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for LITTLE CHMURA,


who spirits my daydreams to life,


in exchange for the rare gift you so readily share,


and for the magic you have given me:


Here, have this book.









THE CHARACTERS


THE FEDOROVS


KOSCHEI the DEATHLESS, sometimes called Lazar, the Fedorov family patriarch,


DIMITRI, called Dima, the eldest of the Fedorov brothers,


ROMAN, called Roma or Romik, the second of the Fedorov brothers,


LEV, sometimes called Leva, Lyova, or occasionally Solnyshko, the youngest of the Fedorov brothers.


THE ANTONOVAS


BABA YAGA, sometimes called Marya, the Antonova family matriarch,


MARYA, named for her mother and called Masha or sometimes Mashenka, the eldest of the Antonova sisters,


EKATERINA, called Katya, twin sister of Irina, together the second of the Antonova sisters,


IRINA, sometimes Irka, twin sister of Ekaterina, together the second of the Antonova sisters,


YELENA, called Lena or sometimes Lenochka, the fourth of the Antonova sisters,


LILIYA, sometimes called Lilenka, the fifth of the Antonova sisters,


GALINA, called Galya or sometimes Galinka, the sixth of the Antonova sisters,


ALEXANDRA, exclusively called Sasha or sometimes Sashenka, the youngest of the Antonova sisters.


THE OTHERS


IVAN, the bodyguard of Marya Antonova,


ERIC TAYLOR, a classmate of Sasha Antonova,


LUKA, the son of Katya Antonova,


STAS MAKSIMOV, the husband of Marya Antonova,


the TAQRIAQSUIT, shadow creatures controlled by Koschei,


ANTONOV, the deceased husband of Baba Yaga,


BRYNMOR ATTAWAY, often called The Bridge, the half-fae informant of Marya Antonova,


ANNA FEDOROV, the deceased wife of Koschei the Deathless,


RAPHAEL SANTOS, a property manager in Koschei’s employ,


JONATHAN MORONOE, an influential Borough witch from Brooklyn,


and THE WITCHES’ BOROUGHS, the governing body of magical New York.


SCENE: New York City, New York; Now.









THE PROLOGUE


Many things are not what they appear to be. Some things, though, try harder.


Baba Yaga’s Artisan Apothecary was a small store in Lower Manhattan that had excellent (mostly female) Yelp reviews and an appealing, enticing storefront. The sign, itself a bit of a marvel in that it was not an elegantly backlit sans serif, carried with it a fanciful sense of whimsy, not unlike the brightly colored bath bombs and luxury serums inside. The words “Baba Yaga” were written in sprawling script over the carved shape of a mortar and pestle, in an effort to mimic the Old World character herself.


In this case, to say the store was not what it appeared was an understatement.


I just love it here, one of the Yelp reviews exclaimed. The products are all wonderful. The store itself is small and its products change regularly, but all of them are excellent. Duane Reade has more if you’re looking for the typical drugstore products, but if you’re looking for the perfect handmade scented candle or a unique gift for a friend or coworker, this would be the place to go.


The hair and nails supplements made my pitiful strands twice as long in less than a year! one reviewer crooned. I swear, this place is magic!


Customer service is lovely, which is such a rarity in Manhattan, one reviewer contributed. I’ve never met the owner but her daughters (one or two of which are usually around to answer questions) are just the most beautiful and helpful young women you’ll ever meet.


The store is never very full, one reviewer commented blithely, which is odd, considering it seems to do fairly well . . .


This store is an absolute gem, said another, and a well-kept secret.


And it was a secret.


A secret within a secret, in fact.


Elsewhere, southeast of Yaga’s apothecary on Bowery, there was an antique furniture store called Koschei’s. This store, unlike Baba Yaga’s, was by appointment only.


The storefront always looks so cool, but the place is never open, one reviewer complained, giving the store three stars. On a whim, I tried calling to arrange a time to see one of the items in the window but couldn’t get in touch with anyone for weeks. Finally, a young guy (one of the owner’s sons, I believe) brought me in for about twenty minutes, but almost everything in the store was already reserved for private clients. That’s fine, obviously, but still, it would have been nice to know in advance. I fell in love with a small vintage chest but was told it wasn’t for sale.


REALLY EXPENSIVE, contributed another reviewer. You’re better off going to Ikea or CB2.


This store is sort of creepy-looking, another reviewer added. There always seem to be weirdos moving things in and out of it, too. All the stuff looks really cool, but the store itself could use a face-lift.


It’s almost like they don’t want customers, groused a more recent review.


And they were right; Koschei did not want customers.


At least, not the kind of customer who was looking for him on Yelp.
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ACT I


MADNESS MOST DISCREET


Love is a smoke made with the fume of sighs,


Being purg’d, a fire sparkling in lovers’ eyes;


Being vex’d, a sea nourish’d with loving tears.


What is it else? A madness, most discreet,


A choking gall, and a preserving sweet.


Romeo to Benvolio,


Romeo and Juliet (Act I, Scene 1)
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I. 1


(Enter the Fedorov Sons.)


The Fedorov sons had a habit of standing like the points of an isosceles triangle.


At the furthest point forward there was Dimitri, the eldest, who was the uncontested heir; the crown prince who’d spent a lifetime serving a dynasty of commerce and fortune. He typically stood with his chin raised, the weight of his invisible crown borne aloft, and had a habit of rolling his shoulders back and baring his chest, unthreatened. After all, who would threaten him? None who wished to live a long life, that was for certain. The line of Dimitri’s neck was steady and unflinching, Dimitri himself having never possessed a reason to turn warily over his shoulder. Dimitri Fedorov fixed his gaze on the enemy and let the world carry on at his back.


Behind Dimitri, on his right: the second of the Fedorov brothers, Roman, called Roma. If Dimitri was the Fedorov sun, Roman was the moon in orbit, his dark eyes carving a perimeter of warning around his elder brother. It was enough to make a man step back in hesitation, in disquietude, in fear. Roman had a spine like lightning, footfall like thunder. He was the edge of a sharp, bloodied knife.


Next to Roman stood Lev, the youngest. If his brothers were planetary bodies, Lev was an ocean wave. He was in constant motion, a tide that pulsed and waned. Even now, as he stood behind Dimitri, his fingers curled and uncurled reflexively at his sides, his thumb beating percussively against his thigh. Lev had a keen sense of danger, and he perceived it now, sniffing it out in the air and letting it creep between the sharp blades of his shoulders. It got under his skin, under his bones, and gifted him a shiver.


Lev had a keen sense of danger, and he was certain it had just walked in the room.


“Dimitri Fedorov,” the woman said, a name that, from her lips, might have been equally threatening aimed across enemy lines or whispered between silken sheets. “You still know who I am, don’t you?”


Lev watched his brother fail to flinch, as always.


“Of course I know you, Marya,” Dimitri said. “And you know me, don’t you? Even now.”


“I certainly thought I did,” Marya said.


She was a year older than Dimitri, or so Lev foggily recalled, which would have placed her just over the age of thirty. Flatteringly put, she didn’t remotely look it. Up close, Marya Antonova, whom none of the Fedorov brothers had seen since Lev was a child, had retained her set of youthful, pouty lips, as fitting to the Maybelline billboard outside their Tribeca loft as to her expression of measured interest, and the facial geography typically fallen victim to age—lines that might have begun expelling around her eyes or mouth, furrowed valleys that might have emerged along her forehead—had escaped even the subtlest indications of time. Every detail of Marya’s appearance, from the tailored lines of her dress to the polished leather of her shoes, had been marked by intention, pressed and spotless and neat, and her dark hair fell in meticulous 1940s waves, landing just below the sharp line of her collarbone.


She removed her coat in yet another episode of deliberation, establishing her dominion over the room and its contents via the simple handing of the garment to the man beside her.


“Ivan,” she said to him, “will you hold this while I visit with my old friend Dima?”


“Dima,” Dimitri echoed, toying with the endearment as the large man beside Marya Antonova carefully folded her coat over his arm, as fastidious as his employer. “Is this a friendly visit, then, Masha?”


“Depends,” Marya replied, unfazed by Dimitri’s use of her own diminutive and clearly in no hurry to elaborate. Instead, she indulged a lengthy, scrutinizing glance around the room, her attention skating dismissively over Roman before landing, with some degree of surprise, on Lev.


“My, my,” she murmured. “Little Lev has grown, hasn’t he?”


There was no doubt that the twist of her coquette’s lips, however misleadingly soft, was meant to disparage him.


“I have,” Lev warned, but Dimitri held up a hand, calling for silence.


“Sit, Masha.” He beckoned, gesturing her to a chair, and she rewarded him with a smile, smoothing down her skirt before settling herself at the chair’s edge. Dimitri, meanwhile, took the seat opposite her on the leather sofa, while Roman and Lev, after exchanging a wary glance, each stood behind it, leaving the two heirs to mediate the interests of their respective sides.


Dimitri spoke first. “Can I get you anything?”


“Nothing, thank you,” from Marya.


“It’s been a while,” Dimitri noted.


The brief pause that passed between them was loaded with things neither expressed aloud nor requiring explanation. That time had passed was obvious, even to Lev.


There was a quiet exchange of cleared throats.


“How’s Stas?” Dimitri asked casually, or with a tone that might have been casual to some other observer. To Lev, his brother’s uneasy small talk was about as ill-fitting as the idea that Marya Antonova would waste her time with the pretense of saccharinity.


“Handsome and well hung, just as he was twelve years ago,” Marya replied. She looked up and smiled pointedly at Roman, who slid Lev a discomfiting glance. Stas Maksimov, a Borough witch and apparent subject of discussion, seemed about as out of place in the conversation as the Borough witches ever were. Generally speaking, none of the three Fedorovs ever lent much thought to the Witches’ Boroughs at all, considering their father’s occupation meant most of them had already been in the family’s pocket for decades.


Before Lev could make any sense of it, Marya asked, “How’s business, Dima?”


“Ah, come on, Masha,” Dimitri sighed, leaning back against the sofa cushions. If she was bothered by the continued use of her childhood name (or by anything at all, really) she didn’t show it. “Surely you didn’t come all the way here just to talk business, did you?”


She seemed to find the question pleasing, or at least inoffensive. “You’re right,” she said after a moment. “I didn’t come exclusively to talk business, no. Ivan.” She gestured over her shoulder to her associate. “The package I brought with me, if you would?”


Ivan stepped forward, handing her a slim, neatly packaged rectangle that wouldn’t have struck Lev as suspicious in the slightest had it not been handled with such conspicuous care. Marya glanced over it once herself, ascertaining something unknowable, before turning back to Dimitri, extending her slender arm.


Roman twitched forward, about to stop her, but Dimitri held up a hand again, waving Roman away as he leaned forward to accept it.


Dimitri’s thumb brushed briefly over Marya’s fingers, then retracted.


“What’s this?” he asked, eyeing the package, and her smile curled upward.


“A new product,” Marya said, as Dimitri slid open the thick parchment to reveal a set of narrow tablets in plastic casing, each one like a vibrantly colored aspirin. “Intended for euphoria. Not unlike our other offerings, but this one is something a bit less delicate; a little sharper than pure delusion. Still, it’s a hallucinogen with a hint of . . . novelty, if you will. Befitting the nature of our existing products, of course. Branding,” she half explained with a shrug. “You know how it goes.”


Dimitri eyed the tablet in his hand for a long moment before speaking.


“I don’t, actually,” he replied, and Lev watched a muscle jump near his brother’s jaw; another uncharacteristic twitch of unease, along with the resignation in his tone. “You know Koschei doesn’t involve himself in any magical intoxicants unless he’s specifically commissioned to do so. This isn’t our business.”


“Interesting,” Marya said softly, “very interesting.”


“Is it?”


“Oh, yes, very. In fact, I’m relieved to hear you say that, Dima,” Marya said. “You see, I’d heard some things, some very terrible rumors about your family’s latest ventures”—Lev blinked, surprised, and glanced at Roman, who replied with a warning head shake—“but if you say this isn’t your business, then I’m more than happy to believe you. After all, our two families have so wisely kept to our own lanes in the past, haven’t we? Better for everyone that way, I think.”


“Yes,” Dimitri replied simply, setting the tablets down. “So, is that all, Masha? Just wanted to boast a bit about your mother’s latest accomplishments, then?”


“Boast, Dima, really? Never,” Marya said. “Though, while I’m here, I’d like you to be the first to try it, of course. Naturally. A show of good faith. I can share my products with you without fear, can’t I? If you’re to be believed, that is,” she mused, daring him to contradict her. “After all, you and I are old friends. Aren’t we?”


Dimitri’s jaw tightened again; Roman and Lev exchanged another glance. “Masha—”


“Aren’t we?” Marya repeated, sharper this time, and now, again, Lev saw the look in her eyes he remembered fearing as a young boy; that icy, distant look her gaze had sometimes held on the rare occasions when he’d seen her. She’d clearly learned to conceal her sharper edges with whatever mimicry of innocence she had at her disposal, but that look, unlike her falser faces, could never be disguised. For Lev, it had the same effect as a bird of prey circling overhead.


“Try it, Dima,” Marya invited, in a voice that had no exit; no room to refuse. “I presume you know how to consume it?”


“Masha,” Dimitri said again, lowering his voice to its most diplomatic iteration. “Masha, be reasonable. Listen to me—”


“Now, Dima,” she cut in flatly, the pretense of blithe civility vanishing from the room.


It seemed that, for both of them, the playacting had finally ceased, the consequences of something unsaid dragging the conversation to a sudden détente, and Lev waited impatiently for his brother to refuse. Refusal seemed the preferable choice, and the rational one; Dimitri did not typically partake in intoxicants, after all, and such a thing would have been easy to decline. Should have been easy to decline, even, as there was no obvious reason to be afraid.


(No reason, Lev thought grimly, aside from the woman who sat across from them, some invisible threat contained within each of her stiffened hands.)


Eventually, though—to Lev’s stifled dismay—Dimitri nodded his assent, taking up a lilac-colored tablet and eyeing it for a moment between his fingers. Beside Lev, Roman twitched forward almost imperceptibly and then forced himself still, dark eyes falling apprehensively on the line of their brother’s neck.


“Do it,” Marya said, and Dimitri’s posture visibly stiffened.


“Masha, give me a chance to explain,” he said, voice low with what Lev might have called a plea had he believed his brother capable of pleading. “After everything, don’t you owe me that much? I understand you must be angry—”


“Angry? What’s to be angry about? Just try it, Dima. What would you possibly have to fear? You already assured me we were friends, didn’t you?”


The words, paired with a smile so false it was really more of a grimace, rang with causticity from Marya’s tongue. Dimitri’s mouth opened, hesitation catching in his throat, and Marya leaned forward. “Didn’t you?” she repeated, and this time, Dimitri openly flinched.


“Perhaps you should go,” Lev blurted thoughtlessly, stepping forward from his position flanking his brother behind the sofa, and at that, Marya looked up, her gaze falling curiously on him as she proceeded to rapidly morph and change, resuming her sweeter disposition as if just recalling Lev’s presence in the room.


“You know, Dima,” she said, eyes still inescapably on Lev, “if the Fedorov brothers are anything like the Antonova sisters, then it would be very wrong of me to not reward them equally for our friendship. Perhaps we should include Lev and Roma in this,” she mused, slowly returning her gaze to Dimitri’s, “don’t you think?”


“No,” Dimitri said, so firmly it halted Lev in place. “No, they have nothing to do with this. Stay back,” he said to Lev, turning around to deliver the message clearly. “Stay where you are, Lev. Roma, keep him there,” he commanded in his deepened crown-prince voice, and Roman nodded, cutting Lev a cautioning glare.


“Dima,” Lev said, senses all but flaring with danger now. “Dima, really, you don’t have to—”


“Quiet,” Marya said, and then, save for her voice, the room fell absent of sound. “You assured me,” she said, eyes locked on Dimitri’s now. It was clear that, for her, no other person of consequence existed in the room. “Spare me the indignity of recounting the reasons we both know you’ll do as I ask.”


Dimitri looked at her, and she back at him.


And then, slowly, Dimitri resigned himself to parting his lips, placing the tablet on the center of his tongue, and tilting his head back to swallow as Lev let out a shout no one could hear.


“It’s a new product, as I said,” Marya informed the room, brushing off her skirt. “Nothing any different from what will eventually come to market. The interesting thing, though, about our intoxicants,” she said, observing with quiet indifference as Dimitri shook himself slightly, dazed, “is that there are certain prerequisites for enjoyment. Obviously we have to build in some sort of precautionary measures to be certain who we’re dealing with, so there are some possible side effects. Thieves, for example,” she murmured softly, her eyes still on Dimitri’s face, “will suffer some unsavory reactions. Liars, too. In fact, anyone who touches our products without the exchange of currency from an Antonova witch’s hands will find them . . . slightly less pleasant to consume.”


Dimitri raised a hand to his mouth, retching sharply into his palm for several seconds. After a moment spent collecting himself, he lifted his head with as much composure as he could muster, shakily dragging the back of his hand across his nose.


A bit of blood leaked out, smearing across the knuckle of his index finger.


“Understandably, our dealers wish to partake at times, so to protect them, we give them a charm they wear in secret. Of course, you likely wouldn’t know that,” Marya remarked, still narrating something with a relevance Lev failed to grasp. “Trade secret, isn’t it? That it’s quite dangerous to try to sell our products without our express permission, I mean. Wouldn’t want someone to know that in advance, obviously, or our system would very well collapse.”


Dimitri coughed again, the reverberation of it still silent. Steadily, blood began to pour freely from his nose, dripping into his hands and coating them in a viscous, muddied scarlet streaked with black. He sputtered without a sound, struggling to keep fluid from dripping into his throat while his chest wrenched with coughs.


“We have a number of informants, you know. They’re very clever, and very well concealed. Unfortunately, according to one of them, someone,” Marya murmured, “has been selling our intoxicants. Buying them from us, actually, and then turning around to sell them at nearly quadruple the price. Who would do that, I wonder, Dima?”


Dimitri choked out a word that might have been Marya’s name, falling forward onto his hands and knees and colliding with the floor. He convulsed once, then twice, hitting his head on the corner of the table and stumbling, and Lev called out to his brother with dismay, the sound of it still lost to the effects of Marya’s spell. She was the better witch by far—their father had always said so, speaking of Marya Antonova even from her youth as if she were some sort of Old World demon, the kind of villainess children were warned to look for in the dark. Still, Lev rushed forward, panicked, only to feel his brother Roman’s iron grip at the back of his collar, pinning him in place as Dimitri struggled to rise and then collapsed forward again, blood pooling beneath his cheek where he’d fallen to the floor.


“This hurts me, Dima, it really does,” Marya sighed, expressionless. “I really did think we were friends, you know. I certainly thought you could be trusted. You were always so upstanding when we were children—and yes, true, a lot can happen in a decade, but still, I really never thought we’d be . . . here.” She sighed again, shaking her head. “It pains me, truly, as much as it pains you. Though perhaps that’s insensitive of me,” she amended softly, watching Dimitri gasp for air; her gaze never dropped, not even when he began to jerk in violent tremors. “Since it does seem to be paining you a great deal.”


Lev felt his brother’s name tear from his lungs again, the pain of it raking at his throat until finally, finally, Dimitri fell rigidly still. By then, the whole scene was like a portrait, gruesomely Baroque; from the crumpled malformation of his torso, one of Dimitri’s arms was left outstretched, his fingers unfurled toward Marya’s feet.


“Well,” exhaled Marya, rising from the chair. “I suppose that’s that. Ivan, my coat, please?”


At last, with their brother’s orders fulfilled, Roman released Lev, who in turn flung himself toward Dimitri. Roman looked on, helpless and tensed, as Lev checked for a pulse, frantically layering spells to keep what was left of his brother’s blood unspilled, to compel his princely lungs to motion. Dimitri’s breathing was shallow, the effort of his chest rapidly fading, and in a moment of hopelessness, Lev looked blearily up at Marya, who was pulling on a pair of black leather gloves.


“Why?” he choked out, abandoning the effort of forethought.


He hadn’t even bothered with surprise that his voice had finally been granted to him, and she, similarly, spared none at the question, carefully removing a smudge from her oversized sunglasses before replacing them on her face.


“Tell Koschei that Baba Yaga sends her love,” she said simply.


Translation: Your move.


Then Marya Antonova turned, beckoning Ivan along with her, and let the door slam in her wake.


I. 2


(What People Can See.)


“Alexandra Ant—ah, sorry, Anto-no-va?”


“Hi, that’s me,” Sasha said quickly, raising her hand in the air. “It’s An-ton-ova. I go by Sasha.”


“Ah, okay, cool,” the TA said, obviously failing to commit it to memory. “You’ll be with, um.” He skimmed the list in his hand. “Eric Taylor, John Anderson, and Nirav, uh—”


“Vemulakonda,” someone a row down from Sasha supplied coolly.


“Yes, that,” the TA agreed. “Right, so, if you guys just want to circle up and sort it out, you’ve got about ten minutes left of class. I’ll be here if you have any questions,” he added, though by then his voice had been drowned out by the sounds of students shifting around in their seats, haphazardly rearranging themselves in the lecture hall.


“Hey,” Sasha said, nodding as the other student with the unpronounceable name made his way toward her. He wore his black hair in a dramatic wave up from his forehead, the ends of it feathered like a raven’s wing. “Nirav, right?”


“Right, and you’re Sasha,” Nirav replied. “I like it. Sa-sha,” he repeated emphatically, baring his teeth a little as he lolled it around on his tongue. “Good name.”


“Thanks. Solid branding,” she offered wryly, and he chuckled, gesturing over her shoulder to nod as the two others from their group approached.


“Eric,” said one, extending a hand. He had his blond hair parted cleanly, as impeccably polished as his dark blue V-neck sweater. “This is John,” he added, gesturing beside him to the quiet, dark-skinned student who generally sat some rows behind her. “So, should we plan to meet up and go over the details?”


Perhaps unsurprisingly, Eric seemed to consider himself the leader. “I could do noon tomorrow at Bobst,” Sasha suggested, naming the library. “Or, if you guys were up for coffee tomorrow afternoon, I only have class at two, and th—”


“How about a drink instead?” Eric interrupted, speaking almost exclusively to John and Nirav. “Tonight, at Misfit? We can go over the business plan and then work on splitting up the roles.”


“A bar?” Sasha asked doubtfully, feeling her expression stiffen as Nirav and John made tentative noises of agreement. “Don’t you think that’s a little—”


“Brilliant?” Eric prompted, grinning at her. He might have been handsome, she thought, if he weren’t so ruthlessly irritating; as it was, she had to stifle a general need to shove him down several rows of the theater-style chairs. “What do you guys think? Maybe around eight this evening?”


Sasha cleared her throat, willing herself not to voice aloud the untenable words but it’s a school night. “Look, I really don’t think—”


“Eight works for me,” John interrupted, glancing down at his watch. “Sorry, have to run, got class—”


“Me too,” contributed Nirav, shifting his backpack to both shoulders and giving Sasha an apologetic glance that only frustrated her further. “Cool, see you guys at eight, then—”


“Yeah, see you—”


Sasha watched, dismayed, as the other three proceeded to exit the classroom, Eric winking outrageously at her over his shoulder before catching up with the other two. She grimaced, clenching a fist (her mother would not care for it, and frankly, in twenty-two years Sasha had never really been the bar-going type), and slowly made her way out of the building, wrapping her scarf loosely around her neck before bracing herself for the late-winter chill.


“Sasha!”


She paused, catching the familiar sound of her eldest sister’s voice, and turned to find Marya walking in her direction, their heftily bundled two-year-old nephew Luka’s mittened hand clutched tightly in hers. Luka was their sister Katya’s son, but as often seemed the case these days, Marya was stooped slightly to walk beside him, unwilling to release Luka’s insistent fingers but equally unwilling to stop wearing her signature stiletto heels.


“Sasha,” Marya called again, hoisting Luka up in her arms and breaking into a brisk trot to catch up with Sasha, sitting the toddler on one elegantly tailored hip. Immediately, Luka wrapped his chubby fingers around a clump of her hair and gave what appeared to be a painful tug, though Marya didn’t seem to mind. “I thought I might find you here,” Marya told Sasha, gently nudging Luka’s hand away. “Heading back to the store?”


“Yes, of course,” Sasha replied, shivering momentarily before giving little Luka an enthusiastic wave in greeting. “I know the deal, straight to work after class—”


“Are you cold?” Marya asked, frowning at the motion of Sasha’s shiver. She shifted Luka to the left side of her hip, beckoning for Sasha’s hand with her right. “Here, come here, give me your hand—”


“Don’t do magic here, Masha, people can see,” Sasha hissed, giving her sister an appropriately cautioning glare as Marya reached out, catlike, and snatched at her fingers. “No, Masha—Masha, stop—”


“People only see what they want to see, Sashenka,” Marya said in her brusque, matter-of-fact way, shifting Sasha’s recalcitrant hands in hers and blowing lightly across the tops of her knuckles, enchanting them with warmth. “There. Better?”


“Don’t ‘Sashenka’ me, Marya Maksimov,” Sasha sighed, though she did feel much better, as if she’d warmed her palms against a softly crackling fire. One of Marya’s specialties—those little enchantments that seemed small at first, the way choosing the right silhouette for a dress or the appropriate table linens for a dinner seemed like a pointless bit of knowledge until it made all the difference. Marya seemed to know as much, giving her sister a smug, berry-tinted smile of victory.


“I’m an Antonova, same as you, Sashenka,” Marya replied irreverently. “A Maryovna, in fact,” she clarified, referencing their mother’s name and Marya’s own namesake, “though that sounds stupid.”


True. And, “Fine.” Marya had already resumed walking at her typical brisk pace, adjusting Luka’s knitted hat and maneuvering all three of them in the direction of their mother’s store. The sudden recollection of their shared destination was Sasha’s timely reminder to pick her battles, as she’d certainly have one tonight. “Is Galya working now?” Sasha asked. “I’ll need her to cover for me tonight. Just for an hour,” she added hurriedly, though there was no mistaking the possibility of investigatory follow-up. As a rule, Sasha didn’t go places. (Not Sasha’s rule, obviously, but a rule nonetheless.)


“Oh?” Marya asked, curious as Sasha had known she would be. Marya had the same sharply inquisitive eyes that belonged to their mother, only they became softer, more sympathetic when she looked at Sasha, the baby of the seven Antonova daughters. “What’s going on tonight?”


“Nothing. Just a stupid group project,” Sasha muttered, as Marya arched a brow, unconvinced. “It’s for school.”


“Ah. Well, Galya won’t be happy,” Marya remarked. “She mentioned a date tonight, I believe, but you know our Galinka.” No one was ever serious for Galya; the whole sequence of dating was more recreational, as far as Sasha could tell. Something Galya did to keep her reflexes sharp. “Lend her that sweater she likes and you’ll be back in her good graces soon enough.”


Sasha made a noncommittal noise of agreement, distracted with her own troubles. “Well, I guess I’ll have to take whatever graces she’s got on offer, seeing as I can’t get out of it.” Marya offered a questioning glance, and Sasha gladly ranted her frustration. “One of the guys in my class is one of those terrible douchebags that will happily shove my ideas out of the way rather than admit I have a brain, I can already tell.”


“Ah, can’t have that,” Marya agreed, glancing down at their nephew, who was listening with rapt attention. “You won’t be a card-carrying member of the patriarchy, will you?” she asked Luka. “I’d be frightfully disappointed.”


In response, Luka merely babbled incoherently, placing his mittened fingers in his mouth.


“Luka’s right, you know. You could use a spell,” Marya suggested, nodding sagely at their nephew as if he’d contributed something helpful. “I’m sure Mama and I could make something to enhance this douchebag’s listening skills. Or, you know, simply curse him into oblivion so that he’s no longer a problem,” she suggested as a plausible alternative.


“Well, that’s very thoughtful of you, Masha,” Sasha sighed, “but somehow, I think I should just get used to it. We can’t curse all the men in the world, can we?”


“Not in a single day, at least,” Marya replied, “much as I try.” She glanced sideways at Sasha as they stopped at a light, observing her in silence as they waited for the many agitated taxis to pass. “I’ll cover for you, Sashenka, don’t worry. But don’t tell Mama it’s for school, okay?”


Sasha already knew better than to try—there was a reason Galya went on multiple dates a week while Sasha had to sacrifice a sweater just to complete a class assignment. (Galya would give it back, of course. Eventually.) Still, she felt a twinge of guilt over her sister’s generosity. “You’ve already done your time at the shop, Masha, it’s fine. If Galya can’t stay, then I can just be a little late, and—”


“No, you can’t,” Marya corrected firmly, neatly sidestepping a man who’d paused to gawk at her. She gave no indication of having noticed his attention, instead prodding Sasha along at her usual expeditious pace. “You need to be there to make a fool of him, Sasha, or I’ll never forgive you. Besides, school or no school, it doesn’t hurt to know how to deal with men like him. Heaven knows Mama and I encounter them often.”


“Well, I suppose not all men are Stas,” Sasha agreed wryly, referencing Marya’s husband Stanislav, who accounted for one of the myriad reasons Marya never took interest in anyone pausing to admire her looks. “But thank you, Masha.”


“What are sisters for?” Marya replied, shrugging. “Poor Luka,” she added, shifting him in her arms so that he stared, wide-eyed, at Sasha, flapping a hand toward her. “He’ll never know what it is to have six sisters trying to borrow his clothes.”


“Well, maybe he will,” Sasha teased. “Katya always says she wants more babies, and maybe one day you’ll have seven daughters of your own.”


“Please, don’t curse me today, Sashenka,” Marya said. “I’ve had a very trying morning, and I simply cannot bring myself to imagine such a dystopian future right now.”


It was obviously a joke, but Sasha still caught the sound of her sister’s exhaustion. Abruptly, she registered its source. “You met with the Fedorovs today, didn’t you?”


Sasha knew little of her sister’s day-to-day activities (a consequence of Marya’s sheltering more than any lack of interest by Sasha), but there was no forgetting even the smallest mention of their family’s primary rivals. Any meeting with the Fedorovs had to spell trouble—theirs was a name rarely spoken in the Antonova house except with undertones of cursing. Sasha had never met any of the Fedorov sons, but she imagined them to be old and cruel-eyed and fierce, like the Koschei the Deathless she only knew from her mother’s stories.


“Hm?” Marya replied reflexively, looking lost in thought. “Oh, it was fine, Sashenka, I took care of it.”


“I know you took care of it,” Sasha said, rolling her eyes. “You take care of everything, Masha, you’re worse than Mama. But was it okay? I thought you used to know one of the brothers,” she suddenly recalled, frowning. “Dima, you said?”


“Dimitri,” Marya corrected. “I knew him once, a long time ago, before Koschei and Mama had their little disagreement. We were teenagers, then. Practically children. You were still little then, too.” She grew quiet for a moment, resurrecting from her thoughts only once Luka tugged viciously at her hair. “In any case, it’s really nothing to worry about, Sasha. The Fedorov brothers won’t be bothering us again.”


“But what exactly happened?” The night before, Sasha’s skin had pebbled with unease at the low tones of argument between her mother and sister from behind closed doors. The Fedorovs were always a touchy subject, but even so, the wrath of Baba Yaga was rarely so acute. “Mama seemed really furious—”


“It’s nothing, Sashenka, nothing. Okay?” Marya cut in, and grudgingly, Sasha relented. Marya would not use that tone for anything shy of dismissal. “But let me be the one to bring up your absence this evening,” Marya added carefully, “as I don’t think Mama will want to hear it.”


By that, Sasha understood that the meeting hadn’t gone well, and that she very firmly should not press for any details.


“Okay,” she agreed. “But are you okay?”


“Me?” Marya seemed surprised. “It’s nothing, I promise, just business. Even if you’re the one at the fancy school,” she added teasingly, “I can handle the occasional disagreement.”


That was an understatement. Even with a baby on her hip, Marya Antonova cut an imposing figure. Her magic didn’t stop at household enchantments and neither did her methodology for conflict resolution. Though she took great care to obscure the details of her work, it wasn’t difficult to know its nature. Still, for Sasha, Marya Antonova was always Masha—the woman playfully biting their nephew’s cheek—and never the witch whose name was only ever spoken in whispers.


From the time Sasha was little, she’d known two things with utter certainty: There were monsters, and then there was Masha, who kept them safe.


“Okay,” Sasha said again and reached out fondly for Luka’s outstretched wave, allowing his chubby hand to close around her magically enchanted fingers.


I. 3


(Life among the Deathless.)


“He’s alive, at least,” Roman said, glancing over Dimitri’s unconscious body where they’d placed it on a cot, crafting a makeshift bedroom within their father’s warehouse. “Only a coma.” He rubbed his dark brow, shaking his head. “We’re lucky. It could have been much worse.”


“There has to be more we can do,” Lev protested, frustrated with his middle brother’s apparent acceptance of the utterly unacceptable. “Only a coma? He should be in a hospital, Roma! Not here,” he grumbled, gesturing around the warehouse, “hidden away like one of Papa’s artifacts, practically already in a box—”


“He’s safest here.” Roman’s expression was stone-carved with certainty. “Papa’s enchantments will hold better here than they would in any hospital room. If Marya Antonova or even Yaga herself comes back to finish the job—”


“Finish the job?” Lev echoed, dismayed. “Why?”


“You heard Marya. Dima was cheating them, taking their drugs and reselling them at a higher cost. Still,” Roman muttered, “this was barbaric. This was savage, just like those Antonova bitches. I suppose we should be flattered they sent Marya herself and not one of the younger ones to do Yaga’s dirty work.”


“I still don’t understand. Did Dima need money?” Lev asked, barely listening to Roman’s bitter rant as he stared at his oldest brother’s placidly sleeping face. “I just don’t see why he’d do this, it isn’t like him at all. Business has been slow for Papa lately, sure, but this—”


“We’ll have to fix it,” Roman cut in firmly, dark gaze cutting sideways to Lev. “We can’t let Baba Yaga and her daughters get away with this. We have to strike back, Lev, where it hurts. We have to do to them precisely what they’ve done to us.”


“Right, an eye for an eye, famously the best thing to do in these circumstances,” Lev deadpanned, realizing only after he said it that Roman had apparently been serious. “What, really? You want to go after Marya?” Lev asked, stunned. At Roman’s silence, he wondered whether to laugh or check for head wounds. “But—Roma, she’s a powerful witch, and she’s constantly protected—”


“No, not their heir. We’re not monsters like them. We’ll go after their money,” Roman clarified—a little too belatedly for Lev’s taste, but at least there was a modicum of rationality to the conversation. “You said it yourself—Papa’s business has been slow. The more Yaga and her bitches add to their vaults, the more they are a threat to Papa. To us. The more they feel they can come for our family, our territory. Leva,” Roman said gravely, resting a hand on Lev’s shoulder, “we have to do something. We have to make Yaga pay for what she’s cost us.”


“Roma,” Lev attempted uneasily. “I don’t know about this. I don’t know. More bloodshed? Are you sure—”


But there was no denying it when the shadows fell in Roman’s eyes.


“Fine.” Lev exhaled, abandoning his hesitation once he was certain that his brother would hear nothing of what he had to say. “Then let’s go talk to Papa.”


I. 4


(First Rounds.)


“All right,” Eric said, beckoning for Sasha to sit beside him. “What are you drinking?”


“Uh,” said Sasha.


What do you mean Sasha’s going out?


Sasha heard her mother’s voice echo in her head, the silver streak in Baba Yaga’s dark hair seeming to glimmer in the light as Sasha silently paced outside her mother’s bedroom, awaiting her permission like a misbehaving child.


Where is she going?


Mama, Sasha’s a grown woman, Marya had protested. If she wants to go out, she can go out. She works hard, you know.


I know that, Masha. I know my own daughter, don’t you think?


“Drink?” Eric prompted Sasha expectantly. “Beer, wine, vodka tonic with a twist of lime, what?”


“Um. Beer’s fine,” Sasha replied, though she’d probably only had one or two in her entire life. Neither Baba Yaga nor her daughters were given to intoxication. “I’ll get it, th—”


“Nah, first round’s on me,” Eric said, rising to his feet and slipping past her as Nirav sat down, John at his heels.


“First round?” Sasha echoed with a groan in Eric’s absence, and Nirav chuckled, clapping a hand on her shoulder.


“Come on, we’ve got to practice this sort of thing if we’re ever going to be successful in business school,” he said. “I’m told networking is a skill worth developing.”


Please. “This isn’t networking. It’s just a group project.”


“Yeah, well, it’s also Thursday night,” John informed her, “and it’s been a long week already.” He leaned back in the booth, rubbing his eyes and adding, “Anyway, drinking is definitely a skill.”


“Not one we need for entrepreneurial finance,” Sasha grumbled under her breath, but she could see she was well past defeated once Eric arrived, beers in hand.


“You two can Venmo me,” he said to John and Nirav. “Not you,” he told Sasha with a wink, handing her a frothy, golden-colored beverage. “I’m a gentleman.”


“I can pay for my own drinks, thanks,” Sasha replied drily, accepting the glass. “How much was it?”


“Not telling,” Eric said, holding his glass up for a toast. “Cheers, team. To the best group project Professor Steinert’s ever seen,” he added, and Sasha grudgingly raised her glass in the air, certain it was going to be a long, unpleasant evening.


I. 5


(Shadow Creatures.)


More often than not, the man called Koschei was, unlike the death belonging to the Slavic character whose name he bore, relatively easy to find, though not especially easy to speak with. That depended more on the mood of whoever was guarding the door, or who was doing the seeking.


Koschei wore a number of occupational hats—most notoriously the one belonging to the procurer of rare and sometimes dangerous magical objects—but also those of landlord, moneylender, smuggler, and tightfisted consoler of the unfortunate. If you were a witch in need of someone to appease a powerful enemy on your behalf, you came to Koschei. If you found yourself saddled with the threats of a dangerous bully, you came to Koschei. It was true that the rise of online marketplaces had not been kind to Koschei’s empire—easier now to simply hire someone for a task than to owe a valuable favor to a man no Borough witch had ever been able to apprehend—but even so, his was an impenetrable network of debts for good reason.


If you needed something illegal, immoral, or even simply impolite, you would know to come to Koschei, and you could rest assured you need not answer any questions. It would cost you, of course, but if the problem were difficult enough, you would almost certainly come to Koschei—and you would typically find him underground, sitting in his usual chair amid the other creatures belonging to the Deathless.


For most, a visit to Koschei’s underground was a rarefied privilege. For the Fedorov sons, it was merely one privilege among many.


The basement that so many would die to enter boasted little of architectural significance. A boxing ring had recently been erected at the center, around which were the usual scattered boxes and the grunting presence of Koschei’s inner circle. A single table sat directly beneath one of the narrow windows, streetlight from the sidewalk above obscured by a makeshift curtain.


“Papa,” Roman said, taking the seat at the table on Koschei’s right as Lev stood silently behind them, waiting. “We need to talk about Yaga.”


Koschei, a hardened man in his sixties who had long since ceased being called Lazar Fedorov, lifted his hand silently, calling for pause. He looked out over the boxing ring, narrowing his eyes.


“You see this?” he asked his second son in his quiet voice, gesturing to what looked, in Lev’s opinion, like a blurred motion of shadows in the ring. The suggestion of light was glowing dimly from one of the slim upper windows opposite them, and a ray of moonlight, obscured by something no more substantial than a storm cloud, formed the silhouette of a man every time it slipped into the right light.


“Shadow creatures,” Koschei explained as Lev squinted into the basement’s darkness. “The Inuit call them Taqriaqsuit. Shadow people, who live in a world parallel to ours. They say when you hear footsteps and there are none to be found, it’s one of these creatures.” Koschei didn’t turn toward his sons, nor look away from the ring. “It’s very interesting, isn’t it?”


Lev didn’t ask who had purchased them, or how Koschei had found them, or whether they, like the other creatures Koschei had uncovered, now wished to fight for his amusement. As Lev had understood from boyhood, some things were simply better not to know.


“Anyway, you were saying, Romik.” Koschei beckoned, and Roman nodded, turning away from the ring to face their father.


“Retribution,” Roman said simply, and Koschei nodded; Lev had always thought his father spoke a language only the elder two sons understood, and vice versa. As far as Lev could tell, Koschei required no further explanation, but Roman went on, “I’ve heard that Yaga is looking to expand her drugs beyond witches.”


That was news to Lev, though he knew Yaga’s business had thrived where Koschei’s had stumbled. Nothing Yaga did was any less dark—the Borough witches forbade the sale of most intoxicants, classifying them as poisons—but she made better use of the light. Her storefront, the legitimate arm of her business, was immaculate. No one would ever know the assassination of Dimitri Fedorov had been ordered by the cherub-cheeked manufacturer of overpriced hand soaps.


“If I were to guess,” Roman continued, “Yaga will target the most obvious group of non-magical consumers.”


Koschei arched a brow, expectant. “For her hallucinogens, you mean?”


Roman nodded. “College students,” he explained, and Koschei nodded, curling his lips in recognition. “I have a source who tells me she has a considerable deal on the table with a distributor. If we can intercede with the sale, perhaps even expose her to the Witches’ Boroughs, then . . .”


He trailed off pointedly, waving a hand toward some presumed path of inevitable destruction.


“Your source?” Koschei asked.


“One of Yaga’s own dealers.”


Lev blinked, surprised, but Koschei nodded. “A witch?”


“Of course,” Roman said, and Lev frowned. It felt like a lie, though he couldn’t be sure.


“Good,” Koschei said, drawing a hand thoughtfully to his clean-shaven mouth. “No mistakes, Roma. You’ll send Lev?”


“Yes, Papa—”


“What?” Lev cut in, alarmed. “Send me to what?”


“Don’t ask questions,” Roman warned impatiently, but Koschei held up a hand again.


“Let him ask, Romik.” Koschei turned his head slowly, the dark eyes that were so like Roman’s falling on Lev’s with a slow, practiced calculation. “There can be no errors, Lyovushka. Yaga is a wickedly clever woman, and she will no doubt set traps. You must be certain of the time and place; of the identity of her chosen partner. You’ll be less conspicuous than Roma,” he added, gesturing to his second son, who had never managed to be inconspicuous in his entire life. “You’re the right age. You have a young look to you, nonthreatening. You’ll blend.”


“Blend,” Lev said, frowning. “Blend into what?”


This, however, Koschei had no patience for. He turned, facing forward, and beckoned for Roman’s attention again. “You think it will be soon?” Koschei asked quietly, and Roman nodded.


“I’m certain of it. We can finally take her down, Papa. Make her pay.”


Koschei nodded. In the ring, the shadows blurred, one colliding with the other.


“Start tonight,” Koschei said simply, and Roman rose to his feet, shoving Lev toward the door without another word.


I. 6


(Vigilance.)


“Masha,” Stas said, his hand coming to rest gently on Marya’s shoulder. “Are you feeling well?”


Marya tried again to blink away Dimitri’s bloodied face, clearing her throat and returning her attention to the dishes.


“They’ll come for us,” she said, briskly scrutinizing a charmed saucepan, and then she sighed, abandoning the effort when her husband’s grip tightened knowingly around her shoulder. “I don’t know if I did the right thing, Stas,” she murmured in acquiescence, giving him a reluctant glance.


He shrugged, ever supportive. “You did what you were told. Your mother is far too ruthless to let the insult stand,” he assured her, as if that were any reassuring thought. “Besides, I’m sure she intends to do away with Koschei once and for all. This will all be over soon.”


Marya turned to face him; she placed her wet hands on his hips, resting her forehead against his shoulder. “We shouldn’t discuss things like this,” she said quietly, burrowing into the familiarity of his form, the softness of his sweater, the comfort of his presence. “You know I hate putting you in a difficult position.”


Stas nodded slowly, taking her fully in his arms. He was a Borough witch, a politician of sorts. Plausible deniability was crucial to his livelihood, particularly considering what the Boroughs knew of his connection to Marya. Secrets, at least in this marriage, were a form of respect.


The Witches’ Boroughs were the governing body of magical New York and therefore ideologically sovereign. It was really very simple. Structure was divided along the same geographic lines as the non-magical municipal boroughs. Representation was proportional by population. Responsibilities were voting on public issues; mandates, judgments, forums; laws, and therefore crime and punishment as well. In theory, Stas’s elevated status as a Borough witch should have been a pocket ace for the Antonova family. In practice it was less so, at least to Marya. All of it was painfully restricting.


Were there closed-door meetings? Yes, of course. It wasn’t populism, not entirely. Not in actuality. Not for a body of mostly rich mostly men who controlled the workings of an entire community, and who could so easily levy a crippling magical tax or simply blacklist anyone who crossed them. Witches had been lawless before and it had nearly brought them to ruin, so the appearance of order was sacrosanct. A witch’s magic was one thing—indiscriminate, impossible to quantify, and easy enough to be born with if the circumstances were right—but their power was quite another.


Stas was a Borough witch, but not an Elder. He could be involved in the conversation if he cared to be, but he wasn’t a particularly ambitious man. More likely he would serve a lifetime among the other Borough witches, as his father had done, and he would do so quietly. Wealth, status, influence . . . those were things for other men to concern themselves with. Stas Maksimov had aims for a quiet life and a loving wife, and he already had both, as far as he knew. It was far more within Marya’s obligations to protect Stas than the other way around.


It was Marya’s job, in fact, to protect everyone.


“Have you told Sasha yet?” Stas asked her, his fingers burying themselves soothingly in her hair.


Marya closed her eyes.


“No,” she confessed to his sweater, muffling the sound shamefully into cashmere.


“Masha—”


“I don’t want this life for her, Stas.” A redundant refrain, by then.


“I know you don’t, Masha. I know. But she’s your mother’s daughter, as much as you are. She’s not a baby any longer, and she has a family to protect, just as you do.”


“I know, but I just—” Marya exhaled. “I want to spare her. She wants more, Stas. She wants so much more than this life, and I—”


“It’s Sasha’s turn. You made this choice once, however many years ago,” Stas reminded her, and again, “You made your choice, and now she’ll make hers.”


Marya bit her tongue on the many things she couldn’t bear to say, letting her husband draw her gaze upward instead.


“And who knows. Maybe,” he ventured softly, “with Sasha’s help, you won’t have to do so much for your mother’s business. Maybe then we can start our own family, hm?” He smiled at her, warm and comforting, and briefly, she ached. “Have a little Mashenka of our own, maybe? A little cousin for Luka?”


Stas was enraptured by the thought. Marya, however, was less so.


“I don’t think that’s wise, Stas.” She paused, wondering how many times they could have this conversation in different forms. “We’re not safe. I can never guarantee our safety, I never will. Even now, the Fedorovs will come for me, for my sisters, and when they do, how will I . . . how could I—?”


She faltered a little, biting down on the unimaginable.


“I couldn’t bear the thought of putting our child in danger,” she finished uneasily, and Stas nodded slowly, reluctantly, but with softness.


“I love you, Marya Antonova,” Stas promised her. “When the time is right, together, I swear, we’ll keep our family safe.”


She nodded. It was their usual détente: Someday.


Not today, but someday.


“I love you,” she said as Stas gathered her in his arms, though she didn’t close her eyes this time. She forced them to remain open, guarded, sharp; watchful of her husband’s back, and vigilant of her sister’s future.


Marya Antonova forced herself to remain everything that she did not feel as she blinked away her mind’s portrait of Dimitri Fedorov’s face. Once with his chin tilted up in sunlight, speaking quietly in her ear, and then again, his face pressed to the bloodied floor as he called out to her, voiceless and pleading: Masha, Masha, Masha.


I. 7


(Not Your Business.)


“What exactly do you expect me to do?” Lev hissed at Roman from outside the nondescript pub. It was a typical university-adjacent establishment, nothing special. Busy for a Thursday night only because the bouncer was woefully lax on IDs. “You really want me to wander around trying to buy drugs from college students? I’m not exactly equipped for this task,” he growled, realizing the bar’s name—The Misfit—was almost painfully ironic at this point, “and just because I happen to be the right age—”


“Listen. Our brother is lying in a bed half dead because of Yaga and her daughters,” Roman cut in angrily, rounding on Lev with a glare as if he might have forgotten the circumstances of their outing. “Is it really so much to ask that you make an effort on Dima’s behalf? Just so we can—” Roman broke off as someone stumbled out of the bar and onto the sidewalk, nearly stepping on Lev’s toes. “So we can be sure?” Roman hissed, dropping his voice as two sorority sisters made their way into the pub, one glancing disapprovingly at Roman while the other paused meaningfully near Lev.


“Roma, this is ridiculous,” Lev muttered, avoiding the eye of the one who’d lingered and aiming a look skyward with a sigh. For Dimitri, yes, Lev would do anything, far worse and more troubling than this, but it was hard to consider retributive justice a more effective cure for his brother’s condition than modern medicine—though, Dimitri’s ailment was no ordinary one, and Marya Antonova’s placid cruelty had left a proverbial taste for blood, even for Lev. He warred with his milder—weaker, Koschei would say—nature, gritting out, “Surely there is a better way—”


“Well, there isn’t,” Roman interrupted, giving Lev a shove. “Try her,” he added, gesturing to the sorority sister who’d disappeared inside the bar, earning himself a grimace from Lev. “My source said to stick with this block, but be careful. Yaga’s informants float around here—don’t draw attention to yourself, Leva. Just stick to the shadows and keep your ears open.”


“Great,” Lev muttered. “Blend in, but uncover details. What a delightfully unspecific task.”


“Don’t sass me, brother,” Roman warned, giving Lev’s shoulder another shove. “Have a drink. Chat up some girls, or boys if you like.” A smirk. “I assume that’s not too difficult a task.”


“Fine,” Lev growled, glaring over his shoulder as he wandered in, finding the bar already unpleasantly noisy and crowded. It was perhaps ten o’clock—late enough for a crowd, certainly, but early enough that it wasn’t too sloppy—yet—and he slid a gaze around with loathing, hoping to keep the evidence of it from his face.


“Hey,” he called to the bartender, concealing the motion of his fingers as he cast a brief attention charm. “Two fingers of Maker’s, please,” he requested, shifting beside a young-looking girl who was already stumbling as the bartender nodded, turning away. Lev exhaled, waiting, and then glanced around the room again, getting jostled slightly from an elbow on his left.


“Whoa, sorry dude—geez, you’re all over the place—”


“Let go of me,” came a clear, distinctly angry female voice. “Eric, I don’t want another drink, I’m fine—”


Lev blinked, startled, as the ferociously distressed girl whipped around, her dark hair trailing in waves that fell nearly to her waist. Her grey-blue eyes narrowed as she glanced at Lev, clearly unapologetic, but she hadn’t dragged her frustration away from the blond whose arm remained loosely around her waist.


“Sorry,” the guy she’d called Eric offered to Lev, sparing him a conspiratorial shrug. “We’re fine.”


Blend, Lev thought as the bartender slid him his drink. How hard was it to blend? Lev glanced around for Roman, who’d thankfully vacated the sidewalk outside the bar, and reminded himself this was all for Dimitri just as the girl began to speak in earnest.


“Look, I’ve been trying to get you to focus on the project for the last hour,” the girl spat at the blond, pulling free of his (Eric’s) reach and rounding on him with something Lev considered categorical rejection. “I don’t want another beer, I want to leave—now, if you don’t mind—”


“Sasha, come on.” Eric’s voice, playful enough, was paired with an unmistakable grab of her hand, a motion Lev tried to unsee. “We’re just getting started—”


Blend, Lev thought. This is for Dimitri.


Just blend.


Just—


“Hey,” Lev cut in, unable to overlook the way Eric’s fingers had tightened around the girl’s (Sasha’s) wrist. “She said she wants to leave, man. Let her leave.” There, now he could sleep at night.


Immediately, though, both heads snapped toward him. So much for blending.


“Hey, look, bro, stay out of it—”


“I don’t need your help.” The girl, Sasha, was glaring at Lev. “I can take care of myself.”


“I’m sure you can,” Lev blandly assured her, opting to ignore Blond Eric’s stilted protests altogether. “But I really don’t know what kind of person that makes me if I just stand here and let you elbow me every couple of seconds.”


“I’m fine,” Sasha said impatiently. “Just take your drink and go,” she advised, gesturing to the glass Lev still hadn’t touched. “I’ve got this.”


“Right, sure,” Lev said, rolling his eyes as he took a sip of his whisky. “Clearly.”


She gave him a final parting glare and spun, heading toward a booth in the corner as the blond, Eric, trailed after her, continuing to insist on something as he went.


“Not your problem,” Lev muttered to himself, watching Eric’s hand reach out for Sasha’s arm again. “Not. Your. Problem.” He exhaled grumpily, shifting to take a seat at one of the available barstools. Getting in a fight with a tipsy blond who clearly spent too much time on his hair was not an effective method of blending. Besides, the girl didn’t want his help. So be it.


Lev took another sip, glancing around again.


The bar was packed with NYU students—unsurprising, as it wasn’t far from campus. If Baba Yaga’s target demographic was, in fact, college students, this was definitely the place. None of them looked like the type to buy magical drugs, but that didn’t make it out of the question. Near his feet, subwoofers thundered with nondescript rap music, impossible to tell at this volume. Ice clinked in his glass and Lev waved a hand, dampening the vibration, before shifting his attention to two of the students standing near him at the bar.


“—not totally useless,” one was saying. He was overdressed, wearing a blazer and slacks, while the other wore a NYU hoodie and sweats. “I got some Adderall from him earlier this year. Studying for the LSAT’s a bitch, man.” The future lawyer made a face, downing his glass as he signaled to the bartender for another. “Hate it.”


“Adderall, for studying?” the one in the hoodie drolly replied. “Groundbreaking.”


“Hey, we can’t all write the next great American novel,” the one in the blazer said with a roll of his eyes while the hoodie flashed back a grin. “Some of us need to look over your contracts. And for the record, I’d call you by your last name, only I don’t know how the fuck to pronounce it. Hey,” the blazer added, picking up the beer the bartender slid toward him, “do you think we should check on Eric? I mean, Sasha’s right,” he added. Lev’s ears unwillingly pricked at the sound of the girl’s name. “We need to come up with a little bit more for the business plan before we split up the roles.”


“Meh, Eric’s just being a drunk idiot,” said the hoodie. “Besides, I think Sasha left.”


“With him?” the blazer said into his beer as Lev shoved aside the small internal wave of a red flag.


“Maybe, I don’t know. I don’t see her, or Eric, either—”


“Not your business,” Lev grumbled to himself again. The comment about the Adderall was probably (definitely) more relevant to his purposes. Blend, he thought, forcing himself not to react to whatever drama was playing out between two people he did not know. Their brothers, unlike his, weren’t lying comatose uptown, and therefore they were not his problem. “Not your business, not your business, not your bus—”


“Oh, yeah, he’s going for it,” hoodie said with a laugh, gesturing to the window where a blond head was bending toward a girl with long dark hair. “What a tool. I mean, I’d say read the room, but who knows. Maybe she’s into it.”


“Think we should check on her?” asked the blazer. (Yes, Lev thought with palpable annoyance. Yes, obviously you should check on her, come on—) “She did have a couple drinks and, I don’t know.” The blazer shifted against the bar with obvious discomfort. “I don’t think she’s really the drinking type.”


“Nah, it’s fine,” hoodie said, shrugging. “She’s a big girl. She can handle it.”


Lev waited for the other one to argue. (Dimitri, he reminded himself. This was for Dimitri, and anyway, surely the blazer had good instincts, he wouldn’t just—)


“Yeah, you’re probably right,” said the apparently useless future lawyer.


“Goddamn it,” Lev swore, slamming the glass down on the bar and startling both students before heading outside, groaning furiously as he went.


I. 8


(Precautionary Measures.)


“Let go of me,” Sasha seethed again, turning her head away as Eric tried to coax her back. He was insisting (once again) on something like the importance of their project—or, less flatteringly, her alleged inability to be reasonable. “I said let go—”


“Hey.” The word emerged from somewhere over Sasha’s shoulder like a slap in the cold January air. Vaguely, Sasha recognized it as the voice of the guy from inside the bar, the one who’d been so needlessly heroic earlier. “She said to let go, asshole. Does she sound like she’s joking?”


Sasha groaned internally, not bothering to face her would-be rescuer as Eric stiffened in baseless territorialism. “Ignore him,” she advised, before winding up and punching Eric hard in the nose, remembering at the last second not to tuck her thumb into her palm (something Marya had taught her when she was twelve, just as a precautionary measure) as the bones of his face splintered beneath her knuckles.


“There,” she said, shaking out her fist as Eric doubled over, howling with pain. “Well, I’m going home. Email me whatever it is you want me to do for the project, I don’t care, I’m done with you. And as for you,” she said, wobbling slightly in her pivot to face the dark-haired, lean-hipped, busybody so-and-so from the bar, “I said I could handle it.”


The guy from the bar had frozen, thunderstruck, in the wake of Sasha’s casual violence. “I suppose you can,” he mused, as Eric let out another groan, straightening with his hand pressed to the bridge of his broken nose. Surprisingly, his hair hadn’t held its shape despite the generous hand he took with pomade, which was a pity. Baba Yaga would have something for that—and the bruising, too—but it seemed poor form to follow a sucker punch with a humblebrag, so Sasha turned wordlessly away.


“Come on, Sasha,” Eric grunted after her. From her periphery, the thin trail of blood creeping toward his bottom lip was a brief, measurable gratification as she teetered unsteadily down the block. “It’s starting to snow, you’re going to freeze out here. Let me get you a cab, at least,” he was calling at her back, voice muffled into his palm, “or, I don’t know, let me take you home—”


“Oh, shut up, you asshat,” muttered the guy from the bar, his footsteps beating against the pavement as he hurried to catch up to her. “Hey, um, Sasha,” he called out, uncertain. “Just—look, at least give me your hand—”


“What? No,” Sasha snapped at him, pivoting to face him and then, as a swift gust of wind (or something) blew her off course, promptly swatting him away. “Look, I’m fine, okay? It’s just a couple of blocks to the subway.”


“Yeah, no,” the guy said firmly. “I’m walking you there. Have you seen you? You practically fell in the street just now—though, that left hook was impressive,” he added tangentially, with an air of being powerless to the admission. “I really did not see that coming. Well played, honestly—”


“While I’m overjoyed to receive approval from you, a total stranger,” Sasha interrupted him stiffly, “I didn’t want Eric touching me and I definitely don’t want you touching me, so you can just go, thanks—”


“God, you’re infuriating. Hold still,” he instructed, and reached brusquely for her hands, blowing across the tops of her knuckles. “There,” he said, abruptly releasing her as Sasha, who hadn’t noticed until that precise moment that she’d forgotten her gloves at the bar, felt a rapid tingling in her fingers, warmth alighting magically through them.


Ah, she thought dizzily. So, that’s that, then.


She wondered if she should have been surprised, or maybe would have been if she’d been a little less drunk. She remembered, too, that whoever this stranger was, he had gotten a drink impressively quickly. Based on that alone, the man was either a witch or a hell of a lay. (Upon closer inspection, Sasha couldn’t rule it out. It was too dark to see him clearly now, but it was no wonder that Kappa sorority sister in the bar had been eyeing him the whole time. He was . . . tall. Pretty. Pretty tall. And beautifully man-shaped, which Sasha was given to understand as of this moment was a shape she quite enjoyed, purely as a matter of spectatorship.)


“There. Now you can walk as long and as thanklessly as you want,” announced the witch from the bar, jarring her out of her thoughts. “Have a nice night, Sasha, it’s been an absolute joy—”


“I can do that too, you know,” Sasha informed him stubbornly, conjuring a flare of sparks in her palm. “See?” she prompted, watching his eyes widen. “I told you, I can take care of mys—”


“Jesus, what are you—Come on,” he growled, ushering her around the corner and out of sight from the lingering patrons outside the bar’s busy doorway. “Are you trying to get yourself a Borough citation? Or chased through the village with pitchforks? I can’t tell if this is your average Thursday or if it’s just a spicy night,” he remarked, partly to himself.


“I’m just saying,” Sasha said, shoving him away. “I would have taken care of Eric myself. Could have turned him into a goat, really, if I’d been so inclined.”


“Right, so TBD on the pitchforks.” The man (boy? he looked her age, but carried himself much more forcefully) shook his head and was something like half laughing, the corners of his mouth quirking upward seemingly against his will. “A goat, though, really? Something smaller, I would think. Something to crush underfoot, like a bug.”


“Well, you took that to a dark place,” Sasha informed him, swaying slightly. “Anything to sober up?” she asked hopefully, grimacing. “I’ve never had to use a spell like that before.”


“Nothing I’ve got on me,” he said in a mildly regretful tone, which she thought was sort of nice. Sympathetic, at least. “I’m Lev, by the way.”


“Sasha,” she supplied, giving him a bleary-eyed glance. With the moonlight behind him, Lev’s face was partially obscured, and she tried to recall what she’d seen of it in the bar—the dark eyes, the cynical shape of his mouth. The motion of his brow and the hair she would have thought was black if not for having seen it change in the light, shifting with the shadows. Yes, the Kappa had definitely been onto something. In solidarity, Sasha quietly wished her well. “So. You’re a witch, then?”


“Not quite as blatantly as you, but yes,” Lev confirmed, and shivered. “Seriously, it’s cold. Let me walk you home, or to the train. Whatever.”


Men, honestly. “I already told you, I don’t need you t—”


“I know you don’t,” Lev cut in, groaning. “You’ve made that very clear, you don’t need me and I’m sure the suffragettes are all very proud, but I can’t just let you stand out here. Call it chivalry.” Right, so, the very thing she did not want or need. “Do you live far?”


“Yes,” Sasha said simply, pivoting to walk away. “Bye, Lev,” she called over her shoulder, squinting into the dark for a moment before propelling herself forward. She got halfway to the end of the block before she heard a loud growl rip through the night, followed by the sound of half-running footsteps.


“Listen, I don’t know why, but I can’t let you leave, okay?” Lev insisted, materializing breathlessly at her elbow. “Just . . . let me assuage my conscience and come with you for a bit, would you? Buddy system. I have shit to do back there anyway,” he added, jerking his head over his shoulder to reference the bar they’d just left. “So it’ll only be for a few blocks.”


There wasn’t much variation to the sort of shit anyone ever had to do at a bar on a Thursday night (Sasha obviously exempted). “Meeting someone?” Sasha asked, and Lev scoffed, his attention cutting askance.


“Is that your way of asking me if I have a girlfriend?”


“No.” Men, honestly. “Gross.”


“Gross?” Lev echoed. “That’s—I don’t know what that is,” he remarked, half to himself. “Inaccurate, I hope, but certainly rude, at the very least.”


“Oh, shut up. I’m just—” She shrugged. “Not interested.”


“Not interested?” Lev replied doubtfully, and Sasha rolled her eyes.


“Are you really just going to repeat things I say all night?”


“I might have to,” Lev retorted, “if they continue to be so hurtful.”


“Why, are you interested?” She wondered what she wanted his answer to be.


“No, I’m not,” Lev insisted, “but, you know.” His eyes met hers with something she might have called sincerity. It was . . . disarming. Unsteadying, and she was plenty unsteady as it was. “I’d appreciate being given the time to decide.”


Sasha couldn’t determine if that was a very odd thing to say or not, but either way, she concluded that he seemed to mean it. Satisfied, she shrugged, offering up a tangent instead.


“So, what were you doing back there? Alone,” she noted, sparing him a telling glance, and his mouth quirked again, another smile working its way out against his will.


“Is it so strange to be alone?”


“Bars,” Sasha informed him, “are hardly the ideal locations for solitude.”


She glanced at him, waiting to see if she’d made him smile again. She had, and now the snow was starting to fall more steadily, cresting regally on his not-black hair.


“Well, it was nothing important,” Lev assured her, sliding her another glance as Sasha hastily averted her attention to the snow falling on the ground, eyeing the sidewalk’s newly powdered sheen. “What were you doing?”


“Group project.” Sasha made a face. “I should have known it was going to be a disaster when Eric insisted we have it in a bar, but—” She shrugged. “Was probably going to be a disaster either way, and now I’ve punched him.” She paused. “Wonder if that’ll affect my grade.”


“Only in a positive way, I’m sure. He deserved it,” Lev said briskly, and then frowned. “Why are you in college, anyway? You’re a witch,” he reminded her, as if she’d somehow forgotten. “It’s not like you need it.”


“Well, in a surprising turn of events, pursuing an education and possessing magic aren’t mutually exclusive,” Sasha informed him, stumbling over a crack in the sidewalk and careening briefly into him, then shoving him away as he attempted to prop her upright. “Can’t you do something about this?” she demanded, gesturing vaguely to her questionable equilibrium.


“I could, but obviously it seemed more fun to let you shove me all over Manhattan.”


“I don’t get out much,” Sasha admitted, pausing to press a hand to her temple, hoping to somehow steady herself that way. “Not a fan of drinking,” she added at a grumble.


“Certainly not like that,” Lev agreed, holding her back for a second as a cab blitzed through the intersection. “Careful,” he warned, and this time, glancing down at where his fingers were placed delicately on the inside of her elbow, Sasha didn’t shove him away. She hesitantly—gingerly—permitted a nod, allowing him to steady her.


When imminent danger had passed, Lev brought his hand down. This time, instead of letting his thumb tap rhythmically against his thigh, he held it still, letting his hand float in the air between them. It seemed a precautionary measure; in case he might need to use it again. In case he might need to be close to her again.


Sasha coughed loudly, shaking herself back to reality.


“I’ve got it from here,” she informed Lev once they’d crossed the street, gesturing ambiguously over her shoulder. “Subway’s just a few streets over and I’m fine, I promise. Thanks for your, um. Help, or whatever—”


“My help ‘or whatever’?” Lev echoed, scoffing, “Nice, Sasha. Real nice.”


“Look,” she sighed impatiently, “as I’m pretty sure I’ve mentioned, I’m fine—”


“Right, extremely fine,” he muttered, “which is totally obvious, considering you were almost just run over by a taxi—”


“—and I really think you’re overestimating the actual work you’ve put into the situation,” Sasha continued. “I mean sure, it’s nice and all, I guess, assuming you’re not just trying to hit on me—”


“—I’m genuinely trying to save your life,” Lev snapped, “but if that’s not immediately obvious, then I really don’t know what I’m supposed to do about it—”


“—and look, anyway, my sister would kill me if she saw you with me; or, I don’t know, at least have eight thousand questions, so—”


“—should really just let you fall into the street, considering how badly you seem to want to do that—”


“—just too many questions, honestly, it’s hardly worth it—”


“—don’t know why I’m still here, I guess I should really just—”


“—you should really probably—”


“—go,” they finished in unison, and Sasha made the mistake of looking up, catching Lev’s gaze as it fell on hers in the same motion, with the same sharp intake of breath, the two of them shivering synchronistically in the cold. His hair was dusted in flakes of snow, his head still uncovered (had he ever been wearing a hat? Evidently not; what a gallant idiot) and despite her memory of his constant motion, the twitching of his shoulders and the shifting of his expression, he was standing still now.


He was holding her still, she realized, one of his hands carefully propped under her forearm from the motion of turning her toward him, and she blinked, registering the feeling of his fingers pressing into her winter coat.


“Are you cold?” she asked him, and he cleared his throat.


“Freezing,” he assured her, and she nodded gravely, reaching up to brush her charmed fingers across his lips. She waited for a moment, drawing the tip of her index finger back and forth along the line of his mouth, until finally his lips parted, his breath warm and tinged with a smoky hint of whisky.


“This,” he said, her fingers still hovering above his lips, “is what they call mixed messages, Sasha.”


She blinked, startled, and drew her hand away. “Right.” She exhaled. “Right, of course, sorry, I was just, I wasn’t—”


“Oh, hell,” Lev rumbled softly, and before Sasha could respond, he had pulled her into him, wrapping one arm around her waist to slide his free hand beneath her jaw, tilting her face up toward his. He leaned close, pausing a matter of breaths from her lips, and then he stayed there, his nose poised delicately alongside hers. She felt his swift exhalation like a breeze against her cheek, the pounding of his heart visible beneath the line of his throat.


The implication was clear; he’d come as close as he was going to. He’d come close enough to imagine her, to taste the proximity of her in the air between them, but no closer—that was up to her. She paused for a moment in the stillness, in the paralysis between motions, in the cliff edge between what was and what could be, and for a pulse or two of time she simply luxuriated there, feeling the warmth of his breath against her lips and thinking, foolishly, that she could be satisfied with the magnificence of waiting—until she felt sure, as steadily as his heart thudding beneath her hand, that she could no longer stand the distance.


She brushed her lips against the side of his mouth, hesitant, and then pushed up on her toes, colliding with him. He steadied her for a moment before helplessly falling back, yanking her closer as he reached blindly for the wall of the building behind him, content to let brick and stone do the work of keeping them upright. It felt like drama of the vastest heights, his kiss the overture of all the greatest operas—the summit of every landscape’s peak, a rush of tides and fates and furies—and she melted in his arms, warmed by more than just the spell at the tips of her fingers.


Almost immediately (his back shoved against the wall, her fingers in his hair, his hands on her waist and then up-up-up to the line of her neck, hands fumbling under coats and oh oh oh) it was much, much too much. Sasha wasn’t wholly inexperienced; she knew enough (and had certainly been warned by her older sisters six times over) to know that when a kiss felt like this—like intoxication itself, like madness, so terribly impious and yet so purely, completely divine—it had to be stopped, and quickly, or else it would set fire to her every thought.


“I have to go,” she whispered, and felt Lev growl his opposition, his fingers tightening briefly in the moment before he released her, allowing her to step away. He sighed, one hand still stretched toward her, and raised the other to curl it around his mouth, filling it with the arguments he clearly understood she didn’t want to have.


“Are you sure you can make it home by yourself?” he asked after a moment, with a gravity that made her want to laugh. He seemed very serious when he wanted to be, even as he twitched with the need to be closer to her—which seemed appropriate, really, considering that she ached with the need to be closer to him.


“Yes, I can, I promise. But I can, um. I can give you my number?” she suggested, and immediately winced, bothered by the eagerness in her own voice. “If you want, I mean. Or not, obviously—”


“Yes, please,” Lev said, mortally serious again. He fumbled for his pocket, removing his cell phone, and placed it in her hand, attention never falling from her face while she clumsily typed in her name and phone number.


“Maybe I’ll see you, then,” she said, locking his phone screen and handing it back to him before stepping away, not wanting to make a fool of herself twice over by falling into his arms a second time. “Or, I don’t know, maybe—”


“Sasha.” He reached out, pulling her close, and kissed her one more time, both his hands curling around her face and drawing tender lines around the landscape of it; nose, cheeks, lips, as deliberately as if he planned to paint her later, and would need to remember the arrangement of what he’d seen.


“See you.” He exhaled, forcing himself a step back.


Sasha felt anything she said in return would be a stupid, incoherent mess.


So she tucked her smile into her palm until she could covet it freely later, disappearing around the corner and compelling herself not to look back.


I. 9


(Diamonds.)


“Mama, are you sure?” Marya exhaled, pacing her mother’s bedroom. “I mean—are you very sure, because I really don’t know if she’s ready. This expansion, it’s not just dangerous, it’s illegal—if the Borough witches were to find out who was behind it, or worse, if Koschei sends someone to intervene—” She pressed a hand to her forehead, suffering either dehydration or the pounding constancy of stress. “Not to mention The Bridge loves deals enough to make them with the devil himself,” Marya muttered, “provided he were compensated well enough.”


“I thought you approved of the plan, Masha,” Yaga said, arching a brow. “You assured me your informant could be trusted, did you not?”


“Yes, of course.” Of course, of course. “I know both his talents and his tricks, believe me, and this is precisely what we’ve been working toward, but given everything—” She broke off.


“You don’t think Sasha can do it,” Yaga supplied for her bluntly. “Is that it?”


Silence.


“Or,” Yaga noted, “is it that you simply don’t want her to?”


Marya let her gaze cut away. “There’s just no going back, Mama. You know that.”


“Yes, I know that. But I never went back, did I? And neither did you.” Yaga took hold of Marya’s face with one hand, holding it steady, and Marya thought again how Baba Yaga was such a perfectly incongruous misnomer; a clever reference to a witch who was haggard and old instead of sleekly refined, graceful, so that nobody would ever guess a woman this lovely and this shockingly young would choose so unflattering a moniker.


“You know she’s the right person to do it, Masha,” said Yaga. “She’s a student, after all, isn’t she? That finally plays to our advantage, and besides, she’s older than you were when we started this. She’ll have to decide eventually where she stands, just like you did. Just like each of my daughters has.”


Yaga paused, and then ventured with curiosity, “I’ve never seen you falter like this before, Masha.”


“Mama, it’s Sasha—it’s our Sashenka,” Marya pleaded softly. “You and I’ve both protected her for so long, we’ve been so careful, and now is hardly the ideal time. What if something happens to her? Look at this trouble with Koschei, with our dealers . . .”


But Yaga said nothing, her expression did not change, and so Marya trailed off at an exhale, dispelling her anxieties into empty air and abandoning them, unfurling her tougher shell in their absence. She was often relieved that, in moments like that one, their mother could be counted on never to soften, or to permit even a breath or two of fear. Marya trusted that the woman called Baba Yaga possessed no knowledge of what it was to be soft, and so she drew from her namesake, from her mother, and conjured for herself the tireless reminder that fear had no place on an Antonova witch’s lips.


“Nothing will happen to her, Masha, if you do not let it,” Yaga said in Marya’s silence. “Am I understood?”


Marya nodded.


“Yes, Mama,” she agreed. “I won’t let anyone touch Sasha.”


Marya felt her mother step away as she closed her eyes, the familiar smell of Yaga’s perfume filling her mind and her memories with the promise of roses even as she tasted blood on her tongue, viscous and coppery and awash in every direction she looked.


“I’m glad to hear it,” Yaga said. “And Dima?”


Marya’s eyes fluttered open. “What about Dima?”


Yaga watched her closely, and then, finding nothing to arouse suspicion, said, “Then Mashenka, I expect you to tell Sasha the news in the morning.”


“Me?” Marya was less surprised than she was troubled. “You’re sure?”


“Yes,” Yaga said, turning slowly. “She listens to you,” she added, half beckoning for the gracelessness of argument, which they both knew she wouldn’t get. In response, Marya simply hardened the way she’d been taught; the way she’d been bred.


My daughters are diamonds, Yaga so often said. Nothing is more beautiful. Nothing shines brighter. And most importantly, nothing will break them.


“Yes, Mama,” Marya promised, nodding once. “I’ll tell Sasha what she has to do.”


I. 10


(Disquietude.)


Lev rarely used his cell phone. He rarely needed it, seeing as one or both of his brothers was nearly always at his side, but for once, he was very glad to have one. He bit a smile into his palm again, tasting Sasha’s kiss one more time, and then dug for the phone in his pocket, hoping to prove to himself she hadn’t been a dream.


He wiped a few fallen flakes of precipitation from the screen, squinting as the bright white contact page illuminated itself against the dark, foggy night, materializing across the screen like magic.


Immediately, though, Lev felt a brush of concern that processed in stages. A blink of disbelief, then a shake of his head, then a chill of disquietude, followed by the sensation of utter disembowelment.


Sasha Antonova, the phone said. Clear as day, even as he suddenly hoped he had dreamt it.


“Oh, fuck,” Lev Fedorov whispered, staring blankly at the screen.
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