasp to loosen it.


Felicia turned to smile at me. It became easier to smile back. Felicia and I had different mothers, but we’d dropped the “half” some months ago. We were sisters.


Felicia looked lovely in the dark green version of my outfit. Unlike me, Felicia was absolutely at ease in her finery, though she’d grown up even poorer than I had. I’d been raised in a small town in Texoma, the poorest of the countries that had formed when the old United States broke apart. It was a plain place, as the name gave away. Texas plus Oklahoma.


Felicia had—well, she’d never been “raised,” exactly. She’d lived in the poorest part of Ciudad Juárez, in Mexico, with her father and uncle. Then Eli and I had found her. Now Felicia attended the San Diego school founded in Rasputin’s name. She was the school’s star pupil.


The people we were here to be seen by? They were all practitioners of some kind of magic. Today’s outing was the preliminary warm-up to the week of the Wizards’ Ball. Every three years this was held in a different city around the world. People of all magical persuasions were able to party, make deals, swap spells, and contract engagements and marriages. On one of my trips as a gunnie, I’d found a book by Georgette Heyer at a secondhand store, so I’d learned about the London Season. The Wizards’ Ball Week was the supernatural equivalent; it was the marriage market for the magically gifted. Weeks before, all those wanting to be considered for marriage were required to submit their biographies and photographs, which were required to place candidates on the List. Our Listed candidate was Felicia Karkarova Dominguez. Eli and I were there to protect her—to make sure everyone knew she had people.


Eli, wearing his brown dress slacks and jacket (under that was his grigori vest, which no Russian practitioner would be without), looked calm and at ease. He’d been born an aristocrat, though his birth had been on the long-traveling flotilla of boats carrying Russian aristocracy and their servants in their years-old quest to find a new home.


Some days I found it hard to believe he’d married me. He looked like he was the king of the world. His long, light hair was blowing in the gentle breeze.


My own black hair was covered with gook that kept it in rigid waves.


Eli gave me the overdone smile again, so I tried once more to look agreeable. Just when I’d made my lips turn up (again), I spotted Felix standing on the path ahead of us. He was talking to a man and woman, both in their midtwenties.


Felix Drozhdov was small and dark-headed. “Hello, my student!” Felix called to Felicia, who grinned when she saw him.


Felix, who was grumpy by nature, was pretending as hard as I was. He only bothered because it was for Felicia.


My sister picked up the gentle pace we’d been maintaining. She hugged Felix. The death grigori endured it.


“I can’t believe you’re here!” Felicia told Felix. “Where’s Lucy?”


Lucy, Eli’s sister, was Felix’s wife.


“She had things to do at home,” Felix said. “I had things to do here.” She had her work, he had his.


Eli made a little hand gesture at Felix to remind him to perform introductions.


“I believe you have met Clayton Dashwood, Felicia?” Felix said. “And this is his twin sister, Camilla.”


“Of course I remember Clayton. It’s nice to meet you, Camilla. How are things in Virginia?”


“Still cold,” the young woman said. “Give us a couple of months, though, and the farm will be beautiful.” Twins didn’t always look alike, but Camilla and her brother both had the same brown eyes, narrow noses, and broad faces. Even I could tell that they were dressed with expensive good taste.


“We’re glad to meet up with you. I thought I’d have to track you two down,” Clayton said, including me in his smile. “How is the weather in Texoma, Lizbeth?”


I was a little surprised that he remembered me. “Dry and warm. In two months, it’ll be dry and hot.” I shrugged. Not that much variation in my part of Texoma.


Eli looked from Clayton to me, obviously waiting for me to tell him how I knew Clayton Dashwood. “Clayton was one of the early suitors last summer,” I reminded him. “Clayton and Camilla, this is my husband, Prince Eli Savarov.”


Camilla looked impressed. Eli didn’t use his title in Texoma, thank God, because I couldn’t have borne the teasing. But here I was Princess Savarova. Which was stupid, but sometimes useful.


“Do you have your schedule lined up for the week?” Camilla asked Felicia.


“More or less. This is my first time. I understand invitations will come in as soon as everyone is in town, which should be tomorrow.”


“I don’t know about you, but it felt really odd to send out that much information about me and my brother,” Camilla said.


Felicia’s face lit up. “Is this your first Ball Week, too?”


Camilla nodded. “The family says Clayton and I need to get out of Britannia to find ourselves sweethearts. You know how families are.”


We did, but maybe not in the same way as the Dashwood twins.


“We’ve been in Virginia for a hundred and fifty years, I guess,” Camilla continued. “Our folks want some zip added to the family tree. San Diego is as close to us as the ball is ever likely to be, while we’re eligible.”


Eli had told me cities across the world wanted to host the Wizards’ Ball. It had been quite a coup for San Diego to get the bid three years ago. Felicia was already in San Diego, and so was Eli’s family, so we’d grabbed the opportunity, though Felicia was only sixteen (maybe). The youngest you could be Listed was fourteen, and that was for a contracted engagement. No actual marriage until you were at least seventeen. And after you were thirty-two, you couldn’t be Listed.


“The last one was in Paris, right?” I said. “You all didn’t want to go to that one?”


Felix scowled at me. He was always doing that, so I ignored him. What was rude about asking?


“We didn’t,” Clayton said. “My mother has a prejudice against the French. Don’t ask! It’s a long story.”


“Your dress is real pretty, Camilla,” Felicia said. It was navy with little white symbols, so with her coloring it looked cute.


“Let me return the compliment,” Clayton said. “You ladies look lovely.”


I had to smile. “The contrast must be what struck you.”


When he’d appeared in Texoma, popping out of nowhere, we’d been wearing everyday clothes . . . at least for me. We’d worn jeans and shirts, and we’d been grubby from a day outside.


“Have a wonderful time this week,” Eli said. He was trying to ease us away so we could continue our stroll and be seen by as many people as possible.


“I heard what a great grigori you are,” Camilla told Felicia. “Someone’s just going to snap you right up!”


“Not necessarily,” Felicia said. She was well aware that she had a “danger” sign attached to her back.


“Golly, gal, you’re pretty, you got a great bloodline, and you’re a known whiz at magic! That’s why Clayton visited you early.”


“That’s the way I feel,” I said, hoping to cut this conversation off before it got really awkward. “We were so pleased to meet Clayton when he came to Texoma. I’m afraid we must get going now, but I’m glad we got to chat. We’ll be seeing you, for sure.”


The Dashwood twins said their goodbyes, and off we went in a different direction.


Eli dropped back to talk for a second.


“Everything Camilla said is true. Felicia is all the things she said.” I was grousing. I knew how intimidating my sister could be.


He put his arm around my shoulders. “Lizbeth, my very dear wife, you also have an interesting bloodline: half grigori, half a lovely woman schoolteacher, and you’re a famous shooter. But not everyone would think that would add to their family pool. I was not everyone, and I saw the advantage of marrying you immediately.”


Just when I felt like socking Eli, he’d say something like that. He hadn’t called me his dear wife in a couple of months. Or longer.


“Well, Oleg was my father in the smallest sense of the word,” I said dryly. He’d put my mother under a magic spell and raped her. Then he’d left town with his little magic show, and he hadn’t come back. Six years later, Oleg had eloped with Felicia’s mother, who was not anything like my mom. Valentina Dominguez was the oldest daughter in a very powerful family of witches in Ciudad Juárez.


That kind of heritage and reputation were sure to attract a lot of attention. My sister already had a scary reputation. Felicia was fresh, pretty, smart, and lethal.


Last year Felicia had killed all the Dominguezes (including her grandfather, Francisco) with one exception: Isabella, the aunt who’d actually helped Felicia when she was living in Ciudad Juárez. (In Felicia’s defense, her family had tried to abduct her and give her as a bride to the scion of the Ruiz clan, also based in Mexico.) My sister was a death grigori. She could kill, and she could restore life . . . sometimes. Mastery over death could give you mastery over life, under some circumstances. Felicia’s power was strong and rare.


To my mind, anyone considering marrying Felicia was a moth to her flame. But the attraction of her huge magical talent outweighed her lethal reputation . . . in some circles.


As early as months before, while Felicia had been staying with me in my cabin in Texoma, interested suitors had begun to drop in—sometimes literally. They took advantage of their window of opportunity. Once my sister returned to the Rasputin School, such attempts were out of the question. A drop-in visitor at the Rasputin School, run by the magically gifted and for the magically gifted, would be dead on arrival.


Felicia had been both delighted and angry at the various attempts to get her attention, one of which had consisted of abduction. Others had been pleasant and flattering. She’d been talking about that the day before, at our planning session. She’d sounded (I had to admit) full of herself.


Felix had snapped, “My girl, you are a powerhouse. But don’t let it go to your head! Nothing’s more off-putting than conceit.”


He should know.


Felix had continued, “There are girls as powerful as you, girls as pretty, girls with money, girls with long and honorable pedigrees. What you have is people who are interested in your power, but afraid of it, too. People who are afraid will back off at the merest sign of trouble.”


Felicia had looked flattened after this truth-telling. That was better than letting it all go to her head.


Her deflation hadn’t lasted long enough.


When Eli and I had come down for breakfast this morning, Felicia had been all lit up like a candle. She’d been chattering at Veronika, Eli’s mother, nonstop. Veronika’s new husband, Captain Ford McMurtry, had been hiding behind his newspaper. I’d only been able to see his reddish hair.


The headlines had all been about the unrest in Europe.


I spared a moment to wonder if the foofaraw this Hitler was causing might keep some of the European magicians from getting to San Diego. That was my whole scope this week.


Not that I wanted Felicia to marry someone from Spain or Switzerland and move to Europe. Any of the five countries from the divided United States would be fine: Britannia, Dixie, New America, the Holy Russian Empire, Texoma. (It would be hard to swallow Dixie, because I’d had such a bad time there, but I would.) Even Canada, which had encroached on the northern part of the United States when the collapse had come. Even Mexico, which had taken a big bite out of the southwestern United States. Anywhere a train ran.


I wanted Felicia to have all the choices she could. I was fixed on my sister’s future. She would graduate from the Rasputin School in little more than a year. That was, if she didn’t get to skip some classes she had already surpassed. Then it would be time for her to pick a profession or a path.


When we’d been alone in our bedroom after two hours of planning, Eli had said, “I’m surprised you are so determined that Felicia should do this. I believed you would hate the whole idea.”


I heaved a sigh. “At first I did. But then I figured . . . I never had many choices.” I pulled off my boots. “When I left school, I had to find a way to support myself. I wasn’t about to get married that young, not after what happened to my mother. I didn’t want any of the jobs open around town, like helping at the feed and seed store.” That had sounded like slow death. “But by then I’d learned to shoot, thanks to Jackson.” Jackson Skidder was my stepfather. He was the only father I’d ever known. “And I liked the work, the travel, being alert, having purpose.” Being a gunnie, guarding people or goods in transit, was a good job for me. I was suited to it. Though I had a shorter life expectancy than someone who clerked in a store, I had a broader horizon than a clerk.


Felicia, who’d been trapped into looking ten years old by her father’s spell, had proved to be much more than a grubby little girl with Rasputin’s blood in her veins. After we’d rescued her from Ciudad Juárez and put her in the Rasputin School in San Diego, Felicia had gone from looking like a child to looking her real age (which we figured was fifteen or sixteen) in a matter of months.


It had been a shocking growth spurt, and it had been hard for her emotions to catch up with her body.


Though she’d never said it out loud, Felicia had been angry.


Our father and his brother (Oleg and Sergei Karkarov) had taught her to steal to support them and kept her small to avoid the consequences. They’d left her in indifferent care for weeks at a time, while they traveled around doing easy magic tricks and making money from the uneducated.


And taking what they wanted from girls, like my mother. Oleg had left something he didn’t want with my mother. Me.









CHAPTER TWO


Here and now, I told myself. Worry over Felicia and her future had made me think too much about my past. I am not one for looking back, as a rule.


As we walked, I took in the Japanese Friendship Garden. It was very beautiful: trees and plants I didn’t know, streams with rocks arranged in patterns, graceful bridges. It had been constructed to conform to the existing landscape, and included sudden steep hillsides, narrow spaces, and open areas.


Good ambush territory.


This was why Felix, the least sociable of men, was stalking up the path ahead of Felicia. This was why Eli and I, who should have been home working in Segundo Mexia, were instead staying at his mother’s home in San Diego this week.


Since I’d been half expecting her to turn up, when I saw a woman waiting on the path ahead of us, I knew instantly who it was.


“Aunt Isabella!” Felicia called, opening her arms. Isabella flowed into them like water into a ditch.


I knew a prearranged meeting when I saw one. Felicia had been holding back.


Isabella, in her early thirties, was still very attractive. When she embraced Felicia, the family likeness was undeniable.


“See and be seen,” Eli muttered.


“What is she proving?” I said.


“She’s proving that her remaining family stands by her.”


“What’s that worth?”


“A lot to Felicia, apparently.”


While Isabella and Felicia unclenched to begin an apparently happy conversation, and Felix scowled at them both, Isabella glanced past Felix to Eli and me, and her face showed a . . . I didn’t know what to call it. An awareness. I felt a prickle. I looked up at my husband with a sudden suspicion.


“Eli, didn’t you say once that you went to the last ball, in Paris? Why didn’t you pick one of the girls you met?”


“I did go to one Wizards’ Ball,” my husband said, but not as if he was happy to recall the time. “Not to Paris, though. My father sent me to Denmark, two balls ago. Six years.”


“Tell me what happened.”


He didn’t meet my eyes. “I met a witch from Mexico. I liked her quite a bit, but her father thought I wasn’t good enough. And she thought I was too young.”


“You mean . . . you mean Isabella.”


Eli gave a short nod.


“And she turned you down.”


“Her father did not approve. He thought the age difference was too much. And he knew I would not live in Mexico, since I was preparing to be in service to the tsar.”


There wasn’t any reason Eli should have told me all this before we married, since it had come to nothing, and neither he nor Isabella had given me any sign they were in any way involved until today. I was sure the look Isabella had thrown his way was calculated. “So you and Isabella have not been in contact since then?”


“We have not. I had no idea Felicia had been talking to her aunt after my brother died, and you almost did, in Texoma. I had no idea they’d arranged this. Which, clearly, they did.”


“How . . . how did you feel, then? In Denmark? When Francisco nixed the engagement?”


“I was cast down, at the time. I was very young.” Then Eli smiled down at me. “But it all worked out for the best. Instead, I met a woman with guns and nerves of steel, and she did not care how much money I had or didn’t have, or that my father was a traitor.”


“I didn’t care then, and I don’t care now.”


“Well, Lizbeth turned down someone, too,” Felix said. He had dropped back to stand by us while the very public aunt-and-niece reunion continued. The Happy Dominguezes, all two of them.


“Felix,” I said, making sure my voice was quiet and even.


“Really? Who was it?” Eli was smiling broadly.


I changed my mind. Felix could tell him, and even embroider on it.


“The baker’s son,” Felix said. “The handsome one. The one who came to see Lizbeth the day of his wedding, hoping that she would throw you over and take him instead.”


Eli wheeled to look at me, his eyebrows all hiked up. I shrugged. It was true. I’d never felt the need to tell Eli about Dan Brick’s visit. Just now, I felt fine about that decision. Especially since I knew about his thing for Isabella Dominguez.


We exchanged very level looks.


“We all need to keep walking,” Felix said, bored with the drama. He set off, saying something pointed to Isabella and Felicia as he passed them. We all trailed behind him.


“Isabella would have eaten you alive,” I muttered.


“Dan Brick would have bored you to tears,” he replied.


The garden was even more crowded now. Many of the magically talented people seemed to know one another. I heard lots of different languages. This was not for me. This whole charade of parading around, arranging meetings for picnics and teas and dances, looking at each other, seemed just as odd and stupid to me as it had when Eli and Felix had explained it. I’d accepted their surety that this was my sister’s best chance to meet the wizard of her dreams, to gain safety, security, and a future family.


Now my doubts had swum to the surface, and this was only the opening event.


I felt my handbag bang into my side again. How had I been suckered into doing this city job? But I wanted Felicia to succeed, however she felt that might be done.


I pressed my lips together and stared at every boy who came near as if I suspected he would try to kill my sister rather than woo her.


I might be right.









CHAPTER THREE


Felicia bobbed her head to a brown-haired girl with a thin face, who was surrounded by male relatives. Maybe a fellow pupil from the school? The girl bobbed back. One of the girl’s escorts gave Felicia a long, long look.


She was worth it.


Felicia’s hair was black like mine. Where I was fair complexioned, her skin was a creamy tan. Her eyes were deep and brown (like her mother’s, I supposed), while mine were blue like our father’s. Though Felicia now looked her age, middle teens, she’d always been an adult in a real sense because she’d been brought up to fend for herself.


When Eli and I had found Felicia, we’d had no idea she wasn’t exactly the child she appeared to be. Eli had taken her to San Diego to the school. She’d been a charity urchin, valuable only because her blood (since she was Rasputin’s illegitimate granddaughter, as I was, courtesy of our father) would keep the tsar alive. He had the bleeding disease, for which there was no cure.


Felicia seldom needed to donate to the tsar these days. Another bastard grandchild, Ruslan, was the usual donor.


My sister was not only a strong grigori, she was also a pretty good cook and a fair shot and a medium-skilled knife thrower. (Some lessons just don’t take.) She could kill and butcher a chicken or a deer quite handily now, after I’d given her lessons. She could make a bomb and throw it accurately, which she really enjoyed and had taught herself. In fact, Felicia could blast people into walls with her magic.


A blond woman in her midtwenties strolled up to us, her entourage—two tough-looking men I identified as professional guards—hanging back. She was slim and hard, dressed to kill. She spoke directly to my sister. “Fraulein,” she said. “If I may talk to you?”


Felicia nodded, wary and doubtful.


“I’m Hilde Bergen, from Berlin, Germany. I want to make your acquaintance.”


“Felicia Karkarova Dominguez,” my sister said, not extending her hand. People with magic do not shake. Another bit of etiquette I’d learned.


“I’ve heard great things about you. I hope we find time to talk this week.” Bergen smiled, displaying a lot of white teeth.


Felicia had obviously never heard of Hilde Bergen, and just as obviously didn’t feel the urge to make a date to talk. “We’ll both be busy this week,” Felicia said with a small smile. “But I’m sure we’ll see each other at some party or another.”


“I’ll make sure that happens,” Hilde said.


That sounded kind of threatening. Felicia’s polite smile vanished. After an awkward pause, both parties started walking again.


That had been more than a little odd.


Felicia dropped back to walk beside me. I thought she’d say something about Hilde Bergen. Instead, she said, “I miss Peter, today especially.” Eli’s younger brother, Peter, had adored Felicia, and she had been fond of him—just not as much as he’d wanted. His death had knocked her for a loop—all of us, really. After she’d gotten the news, Veronika had not written to us for two months. I didn’t know if she’d blamed us (because Peter had died in Segundo Mexia), or if she just hadn’t had the heart to talk to her other son. I still didn’t know.


“We all miss Peter,” I said.


Eli’s brother had been very likable, especially after he’d outgrown some of his impulsiveness. He hadn’t been a great grigori, but he had been a very nice guy.


“I’ve heard some things about the German wizards,” Felicia said, still in that low voice. “I don’t think I—”


But we were interrupted.


“Felicia!” The girl who had spoken was very pretty, dressed to catch the eye in a bright outfit, and properly chaperoned by a man and woman who could only be her parents.


Felicia assumed a bright smile. “Anna!” she said. “How are you?”


The two girls hugged each other, with as little body contact as you could have while you hugged.


“They make a pretty picture together,” Eli murmured.


“They know that,” I said.


“Anna Feodorovna is stupid,” Felix said, and he didn’t bother to lower his voice. Anna heard. I could tell by the way her lips pressed together before they sprang back into a broad, happy smile.


Anna’s parents were standing a little aside. For the first time I noticed Anna’s brother was with them. He was as handsome as Anna was lovely, but his expression wasn’t animated. He was smiling, too, but it was vague and wondering. He reached out to pat Felicia’s hair. “Hello, Felicia,” he said.


“Nikolai, how are you?” Felicia said politely. Her hands twitched, and I knew she was wondering if he’d disarranged her hair. She had a Ginger Rogers grown-out bob look, with the bottom all fluffed up.


“He’d better leave her hair alone,” Eli muttered. He had two sisters and me, so he knew how women feel about their hairstyles.


“He doesn’t know any better.”


“Lucky Nikolai’s good-looking. Maybe some older woman will want him around for sex,” Felix said.


He kept his voice low this time. He didn’t mind insulting able people, but he did not show scorn to the feeble. That was something I could say in Felix’s favor. I added it to the short list.


I spied a woman Felicia needed to pay her respects to. I stepped forward. “Excuse me, Anna, Nikolai, Mr. and Mrs. Feodorov. Felicia’s being summoned.”


Felicia followed my gesture. Tom O’Day, who had long been the lobby watchdog at the Rasputin School, was setting up a lawn chair for Madame Semyonova, the ancient headmistress. Hovering next to her was a red-haired young woman.


“Tom, Callista!” Felicia called, smiling. The redhead waved back, and she seemed just as happy to see Felicia as Felicia was to see her. My sister strode across the grass to the shady spot where Madame was being situated.


Settled into her folding chair, Madame beckoned to Felicia with a hand like a claw. Madame Semyonova might be failing, but she remained the head of the school and was given great respect.


I glanced back at the Feodorovs. They were watching my sister, and they were not happy with the attention she’d been given. Anna had gotten none. But I had to dismiss them so I could listen to Felicia’s conversation with Madame.


“Child, where have you been?” the old woman asked. Her voice was feeble. Madame looked like a skinny bundle of brittle sticks. I hoped she would last through the end of the next school year to see Felicia graduate.


“Good afternoon, Madame,” Felicia said, dipping her head. “Like everyone else my age, I am taking two weeks off for the ball. We are staying with Eli’s mother and her new husband.”


Madame nodded and said, “Have a good time and meet good people.”


That was a neat way to put it.


Madame spied Felicia’s male companions. “Eli and Felix! Are you escorting our star student?”


“Yes, Madame. It’s so good to see you.”


“Why are you two squiring Felicia around the grounds?”


There was a moment of confused silence.


Eli said, “As you may remember, Felix is Felicia’s mentor, and I am her brother-in-law.”


Madame looked doubtful.


“I am married to Felicia’s sister, Lizbeth,” Eli explained. He stepped to one side so Madame could see me.


“It’s good to see you again, Madame,” I said, kind of bobbing my head as my sister had done.


Madame looked at me, her face still clouded. Then she said, “Of course. The gunslinger.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“What have you been doing today, Felicia?” Madame said.


“I spent all morning getting ready to walk around here, to give anyone interested a good look at me.” My sister did not mince words.


Madame cackled, and Callista laughed out loud. Tom O’Day almost smiled. That was a stretch for him.


While we three stood by, Felicia had a chat about the school with Madame, Tom, and Callista.


Just when we were about to say our farewells, Madame looked past Felicia directly at me and said, “Remember Klementina?”


I froze. After a little pause to switch my brain to a new track, I said, “Yes, ma’am. I remember Klementina very well. We fought together, and she saved my life.”


I remembered too well.


In my dreams, I was standing on the train platform in Ciudad Juárez in the bright sun, sweating and afraid, knowing I was about to die. My sister had to get out of the city, had to find safety in San Diego, and Eli had to take her. The rogue grigoris who wanted to kill every descendant of Rasputin (so the tsar would die from lack of healing blood) were running toward the train station. There were many of them. The ancient grigori Klementina made the stand with me. There were only two of us.


I saw plenty of blood that day.


I could not remember how many people Klementina and I killed, her with her spells and me with my guns, but I could see them, over and over, falling onto the stones of the plaza around the station, their blood flowing.


In the end, Klementina had been struck with a spell. I’d shot the grigori who’d thrown it at her. Our last enemy was dead, but so was my only ally. I was alone with many dead people. The train had left while the battle raged on. The police must be on their way.


It would have been better to die on the spot than to stay in a Mexican jail.


Klementina had lived long enough to make me invisible so I could escape.


I came back to the here and now with a shocking suddenness. The memory had never been so real before, the grigoris falling to their deaths had never been so clear. I realized Madame had made me have that memory so she could share it.


“So that was how Klementina died,” the old woman said. “Brave to the end.”


“Yes, ma’am, she was a lion,” I said, not managing to get my voice louder than a whisper. But the old woman heard me, and she nodded, and let me go. Felicia, Eli, and Felix bade her farewell. I said nothing. I could hardly wait to get away from her. Madame Semyonova scared the tar out of me.


“Want to tell me?” Eli murmured as we strolled away.


“Not even a little bit,” I said. Old people deserved respect. Old and demented grigoris deserved fear. No wonder Madame had been such a successful headmistress, if she could read students’ thoughts.


It took me a good five minutes to calm down.


I had had other terrible times—the day everyone in my gun crew had been killed but me, the day the train I was on had been derailed and attacked—but I hadn’t realized that day in Mexico had been the worst.


I knew it now.


As my breathing evened out, my head came back completely to this day, this garden. Soon after that, I was able to smile, or at least look pleasant. I think.


We resumed our stroll so more of Felicia’s prospective suitors could take a good look. And there were a few she wanted to have a gander at herself. She’d pored over the pictures and biographies, like any girl would. Both the photographs and the life stories were probably over-flattering.


A dark-haired young man was bold enough to approach us directly. “Do I have the honor of addressing Senorita Dominguez?” He bowed gracefully. He wasn’t tall, he wasn’t broad, but he was young and easy on the eyes. From his accent and clothes, he was from somewhere in Latin America.


Felicia had definitely noticed the easy-on-the-eyes part. “You do,” she said. I gave her marks for sounding calm.


“I am your very distant kinsman, Mateo Medina Dominguez.”


Felicia’s smile vanished as quick as a wink, and her hands flew up.


I’d already unlatched my handbag. My hand had plunged in to grip my Colt. Eli and Felix were at the ready, too.


“I beg your pardon. I do not know what I have said that was offensive.” Mateo, who appeared to be no fool, stood absolutely still.


“I didn’t know I had more family,” Felicia said. I was proud of how matter-of-fact she seemed. “What is our connection?”


“My great-grandmother was half sister to your great-grandfather. They shared a father but had different mothers.”


So this Mateo was only a second cousin, right? I’d never had to keep track of extended family connections. My own family was so small.


“Why the long name?” Felix muttered in my ear.


“Mexican last names start with the father’s, then add the mother’s,” I whispered back. “In Mexico, my sister’s Felicia Karkarova Dominguez. Mateo’s dad is a Medina.”


“Where does your family live?” Felicia sounded relaxed, which I thought was premature.


“We moved north in the last thirty years. The Medinas are now centered in Baja Mexico.”


“I’ve heard it’s very beautiful,” Felicia said.


Mateo beamed. His body lost its tension. “We think so. We live on the beach. We have a row of houses all belonging to family or family connections. Quite safe.”


“You live with your parents?”


“That’s our custom until we marry.” And his smile this time was brilliant.


Felicia decided Mateo was at least satisfactory. “Mateo, this is my brother-in-law, Prince Savarov.” She indicated my husband. “And my sister, his wife, Lizbeth Savarova. This is my tutor, Felix Drozhdov.”


Mateo bowed to each of us in turn. “May I walk with you?” he asked Felicia. “I would not want to hold you from your exercise.”


“Of course,” Felicia said. She took a little step forward. So we all did. It was like a little train. Eli was our cattle guard. Felicia was our engine. Right now, Felix and I were the caboose.


Felicia and Mateo resorted to Spanish before too long. I was able to follow their conversation, more or less. I kept my ears open so I’d know if their back-and-forth hit on some unsuitable topic. Felix, who spoke English and Russian, glanced at me uneasily from time to time. I nodded, to tell him all was well.


The kids’ exchange was light as air and almost as empty: the weather, the upcoming social events of the week, Mateo’s journey to San Diego with his uncle. “I am eighteen,” Mateo said.


“I believe I am sixteen now.” Felicia did not explain. Mateo’s only response was a widening of the eyes.


After a moment, Mateo said, “I can tell my mother’s name is . . . distressing to you. It’s true you have severed connections with your mother’s family?”


Felicia laughed. I smothered a smile.


Mateo was very interested in this reaction.


“I severed them permanently,” Felicia said. “Aunt Isabella is the only one left, because she helped me when I needed it, as much as she could. The others did not. I don’t like it when people try to kidnap me and force me into a marriage.”


“Understandable,” Mateo said. “Especially to the Ruiz heir.”


I gave him credit for that, too.


Glancing from side to side, I observed other young men drawing near, after seeing Mateo received in a friendly way.


They began to walk parallel to us at a polite distance, waiting for their turn to charm Felicia. Mateo was aware, of course. Though the young man smiled in an impish way, he had the courtesy to excuse himself with the flowery wish that we would be able to meet him and his uncle during this week for lunch, perhaps?


Felicia glanced at me with a question on her face.


“If you will tell me his name and your hotel, I will send a note to let you know if we can accept,” I told him.


Mateo passed me a card with the information already on it, while he told with his eyes that I was lovely, though perhaps not quite as lovely as my sister (quite true).


Mateo was the first rock in an avalanche of suitors.


Felicia met a young man from Panama, two cousins from Hungary who were in their twenties, a boy her own age from Kiev, an older suitor from Spain who had to be at least thirty, and a very strange man from Romania who made my skin crawl (Felicia’s too, I could tell).


Throughout all this socializing and vigilance, we had the chance to look at many beautiful scenes in the garden. The streams, in particular, were very restful. I come from a place of little water, and the water we have isn’t pretty. The different colors and shapes of the trees, the careful arrangement of the rocks and plants . . . I could have looked forever. I promised myself I’d come back when I wasn’t having to watch out for Felicia.


Just when we had agreed to start for the car, a very fair young man, about eighteen, approached sort of shyly. He was wearing a beautiful suit. His only companion, a man of perhaps twenty-five, was more modestly dressed. The younger man stepped into Felicia’s path, brought his heels together, and bowed.


“I beg your pardon, beautiful ladies, gentlemen. Have I the honor of addressing Fraulein Karkarova-Dominguez?”


Yet another variation on my sister’s name.


“You do.” Felicia inclined her head just as formally.


“I am Ahren Hirsch, son of Mordecai and Rachel. I am from Germany, but I am not one of the followers of the new leader,” the boy said. “I am here without my family because they are working to move our assets out of the country and into a place we might be safe during the upcoming war.”


I didn’t think Felicia had been keeping up with the news out of Europe. I’d only seen the headlines, hadn’t read the stories. I figured I had enough trouble right here.


“I see,” Felicia said, with concern. Maybe I’d been wrong.


Felicia took a deep breath and kept her eyes directly on the boy. “Who is your companion?”


“I beg your pardon,” the younger man said again. “This is my cousin, Hans Goldschmidt.”


Felicia looked directly at Hans Goldschmidt and addressed him. “Mr. Goldschmidt, you live here in San Diego?”


There was some significance in the way Felicia spoke, the way she was standing. I looked hard at the man. He was dressed plainly in a gray suit, white shirt, and modest tie. His hair and mustache were a medium brown, but his eyes were mahogany, the only striking thing about him. Average height, average weight, average build. Hans said, “I have lived in this country for the past few years. My family is much reduced. Recently.” He lowered his eyes, which had met my sister’s.


Felicia stared at him. Hans Goldschmidt’s eyes stared at his toes. No one else said anything. Hans looked up. His eyes met Felicia’s. He looked like a starving man eyeing a juicy steak.


“Mr. Hirsch, Mr. Goldschmidt, you are sure a war will come?” I said. Somebody had to say something. “I’m Lizbeth Savarov, Felicia’s sister.”


“Please call me Ahren. Yes, I am sure war is coming,” Ahren said. There was anger in his voice, even though his expression didn’t change. “Already, things are difficult for any Jew, even Jews who are not devout. And my parents believe we will not be the end of the killing. People besides Jews will be swept up in this net. Anyone Hitler deems not desirable. My parents are moving our family out of Germany, where we have lived for two hundred years, as we speak.”


“And you, Mr. Goldschmidt?”


“It is too late for my parents,” he said simply.


We were all silent for a moment.


“We are sorry to hear this,” my husband said. “I hope we will see you at all the festivities of the week. Do you foresee returning to Europe?”


“I will meet my parents, wherever they are.” I gave Ahren high marks for sounding resolute about this. Hans did not say anything.


“How long will you be in San Diego?” Eli said.


“For this week, unless we hear from my parents sooner than I expect. I will go to them when I get a telegram. After all, I am young enough to have another ball season after this one. Surely, within a few days, I will receive a telegraph from my father. If we don’t hear anything . . .” Ahren shrugged, and his eyes closed for just a moment. “We hope to hear,” he said simply.


Felicia looked again at Cousin Hans. “And you, Mr. Goldschmidt? Will you remain here?”


Eli and I exchanged a look. Felicia’s tone was odd. What the hell was going on?


Since we were all distracted, that was when the attack came.


Felix was standing right by my sister. He made a sound I’d never heard before, something between a growl and a gasp of pain. There was an arrow in his arm. Even in the shock of the moment, I knew it was not like any arrow I’d ever seen.


Magic, I’d expected. Guns, I was always ready for.


Never prepared for an archery attack in San Diego.


I shoved my sister to the ground and stood over her, my gun out and ready, my back to Eli’s, who had his hands up. Felix crouched awkwardly across Felicia’s back.


“Let me up!” Felicia yelled.


“No! We talked about this.” This week, my sister was my cargo, the item I was hired to protect. I was a gunnie. This was my profession.


To my surprise, Ahren and Hans had arrayed themselves around Felicia as well. High marks to them.


Everyone else within sight had scattered.


Just when I wondered if the one arrow was all we would get, another passed between Eli and me and pulled his hat off as it went by.


“Above us,” Eli said calmly.


I’d realized this already. We were at the bottom of one of the sculpted hillsides. There were boulders up there. Five archers could be aiming at us. We wouldn’t know until we got hit.


An arrow hit the ground right by my foot. “Not hit,” I called.


The next arrow bounced off something. And the next.


What the hell?


“Who is doing this? Giving us a shield?” I glanced down at Felicia to see if it was her. She shook her head violently and tried to heave Felix off her. “Don’t even think about getting up,” I said, and my tone made it clear I meant business.


There were no more arrows for two minutes.


“It’s over,” Felix said. He had blood running down his arm. He held it to the side so it would drip on the ground rather than Felicia. He rose to stand with some difficulty.


“Give it a little more time,” I said. I’d been caught once. Not again.


We did.


After five long minutes with no movement or action from the hillside above us, we agreed we could stand down.
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