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CHAPTER ONE


I stood with my back against the doorframe while Miss Priddy held the yardstick to it.


“You’ve grown again,” Miss Priddy said. “You need new uniforms.”


She really hadn’t needed to measure me to see that my skirt was too short and my wrists stuck out of my sleeves, but the woman was a stickler. Priddy had been headmistress at a girls’ school long ago, before America had dissolved into five countries. She resented being a house manager for the Grigori Rasputin School in San Diego, which not only didn’t belong to her but was also mostly run by Russians—who, by the way, are hell on uniforms.


Students at the Grigori Rasputin School wear navy blue and yellow. I think it’s so the general population can get away from us quickly in public, in case we try to practice magic, even the ones like me who aren’t really supposed to have it.


I stepped away from the doorframe and waited. I wasn’t going to apologize to Priddy for having grown. The old woman glared at me, the lines around her mouth deepening as she scowled.


I couldn’t help growing now that Father had been dead for two years.


Father—Oleg Karkarov, a fair-skinned Russian—had decided I’d be safer in the slums of Ciudad Juárez if I was small and grubby and brown, indistinguishable from any other Mexican urchin. Or maybe both Father and my uncle were dismayed at the idea of coping with a maturing girl. Or both.


So my father spelled me to stay little. It was a clever spell, and it didn’t have to be as potent since I never had enough food.


Since Father been killed, I’d grown—very slowly at first. When my half sister Lizbeth and her partner, Eli, had found me living with my uncle, they’d thought they were rescuing a skinny eleven-year-old. When I’d arrived in the Holy Russian Empire (formerly known as California and Oregon) with Eli, I’d looked that age or younger. I’d been placed in the lowest grade, naturally. Though I’d been insulted, that mistake had given me time to acclimate.


Now that I’d been attending the school for well more than a year, getting regular meals and rest and no doses of magic, my body had begun making up for lost time. I was beginning to have breasts. My hair was not dusty black anymore but dark brown. And my skin had grown several shades lighter since I spent so much time indoors.


Miss Priddy didn’t like me or my skin, and she wasn’t moving to help me.


“I do truly need new uniforms. I don’t want to embarrass the school,” I said. That should jolt her into action.


With great reluctance, Priddy turned away to rummage through the neatly stacked shelves, her hard white fingers flipping through the folded garments. She turned to hand me two bundles, each containing a skirt, a blouse, and a sweater. One of the blouses had a large faint stain on the front. The skirt in the other stack had a botched hem.


I glimpsed a familiar silhouette through the glass of the door. It began to open.


“I would prefer a blouse that wasn’t stained and a skirt with a level hem, please.” I made sure my voice was even and respectful as I pushed the clothes back across the counter.


“If wishes were horses, beggars would ride,” Miss Priddy shot back with a sneer. “Be grateful for what you are given, Felicia. You’re a charity girl. And you’re not even a grigori!”


Thank you, Miss Priddy. I suppressed a smile.


“That’s the way you treat this student? A blood relative of our founder?” Madame Semyonova, the headmistress, croaked from behind the housekeeper.


Priddy actually jumped.


“Madame—I didn’t…” Priddy was so horrified that she could not go on.


“I assume you were going to say, ‘Madame Semyonova, I didn’t know you were standing there observing my rudeness.’ ”


Priddy glared at me with anger she could not express. She would not forgive me for this. But she hadn’t liked me anyway.


It was worth it.


Madame leaned on her cane. She made it clear she was going to remain in the storeroom until I had proper clothes or Miss Priddy died of mortification.


Priddy turned back to the shelves, her shoulders rigid. I watched her ribs expand and fall as she took a deep breath. She reached up to gather another set of garments and swiveled to toss two brand-new uniforms to the counter between us, plus the beret and undergarments that went with them.


“Better give her a third set,” Madame Semyonova said. “After all, we don’t want her big sister to come calling, do we?” Madame’s smile was grim.


My half sister, Lizbeth Rose, a gunnie by trade, is a great shot with both pistols and rifles. For all I know, she’s good with a bow and arrow or a slingshot, too. She’s killed many other gunnies. Also, she’s married to a prince. She is a hard act to follow. To give her credit, Lizbeth doesn’t seem to know that.


With a curtsy to Madame Semyonova and a “Thank you, Miss Priddy,” to prove I was the better person, I carried my three sets of clothes out of the supply room on the ground floor of the dormitory.


My room is on the third floor. I bounded up the stairs to make my heart pump hard, since I didn’t get as much exercise as I liked.


Our door was open, so I knew my roommate was in. Anna Feodorovna is a trainee grigori (magic user) from a Russian family. She had not liked being saddled with a charity case as a roommate, much less one who was only enrolled due to her Rasputin blood, not her grigori talent. But her room had the only empty bed, since Anna’s first roommate had had to go home.


“I’m not rooming with a filthy Mexican null bastard,” she’d said to one of her friends the day I’d arrived, her eyes on me and her voice loud so I’d be sure I knew where I stood. My father was the bastard, not me. He’d been one of Rasputin’s by-blows, but he had been married to my mother. For sure.


Father’s favorite life lesson to me was, “Never let anyone get away with anything.”


That night, while Anna slept, I’d turned her hair darker than mine. Anna had burst into tears and refused to leave the room until I returned it to its original blond, shimmery straightness.


Now we get along much better. In fact, I sit with her and her coterie every morning at breakfast, even though I find their conversation insipid and boring. I am just that contrary.


Practicing magic on Anna wasn’t without risk, since I was not supposed to have any magic to practice, as far as the instructors knew. But the result had been worth it.


I wanted to stay here, at the Rasputin School for Grigoris, with a passion that shook me sometimes. This place was a haven for a half-Mexican, half-Russian orphan.


I wanted to be a real grigori, not just a blood donor for Tsar Alexei, who has the bleeding disease that only Rasputin’s blood can alleviate. When the raggedy Russian flotilla had finally landed in California after years of wandering, William Randolph Hearst had invited Tsar Nicholas and his wife, Alexandra, and their family to the compound he was building north of San Diego. It was heaven for the longtime fugitives whom no country would accept—and now their son ruled this new country.


It was heaven for me, too. I didn’t have to steal, I wasn’t in fear, I got to eat every meal. And there were books. I got to learn.


“Anna, I have new clothes,” I called—in English, of course. No one else in residence spoke Spanish.


“Good for you, now you won’t look like a scarecrow,” she called back in Russian. “You have a visitor.”


The students and teachers of Russian background spoke fluent Russian. The students and teachers from England, Ireland, and Scotland spoke English. Since the former State of California USA was now the Holy Russian Empire, classes were taught in American English.


Luckily, I had a great gift for languages.


I still had a lot to learn in San Diego.


The clothes and shoes were strange. (Not so bad.) I got to eat three times a day. (Wonderful.) I had my own bed to sleep in and indoor plumbing. (That was best of all.) I had to go to church, and that was boring, but boring didn’t hurt.


My new life was a lot to adjust to. Since Eli and Lizbeth had left for Texoma (the former states of Texas and Oklahoma), I had no one to discuss all this with except Peter Savarov, Eli’s younger brother.


I wasn’t too surprised that Peter was my visitor. He was sitting in my desk chair looking at my class notes, while Anna pretended to read as though Peter wasn’t there.


“New uniforms!” I told Peter, throwing the bundles onto my bed.


“Good,” Peter said. “The one you’re wearing is a scandal.”


I shrugged. “Now I’ll look better,” I said.


“If you two are going to talk, can you do it somewhere else? I have to study.” Anna held up her book to make sure I noticed it was a secondary text for spell-casting, the text for a class I wasn’t offered as a mere blood source for the tsar. Even though Anna knows what I can do, she’s also realized that for some reason, I don’t want everyone to know. So she acts this way.


Peter is no favorite of hers, since his father and stepbrothers were staunch supporters of Grand Duke Alexander in his attempt to stage a coup. She fears contamination by association.


“Of course, dear,” I said, and kissed Anna on the cheek. She gaped at me. Peter and I left the room before she could recover.


“Does Anna bend that way?” Peter whispered as we went down the stairs side by side.


“You didn’t ask me if I do!”


“Oh, who the hell knows what you will do?” he said, sounding twenty years older. “I’ve given up. You could kiss a bear, it wouldn’t surprise me.”


Good! I smiled at him.


“But I am keeping an eye on you, just so you know. My brother and your sister have charged me with watching out for you, and I will do that.” He stood proud and tall, his grigori vest still new and unstained.


“Is that why you were waiting in my room? To find out what I was doing?”


“I don’t hang around where I’m not wanted, even by such a nobody as Anna, unless I have a reason.”


We reached the covered walkway that led from the dormitory to the school. Instead of walking along it, Peter stepped onto the grass and went over to the Founder’s tomb, elevated and white and topped with the Russian Orthodox cross. Rasputin’s tomb was situated between the school and the high iron palings of the fence enclosing the school grounds, visible but not accessible to passersby. I shrugged and followed him.


Peter looked over his shoulder. “My mother wants to know if you will come to dinner with my family tomorrow night. Felix is invited, too, and he’ll stop by to pick you up and return you to the school after, if you can come.” Peter, now a full-fledged grigori, was living at home until he got his first job or assignment. Peter hadn’t yet gotten either.


“I’d be glad to come,” I said. “Unless the tsar needs me, of course.”


Any slip or fall, any accidental cut, and the tsar would bleed. Then he’d need me or one of the other remaining Rasputin-descended bastards whose blood kept Alexei alive. There weren’t many of us left, but at least the rate of attrition had slowed down since the tsar’s uncle had been shot. Alexander had been devious enough to start picking off Alexei’s blood donors. He would have gotten to me in time.


“Of course,” Peter said. He looked self-conscious, and I could tell he was boosting himself up to say something. “Since you gave Anna a kiss, will you give me one?”


“No,” I said, astonished. “Why do you ask?”


“Just wanted to see what you’d say. Why Anna but not me?” Peter cocked his head.


“Because Anna is not important in my life, and your family is,” I said.


“You sound like I should have known that.” Peter was half smiling.


“If the shoe fits,” I said, tossing my head. I was proud of working in that adage. I wheeled and walked into the school building at a brisk rate. I didn’t actually have a reason to go into the school, but I needed to walk away from Peter, and I didn’t want to go back to face Anna yet. Let her simmer for a while.


This kissing people was a new thing and had popped up along with the appearance of my breasts.


Tom O’Day was on door duty in the lobby. Tom was the only grigori I knew of who came from Texoma, like Lizbeth. I felt it formed a bond between us, though Tom did not share that opinion. Many of the girls were interested in Tom, though he was at least ten years older than most of them, surly, and (as far as I could tell) humorless. Good-looking, though.


“Tom,” I said, to get him to look up from Great English Wizards.


“Um?” He marked his place with an envelope and shut the book. His face did not change at all when he looked at me. Hell.


“I’m invited out tomorrow,” I said. “The Savarovs. Felix will fetch me and return me.”


Tom’s broad face turned even grimmer. “Felix,” he said. He might as well have spat.


“You know Felix is engaged to Lucy,” I said.


Tom looked blank.


“Peter and Eli’s sister.”


“Felix isn’t interested in women,” Tom said, his sandy eyebrows shooting up like caterpillars.


A breakthrough in our relationship! Tom had volunteered an opinion.


“He and Lucy seem quite pleased about the engagement,” I told him, sounding prim.


Tom shook his head and reopened his book. I was dismissed.


“Aren’t you going to enter it in the log?” I said, just to aggravate him.


Tom didn’t make any effort to keep his own sigh silent. He laid his book aside and took up a pen to write in the logbook.


“Thank you, Tom,” I said, just to stay there for a moment more.


The fire grigori did not look up. “Girl, get yourself some new uniforms.”


“Just got them,” I said.


“Then for God’s sake, go change.”


So I left.










CHAPTER TWO


Master Franklin tapped the tip of his long pointer on the map. “And this used to be?” he asked, his bushy eyebrows going up as he waited for the answer. Since History was the second class after lunch, we were drowsy.


“Texas,” Cyril said. The rest couldn’t be bothered.


“And this?” Tap, tap.


“Oklahoma,” Cyril told him.


“And now they are?”


“Texoma!” the whole class chorused, getting into the moment.


“But this part of Texas…” Franklin tapped the southern part. “Now belongs to?”


“Mexico,” I said, to end the long silence.


“Ah! And you used to live there, did you not, Felicia?”


“Yes, sir.” He knew that. They all knew that.


“Show us where.”


I got up from my desk and marched to the map hanging down over the blackboard. I touched my finger to Ciudad Juárez, suddenly remembering the people and the smells and the heat. I felt a sharp pang of homesickness. “My sister lives here, west of Dallas,” I said, touching the approximate location of Segundo Mexia. I remembered her curly dark hair, her wiry build, the smell of gun oil. To hide the surge of water in my eyes, I resumed my seat.


“So your family is Mexican?” Master Franklin seemed determined to mark me out.


“My father was Russian, my mother was Mexican, and my family is dead,” I said flatly. Master Franklin knew this. My last name was Karkarova.


I stiffened my back and stared into his deep brown eyes, bracketed with wrinkles.


To my surprise, just for a second, I could tell he felt sorry for me.


“Do any of the rest of you have parents who are of different nations?” Master Franklin said, turning away to survey my classmates.


Three hands shot up. I was surprised. Maybe the history teacher wasn’t trying to make me feel like a mongrel… or maybe at least he wanted to show me I had a pack?


Bobby Gaynor was half-Irish, half-Britannian. Karen Olmsted was half-Norwegian, half-Holy Russian. Susan Kwan had a half-Chinese father and a mother from the HRE.


They were all at the Rasputin School because they’d shown a talent for magic at an early age. Their families had put together enough money to send them here to develop that talent and go into the service of the HRE, the only government I knew of that employed grigoris. Or they might go into private service, which was more lucrative but chancier.


I was at the school solely because of my valuable blood. Always in a unique position. Always the odd one out. Now that I’d started growing at such a rate, it was going to become obvious I had some secrets.


The chime sounded to tell us to change classes. I gave Master Franklin a nod as I left by way of a thank-you, though I was glad to leave. Next was Basic Elements, the only grigori class I was in. That was because it fit the gap in my schedule, not because the teachers supposed I could practice magic.


I was the oldest one in the class, but at least until now I hadn’t looked it.


I liked Madame Lubinova, the teacher. She had been astonished that I did well in the class, since none of the other Rasputin by-blows had. I hoped she would convince the others to move me into more grigori classes.


Today the hour went well. We were discussing what guided a grigori to pick a guild, how to discern what element was your primary affinity. I was prepared, my homework complete. I was sitting by Cyril again. He was smart and funny—but never at my expense, which made me fond of him. Cyril was eleven, the age I’d looked when I’d arrived at the school.


Though he’d looked all right in History, Cyril laid his head on his desk. His face was flushed.


“Is something wrong?” I asked.


“Not feeling very well,” Cyril muttered. “It came on all of a sudden.”


I remembered a rumor I’d heard in the refectory that morning. I felt a quiver of fear, but I tried to hide it. I touched Cyril’s forehead with the back of my hand, snatched it away. I said, “Madame Lubinova!”


I’d interrupted her in taking roll. The gray-haired teacher looked at me over the top of her spectacles. “Excuse me, Madame. High fever,” I said. I nodded toward Cyril.


Everything in the classroom seemed to halt. All eyes were on poor Cyril. Everyone feared the same thing; we all knew there’d been cases of Spanish influenza popping up in the city.


“Go wash your hands immediately,” Madame Lubinova told me as she brushed past to crouch by Cyril’s side. I left the room while she was asking him questions. When had he begun to feel ill? Had he gone anywhere public in the past few days—grocery store, shops? Had he had visitors from home? Cyril mumbled his answers, his head still down.


I scrubbed my hands in the girls’ bathroom. I’d seen how fast illness could spread. It would fly from person to person just as fast in San Diego as it had in Ciudad Juárez. What if Cyril had influenza? Every time the disease flared up in North America, it took souls away with it. I felt my shoulders tense at the thought, and I scrubbed harder before I returned to the classroom.


Cyril and Madame Lubinova were gone. “They went to the infirmary,” Susan Kwan told me. She shivered. No matter what you looked like or how rich or poor you were, Spanish influenza was a scourge.


Tom O’Day, called off door duty, came in to lead the class. Though I was worried about Cyril, I hoped Tom would give me a special nod. He didn’t.


When the class chime sounded again, I ran up the stairs to my room. I’d barely closed the door before I was stripping off my uniform. It was great good luck that I’d woken late and grabbed one of the old ones.


I pulled the navy dress and yellow sweater off and then the old panties and hose. I put the discarded clothes in my laundry bag with my name stenciled on the side. I attached a note saying Burn these clothes before I shoved the bag down the chute in the corridor. Then I hurried to the shower room with my dressing gown around me. (I hadn’t known what a dressing gown was when I’d arrived here.)


I scrubbed my body and my hair and dried off quickly. I wrapped my towel around me while I rubbed some argon oil into my hair. This was one of the few pleasant things Anna had taught me in one of her fits of condescension. Now, instead of having a frizzy black mane, I had smooth curls of shiny dark brown.


Back in the room, I scrambled into one of my new uniforms. Since I was going to a dinner at a private home, it would be proper to wear other clothes, civilian clothes, but I didn’t have any that fit. I hated to ask Lizbeth for money to buy more.


I also hated wearing my old shoes—they pinched—but it was either that or go barefoot.


I brushed my hair and put on my school beret at a jaunty angle. There was nothing left to do but stroll to the main building to wait for Felix. Tom was back on door duty. As usual, he was reading. He looked up and didn’t immediately look back down at his book. Yes!


But the grigori didn’t give me a compliment or comment on how pretty I looked. Instead, he glanced at the clock on the wall. “Another ten minutes before Felix is due,” Tom commented.


“How is Cyril?”


Tom looked even more grim than usual. “Looks like influenza,” he said briefly.


“I scrubbed down after I touched him.” And I was wearing brand-new clothes.


“Was he coughing or sneezing?”


“Not in the classroom. But should I tell Eli’s family I won’t be coming?” I was really disappointed at the prospect of cancellation, but that was better than taking the flu with me. Lots of people still didn’t believe that the air could carry disease, but air grigoris who had a talent for healing had confirmed it, so we were sure at the school.


“There’ve been cases in the city already. Cyril’s our first. You might as well go. You seem to feel well. No fever?”


I shook my head. I felt fine.


“So if any of the Savarovs seem under the weather, walk right out.”


Tom looked at me with a lot of intensity. For a second, I felt hope.


He said, “You have a loose hair on your collar.”


I pressed my chin against my neck to look down at myself. It’s not a good look for anyone. I spotted the long hair trailing across my clean new blouse. I twitched it off, looked up at Tom questioningly.


Tom scanned me, nodded, and returned to reading. But after a moment, he looked up as though he was looking at something specific. He nodded to himself and pressed a button on the desk. This was a new system, designed to let the doorkeepers see who was asking admittance to the school. I assumed the “looking” required magic, since no one could see through walls—at least, no one I knew of. Anyway, pressing the button would make the front gate open.


A few seconds later, Felix Drozdov pushed open the big front door and paused, looking from me to Tom. Felix’s long dark hair was a tangled mess around his face and shoulders. To be fair, his short beard and mustache had been trimmed. He was scowling. Felix as usual.


“Ready?” he said, by way of greeting.


I twirled around.


“Good,” Felix said. “New uniform. Your clothes fit.”


“Oh, no, don’t flatter me,” I said emotionally, hoping Tom would pick up on my sarcasm.


Felix looked at me funny, and Tom returned to reading his book. Oh, well.


Without further comment, Felix turned to lead the way out of the school.


“Rude,” Tom muttered behind me.


I didn’t think Tom had much room to point fingers. At least Felix could be charming, from time to time. He could be a lot of things.


This evening, he was a silent chauffeur. He did open the car door for me, and he did wait until I’d gotten my skirt out of the way before he shut the door. For Felix, that was gallant.


“Do you and Lucy have a wedding date set?” I asked as the car pulled away from the curb. That seemed polite and social, the kind of question normal engaged people would be glad to answer.


Felix loved Eli, my half sister’s husband, not Eli’s little sister. I was sure Lucy was aware that Felix did not see women and think, yum. But both Felix and Lucy seemed determined to see the wedding through.


Felix didn’t answer, didn’t even look my way, for quite a while. Something was clearly on his mind besides navigating the crowded streets, though that was difficult enough. There were cars and pedestrians everywhere on this cool spring evening.


The Rasputin School was close to the waterfront. At this time in the afternoon, people were getting off work and coming to the wharf area to dine in one of the many restaurants or to stare across the water at the buildings on North Island, where the tsar’s palace sat.


“There’s influenza in the city,” Felix said.


I’d decided he wasn’t going to speak the whole way to the Savarovs’. I’d gotten lost in watching the faces and cars go by.


I said, “A boy in one of my classes got sick today. Before you ask, I feel fine.”


Felix glanced over at me. “That’s good. It would be a shame to take it to the Savarovs, if Peter hasn’t already done that.”


“He looked okay yesterday,” I said. “He acted okay. Well, like Peter.”


Felix grunted. “Lucy and Alice have never had it,” he said after a moment.


“What does that mean?”


“Some people believe that if you’ve had it once, your chances of getting it again are less,” Felix said. “I don’t know if that’s true.”


“There’s no spell that can make someone less likely to get it?” I looked longingly at the many pockets on Felix’s well-worn grigori vest, wondering what was in them and how he’d decided which spell would go where.


“Not yet.”


We’d gone three more blocks when something terrible happened. We’d stopped at a light, and among the crowd of pedestrians crossing was a dark-haired young woman in a blue jacket. Squarely in front of Felix’s car, she crumpled to the ground. I heard a thud as she hit the bumper.


“Oh, no!” I said, and jumped out of the car.


Felix said something I didn’t hear because I was rushing to her aid, as were others. Two men bent over her. I was hoping at least one was a doctor, but they looked awfully rough for professionals. I knelt beside the woman. Her eyes were closed, her body slack. I didn’t see any blood, which was good.


“Did you check her pulse?” I asked as I reached for her wrist. She was dark enough to be Mexican or Chinese, something other than white.


A hand grabbed my own wrist in an iron grip. I looked up to meet the eyes of the smaller of the two men.


“Let go of me! I’m fine!” I yanked back as hard as I could. With my free hand, I tried to grab hold of the car. Did he think we had hit this woman on purpose?


“I don’t think you’re fine,” said the other man. He grinned at me. “I think you’re in trouble.” He gripped my free arm and yanked hard enough to pull my hand from the car.


I screamed, “Felix!” as loudly as I could, which was pretty loudly. The other people gathering to help the woman (or gawk at her) jumped back in surprise. Unfortunately, this gave the two men the opportunity to yank me up to my feet and away.


They began to run with me, half dragging, half carrying. The crowd was staring at us with confusion, even embarrassment, of all things.


“Felix!” I shrieked again. “Help me!” I could not look back to see what happened to the woman or if Felix was following us, because I was being hurried along with great speed. We were going in the direction of an old sedan parked at the curb. Since screaming hadn’t worked, I began to whisper a spell, one of the first my father had taught me after a man had tried to take me as we were shopping for fruit.


My assailants flinched at the pain in their hands, and one of them said, “Goddammit!” The pain spell had worked, but it seemed these two were used to magic. They weren’t as shocked or startled as they should have been. And they were used to being hurt.


We were almost at the car.


Once inside it, I would be going somewhere I didn’t want to go.


I let my legs collapse, hoping to bring the men down with me. It didn’t work. They hauled me back up.


I tried to kick the shorter man on my right. It’s hard to kick when you can’t brace yourself, and my shoe landed weakly against his calf.


“Felix!” I turned my head and just glimpsed him, shoving against the crowd. Most of the onlookers were yelling, and none of them seemed to understand what was happening. Since Felix was ruthless and seldom polite, he was making progress. I had a flash of hope.


Just for a second, as the crowd was forced apart by Felix, I could see the hand of the woman on the ground. That hand shot out and gripped Felix’s ankle just as he took a step. Felix went down hard.


I’d lost.










CHAPTER THREE


I was never unconscious. I wished I had been, though. The next few minutes were very unpleasant. The smaller man clamped his hand over my mouth, while the larger man, who had rough dark hair, held my own hands together. They began to try to stuff me into the backseat of the car.


I made it as hard as I could. I wanted to kill them and spit on their bodies. I bit the hand over my mouth, and its owner slapped the tar out of me with his free hand. It hurt, and it shocked me. It had been a long time since someone had used force against me.


Even my father and my uncle had seldom laid hands on me (though once my father had made me immobile for ten minutes).


I had a reaction to this violence that scared me, though the strength of it felt almost… divine.


I went crazy. I fought like a tiger, and when my attacker pulled away his bitten hand, I screamed with every bit of air in my lungs.


A policeman came running toward us. I saw a glimpse of his uniform approaching, even through the increasing crowd.


I yelled, “Help me! Help me!”


I saw the “hurt” woman straightening to her feet, and I begged the crowd to stop her. A burly man in a construction uniform grabbed the woman’s arm, but the policeman swung around to confront him instead of pursuing me. The bitten man had time to heave me into the back of the car. His accomplice was already in the driver’s seat. Before the door shut on the manhandler, we were pulling out into traffic. The people around us seemed to have finally caught on, because several of them pounded on the car as we went by. In a second, the car was moving too fast for me to unlock the door and throw myself out.


I’d been kidnapped.


I was pretty scared.


I worried about Felix for a second, but Felix was well able to take care of himself… if he hadn’t been injured too badly by his fall to the street.


The smaller man twisted in his seat to give me a glare. He was cradling his hand. “Don’t you scream anymore or try to get out,” he warned me. “If you do, I’ll belt you, and I won’t hold back.”


I was fairly sure he hadn’t held back the last time, but I didn’t point that out. After I weighed the value of fighting against the pain of being hit in the face, I made the decision to cower.


I would have taken the chance to fight—at least, I hope so—but the car had picked up speed and was in a neighborhood of homes: no stores, no help in sight. The pedestrians were fewer, and most of them were very old or very young. None of them was a grigori.


With my eyes closed and my face slack, I thought hard. When Felix was able to talk to the policeman, he would say plenty. I knew he’d be enraged that I’d been taken while I was in his company. Not only did Felix have a very high opinion of himself, but he was a man. Maybe the two were synonymous.


I kept my lips pressed together so I wouldn’t shriek or cry. I had to keep myself together. Inside was another state of affairs. I screamed in my head for everyone I knew: Felix, my sister, her husband, Peter, even Tom O’Day and Madame Semyonova. As far as I could tell, this internal screaming for help did about as much good as nothing. So I tried something else.


I looked hard at the men in the front seat, trying to fix their faces in my head, which was still ringing from the blow. Just then, Man Two, the larger one, turned to give me a glare. Seeing my eyes fixed on him, he stretched over the seat and belted me again. That was all I knew for a bit.


When I could think again, I was being dragged into a shabby house in a run-down neighborhood. The front yard was tiny. The paint was peeling, and the front porch sagged. That was all I had time to notice, because the men were moving so fast. As Man One and Man Two hauled me along, each gripping one of my upper arms, they argued.


“You should not have hit the girl,” Man One was saying. “She’ll come unglued.”


He wasn’t talking about me; maybe “she” was the woman in the blue coat.


“As long as the girl’s alive, we’ll get paid,” snarled Man Two.


“Didn’t think of that.” Man One sounded impressed with the reasoning.


But I knew no one with money. My sister and her husband didn’t have cash at the ransom level, for sure. And they were my only family.


These idiots had snatched the wrong girl.


I started to tell them so, but just at the last second, I realized that was the worst thing I could do. If they had meant to grab Lucy or Alice Savarova (which made much more sense) and they found they didn’t have her, these two goons might kill me out of hand. As they shoved me up the stairs, I couldn’t think of a single way to get information without cluing them in on my worthlessness as a kidnap victim. Until I knew what to say, I wasn’t going to speak. When they shoved me into a room and shut the door, it was a real relief.


Now I couldn’t say the wrong thing.


Now I could have time for my head to stop hurting.


Now I could figure out how to kill them.










CHAPTER FOUR


I had more than enough time, as it turned out, because I didn’t see M1 or M2 for twenty-four hours.


The room was real familiar by then.


There was a bucket in the corner. There was a bottle of soda and a wrapped sandwich and a pickle. There was a cot. There was a small empty closet (not even a left-behind coat hanger). Mouse droppings. Dust.


And dark. The window had been boarded up.


From time to time—through the remaining afternoon and during the night—I stood with my ear to the door. I never heard a peep. Even if my abductors weren’t talking to each other, it stood to reason they’d move around, get a drink, go to the bathroom, something.


They’d left me here alone.


At least I could make as much noise as I wanted.


There was one window in the room. It was covered with fresh plywood, which had been nailed to the sash. The wood felt sound, and my searching fingers found that the nails had been pounded in flat.


The sheet of plywood was bigger than the window, so there was a ledge all the way around. I tried gripping the bottom and pulling back. Nothing. I jumped up to grab the top of the plywood. I got splinters in my fingers… but I thought I’d felt the wood shift a little.


So I did that fifty more times, until my fingers began bleeding and my legs got weak.


I sat on the edge of the cot to rest for a while and to think. Who would look for me?


Felix, if he had lived. His pride would demand that he retrieve me.


The Savarovs, because I was the sister of Eli’s wife. Also, I had helped defend their home during the previous winter’s coup attempt. Also, Lada and Alyona (Lucy and Alice) liked me. I’d worked hard on building that.


The staffers at the Rasputin School, because I was in their charge and because the tsar might need my blood.


Though a voice in my head whispered that no one would care if I were missing forever, I recited all this over and over in my head.


Then I made myself catalog the worst that could happen. You don’t want to be taken by surprise, do you? The men were expecting money for grabbing me, but when that did not come, they’d kill me—or they’d try to.


They might decide to rape me first, of course. I’d almost gone through that in Ciudad Juárez (the time I simply hadn’t run fast enough). Thanks to my father’s random training, I’d survived it. I could survive it again.


On the other hand. On the bright side. In the morning, they would probably bring me more food. If they hadn’t given up on payment, in which case… well…


If they brought me food, they’d open the door.


An open door would give me my only chance.


I wasted about one minute of the long night regretting that I didn’t have any of my explosive spells loaded in my pockets. I was really good at making explosives, thanks to Father. In my defense, I hadn’t imagined needing to blow up anything while I was at dinner with the Savarovs.


I realized it was a waste of time regretting what I didn’t have.


What did I know that might help? I took off my painful shoes to lie flat on the cot, ignoring the pain in my bloody fingers. I set my mind to looking back at the things Father had taught me when he’d been in the mood. Mostly, he’d thought of spells I could use to defend myself or spells to help me get away with stealing when we were short of food.


When it had occurred to Father, or when he was drunk and wanted to amuse himself and his brother, I’d learned things. That was what I’d craved from the moment I’d found myself at the Rasputin School, because those times were my good memories, when my father had seen me, recognized my budding power.


My inventory was sketchy. I could be invisible for five minutes; Father had taught me that one when he’d found me bruised and bloody after I’d been accused of stealing a chicken (I had, I was hungry). I’d hoped my father would track down the women who’d beaten me and beat them to a bloody pulp. You will die for laying hands on my beloved daughter. Instead, he’d taught me to become invisible so they couldn’t catch me.


I could make someone sprout cat whiskers. Man One and Man Two might laugh at each other real hard if I tried that one. I could run then.


Hold on a minute, said my brain.


If I could make hair grow, could I make other things grow? When I’d made whiskers appear on my uncle, I’d gotten some hairs from a stray cat as my father had directed (not an easy process). I’d imagined them as whiskers and then thrust some power into my will. Voilà! as my father had been fond of saying.


So probably, yes, I could. But how could I be sure of the origins of any hair I picked up from this floor?


I needed to shock Man One and Man Two. I needed to startle them so much that they’d leave the door open for a few seconds. In that brief time, I’d have to get past them and down the stairs. (But what if only one of them came upstairs—to bring me food or shoot me or rape me?)


Assuming I got past the men and out of the house, what then? I didn’t have any money to call a cab or catch a bus. I was wearing a distinctive uniform, so I was easy to spot. I could feel my thoughts skittering off in all directions and panic setting in.


I told myself, Get out first. Step one.


I might have slept for a couple of hours before I sat up. After a long think, I’d gotten as far as I could with so many variables.


I wondered how Felix was. I wondered if the school knew yet, if Felix had called and Tom O’Day had answered the phone. Not Felicia! Tom would say. He would be aghast at my awful fate. He would think, She’s so young, but I see now what she means to me. I will get her to safety, no matter what the cost.


I was being silly. Of course, Tom wouldn’t think that. Imagining that was weakness on my part. I was in charge of my own rescue. My sister Lizbeth would never spin dreams if she should be planning. That was why she was so good at what she did.


I remembered how Lizbeth had tried to spare me after the siege of the Savarov house, when I’d gotten close to the bodies of the men and women I had killed. Those were my first adult spells: a mixture of herbs in small packets infused with my will to give the result I wanted, like real grigoris did. They’d worked better than I could ever have foreseen.


I shuddered. I allowed myself a few seconds to wish with all my heart that Lizbeth and her guns were here. Then I dragged myself back to the lonely here and now.


I was ready, if only the men would come. I was hungry and thirsty. I knew it was morning—a little light was showing around the edges of the damn plywood. I ate and drank just a little bit more of the sandwich and the water. And then, at what I thought was noon, the same. And then in the middle of the afternoon. This was stretching out much longer than I’d imagined.


Maybe the men had died! And I would die here, since no one would be able to find me.


I had just figured it must be about five o’clock, twenty-four hours after Felix had picked me up at the school, when the front door opened downstairs.


They’d returned.










CHAPTER FIVE


When I heard two pairs of big feet clomping up the bare wooden stairs, I started the spell. It was simple, a repeated phrase from a children’s rhyme: My little girl, she is so sweet. My little princess, prim and neat. My little daisy, in full bloom. My little lady in a palace room. I’d timed it on my fingers during the night, imagining the rhythm of those footsteps.


I’d cut it too close. If I hadn’t been standing behind the door, they would have seen me the second before I became invisible.


For the two men, who looked even rougher today, the sun from the landing was streaming into an empty room.


Man One and Man Two asked themselves a lot of futile questions, like “Where did she go?” and “Is she hiding somewhere?”


And then, finally, they did what I’d wanted. They stepped inside, leaving the landing empty.


I had taken my pinching shoes off hours ago. I was holding them in my left hand.


As the two men moved toward the closed closet, the only possible place of concealment, I began to edge around the open landing door. Man One was staring at the closet door as if he expected me to jump out and shout Boo! Man Two, perhaps a bit smarter, was looking around the room, quick little glances. They hadn’t panicked yet.


They’d find out the closet was empty in seconds. I had to get the hell out of this house. Quietly, quickly, I eased around the door and stepped silently out onto the landing.


I froze when I saw a padlock hanging from the door. I could pull the door to, click the lock shut, and run! I started to put my shoes down so I could use both hands.


I had second thoughts.


If I fumbled! If they barged out before I could get it done! I’d be back in the room, and they’d be very angry. I clamped down on myself and made my feet move down the stairs. Quietly, steadily. I could hear their voices rising behind me as I concentrated. They were angry with each other.


I reached the bottom. Right opposite me was the front door and freedom.


I turned the knob quietly.


They’d locked it when they’d come in.


Now my hands were shaking, because any minute, they’d come out…


And I saw the deadbolt above the doorknob, turned it, and the door was open. I stepped outside. I closed the door behind me as silently as ever a door had been shut.


I spared one quick glance around me. As I’d glimpsed the day before, I was in a poor neighborhood. Houses needed paint, had dirt yards. There were a few ancient cars parked here and there, and the pavement was cracked and had potholes.


I’d been right about the time of day, too. It was late in the afternoon. But this was not a busy street, with men coming home from work and kids playing in the cool evening. There was one woman in sight, sweeping her porch across the street. She hesitated as I began running, her broom stilling, looking around her. It was obvious she couldn’t see me, but somehow she could sense me. At least, she didn’t shout.


My instinct told me to go left, so that was the way I ran. After I’d gone a block, I turned right. Just halfway down that second block, I could hear shouting from the house. I needed to put my shoes on, but I couldn’t stop. I had to get as far as possible while I held the precious advantage of being unseen.


My eyes darted everywhere, trying to pick out hazards: the broken sidewalk, activity in the houses around me, cars in the street, the choices in the route ahead. I went past two children skipping rope in a bare-dirt yard. They didn’t pause their game. I didn’t fall, though clutching the shoes was throwing me off-balance. A lumbering bus stopped at the next corner, and some scruffy people got off. If I timed it right… I threw my shoes into some bushes so I could run faster. What the hell, they pinched anyway.


I leaped on at the last possible second. Of course, all the seats nearest the door were full. I caught my breath as quietly as I could while I stood looking for a seat at the back. An empty one. I glanced at the driver to be sure he hadn’t sensed me. His name patch read HACKENFUSS.
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