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CHAPTER ONE


I sat at the table in my cabin, my sister’s letter in my hand, and read it for the third time. After that, it was hard to sit still. Part of my head was making a list of the things I had to do now. The other part still couldn’t believe Felicia’s message. I’d gotten a letter from her right after Christmas, a thank-you note for the deerskin jacket I’d sent her. Getting another letter this soon after the first one had been a surprise. As I’d walked out of the Segundo Mexia post office, I’d stuffed it in my pocket, figuring it was full of chatter about what the students had done for the rest of the holiday. Holy Russian stuff.


I hadn’t felt any need to hurry back up the hill to my cabin, and I’d put away my groceries before I’d opened Felicia’s letter.


Dear Sister, Felicia began. Thanks so much for the warm jacket. It is eligant!


Right away a bell had started ringing.


From eleven-year-old Felicia’s very first letter to me, every word had been spelled correctly (her handwriting had steadily improved, too). Her whole class had to write letters home at least once a month—at least, those who had homes—and they had to keep a dictionary beside them while they wrote.


Felicia had underlined the misspelled word. Just in case I didn’t notice.


Too bad I can’t use it now. It was lovely and warm. I know you spent a lot of time with it. It’s stored away in a box until you can repair it.


With it. Not working on it. She’d had to put away her deerskin jacket? Why? I knew winters weren’t really cold in San Diego, but surely a jacket … ?


I wish you were closer, so we could talk face-to-face. Maybe you could visit. Let me know! I remember when I met you in Mexico, and you sent me here to the HRE. That was a great day with good companions.


I hope you’re well and you feel like traveling again soon. Your sister Felicia


I hadn’t spent much time with my sister—hardly any, in fact. But I knew some things about her. Not only was she smart, she was devious.


Felicia expected me to figure this out.


All right, working backward. The “good companions” we’d had on the train platform in Ciudad Juárez were Klementina and Eli, both wizards from the Holy Russian Empire. Eli had been on a mission to find descendants of Grigori Rasputin, since Rasputin had died. The wizard’s blood had been keeping Tsar Alexei alive. Felicia was Rasputin’s granddaughter by one of his bastards. Klementina, ancient and powerful, had come to check on Eli’s progress. She wasn’t the only one.


A group of grigoris who wanted to topple the tsar had shown up to stop Felicia from reaching him.


The aged Klementina and I had held them off while Eli and Felicia boarded the train to the Holy Russian Empire. Klementina had been killed. I had survived. Eli and Felicia had reached the HRE.


So that left Eli. Eligant. Felicia was telling me that she couldn’t see Eli any longer. That now he was in a box. She couldn’t mean a coffin; I could “repair” it.


I stared at the letter for at least three minutes before I understood.


Eli was in prison.


Felicia hoped I could get Eli out. She wanted me to come bust him out of a cell. My mind raced ahead, much as I told myself to slow down.


I’d have to take a train, probably several trains. I needed to go to my mom’s house and fish my money out of the hidden hole in the wall in my old room. I hoped I’d have enough. I actually rocked on my feet, torn between running back to town to visit my mother and Jackson and packing my stuff here and telling my nearest neighbor, Chrissie, I’d be gone for a while.


In the back of my head, I knew the smartest thing to do was to sit tight. Eli was resourceful; he could get out of this dilemma by himself.


But I knew I wouldn’t do that.









CHAPTER TWO


My stepfather, Jackson Skidder, took me to the train station in Sweetwater the next day. I’d worked out my route on the railway timetables Jackson kept at his hotel. I had to travel light. I had two changes of clothes, some extra ammunition, my savings in New American dollars, and fifty dollars in HRE money courtesy of Jackson.


Jackson had always been good to me. This was the best. And he didn’t get all upset like my mother had. She was a calm and beautiful woman, but she hadn’t been calm when she’d found out what I was planning. Jackson, who understood me better, knew I had to go.


On the drive to Sweetwater, Jackson said, “Pretty dangerous in San Diego, from the papers. Lots of men out there who were let go when the armed services collapsed.”


I knew exactly what desperate men were like. I nodded.


“Bring Eli back here, when you got him.”


I’d get Eli out or die trying. I hoped I’d see Jackson again. He’d always been good to my mother and me. “I will,” I said.


As I got on the train with my leather bag slung over my shoulder, Jackson said, “Easy death, Lizbeth.”


My backbone felt straighter when he said the good-bye reserved for gunnies. I nodded.


And in ten minutes I was on my way.


I was scared shitless.









CHAPTER THREE


It took me four days and three nights to reach San Diego. We passed out of Texoma (used to be Texas and Oklahoma) and into New America pretty quick. The flat land and broad plains, the empty towns everyone had left to find a way to survive, poured past my window in a steady stream of sameness. Every now and then we saw buffalo, or a pack of wild dogs, or some little settlement clinging to life.


I ate the food I’d brought with me. There wasn’t such a thing as a dining car on most of these trains. Every so often, I got off at a stop and bought whatever I could find available—mostly tamales, at little stands run by children. I can’t say I was too hungry. The constant sound, the constant movement, and switching from one train to another as my route required shook me up.


At least the trains weren’t crowded until we got closer to the Holy Russian Empire, which used to be California and Oregon, my mother had told me.


I wore my guns the whole time, so only people who saw no other vacant place sat by me. They didn’t know what a risk they were taking. I was short on patience and long on aggravation. One man thought I might be posing as a gunnie, and he had a broken finger to add to his problems after he touched me while I slept.


After so many hours I’d lost count, I was on the final train, the one that would cross the border between New America and the Holy Russian Empire. A billboard announced it as HOME OF THE MOVIE INDUSTRY, ORANGE GROVES, AND THE TSAR AND TSARINA.


And right after I’d read the sign and gotten all excited, the train stopped. We were at the border. I’d expected this stop from hearing the other passengers chatter.


I didn’t expect two guards to board the car. The two men wore gray and red uniforms and black gloves. One had probably wandered for years with the tsar’s flotilla when he escaped from the godless Russians. I figured that because he had a gray mustache, and he just looked different. The other man? Probably born in the state of California, as it had been.


Both of the border guards looked bored until they saw my guns. They were checking passports, recording the name of everyone going into the HRE.


Lucky I’d had the time (while I was getting over my last gunshot wound) to get a passport, just in case.


I handed the tan and green booklet to the born Russian. While his buddy looked at my sidearms real careful, the older man opened the passport to look from my picture to me.


The American-born one said, “You’ll have to put your guns in the safe at your hotel. You can’t carry ’em openly in the HRE.”


I nodded. The two passed on, the Russian having handed my passport back to me.


Welcome to the Holy Russian Empire.









CHAPTER FOUR


By the time the train pulled into San Diego, I was hardly able to put two words together. It was evening when I stepped out of the station on Kettner Street. Lucky all I had to do was find a hotel.


The first place I stopped was too expensive. I plodded on. About six in the evening I found a place I could afford two blocks east. It was called the Balboa Palace. It was not anyone’s palace. But the place looked clean, and I could pay for it without crying.


“Can’t carry guns on the street,” the clerk told me, nodding at my Colts. I nodded back, to show I’d heard him, and he handed me my key. My hand was shaking. I took the stairs to the third floor. The clerk called, “We have an elevator!”


I nodded to show I’d heard him, but at the moment I wasn’t up to anything new. Stairs were good enough. I locked my room door behind me. I stripped off my nasty clothes and dropped them to the floor. Then I was in a real bed, and it did not move, and I slept for twelve hours straight.


When I woke up the sun was shining in the window, and the sounds of a city were cranking up outside. I lay there thinking for a bit but then couldn’t stand myself anymore. I had a bathroom of my own, not the norm at Texoma or New America hotels. There was a showerhead over the tub. By the time the water got the right temperature, I was excited about stepping in.


I washed myself twice. Then I washed the clothes I’d worn since I stepped on the train in Texoma. I hung them up around the room. With the windows open to the cool air, I figured they’d dry pretty quick.


I put my guns in the wardrobe and hung out the DO NOT DISTURB sign as I went in search of food.


I hadn’t even registered that there was a dining room the night before. It was right off the lobby and two steps down, and it had windows onto the street and its own door.


I was glad to sit at one of the tables to watch people pass by. It was like watching a circus. I drank good coffee and ate good pancakes and eggs. I saw Chinese people and old-fashioned Russians and quite a few I could not even identify.


There weren’t any women wearing jeans and boots like me. Oh, some women wore pants, but they were loose in the leg and tight in the waist and matched their blouses. Their shoes had heels, which I was not going to do. I’d worn ’em in Dixie. I wouldn’t do that again.


The clerk—not the man from the night before—was standing behind the reception counter, going through a stack of white cards. He was in his fifties, I reckoned. Not as weatherworn as people got in Texoma, but he didn’t look soft. “What can I do for you this morning, miss?” he asked, real polite.


“Rose. Lizbeth Rose.” I shook his hand, which surprised him.


“Paul McElvaney.”


“Do you have a map of the city?” I didn’t know if this was a ridiculous question or not, but if I didn’t start asking, I’d never get answers.


“Right here.” McElvaney pointed at a rack to the left of the high counter. “They’re free.”


That was luck. I took one and said, “If you got a minute, can I ask some more questions, Mr. McElvaney?” There wasn’t anyone else within earshot.


McElvaney nodded. “Call me Paul.”


“Is it really against the law to carry guns on the street?”


“Yes. The police don’t take kindly to open carrying. It would be a big risk on your part, not one you should take.”


“Then do you have a safe? That guests can put things in?”


“We do. You can put in anything you want.”


“I’ll bring my guns down, then. How would I look up someone’s address?”


“Phone book. There’s one in the phone booth on each floor, next to the elevator.”


I had wondered what that was. “Thanks. I heard about trolley cars. How do you get on one? How do you buy a ticket?” San Diego was too big for me to walk everywhere.


Paul told me what I had to do. He hesitated for a second. There was something else he wanted to say.


I made a come on gesture.


“I should warn you,” Paul said. “When California broke off, there were a lot of USA army and navy men here. Quite a few of them didn’t go home. Some of them got jobs in the guards, the police force, for builders. A lot of them didn’t. There are gangs in San Diego that make the streets—well, you have to be careful.”


“I thought the HRE was hard on lawbreakers.” Tracked them down and killed them, was what I’d heard.


“If robbers or killers are on their own, the grigoris and the police take care of them pretty quick. But the gangs have more strings to pull. And there are some Russians mixed in.”


“Thanks for telling me,” I said. I offered him some of my Russian money.


“No,” Paul said. “I was warning you like I would my own daughter. She’s your age.”


“Good to know,” I said. “Thanks, Paul.”


“I can tell you’re a young lady who’s used to taking care of herself,” the clerk said. “This is a lovely city, and I don’t want anything bad to happen to you here.”


I nodded, and went to the elevator. Getting the free map and the good advice had made me bold. I watched other people for a minute until I understood the procedure. I pressed the button to call the elevator. It came down, the doors opened, and there was a woman sitting on a little stool.


I stepped inside.


“What floor, please?” the woman asked.


“Three,” I said, and she closed the open grille and then the elevator doors and pulled her handle. Up we went. I had a little whoopsy feeling in my stomach, that was all. The elevator came to a decided stop. I didn’t know what to do next, but the woman opened the doors, first the grille set and then the solid set, and there was my floor. I’d already had my first adventure of the day.


I found a pad of paper and a pen handy in the desk in my room, both printed with BALBOA PALACE. I carried both back to the phone booth, marveled at the folding door on it, opened and shut it a few times just to avoid the next step in my search for information.


No one interrupted me while I looked up a lot of places I needed to visit and wrote down the addresses. Then I read all the directions on the pay telephone, so if I had to use one, I was ready.


While I did all this, the maid had been cleaning my room. I sat at the desk with my maps, both the street map and the trolley map. My head was tired by the time I had it all worked out.


The Grigori Rasputin School was on the mainland side of the bay, not far from the palace and many government buildings located on North Island, which wasn’t really an island.


After I figured out my route to the school, I estimated it would take me forty minutes to walk there. I thought of calling the number I’d written down just to forewarn them I was coming to see my sister. But that seemed … not as good as showing up, somehow. Also, phone calls cost money. So step one was decided.


Next, I looked for “Savarov.” Prince Vladimir Savarov had been Eli’s dad. The prince still had a listing on Hickory Street, which was close to a big park. There were two other Savarovs listed, separate addresses on a street a few blocks away from Hickory. I was fairly sure those were Eli’s older half brothers.


I refolded the map and the trolley schedule. I got my guns. I went down the stairs to the lobby and gave the guns to Paul. I watched as he put them in the safe. He gave me a receipt.


Then I clenched my teeth and stepped out of the hotel into the city, by myself. It was different from looking out the window.


There were cars everywhere. No horses. Lots of people on foot or riding bicycles.


By the time I’d walked three blocks, I’d gotten a few second looks, but there were so many different kinds of people around I didn’t think I stuck out too bad.


I took a deep breath and went on.


I walked for a good mile, maybe farther. I saw a trolley car and stopped to watch it pass. They ran on electricity, Eli had told me. At its next stop, I got on and put a coin in the slot, one Paul had given me in change. He’d told me that was the right one to pay for my fare. I was nearly sure I was going in the right direction.


Not often I felt this uncertain. And I’d been in cities before. I figured out why by the time we’d gone a block.


San Diego, at least in this part, had tall buildings, many of them five or six stories. There weren’t many clear lines of sight, and those were all at intersections. There were so many people. Even in these hard times, many of them looked prosperous.


It was almost a relief to see a beggar sitting on the sidewalk, his hat in front of him.


I thought I was at the corner where I should get off, and I inched my way to the door. But the trolley took off again before I could push past the people who’d just gotten on.


At the next stop I made my way off with some energy.


I was so relieved to be on the sidewalk with space around me. I leaned against a storefront. I didn’t care if this looked strange or not. I wished like hell I could get out of this place, go back to where I knew the rules.


But then I might never see Eli again.


I told myself Felicia had written me because she thought I could do something about his being in prison. The confidence of an eleven-year-old girl was not much to lean on, but it was all I had. I straightened up, oriented myself with the map, and walked some more.


Then I could see the water. San Diego Bay. I could see the “island” where the tsar lived surrounded by as many houses of his courtiers as could squeeze into the space, and a large contingent of armed guards. You could tell even from a distance that there was a lot of construction going on. A ferry was halfway from the mainland to North Island. The sun was making the water sparkle.


I let myself look for a good long time. I had never seen so much water. It was worth the trip. I promised myself I would find a spot where there was no island to block the view. I tore myself away and returned to my task.


Across the street from me was a low wall topped with an iron fence. It said, You can see us—so we are open. But you can’t come in—so we are closed. There was a short sidewalk to double front doors that would have looked fine on a church. The building itself was shaped not unlike a church, not too wide but deep. A covered walkway led from the middle of that building to another one, smaller and plainer. Between the covered walkway and the fence, the whole yard was planted with grass and flowers and bushes. In the middle of this was a tomb, very fancy, white marble on a gray base. I guessed the gray stone was granite. There was carving in the marble. The side I could see read GRIGORI RASPUTIN. Some withered bunches of flowers were wedged in the iron fence, I noticed.


I’d found my way to Felicia’s school. I felt as proud as though I’d won a contest.


I peered through the barred gate that lined up with the big doors into the churchlike building. I figured the covered walkway led to the student dormitory. That was where Felicia and about half the students lived, she’d told me in her letters. The other kids lived at home.


I didn’t want to bang on the gate until I understood it. I looked real close at the latch, then realized all I had to do was lift the U-shaped bar and pull the gate open. Could not understand the point of having a gate anyone could simply walk through. It wasn’t like they were keeping goats in. There should be a lock, to protect my sister.


Maybe the gate was spelled? But I didn’t feel any magic on it. I pushed the latch back down and turned to face the building. I straightened my back, walked up to the big wooden door, and opened it. It was a public building. I figured I didn’t have to knock.


The reception room was decorated with a big rug in shades of blue and rose over a tiled floor, a group of dark upholstered chairs, and a desk. Of course. For the gatekeeper.


The person behind the desk was a man. I could tell he was a grigori, so I knew why they hadn’t felt the need to lock the gate. Grigoris start getting tattooed the minute they qualify. As they gain in talent and experience, the tattoos extend from beneath their shirts. This man’s had crawled up his cheeks, even.


This particular grigori had been reading, and he didn’t like being interrupted. His scowl made that clear.


“Good morning,” I said, in the most pleasant voice I could summon.


“How can I help you?” the grigori said, in a voice gauged to make sure I knew he didn’t want to help me one bit. He was a blond with big brown eyes and broad shoulders. Those should have added up to a good-looking man, but he was too scary to appeal to anyone with sense. One hand was in a pocket of his grigori vest. Yep, he was ready to defend the school.


“My half sister, Felicia Karkarov, is a student here,” I said. “I’ve come to town on business. I didn’t have time to let her know I’d be here. I’d like to see her.”


“Your name?” He looked a fraction less hostile.


“Lizbeth Rose.” I had not been able to figure out why I should lie about any of this. Which was a relief. In a town full of grigoris, it was a good idea to tell the truth anytime you could.


Without introducing himself, the blond grigori opened a desk drawer, pulled out a worn book, and opened it to consult a chart. Then he glanced at a clock on the wall. “Miss Rose, Felicia is in class right now. You can’t see her for an hour.”


I think he hoped I’d say, Oh, gosh, I can’t possibly wait that long. But I didn’t.


I sat down in the one of the upholstered chairs (after the train seats, it was heaven to my rear) and prepared to be patient. I’m pretty good at that. Being a gunnie is not nonstop excitement. It’s lots of boring hours of being watchful with (every now and then) some shooting thrown in. I read a brochure about the school while I waited, and I read all the signs in the waiting room. NO VISITORS AFTER 5 PM, read one. NO SMOKING OR ALCOHOL ON SCHOOL GROUNDS, read another.


After that, I looked over at the gatekeeper, who had returned to his book. I wondered if he was reading a novel or a textbook.


I wondered if he knew Eli. If I asked, he might tell me he had put Eli in jail, and then I’d have to kill him.


I wondered how long I could afford my hotel. It was the same as $2.50 New American. Thanks to my stepfather, I had a huge cushion. But I had to eat, and I might have to bribe someone.


I sure missed my Winchester. It had been my grandfather’s. It was a fine rifle. I felt like it was part of me. But I couldn’t figure any advantage to lugging it all the way to San Diego. In a city a rifle wouldn’t have been as much use as my two handguns, and they were locked away. I was carrying knives, of course. I didn’t know of a law against that, and I wasn’t asking. Wasn’t going anywhere unarmed.


The hour passed. I heard a bell ring from deeper in the school. The grigori, roused from his book, touched a machine on the desk in front of him and said, “Felicia Karkarov to Reception, please.” Then he looked at me and nodded, like he’d fulfilled a promise. I wondered where he was from. He was no Russian emigrant, and no English one, either. English wizards were flocking to the HRE because they wanted to openly practice their talent, forbidden at home.


In a minute or two, I heard footsteps in the hall that led back to (I assumed) the classrooms, and I stood.


I didn’t know her for a moment, though it had only been a few months. I’d last seen her on the train platform in Ciudad Juárez. Felicia had been grubby, and her hair had been a coarse black tangle. She had been skinny, like a bunch of slats tied together. She’d looked younger than her age.


Now she’d filled out and grown and groomed herself.


When Felicia saw me, her face blossomed with all kinds of emotions: she was relieved, she was glad, and she was angry.


My sister shrieked and hurled herself at me. I caught her. It was like we’d grown up together, rather than having known each other for two terrible days in the slums of Ciudad Juárez.


For the first time, I realized how hard it must have been for Felicia, hauled away from everything she’d ever known to a place where she knew nothing and no one. Because that was the way I felt now.


“I’m so glad to see you,” Felicia said. Her voice was all clogged up. She was on the edge of crying. She was crafty, but I didn’t think this was feigned.


“No tears, now, sister,” I said. “I know it’s a surprise, but here I am, ready to spend time with you. Can I take you out to lunch?”


“I have to go tell Miss Drinkwater.” Felicia raced away back down the hall into the depths of the school. I marveled again at how her body had filled out. Regular eating will do wonders for a half-starved girl.


The grigori had put down his book. “Felicia has the blood of our holy Father Grigori,” he said.


I nodded.


“But not you?”


“Half sister,” I reminded him.


I absolutely did have the right blood. We had the same father, a bastard son of Rasputin. I’d found that out only a bit more than a year ago. But not only did I not give a flip about the tsar, I figured he’d got one of us—he didn’t need both. Besides, I already had a job.


If the grigoris knew we shared a father instead of a mother, I’d never leave this place. Only Eli knew.


Then Felicia was back, and we were walking out of the big doors and through the gate. It was like getting out of prison, which reminded me of Eli. I wanted to fire questions at Felicia, but this was not the time or place. I had no idea where we would go to eat, and I had to ask her for ideas.


“I don’t get outside the school much,” my sister said. She kept glancing at me sideways, like I’d vanish.


We’d see a restaurant or soda fountain somewhere along the street, I figured. There were so many office buildings on the surrounding blocks, it stood to reason there’d be places for all these workers to get lunch. So we walked, and I looked at her, and she looked at me. Felicia had cheeks now, and they were rosy brown. Her black hair looked glossy. It lay down her back in a neat braid. She even made the school uniform, navy blue and yellow, look good.


“You look real pretty,” I said. “You’ve done some growing.”


“You look good, too. Your hair’s grown out a lot.” Felicia grinned at me, reached over to touch a curl.


“Last time I saw you was three weeks after I’d shaved my head,” I said.


“No wonder you …”


“Looked so awful?” I smiled.


“No!” Felicia said quickly. “So … different.”


I cast around for something else to say. “What about this place?” We went into the shop, a bakery. It smelled wonderful, like butter and sugar and baked meat. After looking at the chalkboard, I ordered a chicken potpie, and Felicia asked for a grilled cheese sandwich and some soup. The food came pretty quick, and we tucked in. It was good. Seasoned different from what I was used to.


Other customers were jammed in close to us. We still couldn’t have the conversation I craved.


“Tell me about school,” I said. Probably a safe topic.


Felicia didn’t seem to know where to start, so I primed the pump by asking her what kind of room she slept in, how having a roommate was, what classes she was taking. She’d touched on all this in her letters, but I wanted to know more. Once she opened her mouth, all I had to do was sit back and listen.


Felicia shared a room with Anna, a girl from one of the families that had fled godless Russia with the tsar. Anna Feodorovna already knew she was an air wizard, and she had long blond hair. They each had a bed. Anna didn’t snore unless she had a cold. When Anna was thirteen or fourteen, she’d go to the middle school to begin her serious grigori training. Now she was getting her background in all the same things Felicia was taking: English, penmanship, arithmetic, the history of (what used to be) California, Russian history, and the basics of magic.


Anna’s parents lived north of here, around Redding, so Anna only went home on the long holidays.


Felicia didn’t have a home to go to. I felt worse and worse, angry at myself.


“Does Anna already try out her magic?” I asked. I’d been watching Felicia’s expressions.


My sister’s eyes opened wide, all innocence. So Anna had been doing exactly that—Felicia, too, most likely. I was sure that was forbidden.


“No, of course not, that would be dangerous,” Felicia said with a great air of virtue.


“Do you … ?” I hoped she’d understand without me finishing the sentence. Our father (I never thought of him as “Father,” but that was who he was) had been a confidence man with some magic, just enough to make a living off other people. Maybe Felicia had inherited more of that ability than I had.


Felicia looked at me with wide eyes. “Of course not,” she said.


“Um-hum. We’re going to talk about that later,” I said.


Felicia did her best to look astonished.


She went back to telling me about the food at school, and how all the girls thought Miss Drinkwater was sweet on the mathematics teacher. We finished our lunch. Left to find a less public place, or at least a public place less thick with people.


I suggested the courtyard at her school, but Felicia said, “You can never know who’s listening there. Some of them can hear without being in sight.”


“I would not like that at all,” I said. Didn’t even have to think a moment.


“I wouldn’t, either.”


There it was again, the undertone of anger.


Finally, we crossed the wide street, dodging cars, to sit on a bench outside the Ministry of Finance, whatever that was.


“We got to talk about Eli,” I said. “But first, I got to explain to you. I’m real sorry. I didn’t expect to live.”


She looked down at her feet and didn’t say a word. She wasn’t going to make this easy. But why should she?


I took a deep breath. “When I put you on the train with Eli, I thought I was giving you a life. I thought of it as providing for you, since I didn’t expect to be around. Giving you a way to get an education, make a living. Until I saw you today—really, until I found out how scared I was to be in a city so far from home—I never imagined another way to look at it.”


“You mean, like the way you were getting rid of me? Sending me far away with a man I didn’t know?”


“Hey! You didn’t know me, either!”


Felicia opened her mouth to give me an angry answer, but then she smiled just a little. “I didn’t,” she admitted. “I was scared of you. You told my uncle you were my sister. Is that true?”


I hadn’t known she still wondered about our exact relationship. I hadn’t really thought about all this at all. I’d taken care of her by finding her a place to live and a means to better herself, and I’d only felt pretty proud of that. I had been an idiot.


“Yeah, it’s true. I’m your half sister. Your dad was my dad. Oleg.”


“So what happened to him? Uncle Sergei never explained it. They went up to Texoma to earn some money. Only Uncle Sergei came back alone. Dad’s dead, right? Or was Sergei lying about that? He never hurt me, but he didn’t always tell me the truth.”


“Our father is dead. I do not want to talk about that now.” I didn’t want to talk to her about it, ever.


Felicia looked like she meant to ask me another question. But she didn’t ask the one I expected. “Is your mother alive?”


I nodded. “Yes. Her name is Candle. She’s a schoolteacher. Lives in Segundo Mexia, like me. She’s married to a man named Jackson Skidder. He’s been good to me.”


We looked at each other for a long moment. “You remember your mother?” I asked.


My sister shrugged. “A little. Her name was Marina Domínguez. She was half-Russian, and her mom was a witch. Her Mexican part was from a middle-class family in Ciudad Juárez. I don’t know how she met Dad.” Felicia paused, trying to think of what more to say, I guess. “Her family disowned her, Dad said. She died of a fever. Dad didn’t want to take her to the hospital. I was five. I saw my grandparents at the funeral, and some cousins. They blamed my dad. I never saw them again.”


People were failing Felicia right, left, and sideways.


“I want to listen to whatever you got to say. But I’m guessing they expect you back at the school before long. Please tell me about Eli.” It was all I could do to keep my voice level.


“I see Peter at least once a week. He has a class next to my classroom. He’s nice to me.”


“I’ve met him.” Because of Peter, I’d had to spend months recovering from a gunshot. But I thought the better of an eighteen-year-old who would pay attention to a kid Felicia’s age.


“I know,” Felicia said, as dryly as an eleven-year-old can. “He talks about it. A lot.”


“Why? He doesn’t really know me.”


“About as well as I do.”


“Ouch,” I said. “I note that. Get on with it.”


“Instead of Peter, Eli came to see me. The Friday after he got back from his last trip. To Dixie, right?”


I nodded.


“He told me you’d had to wear dresses in Dixie. He thought it was funny, but he said you looked real pretty.”


“Eli’s idea,” I said, looking the other way.


“I figured.” She smiled. “And I was glad to see him. Even if he talks to me like a child.”


She was eleven. Would Felicia ever get to the point?


“Eli didn’t want to come back here. He didn’t want to leave you,” Felicia said.


I sucked in my breath hard. Why had he not written me?


“Tsar Alexei ordered Eli to come to court. Everyone at school’s been talking about the plot against the tsar. For a while, no one wanted to be friends with Peter because of his dad being involved. Then Vladimir got killed somewhere in Texoma. Was that you?”


“Yes. But I got shot by his bodyguards.” Thanks to Peter’s unwanted intervention. “Took me a while to get well. You better get a move on with the story. I don’t think they’ll be happy if I keep you out all afternoon.”


“Why’d you shoot Eli and Peter’s dad?”


“Eli made me promise to kill him if I ever saw him again.”


Felicia laughed, as if she couldn’t believe that, but it was true.


“Thanks to Peter, I almost died,” I said. “I’m not holding it against him, because he didn’t know. I’m just saying you better be sure you understand a situation before you act.”


Felicia looked at me for a long spell. Maybe she was thinking about me dying. Then she’d have no family at all. Or maybe she was thinking about what a rube I was.


Felicia started her story again. “When Eli told me the tsar had called him in, and gave me the mushy message for you, he said that the tsar didn’t know the truth about anything, and that he—Eli—felt like no matter what he’d done, he hadn’t cleared his half of the family name.” Like me, Eli’s father had another family, from a wife who had come before Eli’s mom, Veronika. Bogdan and Dagmar Savarov, Prince Vladimir’s older sons, had joined with their father in plotting with Grand Duke Alexander, who wanted to seize the throne.


“Eli told me to explain to you that he didn’t know what was going to happen to him, but he was afraid that someone was trying to put the whammy on him and Peter and his sisters and mom.”


“What does that mean?”


“That someone wants to do them in. Discredit them.”


“I don’t know why anyone would do that.”


“Eli thinks it’s his older brothers.” She clenched her teeth before she could call me an idiot.


I gaped at my little sister. “This is the kind of thing you talk about at school?” When I’d been at school, we’d talked about who was sweet on whom, and the price cattle were fetching, and how long it would be before the whole town got electricity. My life was a lot simpler.


“At our school, anyway.” Felicia looked hard and cold. “Politics. We’ll all serve the tsar in some way. Me and the other bastards keep him alive. The grigoris will keep him safe. Some of us can do both.”


I didn’t think I’d known the word “politics” when I was eleven. “Wait,” I said, reviewing her words. “Wait. You have magic ability?” Made sense, now that I knew she was three-quarters grigori.


“You know someone’s been watching us?” Felicia said.


“Yep, that grigori from the school. The receptionist.”


“Tom O’Day. He’s from Texoma. You know him?”


“No.” As far as I knew, grigoris always came from Russian families who’d emigrated with the tsar, or from England, Scotland, or Ireland. “I never knew there was such a thing as a homegrown grigori,” I told Felicia, making myself smile. “Does some grown-up from the school always watch you when you leave the grounds?”


Felicia nodded, also smiling. “And it’s called the campus. When we go out, we’re usually with a staff grigori. They’re afraid we’ll try something magical when we’re out. And in this instance, they don’t know you.”


I knew we weren’t sticking to the subject—our watcher—but I couldn’t help but ask, “Are there others besides you? Not full grigori?”


“A boy older than me. He’s another Rasputin grandkid. A couple of babies, the same.”


I looked at my sister, thinking a lot of things at the same time. First, my sister was going to be a great grigori. She would be a valuable asset to the tsar. Not only did Felicia have the blood that would keep Tsar Alexei’s illness at bay, but she had magic, too, like Rasputin, our grandfather. Second, Felicia knew this already. Third, I didn’t believe my sister was eleven. She was older.


Had Felicia ever actually told me she was eleven?


Tom O’Day had slipped off, I guess to return to the campus. He’d been replaced by a really young grigori gal, probably hadn’t even gotten half her chest tattooed yet. It had taken me a few minutes to notice O’Day, but this replacement was either really poor at tracking or she didn’t care at all that we saw her.


“We better get up and start walking,” I said. I didn’t want to. I still didn’t know anything. We had to keep on track in our conversation.


“I guess so.” Felicia stood, looking down at me with an expression I couldn’t read.


“I got knives,” I said, feeling naked without my guns. “Do you think she can hear what we’re saying?”


“Her name is Andrea. She fucks anything that has a cock, and I bet she has diseases,” Felicia said.


My mouth dropped open.


“Ha! She can’t hear us. She didn’t even twitch.” Felicia grinned.


Oh, that had been a test for Andrea. Not me. “Tell me, quick as you can, what happened to Eli. We’re running out of time.”


Finally, Felicia got down to business. She switched to Spanish. I could understand it better than I spoke it. “Eli told me he might not be back for a while. That if I needed help, I should go to Peter. Eli suspected he was about to be arrested. Eli, not Peter.”


“Did he say why that was going to happen?”


“Some grigori had brought charges against him about something in Dixie. Some killings.”


Actually, it was true that killing had taken place, though it wasn’t Eli who’d done all the killing.


“Why would he kill other grigoris, unless they attacked him?” I pointed out. Same went for me. I didn’t go around shooting people just to see if I could hit the target.


Felicia shrugged. “I don’t know what the case against him is. The next day, Peter sent me a note to tell me Eli’d been arrested and taken to the main jail. They have special cells for grigoris. Eli had told Peter to be sure I got the news to you.”


“Where is the jail?”


“On Folsom, he said.”


“Does Eli have regular jailers? Or are they grigoris, too?”


“I don’t know.”


“If there are visiting hours, I could see him.” I closed my eyes for a second.


“If you just show up at the jail and ask to see Eli, you’ll be marked as an enemy. You won’t be able to do anything else in San Diego. The police or the grigoris will ask you to leave town. And ‘ask’ doesn’t tell the whole story. Not with grigoris. Peter went to see him, but he’s already in their black book.” Felicia didn’t look anything like a child when she told me this.


“I need to talk to Eli’s mom, in case she knows anything I don’t know. And I need to talk to Peter. He can tell me how the jail’s laid out.”


“You gonna bust Eli out?” My sister’s new coat of polish had disappeared. She sounded like the Mexican street kid I’d met.


“I am.” I just didn’t know how yet.


“You’ll get killed,” Felicia said, and she sounded … resigned.


“I might.” I couldn’t lie about that. “But I gotta try.”


“You love him.”


I glanced away. “Yeah,” I said finally. I tried to look casual.


Felicia shook her head. “You are so bad at that,” she said.


A church nearby chimed one o’clock. The school was in sight, but we dawdled.


“You have to come back, promise?” Felicia said. “You have to come see me again.”


“I’ll see you as much as I can while I’m in San Diego. Ah … did Eli ask you to tell me to come here?”


“No. He wouldn’t. He’d be afraid you’d be killed trying to help him. But he wanted me to tell you why he wouldn’t be writing. I knew you’d get the clues. Coming or not coming was up to you.”


O’Day was back at the reception desk, looking as though he’d never left to follow us. He nodded when we came in.


I hugged Felicia good-bye under his gaze.


Young Andrea walked past us and into the back of the building as if she hadn’t ever seen us before. She tossed O’Day a long look. I had a gander at her. Andrea was dressed to draw attention, not a great idea if you were following someone and didn’t want to be noticed.


Maybe Andrea hadn’t cared if we saw her.


Or maybe she hadn’t thought we were smart enough to notice.


I smiled down at Felicia, and she smiled back. It was the same kind of smile.


“I’ll see you in the next couple of days?” Felicia said, sounding even younger than eleven. How did she do that?


“You’re why I came to San Diego. Mom wanted me to see how you were doing.” I wanted O’Day to think we shared a mother instead of a Rasputin-related father.


“Tell Mom I’m well,” Felicia said bravely. “They are nice to me here, and I get to eat, and I have new clothes.”


“I’m proud of you,” I said honestly, and I hugged her again. “I’ll see you soon. I’m going to do some sightseeing.”


I patted her shoulder and walked away. I looked back to see her start back down the long dark hall, her shoulders square.


I wondered how well she’d be able to shoot when I got to teach her.
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