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      Chapter One
    

    
      It sometimes felt as if the lonely sorcerer had willed her into existence. She had been lost, a wandering child in the woods that he had made into his kingdom, and he had accepted her without question. His ocher eyes made no more than a cursory sweep over her before he extended his hand. He carried himself through the woods as though he expected the dawn-poppy, ferns, and orchids to bow before him, and the towering oak and maple trees to move out of his way. 
    

    
      His castle was a thatched cottage with a stone chimney, and he invited her to live with him inside of its moss-covered walls. This arboreal king kept his belongings in some sort of order, but she could not differentiate it from chaos. Despite the lack of discernable organization, she soon found a trove of books and journals. She loved to look through his journals detailing the creatures in his kingdom, marveling at the accompanying hand-drawn illustrations. Everything from the looming 
      leshy
       to the irritating mosquitoes indexed and accounted for.
    

    
      “These insects make a sort of sweet substance,” she said one day. Ivan was either sorting his ceremonial dagger collection or hunting for one that was missing. He nodded in what passed for a response.
    

    
      “Do you think we could construct a home for them?” She sprung from her chair and shoved the open book in his face. “Here,” she jabbed her finger at an illustration. “We could build it out back, the book says this ‘honey’ is good for baking, in tea, and as a way to keep wounds from festering.”
    

    
      His shoulders sagged in defeat. “Katya, I am busy!”
    

    
      She gave a skeptical look at his dagger collection, and then looked back up at him. “With what?”
    

    
      “You are impossible.” He held out his hand, “let me see the book.”
    

    
      Katya handed it to him, raising herself on her toes as he held it close to his face.
    

    
      “Should be simple enough to build a hive for them, the problem would be getting a queen to relocate.”
    

    
      “Could you use... well, you could do that with magic, right?” She tried to keep the fear out of her voice. Despite living with a sorcerer, magic made her uneasy.
    

    
      He put the book down and squinted at her, confused. “I could, of course.”
    

    
      “We could try to coax a queen without magic first, but maybe I would ask for a small bit of magical help if it has been a few weeks and there are no bees.”
    

    
      “But with the seasons changing, you would want them established sooner rather than later.”
    

    
      Her shoulders sagged. “We could wait for next year.”
    

    
      “You asked about magic, but now you seem to want to find a way to avoid it. What is going on?”
    

    
       “Nothing.” She grabbed the book back.
    

    
      “Alright, I will not pry, but if you want to talk about whatever it is that is bothering you, I am here.”
    

    
      She was glad when he made no comment the next day when he found her taking a saw to the woodpile. The construction of the beehive distracted her for a little while from the pile of books she still had to get through, and the joyful arrival of a queen and her workers prolonged that diversion. She screeched when she went outside that morning to check for new inhabitants.
    

    
      “What happened? Are you alright?” Ivan said, standing disheveled and out of breath in the doorway.
    

    
      “I think I have some bees!” She beamed, not taking her eyes off of the tiny entrance.
    

    
      “You scared me! I thought you were hurt!”
    

    
      “I’m fine, come look at my bees!”
    

    
      She felt his arm settle over her shoulders as he kneeled down to peer inside. “You did it!”
    

    
      Her bees safely home, she returned to her neglected pile of unread books. As the pile dwindled, she asked Ivan if he had any more hidden in a cranny she had not noticed.  He considered her for a long moment, got up from his desk, and headed into his room. She followed him, curious about what books he might keep hidden away in here. He heaved a trunk out from under his bed, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a key. “If you are interested,” he told her as he unlocked and opened it.
    

    
      All of the books held inside of this trunk were on magic.
    

    
      For days she resisted, glancing at the books in the trunk while holding one of the better worn, mundane tomes in her lap. Magic was 
      his 
      thing. But there might have been more to her hesitation than that. “Katya,” he said to her.  “I can tell you want to read it, why not just read it?”
    

    
      She turned to stare out the window.
    

    
      “Are you afraid? I do this sort of thing every day.”
    

    
      She glanced at him, his shaggy brown hair falling over his thick eyebrows and covering his eyes, and then returned to her intense study of the insects milling outside. She was afraid. She was afraid that the books might contain the answers to the questions that had lodged in her heart and scratched at her core every time she took a breath. 
      Where did she come from?
    

    
      He was gone running an errand the day she opened the first book. She started learning in the hours he spent away from the cottage, stealing away a text and secreting it back into the trunk when she thought she heard him approach. She learned that all magics required a source of power, that you could not create something out of nothing. Most of the books suggested some sort of life as the sacrifice, be in the caster's own well of aether, or that from the earth, or trees, or creatures. 
    

    
      All magic, no matter where it was drawn from, had to go through the caster's body. Since the body could only handle so much magic at once, one must be careful to not attempt to take in too much. With time, practice, and experience, a practitioner could increase their capacity for magic, and hence cast greater spells.
    

    
      Some of the darker texts suggested that great feats could be accomplished by using all of the life of a creature. Illustrations accompanied these somber spells, knives being pressed to the throats of birds or goats. She did not linger on these pages.
    

    
      Conjury drew magic from nature; plants, trees, the earth itself, channeling the magic through themselves and into the wands or staffs. These instruments were often made of wood or stone, made to channel magic through a gemstone affixed to the end. More advanced practitioners could forgo their wands or staffs and cast directly, though this was something that could take decades to accomplish. Conjury had no sort of rigid structure, leaving the conjurer to make up the rules, rituals, and spells as they went along.
    

    
      Celestians called forth magic from the constellations, using charts and star maps to figure out when certain astronomical bodies would provide the best power for a given spell. They would create a scroll with the bodies they would be calling mapped upon it, and focus the magic from the skies through themselves and into these maps, sealing the spell by burning the map using an alchemical potion called “star fire”.
    

    
      Thaumaturgy only drew power from the practitioner's own well of magic, using staves or daggers made of bone or metal, usually decorated in precious stones. Practitioners who wanted to ward 
      of
      f danger might choose a dagger with malachite adornments, one wanting to attempt to divine the future might choose a staff with iolite. Thaumaturgists had centuries old rituals and spells, and one misstep in any spell meant disaster. The wrong pronunciation of a word in an incantation could mean death. Thaumaturgists often only practiced their magics as a group
      , with many cities having large guilds 
      and formal apprenticeship.
    

    
      Witchery was even more ceremonial than Thaumaturgy. Like Thaumaturgy, it drew on the caster's own well of magic, and it had nearly a millennia of written invocations, spells, and curses. Most of these began by casting a circle in salt, the use of an athame to call on deities to watch over the 
      caster. Then there were candles, incense, bowls
       of water and a handful of dirt to honor the elements. Like Thaumaturgy, it was primarily a social way of magic, but there were many solitary witches.
    

    
      Sorcery, what Ivan primarily practiced, was a composite of conjury and thaumaturgy, blending innate magic with that found in the elements rather than in nature. They called on fire, lightning, stone, and ice to destroy; air and water to heal wounds. They used staves and rods best suited to the element they might be working in, perhaps metals for fire and lightning or driftwood for water. In these staves and rods, they often carved runes for the corresponding element.
    

    
      She read vociferously,  a magpie stealing spells and styles and stratagems to make for herself a nest of daggers and crystals and wands. The magic she had feared came to her easily, and soon she was doing simple magics without error. She could light a candle, conjure a wind, and call a storm, and summon earth golems. She could make a healing tonic, or brew a pot of poison, and she could identify both by smell.
    

    
      She thought she kept this learning to herself, but she was caught. She had stayed up late the night before, reading by candle in her room, her door closed. But she still needed to wake at dawn to tend to the chickens she had purchased from the nearby town a few weeks prior. After that, there were even more chores to be done. Ivan, disguised as always, left after lunch for an afternoon of bartering his teas, charms, and tonics at a market. 
    

    
      “Katya, you should go to bed.” 
    

    
      “What?” She sat up, the candle burned out, and looked around.
    

    
      Ivan snapped, and several of their wall torches sprung to life. “I said, you should go to bed. I cannot imagine a book to be a good pillow.”
    

    
      She looked down, the book still open to a page on using the stars to divine the future. “‘Oh, you’re right.” She tried to slam the book closed, hiding it as though she were a child caught with an extra sweet.
    

    
      “Wait!” He called. Katya turned around, sure that she had been found out. “I got you something while I was out,” he said. He pulled a ceramic mug out of his bag. “This should keep your tea warm much better than the one you have now.” 
    

    
      “Oh! Thank you!” She took it from him with her freehand, managing to keep the book’s title still out of sight by clenching it to her chest. The mug was hefty, and glazed with a beautiful blue paint. She always appreciated the small gifts he brought back for her when he went to town.
    

    
      “Were you thinking of invoking the Boar?” Ivan gestured at the book that Katya clung to her chest. 
      He 
      had
       seen,
       she thought. 
      He saw the exact page the book was open to.
    

    
      She acted as though she had not heard him as she gathered her skirt and stood up, placing the mug on the counter in the kitchen, and then turning to head into her bedroom.
    

    
      “Celestialism was never my strong point, maybe we can go the lake tomorrow night and see which stars are out, make some charts?” She paused in the doorway, her one hand braced on its frame as she tried to quiet the war in her head. He could teach her a lot, but if she took him up on his offer of mentorship, she would maybe lose a friend.
    

    
      “We can do that, but I would want to learn at my own pace, this feels like a very private and personal journey for me. It’s not that I don’t trust you, but that I want this for myself.”
    

    
      “I understand,” he said as he headed to his own room. 
    

    
      The following night they headed for the lake, scrolls and ink and quills bundled in small bags thrown over their shoulders. Ivan meticulously set ups his supplies, neat stacks of scrolls, quills laid out just so. Katya plopped to the ground and scattered her materials in a haphazard way.
    

    
      “Have more care, Katya!” Ivan said as he unfurled a cloth star map in front of him, smoothing out the edges. “This is very complicated, you have to be able to get the measurements precise.”
    

    
      “My disorganized array of supplies will not affect my ability to use an astrolabe!”
    

    
      He sighed, shoulders sagging in defeat. They each approached the craft in their own way, but their excited squeals were near identical in their enthusiasm as the night passed and they charted the heavens in search of answers.
    

    
      “Look!” Ivan cried, startling Katya from the math equations she was scratching into the ground with a stick. “A falling star!”
    

    
      Katya leaped to her feet, determined to give the star chase. She pealed through the clearing and into the wood, and a coven of crows followed behind, drawn to her laughter. She felt
       each leaf beneath her heel and smelled each flower in bloom as she passed by. Further behind, she felt Ivan’s presence, unsure if he was chasing the star or her.
    

    
      She neared the edge of the woods, watching the star flew past the horizon. Ivan’s hand found her shoulder and pulled her close. “Go and catch a falling star,” he said, a smile on his face. 
    

    
      She let out a laugh. “There’s always next time.” 
    

    
      In time, she became adept at many of the magical arts, but her favorite was enchanting, allowing her to transform herself into a black swan. She made friends with a coven of crows, and many nights she would take to the sky amongst them. Sometimes Ivan would join in the fun as a large owl, and they would all laugh as they wove in and out of the trees.
    

    
      Her life with Ivan was constant, predictable. The only true change was the 
      gradual 
      shift in their relationship. It started the day a small boy got lost in their woods. She found him and healed his cuts. Although he was thankful, his parents were convinced a witch had enchanted him. A village came for her with torches and axes. 
    

    
      Ivan stopped them. She hid in their cottage, frightened, as he went outside to confront them. She could not watch. She did not want to see them drag him away to be burned or beheaded. But he came back, no worse for wear.
    

    
      She ran up to him, throwing her arms around him. As he started to pull away, she asked, “May I kiss you?” She did not know why she had asked him that, but she had read about it in some of his books. It seemed like the sort of thing she should do at that moment. He nodded, and their relationship was forever altered.  
      That night she decided to sleep
       in his room.
    

    
      This was the life she lived, gladly. Friends, and sometimes more, living together yet undertaking their own individual pursuits. It seemed as if they had always lived like this, and she thought they always would. Until the day the soldiers marched through their forest.
    

    
      The night was still young, a gibbous moon hanging low over the forest, and Katya was enjoying the company of her crow-sisters. Ivan was probably surveying the perimeter of their forest, on the lookout for trespassers who might harm it.  Somehow a small retinue of soldiers on horseback flanking a horse-drawn carriage was missed by him, and Katya approached it with caution.
    

    
      “Hold! Who goes there?” they called to her. She stepped from the shadows of the trees, cautiously approaching their torches. Across the way, she 
      saw 
      Ivan, a shade in the shadows, the 
      soldiers and their bright torches between them
      . In the silent language they shared, he asked her to greet them.
    

    
      “I’m no threat to you, sir. I’m just here picking flowers.” She gestured to the floral arrangement that 
      had blossomed 
      at her feet, a spread of her favorites. Her skills in conjury were not as great as Ivan’s, but enough that she could conjure flowers she had an affinity to with just a thought.
    

    
      “It’s late, my lady,” the tallest soldier said. He glanced back at his companions, a question clear in his eyes.
    

    
      “I could say the same to you,” she replied, appraising them. There were about two dozen soldiers. 
      Nearly 
      half were wearing long chain mail armor that extended down their legs in a robe-like fashion, with a belt around the middle, its buckle an intricate dragon head. Over their heads they wore helmets accented with a plume of red tassels on the top and ear plates that brushed their shoulders. The other half were dressed in long double-breasted doublets, with long fur-lined jackets hanging over top. They wore fur-lined hats on their heads, and fur-lined boots covered sturdy greaves. Behind them, she could see another line of torches making their way toward their halted companions.
    

    
      “We’re an escort, my lady. If you would like, we can take you to the nearest village, or perhaps to Kristallicheskiy.” 
    

    
      “You’re going to the capital?”
    

    
      “We are, my lady, and there is room enough in the carriage for you and your flowers.” A warm smile spread across the soldier's face, his curiosity overcome by his generosity. 
    

    
      She looked past the soldier and saw Ivan lingering in the shadows. His eyes gleamed with mischief, a smile making its way across his face. Then he winked, and an owl replaced him, taking flight and heading toward the second line of torches 
      lagging behind. 
      Even without words, she knew exactly what he wanted her to do. She needed to find out why these men were invading their forest.
    

    
      “Perhaps, my lord. Just to the edge of woods,” she said, as the carriages came into view. They were finely furnished and gleaming, though it appeared someone had attempted to make them appear plainer than they were. 
    

    
      “Alexei, why are we stopped?” A young woman leaned out of a carriage’s window. Her features and accent gave away that she was not Lebedian. Katya wondered if she was a foreign dignitary or if she was here to take in the sights. Her face was pale, with thin eyebrows and rosy lips. Her black hair was pulled back in an elaborate bun held in place by glittering rods from which glistening jewels dangled.
    

    
              “We’re almost there, my lady. I promised to take you to the castle of my lord, and I shall. But it appears we’ve stumbled upon a maiden picking flowers. I have asked if she is in need of assistance.”
    

    
              Katya curtsied to the lady in the carriage and then boldly looked her in the eye and smiled. S
      he caught a small movement above her—an owl perched on the carriage
      , and told the woman, “I’m sorry to trouble you on your journey.” 
    

    
              “Well, do you need assistance? There is room in my carriage for you. I would be glad of some company.”
    

    
      “My lady, I’m quite tired. If it’s no bother to you?”
    

    
              “None at all.” And with that, she leaned back into the carriage. A soldier opened the carriage door for Katya, and she sat next to the lady.
    

    
      “I’m Katya,” she said, taking in the white and yellow silk 
      aoqun
       the woman was wearing. It was not ornate, but 
      it still exposed her as someone who was wealthy
      . No one of more humble means could afford silk of such high quality, nor such detailed embroidery.
    

    
              The lady gave Katya a small smile, a blush creeping into her cheeks. She lowered her lashes and said, “I am Yi Zhen.” 
    

    
              “Where are you from?” Katya asked, curious about the enchanting woman.
    

    
              “I am from Shān. I am being escorted by a company of my own guards as well as Lebedian soldiers. I am on my way to meet my betrothed.” Her excitement was genuine, but her left knee twitched up and down while Yi Zhen picked at an imperceptible spot on her skirt. “What about you?”
    

    
      Katya smiled, about to congratulate her, when the carriage stopped. Shouting erupted outside, and Katya grabbed the lady before she could poke her head out of the window. “Stay inside! The soldiers should be able to handle whatever disturbance is out there.” Zhen nodded while she bit her lower lip.
    

    
              The shouts became more frantic, more fearful. Katya did not know what was going on outside, but she did not think it could be thieves. She knew that she and Ivan were the most fearful of creatures in the woods. 
      She did not think it could be Ivan, as she was sure she had the information that he might want about these travelers in their woods. 
       They were not loggers or miners or hunters, they did not threaten the forest. Ivan would not resort to this kind of intimidation for a party of travellers. 
    

    
      Time passed in an odd way, elongating and contracting as seconds or years passed, the only way to pass the moment was to count the wails of the dying soldiers. The shouts became muffled cries, some quick, others prolonged in agony. 
    

    
      “Who do you think it is? We were so careful!” Zhen said, holding back tears through shallow gulps of air.
    

    
      “I don’t know.” She heard awful gurgling noises and watched as the glow of torches outside of the carriage dim as their bearers fell and the flames drowned in spilled blood.
    

    
      “We sent decoys, handmaidens of mine, along other routes. I hope they are all right.”
    

    
      “I’m sure they are, and we will be, too.”
    

    
              The last torch went out. Katya could hear nothing, not even her crows. Silence was not the word for what hung in the air, silence could be broken. The miasma around them was that of finality, not the lack of noise but the state where no sound could even exist. “Is it over?” Zhen asked Katya. 
    

    
              “I’m not sure. I can go look, if you’d like.” Zhen nodded, and Katya gave her one more glance before she opened the carriage door and got out of it. She closed it behind her, bracing for the click of the latch, but no sound came. She took a few steps into the dark of the woods, scanning for the source of the threat.
    

    
      Ivan stood a few paces before her, taking the form of a giant black owl, arms as wings with a mane of feathers around his neck. He stood over the scattered corpses of the guards. He made his way to the carriage, passing Katya without sparing a glance. Wrenching open the carriage door, he peered in. Zhen cowered, pressing her back to the other door, hands searching for lock. 
    

    
      He reached in and pulled her out, a scream dying in her throat as she lost consciousness. He hooked an arm under her knees and another around her upper back. Her head dangled as he brought her toward Katya.
    

    
              As he walked, his form became less owlish, feathers falling behind him. “Katya, this is what I have been waiting for. I can not tell you how long I have hoped for something like this.”
    

    
              “Like what? What are you doing?” Katya did not understand what he was talking about. She had known him all her life, and while he treated these woods as his arboreal kingdom, he had never been this cruel to those who trespassed. He used fear and intimidation to chase out thieves who wished to hide here, or hunters who tried to take too much. But never murder.
    

    
              “I will explain later, love. Will you help me?” His voice quavered, but Katya was not sure if it was from nervousness in asking her or because of what he was about to do.
    

    
              She looked at the dirt on her toes, then back at him, and nodded.
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Two
    

    
              The lake was not far from the path that Zhen and her retinue had been traveling. The trio made it there about an hour before dawn. Ivan set her down near the edge of the lake, still unconscious, and indicated with a grunt and a wave of his hand that Katya should make herself comfortable while he worked.
    

    
              Katya loved watching him work: he seemed fully alive when he was throwing runes in the air, using his ritual knife to consecrate a sacrifice, placing quartz on the perimeter of a circle, or speaking some language that only the elements could hear. Watching him from her perch on a log, she tried to follow along with what he was doing. He reached into a pocket and drew out a knife. Drawing circles on the ground, he chanted in a language that sounded familiar but Katya could not comprehend. He plunged his knife into the ground and began moving to a song Katya could not hear. He stopped as abruptly as he started and pulled a wand from one of his other pockets. While Katya was versed in many forms of magic, she could not make sense of what he was doing. This spell was complex, with components she had never seen before. It seemed to incorporate many styles of magic or multiple spells.
    

    
              “Katya.” The sound of her name startled her out of her musings.
    

    
              “I’m sorry. What is it?” In a fluid swirl of silk, she raised herself to her feet and took a tentative step toward him.
    

    
              “I need your help with this part.” He bent over the circles he had drawn in the ground with a stick, focused on some small detail.
    

    
              “My help? I haven’t even been able to follow along.” His faraway look and strained voice disturbed her. He had always been self-assured and grounded while working his magic. Sure, sometimes he was too focused, lost in the intricacies, riding the currents of aether and ephemeral streams, but always himself. Always 
      here
      . The 
      distance his eyes conveyed 
      was frightening.
    

    
              “That is not what I mean. Come here.” He looked up, eyes smoldering with a desire Katya had never seen before.
    

    
              Katya approached him. She looked down at Zhen, unconscious and sprawled in the center of the largest circle, her hair swirling on the ground, seeming to become part of the spiraling patterns around her. 
    

    
              “Stand next to her,” he demanded.
    

    
              Katya raised an eyebrow and gave a small 
      hurmph
      , her arms crossed. He walked over and grabbed her left hand. Before she could protest, he pricked her ring finger with a knife, squeezing the blood onto the ground. 
      She yelped
      . “Would you mind warning me next time?” 
    

    
      He grunted.
    

    
              “Ivan, there had better be an explanation, and 
      soon
      .”
    

    
              Ignoring her, he mumbled the end of a spell. Nausea overwhelmed her. As he said the last word, both fell to their knees. Katya tried to catch her breath, confused as to why she was so exhausted. Bigger spells could take a lot of energy, but she had not done any magic.
    

    
              A small battle raged inside of her. Even if she could have found the energy to get up, she was not sure if she had help him or hurt him; 
      comfort or confront him. 
      So she stood still.
    

    
              “I am sorry, love.” It was almost inaudible. “I am so sorry there was not time for me to explain. She is my prisoner now. I have unfinished business from before I met you. I have tried to keep it from you because it is not your battle. Katya, I am so sorry.”
    

    
              “What are you talking about, Ivan? What is happening?” Her voice cracked. She gasped, panting, and tried to bring the words of her confusion to the surface.
    

    
              “I need you to help me. I need you to be my ears, my eyes. She cannot leave this lake. I need you to feign captivity with her, pretend that you are just as much my prisoner as she is.” With each word he spoke,
       his grandeur returned to him
      . He rose to his feet, and it was as if the exhaustion that followed his casting had never happened.
    

    
              “Ivan, why? I want to help you, I do, but what does she have to do with whatever business you have?” Still drained, still dizzy, it took great effort to form the words, embattled rage and concern a giant pit in her stomach.
    

    
              “I can not tell you now. The sun is rising, but soon. Can you pretend to be my prisoner with her? At night, when she is sleeping, find me, and give me any information you have.”
    

    
              “What information are you looking for? What’s important? What do you need?” She hoped she could coax enough information to help her understand the road he was traveling down now, along with the ones he had walked in the past
    

    
              “Anything and everything.” His unhelpful response enflamed her. But she bottled it, saved it for the acting he was demanding.
    

    
              As the sun rose over the horizon, the forest started to glow. Ivan shifted, becoming the half-man, half-owl monstrosity. He shoved Katya to the ground and hurried away. Zhen stirred. 
    

    
              “What happened?” She got up on her knees and looked around, searching for her escort.  She
       managed to get onto her feet and stumbled toward 
      Katya
      , before falling to the ground beside her. 
      A wild look crept into Zhen’s eyes. Without a word, Zhen lifted her arm to point behind Katya. Katya's turned her head, gaze following Zhen’s outstretched hand until her eyes found Ivan, his feathers puffed out, grinning like a man gone mad.
    

    
              It was an act, Katya told herself. An act. He was playing a part and 
      she would talk to him about it later
      . For now, she had to pretend to be afraid, to cower in panic. She did not need much coaxing. He was frightful, and she was angry.
    

    
              He approached with a sense of slow purpose, the early morning light shrouding him in brilliant light and foreboding shadows, creating a sense of the otherworldly. He paused a few feet from them. He looked them up and down, his face seeming passive until his eyes met Katya’s. Katya swore she saw hesitation run across his face—hesitation and fear. She looked away in disappointment when she realized she would not be seeing guilt. 
    

    
              “What do you want?” Katya asked, louder than she had intended, unsure if she was addressing him as herself or as his fictional prisoner. 
    

    
              “I want you to stay here. Do not attempt to leave the clearing. Take one step into the forest and you shall find yourself regretting your choice. But I can be kind, and so long as you return, whatever predicament you find yourself in shall be reversed when the moon rises over this lake.”
    

    
              “What are you talking about, you 
      monster
      ?” Zhen’s voice was barely more than a whisper, and though she was scared, it was still dignified and confident. 
    

    
              “You will see. Food will be provided for you. Clean clothing, even a small shelter, can be yours with but a thought. However, you shall find true escape to be beyond you. I do not want to harm you. But do not attempt to leave here.” He swung his arm out and twirled on his foot, metamorphosing into an owl in a flurry of feathers and launching into the embers of the night.
    

    
              “Damn him, damn him to the hell he was probably born from, and damn the hell spawn of his parents and their parents, that damned ass!” She had never been so angry at him in her life. She was about to hurl a dozen more curses when she remembered that she now had a companion.
    

    
              A silence fell over them and Katya was not sure what to say next. She had never interacted much with anyone aside from Ivan, and now she had to stay here, forgoing her usual hunts with her crow-sisters. She felt trapped despite Ivan’s assurances that this was just pretend.
    

    
      Zhen seemed to be just as lost in her own thoughts. Katya reached out and laid a hand on Zhen’s knee. “We can make it through this.” Katya did not know where the words came from, but she felt that they were the ones she needed to say. Until today, she had never thought she might have another friend. She did not know how to reconcile her dual identity as Ivan’s partner and Zhen’s fellow captive. Until today, she had had no reason to distrust him. Could she find a way to help Ivan and be kind to Zhen “Do you know what he was talking about?” Zhen asked. “He was cryptic, and I have no idea what he would want with me. We were very careful—no one knew that this would be when I was arriving. No one knew that I was me. There are at least three decoys taking other routes. We disguised the carriage so that I might seem well off, maybe a merchant's daughter, but not a princess. Does he know who I am?”
    

    
              Katya knew the answers. She might have guessed, if she had been paying attention, that Zhen was a princess. It was a coincidence that he had found her, that it was his woods through which they passed, but he knew who Zhen was now. He had been listening to their conversation in the carriage, and unlike Katya, he must have recognized the name for the royal it belonged to.
    

    
              “I don’t know. Until this moment I did not know who you were aside from a pleasant stranger.”
    

    
      “You might as well know, now, I suppose. I am a princess from Shān, sent here to marry the czar’s heir, Princen Alexis. I do not know if it has been announced in Lebedia, yet.”
    

    
      “I have not heard word of that yet, no.”
    

    
      “It is still a fragile agreement,” she said, looking away from Katya. She sounded disappointed.
    

    
      “I don’t go into town much, there could have been an announcement and I just was not in town to have heard it.”
    

    
      “That must be it,” Zhen mumbled.
    

    
      Katya got to her feet and began to wander toward the edge of the clearing that surrounded the lake. She plucked some almost-ripe berries from some of the bushes that grew there and 
      popped 
      them into her mouth as Zhen came up to her.
    

    
      “Is this the food he mentioned?” Zhen asked. “Are they safe to eat?”
    

    
      “I don’t think this is what he meant, but yes, they’re safe to eat.”
    

    
      A wave of dizziness washed over Katya, and she threw her arms out to regain her balance. Spots of darkness crowded her vision and her fingers began to tingle. She tried to keep her breathing even, steady. The spots began to vanish and the ringing in her head eased.
    

    
      She turned to Zhen, who was now sitting at a table that had not been there before. “I found breakfast,” she called. Katya approached with caution, not sure where the vertigo had come from, but determined to not aggravate it into coming back.
    

    
      “It is not as good as I would have had at home, but I suppose that was asking too much,” Zhen said, melancholy apparent on her face.
    

    
      Guilt tore through Katya, thinking of her own false captivity that was wrapped in Zhen’s very real one. Misunderstanding Katya’s silence, Zhen said, “We will get out. I know we will.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Zhen,” Katya replied, still unsure. She felt a hundredfold guiltier than she had earlier. Katya rose from the table and walked back down toward the lake. She could hear the footsteps of Zhen following behind.
    

    
      Katya seated herself at the edge of the lake on a felled tree. Her feet dangled in the water. She had never noticed how calm the waters were here or how serene she felt when she plunged her feet into their chilly depths. Next to the cottage she shared with Ivan, this lake was her home. She and her sisters would come here and enjoy the water at night. She would sink her cup in and drink the always fresh water. Sometimes she would wade out into the center of the lake and try to steal the water where it met the reflection of the moon.
    

    
      Zhen sat down next to her after removing her shoes, now caked with mud. She dipped her feet in and shivered. “The ponds in my garden are never this cold!”
    

    
      “How far south are your gardens?”
    

    
      “I am not sure. We have been traveling for a few weeks now. How close are we to the capital?”
    

    
      “Three days’ ride on horseback. Probably four at the pace your carriage was going.”
    

    
      “Is that where you are from?” Zhen asked Katya, and Katya had to pause for a moment. She had not anticipated Zhen asking questions back. 
    

    
      “
      I suppose I’m an orphan
      .” The word stuck in Katya’s mouth, and a strong breeze picked up around them, blowing her hair into her face. Removing some strands from her mouth, she looked back at Zhen. “I live near a village on the edge of these woods, though.”
    

    
      “An orphan? I am so sorry.”
    

    
      “Don’t be, please. I’ve never really thought about it. It’s just how it’s always been for me.” Again, the wind whipped her hair around. She felt as if all the lies she told herself at night—that she did not care, that it did not matter, that she was happy and content with her lot—were being thrown back in her face in that moment.
    

    
      She slid her feet over the log and got up, standing behind Zhen. She tried to ground herself, connect her mind back to her body and her body back to the earth. If she was going to do this for Ivan, she needed to have a clear head. She needed to be able to extract information without getting emotional. She was happy, she did not need to know how she came to be, and she 
      was
      , which was all that mattered. She existed, in this forest, with her lover and her crow-sisters, and her life was days of contentment and magic and hunting. She did not want the life of any other creature on this earth.
    

    
      “My parents love me, but they do not see me. They made sure I was educated. I know seven languages aside from my own. I can calculate distance using the stars, but I did not learn a lot of disciplines that I wanted.” Zhen was not trying to distract Katya from her own misery, but to create a pool of misery so that they might both wallow in it.
    

    
      “I wanted to learn magic. But all I know is simple thread magic, usually used to create illusions on already embellished dresses, sometimes to give glimmer to art. A magic of fanciful illusions.” 
    

    
      This was not a magical art Katya was familiar with, and while she longed to ask her more questions about it, she felt that this wasn’t the information Ivan wanted. So she asked, “they did not let you learn magic?”
    

    
      “No, they have a firm idea of who they thought I was, or am. I took an early interest in art, and suddenly I was their artist. They gave me a broad but shallow education in all the subjects, but hoped to refine and hone my artistic side. But as I learned thread magic, I shifted, and their vision of me did not follow suit. I would steal away to the kitchens to escape. The cook and her assistant would let me watch them, and, sometimes, the assistant would let me help. We would make simple moon cakes together and then gobble them up as if we were hiding evidence of some crime, licking the crumbs off each other. I miss her so much, but one of my tutors caught us. I was a princess, and what life could a princess make with a cook’s assistant? I was not an heir, but I was valuable for alliances. Soon after, my parents matched me with Princen Alexis.”
    

    
      “So your parents sent you away? To a place so different, when you’re still so young, and to a person so very not to your tastes?”
    

    
      Zhen laughed. “I would not be so sure on the last point. I have never met the princen. I am hoping that we like each other. I hear they are attractive, pleasing to the eyes, sweeping maidens, men, and those in between off their feet with equal grace.”
    

    
      “I wouldn’t know. I have not met them either, I just assumed…” Katya trailed off.
    

    
      “I understand. But one fling with a pretty girl covered in flour does not mean that I am only attracted to people with culinary expertise, although I hear Princen Alexis can make a good roast deer.”
    

    
      Katya laughed. Zhen rose to her feet with a twirl and a skip. “And what would your type be, Katya?”
    

    
      Katya took a step back, and Zhen pursued her. “Do you like helpless damsels alone in the woods?” she asked as she clasped her hands together and held them to her chest. 
    

    
      “Well.” Katya kept moving away, unsure of what to make of this tableau.
    

    
      “Or do you like the cold silent type?” Zhen continued, crossing her arms as she adopted the most serious pose she could muster. She started laughing and jumped back to her feet. “I know! You like the sword-wielding adventurers who leave you alone for months at a time but come home bearing the heads of dragons!” Grabbing a stick, she acted out an epic sword battle, and Katya decided that she liked Zhen. A lot, in fact.
    

    
      Katya ran to Zhen and drew her own stick-sword. “You’re wrong!” Katya cried, while parrying blows and offering quick riposte. 
      “I do not have a type! I 
      am 
      a type. I am the mysterious maiden who will not let anyone get close, who tempts people yet holds them at bay. I’m a siren who leads people toward their doom, the swan song of a love that never could be. I am the beautiful Fairy Queen, the entrancing witch in the forest who is lethally beautiful and forever out of reach.” With each word, it was clearer that Katya was winning this duel, and just as Katya’s stick-sword snaked toward Zhen’s neck, she finished her soliloquy. “And I have found the next victim to enthrall.”
    

    
      Zhen let out a howl of laughter as she dropped her sword and raised her hands. “You win, enchantress! Please take my heart but spare my life, for it would be crueler to let me live while longing for love than ending with naught but loneliness
      !”
    

    
      The rest of the day was filled with small talk, interrupted by Zhen’s playful whims. She seemed a totally different person than the one Katya met the night before. Her large personality had been 
      bursting at the seams
      , as if she had been sewn into a too tight dress. The dress of the person her parents wanted her to be.
    

    
      Although Zhen was a captive, she seemed freer than Katya as they played on the lake that day. But as night descended, Zhen shrank in on herself again.
    

    
      Katya built a fire, employing magic in a circumspect manner to assist her in getting it started. She sat down near it and beckoned to Zhen to join her. Zhen plucked one final flower from the edge of the forest before joining Katya, throwing furtive glances over her shoulder the whole way.
    

    
      “I tried so hard to forget,” Zhen said as she sat down. “What do you think will happen? Will we be eaten by a magical monster? Will we dazzle into flames and thus be consumed?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. I don’t understand this situation at all.” It was not a lie. 
    

    
      Zhen hurled rocks, sticks, twigs, leaves, and any small object she could lift between her forefinger and thumb, into the fire. Katya fidgeted, shifting positions, unable to get comfortable. When the sun finally set, Zhen asked, “So, we put the fire out now, and sleep, right?”
    

    
      “You really are a princess.” Katya smiled as she said the words, hoping that her companion knew she was gently teasing, not mocking.
    

    
      “What? What did I do?” Zhen cried, her eyes growing wide.
        “We leave the fire going, to ward off hungry predators.”
    

    
      “You think something in this forest, aside from the owl creature, could eat us?” The alarm in Zhen’s voice was real, and Katya knew that her teasing was not being taken as such. 
    

    
      “Well, I don’t think so,” Katya said. She knew there were predators, but they were her friends, and as such, she could ask them to kindly find something other than Zhen to eat. 
      She did need to make sure that Zhen knew that fire was non-negotiable, though
      . Katya might not always be around if any of the unruly leshy investigated. “But we can never be too safe, can we? A good fire also keeps away bugs that might bite in the middle of the night” That got Zhen to smile, and she shook away her nervousness.
    

    
      “‘You can never be too safe.’” Zhen repeated after Katya. “Are you a bard, here to sing me a parable?” Zhen asked.
    

    
      “Sure. I can be a bard, a songstress.”
    

    
      “Then sing me a love story. I have no need for tales of morality tonight.”
    

    
      Katya sat back and began humming a tune, trying to find a melody, a key, and a tempo. She settled on a minor key, a series of triplets and then a crescendo of 
      high half notes
      . She struggled to find words, but her humming was haunting enough.
    

    
      Zhen stood up, and though her dress was in tatters, it gleamed in the light of the fire. She began dancing as Katya found the words to sing. Zhen twirled, and the haziness of the smoke made it appear as though she were dancing on the lake itself. 
    

    
      She danced as though she had a partner, and when Katya ran out of words, she sang her song without words, belting out the melody, embellishing it here, adding a decrescendo there, and at times inverting it.
    

    
      Eventually the firelight revealed the shadow of an owl perched in a tree, watching everything. She did not want him to know she knew he was there, so she kept singing. She found her song becoming darker, falling into a Phrygian cadence. Zhen kept up, her dancing growing more stilted, until she finally leapt and could not catch herself. She stumbled, and as she tried to regain her balance, her momentum propelled her into the forest.
    

    
      Katya watched in horror as the princess’s sleeves grew feathers, her neck lengthened, and her scream was torn away and replaced by the bleat of a swan. 
    

    
      Zhen fell forward, her feet no longer the human ones she had been dancing on moments earlier. Katya ran to her, pushing through a haze of dizziness and nausea that began to take over, but stopped short as an owl swooped in front of her, circled, and landed between her and Zhen. The owl changed, grotesquely mirroring the transformation of Zhen, until he was the half-man, half-owl from the attack. Katya stared at Ivan, not sure what to expect.
    

    
      “I thought I had told you both to stay put,” he said, his voice hurting Katya’s ears. It was not the sweet, gentle voice she had known all her life.
    

    
      Zhen flapped her wings, trying to take off. Katya stood still.
    

    
      “Do not worry, little princess. This is not permanent unless you want it to be. All you need to do to change back is to let the reflection of the moonlight in the lake touch your feathers. Come, see.” He beckoned to Zhen and began walking toward the lake.
    

    
      He stepped into the calm waters, shattering the crystal surface, creating a path of ripples to its center. Zhen took a few tentative steps before she reared back, throwing her head up, and flapped until she took flight, swooping into the water beside him. Katya held her breath, waiting. She had no clue what Ivan was doing. she had been so in sync with him for as long as they had been together, but now his entire being seemed changed to her. 
    

    
      As if bespelled herself, she began walking toward the lake. The waning moon was still behind the trees, but it would eventually crest their tops and cast moonbeams into the waters. She reached the edge of the lake and hesitated for only a beat before letting her feet meet the cool surface. 
    

    
      Zhen, who had been looking up at the sky, swirled her head around and saw Katya’s approach. Feathers began to fall on the lake, a warning from a desperate princess, her wings moving in time to the beating of Katya’s heart.
    

    
      Katya was only distantly aware of the 
      swan song 
      that had joined her own voice. If she had searched for this counterpoint to her own melody, she might have seen the outline of an older woman, watching. As she crossed the lake she found herself singing, a song without words but a song nonetheless, of loyalty and trust and a heart that was incomplete. 
    

    
      The water assisted her march, lifting her up so that her feet did not sink below the surface, her arms outstretched, plaintive, pleading. 
    

    
      No emotions crossed Ivan’s face as Katya approached him. When she stood before him, he looked down at her, and just for a moment Katya thought she saw a flicker of anger cross his face. The wind lifted her hair, covering her face, and in the moment that it took to remove her hair from her eyes, his face had returned to its emotionless expression. 
    

    
      She stopped singing, but w
      ords welled up in her throat
      . She tried to determine what she could say, what could convey that she would follow him down this road, but only if she knew 
      why
       he needed to travel it. She did not understand this side of him, but she knew there must have been a reason. 
    

    
      Tears threatened to spill down her cheeks and her lower lip began to quiver. She looked away, trying to hide the war in her head. After a quick breath, she turned back to face him, resolved to say 
      something.
    

    
      She was interrupted before she could. The moon shone down on Zhen and the water rose around the princess, swirling in a mix of moonbeams and feathers.
    

    
      The moonlight settled over a now-human Zhen as a gown might, and it flowed behind her on the water as a train. Her hair was in a pristine bun, but the jewels were replaced with white feathers. Her tattered gown was gone, and instead she was adorned as though she were a swan queen.
    

    
      “See, my dear. No harm has come to you.” Ivan stepped toward Zhen and his own feathers fell away behind him, his half-wing, half-arms melting into human guise, and the crown of black feathers on his head becoming the disheveled hair that Katya loved to run her fingers through.
    

    
      Zhen held her head high, a stark contrast to her show of fear the night before. She crossed her arms over her chest and looked away from him. She turned her whole body away from him. He put a hand to her shoulder, and tried to turn her toward him. She grabbed his wrist and flung his hand away.
    

    
      “Princess, I apologize for putting you in this position. My quarrel is not with you, but it appears you have been caught up in machinations that you have no say in. I promise, when this is over, you shall not be harmed. Please, just stay here. It is safest for you.” He seemed genuinely remorseful, and Katya did not know if it was an act. Earlier that morning he had been cruel and hurtful; which was the truth?
    

    
      Katya squeezed her eyes shut and tried to center herself, to find that small bit of magic at her core that pulsed with warmth and always left her feeling like she was truly home. A few deep breaths and she was there, the glowing space of greenery and soil that lived at her heart. When she was here, she could think, sort out her thoughts, categorize her cares, and order her worries. She needed a second to think about Ivan’s behavior. Just a second, and then she could return, no more than the space between heart beats.
    

    
      Instead of the usual lush greenery, she found her small private sanctuary shriveling, flowers withering.
    

    
      A cry cut through her meditation. Katya turned in confusion and saw Ivan reaching his hand out toward Zhen, as if to caress her face. Zhen was as still as a deer in a moment of terror, a war between standing her ground in dignity or surrendering to the urge to flee in fright. For Katya, time dilated. His fingers, slightly curled, hung in the air a hair’s breadth away from Zhen’s cheek. 
    

    
      With a jolt, time contracted and Ivan jerked his hand back to his chest, the spell of moonlight and dewdrops broken. He stepped backward and bowed to Zhen before turning on his heel, feathers wrapping around him as he once again took the form of a great owl, sweeping his wings out to take flight. Katya watched as he gained altitude, then began gliding over the treetops in the direction of their home, the only home she had ever had, without her.
    

    
      Fixated on Ivan’s flight, she jumped when she felt Zhen wrap both her of hands around hers, tugging her back toward the fire. 
    

    
      “Are you alright, Zhen?”
    

    
      “I am trying to be. I want to be. If I pretend hard enough that none of this is happening, it will not be happening. If I let it be real, I will fall right where I am and sob until the lake becomes an ocean. The salt of my tears will stick, harden, and I shall be a maiden at the heart of a statue, looking over the vastness of the sea of my sorrow.”
    

    
      Katya did not know what to say to that and sat down next to the fire. “We can keep the fire going all night.”
    

    
      “We can wish for a shelter, too,” Zhen replied.
    

    
      Katya envisioned a sturdy tent, but the mental image slipped out of her grasp and vertigo took its place. She stumbled, but Zhen held her steady. When she opened her eyes, she found a small cottage instead. It did not look like her cottage, the one she shared with Ivan, but it was still charming. It had two small windows, a study door centered between them, and a thatched roof. She looked at Zhen with a raised eyebrow, and Zhen attempted a smile.
    

    
      Zhen released Katya’s hands, reached the door first, opened it, and gestured for Katya to enter the cottage.  “I like your idea better,” Katya said. 
    

    
      “Oh? What was yours?”
    

    
      “A tent.”
        “Yes, I like mine better, too.”
    

    
      Katya stepped inside and found a fireplace in one corner, a small table nearby, and two small beds, each tucked into a corner, one nightstand between them. Katya wished for some fresh clothing and a pot for over the fireplace. As she was opening her eyes to see what night garments had materialized, she found herself nauseated and weak again. She failed to catch herself as she tumbled to the floor. 
    

    
      “Katya!” Zhen sank beside her, offering her arms for support
      .
       “What happened?”
    

    
      “I am just tired. There should be nightgowns.” Katya looked around, trying to find them.
    

    
      “It will be all right. Let us just get you to bed.” Zhen started to stand and helped keep Katya steady while she searched the cabin for a change of clothes. She sat Katya down at a chair by the table and then found the gowns. She put her own on, discarding the bespelled swan gown into the fire. Then she helped Katya into her own night dress, still searching for any signs of illness or injury. Katya waved off any further help. “Thank you, Zhen. I can get myself into bed.”
    

    
      As she crawled into bed, she wondered at this weakness, not wanting to alarm Zhen. She had never felt this drained before. At the same time, she had never had quite this stressful of a day before. The light from the moon shone directly through the window. A waning moon, but still, she should have been out, dancing with her sisters. She drifted off to sleep, her dreams a confusing tangle that awaited her.
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Three
    

    
      The
       following day proceeded much the same as the previous one. Zhen and Katya tested the bounds of their i
      mprisonment, or tried to distract themselves from their plight by playing, joking, dancing, and singing, b
      oth determined to forget their respective plights. Katya knew she should have been trying to get information out of Zhen, but she did not know where to begin without being awkward and without exposing herself to questions for which she had no answer. 
    

    
      They ate sweet potatoes and honey, and they exchanged culinary curiosities, adding ingredients to each other’s dishes. When they were full, they conjured wine and washed down the meals. As the day wore on, the pangs of exhaustion kept coming, despite the care she took. Katya explained it away as the wine, which she did not have often.
    

    
      In the afternoon, Zhen conjured a small wind instrument and began to play for Katya. As the sounds, sweet and clear, washed over Katya, she could see a picture expanding before her. She recognized that this was illusion magic, that Zhen was using her own magic. She saw a younger Zhen playing in a garden. Katya watched as scenes played out before her, illusions written over the lake. Zhen scraping her knees, Zhen sneaking into the kitchens, Zhen practicing music.
    

    
      The song turned melancholy, and Katya watched Zhen and a girl covered in flour running off together. Scenes of Zhen and a pretty woman living a small life together, dreams that would never be. A shift, and then a scene of a someone arriving at the lake, dancing with Zhen, leading her to a horse, and riding off toward some glorious future with her. A scene of escape.
    

    
      As the song died, the illusions dissipated into the water. Zhen dropped the instrument from her lips, sat down, and carefully placed the instrument on the ground. “That was beautiful,” Katya said, sitting down beside Zhen.
    

    
      “Thank you,” Zhen said with a small blush. “I am also skilled in fiber magic, using thread or yarn or cloth to channel magic. I wanted to be skilled with herbal magic, with teas and tisanes. I was always clumsy with that art, though.” Zhen laughed and looked out across the lake. As the sun started to set, the water reflected the golden and orange flames.
    

    
      “Was that the princen coming to rescue you?” Katya was not sure what to make of the indeterminate person who was in the final illusion.
    

    
      “I suppose anyone will do, but ultimately, I will have to marry Princen Alexis. It is a very perilous peace that Lebedia and Shān have, and my parents, as Shān’s rulers, and Alexis’s parents, as rulers of Lebedia, feel the best way to secure this peace is through our marriage. I have not met Alexis, nor seen a portrait of them yet.”
    

    
      “I had no idea,” Katya said, referring to the entirety of what Zhen had said. She had not even known the name of any countries but the one she resided in, and that was only because of Ivan. Shān was a place he had never mentioned by name. Had Zhen’s country been at war with Lebedia?
    

    
      “Well, the grand celebrations and formal announcements might not have taken place in your country yet, otherwise the messengers have not made it to your village. But I am expected to arrive in Kristallicheskiy in a few days. I fear if I do not get there by the then, search parties will be sent out, and if I am not found, my parents might believe Lebedia played them false.” Zhen stood up and started 
      pacing
      .
    

    
      Katya needed more information, not for Ivan, but for herself. she had never really left these woods or considered a life beyond them, and all of this was so new to her. “I’m sorry, Zhen. I live a pretty secluded life, and I don’t always hear news in a timely fashion. Why are relations strained between Lebedia and Shān?”
    

    
      “A territory dispute going back generations.” She stopped pacing for a second, and looked pensive. She started walking again, but this time she was ambling, seeming to start to circle around the lake.
    

    
       “The founder of the current dynasty in your kingdom, Czar Mikhail, claimed parts of my country's northern territories were actually Lebedia’s southern territories. The area is sparsely populated and the people who live there have never really cared one way or another. They speak both languages, sometimes in the same sentence, and save for the river that runs through those lands, there are not many valuable resources.” Katya nodded. She had not known any of this.
    

    
      “Czar Mikhail found documents that supposedly proved the region was Lebedian and that Shān had stolen it a century before. He was a young king who felt insecure on his throne 
      acquired 
      through battle. His eldest son, Prince Ivan, volunteered to lead a team to take the lands back. I am sure you know this part, but Prince Ivan betrayed Czar Mikhail and the invasion never happened. His second son, Dmitri, took the throne and was not as interested in claiming those lands. Lebedia has been threatening an invasion for years now, but time and time again, it has not happened.”
    

    
      Katya’s 
      breath hitched when Zhen mentioned Ivan’s name, but as far as she knew, it was as common a name as any.
    

    
      “But a few summers ago, a merchant from Shān and his pet dog traveled there on business. A soldier from Lebedia was also there—a high-ranking general, I believe. He claims to have been there for personal business, but everyone was mistrustful, fearful that the simmering tensions were about to escalate. The merchant’s dog got loose.”
    

    
      “Oh, no!”
    

    
      “The merchant chased it all over, not realizing he had chased it out of the disputed territories and into Lebedia. The general followed him, and once he was squarely in Lebedia, he drew his sword and killed the merchant. Soldiers from both countries have slowly been gathering on the borders ever since.” They had completed their circuit of the lake and the sun had fully set, the sky the color of dim flames as stars started to come alive. Zhen stood still and cast her eyes toward the sky, searching for something.
    

    
      She turned to face Katya, tears pooled in her eyes. “My dowry is that plot of land.”
    

    
      Katya pulled Zhen into an embrace. She was at a loss as to what to tell her. She still had so many questions but knew that it was not her place to pry.
    

    
      Except. That was exactly why she was here.
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Four
    

    
      Although they were not expecting their future bride for another two days, one of her escorts rode into the courtyard at a pace that was sure to leave the horse exhausted for days. Princen Alexis quickly left the lookout tower they had been hiding in—their father was insisting on dancing lessons, again—and raced to meet the rider. 
    

    
              “Oh, Alexis! 
      There
       you are! Come, your sister and your cousins are waiting! We are going over a new style from Shān so that you can dance it with Princess Yi Zhen!” Their father’s gruff voice startled them as they cleared the landing of the grand staircase and spotted him holding his cane in both hands in front of him.
    

    
              “Not now, not now! One of her escorts is here!”
    

    
              “What? They are not expected for two days!”
    

    
              “I know! I am worried something has gone wrong.” Alexis kept running, anxious to get to the rider. They threw open the doors that lead to the courtyard and hurried out, knocking guards out of the way.
    

    
              “Alexis!” The rider dismounted before the horse came to a stop, a stable hand already reaching for the reins.
    

    
              “Tatiana! What happened?”
    

    
              Alexis’ best friend bowed low, a gesture she usually skipped, but one that showed off the lean muscles of her calves. Sweat dripped from her dark brow to the ground, her mess of tight curls clinging to her head. She took a huge breath before replying. “Your Grace, I rode ahead to scout, but when I returned the carriage was turned over. There were signs of a struggle, and I could find no survivors. I searched all night. I came back right away to tell you.”
    

    
              “We need to tell my parents,” they said, turning back to the doors. Tatiana followed them, calling over her shoulder, “Inna, you better make sure my horse is taken care of!”
    

    
              “Missed you, too, sweetheart” Inna replied, still checking the horse’s feet while Alexis and Tatiana hurried to find Alexis’ parents. They did not have to go far, for Czar Mikhail had been on his way out to follow his child.
    

    
              “Well?” he demanded, leaning on his cane in barely masked pain. It was an old injury attained in friendly sparring, but still lingering. The princen glanced at Tatiana, anxious for her to repeat what she had found.
    

    
              She got down on her knee. There was no getting out of this obeisance with her friend’s father, no matter the present circumstances. She placed one hand over her heart, the other behind her back. “Your Grace, I was sent to scout ahead, and, upon returning, I found the carriage overturned. Our soldiers and her guards were missing, as was the princess. I searched for as long as I could. I found no one, and then returned here to bear the news.”
    

    
              She was composed and steady, save a nervous twitch in the hand she held behind her back, her thumb spinning the small ring on her pinky. The czar took in a long breath, his shoulders rising, chest expanding near the capacity of his doublet as he inhaled, and then expelled it, shoulders sagging.
    

    
              “Did you find any remains of any enemy forces?”
    

    
              “No, your Grace, I couldn’t tell what happened, beyond a struggle.”
    

    
              “No footprints of an enemy army? No signs of an ambush? Nothing unusual?”
    

    
              “Your Grace, the only oddity was that there were some rather large feathers, scattered on the ground.”
    

    
              “A scouting falcon?”
    

    
              “Not precisely.”
    

    
              “Then what?”
    

    
              “Perhaps a large owl? ”
    

    
              The czar pursed his lips. “Did it appear as though the struggle was against another force, or could it have been her guards against ours?”
    

    
      “Father! Surely not! Our marriage is to create peace. Neither country’s soldiers would so deliberately go against orders!” Alexis did not want to consider what their father was implying.
    

    
      “Ours would not.” The biting edge in the czar’s voice would have told anyone else that this was the end of the discussion. But Alexis did not care. 
    

    
      “Neither would hers!”
    

    
      “How do you know that?”
    

    
      “They have just as much of a reason to prevent this war as we do. Last word we got was that they were nearly here. Why would they betray us now?”
    

    
      The czar looked them up and down, unsure whether to keep the argument going here. A tense moment passed in silence before he said, “We must talk
       
      with the council. I will send word, and we will convene after dinner. I shall have my advisors gather information until then.” He turned to leave, paused, and craned his head backward. “You should still go to your dancing lessons.”
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Five
    

    
      Katya and Zhen 
      went to bed, each short on words, and as soon as Katya heard the deep breathing of sleep from Zhen, she quietly left their cottage. Once outside, she took several long strides, stretched her arms, and in one fluid movement leapt into the woods, becoming a black swan as she took flight.
    

    
      Her crow-sisters found her instantly, and she soared toward the glade where she and Ivan lived. Once she arrived, she did not want to land. She glided in and out of paths on the forest floor, then broke through the treetops to let the moonlight settle on her wings. She flew farther than she had ever done before, intent on leaving the confines of the forest and seeing some of the rest of the world for herself.
    

    
      A strange prickling began as she got closer to the edge of her forest, a sensation she had not ever felt before. It was an itch, and then a sting, and then a sense of tiredness overtook her. With reluctance, she decided to head back to Ivan. 
    

    
      Ivan was waiting for her as she descended. A small pirouette completed her metamorphosis back into human form, and she ran into his embrace. She inhaled the earthy smell that seemed to cling to his skin and lapped up the warmth that radiated from his chest as she listened to his steady heart. 
    

    
      “I am so sorry, Katya,” he said, and this time she heard the guilt she had been searching his eyes for less than two days ago. Gently, he ran his fingers through her hair and stepped back, searching her face. “Are you alright?”
    

    
      “I’ve missed you,” was all that Katya could say. 
    

    
      Ivan took her hand and led her into their cottage. Instinctively, she settled into a chair by the hearth, and he immediately followed her unspoken lead and began his ritual of making her tea. Whenever she came home, regardless of what he was doing, he would welcome her and make her tea.
    

    
      She relaxed, letting out a sigh, not realizing before just how much her small separation had weighed on her. Ivan handed her a mug before seating himself next to her. 
    

    
      “You did not answer me earlier, my love. Are you alright?”
    

    
      “I’m fine. I’m glad to be here right now.”
        “I am relieved to hear that.”
    

    
      “How much longer will this go on?”
    

    
      “I suppose that depends. Do you have any information for me?”
    

    
      She told him everything, who Yi Zhen was, why she was here, and even some of the more intimate aspects of her life. She was not planning on telling him about all the details—it felt like an invasion of a private moment between her and Zhen. But Ivan was her companion, and right now he needed this information for some reason she did not know. But she trusted him, even though he had not told her yet what this was for.
    

    
      “Is there anything else?”
    

    
      “Not really, just, I’ve never thought of anything outside of our forest. I only know we live in Lebedia because sometimes soldiers pass through and I’ve overheard their conversations. I know that the current rulers are Czar Mikhail and Czarina Maria and that Princen Alexis is their heir. That’s only because the soldiers would toast to their names.”
    

    
      “There is little reason to know what came before. We live here and they do not bother us.” His tone became cool, almost hostile.
    

    
      “I know! It was just a lot information at once, and I was unprepared for it.” She took a few more breaths, the silence becoming awkward as she prepared to ask a question she was sure would be met with more hostility. “Do you know any more about this conflict or this marriage arrangement? I don’t want to seem too ignorant or she might get suspicious.”
    

    
      “I honestly can not tell you much more than what you know already.” He let out an exasperated sigh, his irritation apparent in the way he tapped the table between them. 
       Katya did not know how to proceed in a way that would get her the answers she wanted.
    

    
      “Do you know what happened with the old Czar Mikhail’s sons?”
    

    
      “She told you that Prince Ivan betrayed Czar Mikhail? And his second son, Dmitri, became the heir?”
    

    
      “Yes, but not what he did, or what happened to him.” She twiddled her thumbs as she held her mug between them, not able to meet his eyes anymore, instead glancing between her tea and the fire.
    

    
      “That is really all there is to know.” A dismissal.
    

    
      Desperate for any information, Katya asked, “Is there really a war brewing because of a dog? And is it really going to be diverted because of a marriage?”
    

    
      “Yes, and probably not.” 
    

    
      “This all seems absurd.”
        “Because it is. That is why we stay here and do not get involved.”
    

    
      “But we 
      are 
      involved. We have a princess as our prisoner, and if she does not make it to Kristallicheskiy, there will be a war. And then we will probably not have a forest anymore.”
    

    
      “Do you trust me, Katya?”
    

    
      “Of course, but right now I don’t think you are thinking this through.”
    

    
      “It is complicated.”
    

    
      “I figured that out already.”
        “I promise I will tell you as soon as I can, and you know I will not let harm befall our forest. Or you. Ever. You are a treasure, and I love you.”
    

    
      “I love you, too, but I do want answers. I can’t keep doing this without them.”
    

    
      “I know. A few more nights, I promise. That is all I am asking.” When he looked into her eyes, his expression was a plea. He never begged, but Katya understood that this was as close to begging as she would ever seen.
    

    
      “I can do a few more nights.”
    

    
      “Thank you.” He took her into his arms, and she rested her head on his shoulder. They spent the rest of the night enjoying each other’s company. As the dawn approached and Katya went to take her leave, she needed to ask one more question.
    

    
      “Why do you need her alive? Could whatever end you are attempting to achieve be met with her death?”
    

    
      “It could.” He flushed.
    

    
      “Then why is she still alive?”
    

    
      His blush 
      deepened
      . She turned away, spread her arms, and leapt into the dawn. Her transformation looked like a trick of the light, gone before he could call her back to beg for the chance to explain.
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Six
    

    
      Dawn was just beginning to break, and the soft glow of red kissed the golden teardrop-shaped domes on the palace, reflecting and refracting in a stunning spectacle. Alexis loved their room for its view of the spires, the way the that the morning sun reflected from them made their room seem ablaze.
    

    
      They were skipping their usual routine today, and were glad they got to spend a few extra minutes in their room enjoying the morning light. Every morning they trained with the Royal Guard recruits. That is where they met Tatiana. She was training in the shadow of her mother, the head of the Czarina’s Guard, but stood out as both a cunning strategist, an exemplary horsewoman, and someone you would not want to 
      face
       on the battlefield.
    

    
      Her father was a merchant from Nribo who’d come here shortly after the first ambassador of the Ezi of Nribo had arrived to propose an alliance. He 
      had 
      brought with him beautiful objects of art to sell at the market. One fateful morning he 
      offered a trinket to Tatiana’s mother as she was patrolling.
       The next year he offered her a ring. One thing led to another, and now once a year, Tatiana and her mother vacationed with him in Nribo while he sought out more wares and sold trinkets from Lebedia. He had a knack for impulsively purchasing art from young, new artists. But he always fetched a fortune for his efforts. He knew quality when he saw it.
    

    
      Tatiana had inherited many things from her father, but not his impulsivity. This had been an issue for Alexis on several occasions. They would dream up schemes and bring them to Tatiana, asking for her assistance in creeping into the stables to see the newest stallion, sneaking into the armory to try out the sword the armsmaster swore would be the lightest yet, or 
      breaking 
      into the kitchens to steal a pie, and Tatiana would always say no. It did not matter how much they needed her skills, she would not help.
    

    
      They were about to propose the most dangerous scheme to date. They expected no assistance from her, but as her best friend, they owed her at least the chance to laugh in their face and call them a complete fool.
    

    
      They heard their door creak open. 
      They took one more deep breath, trying to find the calm they always got from the dawn, turned around, and looked her square in the eyes. 
      “I do not care what my father says, I am going out. I am going to find her. He does not believe in superstition, but those woods have a reputation for a reason. He said last night that he will convene a committee to discuss an official search party. I think he wants to find a reason to launch an attack. I can not let that happen. There is an enemy, yes, but I do not think it is from our neighbors to the south. I am not asking for your help, Tatiana. You’ve already risked your life once for my future bride. Just please cover for me.” 
    

    
      “Alexis, I do not need you to explain this to me again. I heard exactly what you heard in that meeting last night.” Tatiana reclined in the chair, clasping her hands behind her head.
    

    
      “So, you will not stop me, Tatiana?”
    

    
      “Stop you?! I’m going with you!” She rose from the chair and pointed at the pack already slung over her shoulder.
    

    
      “Oh. I did not think—”
    

    
      “That your best friend would be willing to go with you on a search for your bride?”
    

    
      “It is just that you have never—”
    

    
      “I’ve already given Inna her goodbye kiss. We’re wasting daylight. Our horses are waiting around back.”
    

    
      “I am so glad you came back safely, Tatiana.”
    

    
      “Daylight. We’re wasting it.”
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Seven
    

    
      “Do you think they know I am gone? Do you think they are looking for me?” Zhen asked as she ate breakfast with Katya. A small blanket was under them as they stretched out under the golden sky, the lake a stone's throw away, glittering with the glow of dawn. 
    

    
      “I don’t know. I suppose you should’ve arrived either today or maybe tomorrow.”
    

    
      “We had a lookout. She would ride ahead, check for signs of an ambush, and come back. She would occasionally ride ahead and get us a room at an inn. I can not remember if she was with us or not when we were attacked.”
    

    
      “And if she wasn’t?”
    

    
      “She would have come back and found her fellow guard slaughtered. And no princess.”
    

    
      “What do you think she’d do?”
        “Probably ride straight to Kristallicheskiy to let them know. And they would come looking for me straight away.”
    

    
      “If that was the case, they might be close.”
    

    
      “But, if they had found us, we could not just go with them.”
    

    
      “I suppose not.”
    

    
      “But we could go looking for them, see if they are close, and try to lead them back here as night falls.”
    

    
      “How would that be different than waiting for them here and then trying to leave?”
    

    
      “I do not know. I just want to do something, I guess.”
    

    
      Zhen’s shoulders sagged, and Katya pulled her into her chest as she started to cry. Zhen’s cries became sobs, her body shaking against Katya. Tears started to pool on Katya’s clothing. Katya allowed her to drown in her sorrow quietly. Snot and tears mixed together, both being wiped away with the same drenched sleeve.
    

    
      When no more tears could be summoned, she heaved and coughed and wailed. The gulps of breath lessened, the increments of time between her dry sobs increased, until she sat upright and took one final wipe of her nose with the hem of her shirt. “I think I am alright now.”
    

    
      “I didn’t mean to upset you
      .
       I’m sorry I did.” Katya replied.
    

    
      “I know, thank you. I do not like feeling so helpless.” She picked up pebbles and threw them one by  one into the lake, the ripples created overlapping and overtaking each other.
    

    
      “That is understandable,” Katya said.
    

    
      “I do not think I have ever been so helpless before. I was the younger daughter, but I still could use the sway I had as a member of the royal family to right minor injustices. I could plead with my parents to intervene in this matter, or that matter. I once tried to get better working conditions for the horses. The sort of helplessness I find myself in now pales in comparison, nothing could have prepared me for this. Lives depend on my being at the royal palace, and I can do nothing to get there.”
    

    
      “I can imagine,” Katya said. “I’m feeling pretty lost myself right now.”
    

    
      “Have you felt this way before?”
    

    
      “I’m not sure, I’ve never been responsible for anything aside from my bees. But they mostly take care of themselves.”
    

    
      “Do you think they are alright without you?”
    

    
      “I’m pretty sure of it.”
    

    
      “I hope I can meet your bees some day, I would love to try their honey.”
    

    
      “I hope you can meet them someday, too.”
    

    
      They basked in the rising sun, making up small games involving pebbles or twigs and racing ants. They picked flowers at the edge of their clearing and braided them into each others hair. They distracted themselves as best they could, passing the time with laughter and ignoring the doubt and fear that lurked in the back of their minds.  They stayed outside for hours, preferring the illusion of freedom that came when one could not see the walls that imprisoned them.
    

    
      As minutes and hours passed, small gestures became touches. What started as one of them pointing to the bird soaring above them became a gentle tug on a hand to pull one of them into the best viewing position. Hands were touched, hairs were pushed away from eyes, palms were placed on knees. A slow dance to music that grew ever more wistful and ardent, and full of yearning. Each of these small touches set Katya’s skin aflame and her heart racing. Katya would blush whenever Zhen’s skin brushed hers. If Zhen noticed Katya’s pink cheeks, she did not say so.
    

    
      As morning became afternoon, clouds gathered on the horizon, and as afternoon turned to early evening, the clouds let loose. The rain became a downpour, and they ran toward their cottage, tripping over soaked hems along the way.
    

    
      “Help me! I will help you after,” Zhen said once they were inside, reaching behind her back and motioning to the twisted ties. Katya began unlacing the ties holding Zhen’s dress in place, unlooping the drenched strands of ribbon one by one.
    

    
      “Is something stuck?” Zhen asked as she twisted her neck to try to get a look.
    

    
      “Yes, there is a knot. I have made a mess of it.”
    

    
      “Well, it can not be anything like the knot in my stomach.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Oh, never mind.”
    

    
      “No, why is your stomach in knots?” Katya tugged once more and the knot came out. Zhen sighed as she slipped out of her dress and began draping her outerwear over a chair near the fireplace.
    

    
      “Zhen! You can’t just say stuff like that. Come here, help me out, too, please.” Zhen’s face flushed as she stepped behind Katya. Katya moved her hair out of the way and began fidgeting. She had been consumed by her task before, but 
      Zhen’s nearness was hard to miss. Her heart fluttered. 
      She stifled shivers as Zhen’s fingers brushed across her back. Katya’s bodice comprised several panels spanning her broad back and wide waist, each cinched together in complex knots.
    

    
      “You are the reason my stomach is in knots.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    
      “I just wasn’t expecting that.”
        “Neither was I. I am engaged already!”
        “There is that, yes.” Katya turned around, her dress falling to the floor as Zhen let go of the last ribbon. Zhen tentatively put her hand on Katya’s shoulder. When Katya did not pull away, she took another step forward, closing the gap between them. Zhen tilted her face upward and leaned into Katya, balancing on tiptoes. “May I?” she asked, her intentions clear.
    

    
      Katya wanted to say yes. She hated that she wanted to say yes. She had not considered that would even be a debate in her head until just this moment. “No, I am sorry, I can’t. I can’t! I have someone, and you, you’re getting married!”
    

    
      “You have someone? I did not know. I am sorry.”
    

    
      “I never mentioned it before.”
    

    
      “So, who is this person? Are they coming to find you, too?”
    

    
      “Well, my going missing is not likely to start a war.”
    

    
      “That is not the only reason to search for someone. This person probably misses you and is worried about you.”
    

    
              “It is complicated.” She pulled out a chair that did not have wet clothing draped across it and sat down near the fire.
    

    
              “Do you think this person misses you?”
    

    
              Katya picked at a loose thread at the hem of her camise. “Yes, I think he misses me.”
    

    
              “Do you think he misses you enough to be worried that you did not come home a few nights ago?”
    

    
              “It is complicated.”
    

    
              “You have mentioned that already.”
    

    
              “I know, but, I can’t really tell you more than that, because I honestly don’t know how he—”
    

    
              “I am so sorry. I will not pry anymore. I am going to try to make a lunch,” Zhen said, as the table filled with spices and ingredients. 
    

    
              Exhaustion hit Katya, making the world spin. “I think I’m going to take a nap.” Katya said, unsteady as she lurched toward her bed.
    

    
              Zhen did not wake Katya as the afternoon became evening and faded into night.
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      Chapter Eight
    

    
              Alexis and Tatiana left the city before anyone but the merchants and priests awoke. They took three of the fastest horses in the czar’s stables and swapped out every few hours. They took almost no breaks, keeping the horses going at a pace that was ill-advised. 
    

    
              As night approached, they had to make a decision. “We need to sleep and the horses need rest, Alexis. We can make camp and sleep in shifts, but we won’t make it at all if we do not give them a rest.”
    

    
              “I know, I know you are right, but we could be—”
        “We’re soaked, the horses are tired, and we need more than bread and cheese. There’s a small village just ahead. I know you don’t want to trust your horses to an innkeeper, but we could get dinner, let the horses eat in the inn’s stables, and then be on our way.”
    

    
              “I suppose so. Fine, let us do that.”
    

    
              They rode slower as they neared the village. While the additional horse gave them away as wealthy, their travel-stained attire did enough to make even the most cunning of thieves think twice about the actual amount of valuables they had on them.
    

    
              The inn that Tatiana pointed out was bustling. Alexis dismounted from their horse and handed the reins to her. “You take them to the stable. I will get us settled with a meal inside.”
    

    
      A small band was attempting to play over the ruckus of a gambling match as Alexis stepped inside the inn. They pushed their way through a crowd of onlookers to make their way to the bar. The bartender approached and gave Alexis a once over before asking, “Room for one?”
    

    
              “I am sorry, no. My traveling companion and I would like a hot meal apiece and spots in the stable while we dine. She is already leading our three horses that way.”
    

    
              “Tonight, we got some great
       
      shchi
      , and we just got a fresh batch of vodka from my in-laws’ distillery up north. Seems you’ve ridden hard today. Surely you want a good night's rest.”
    

    
              “Aye, my friend, we have ridden hard, but we are close to our destination. A good meal is enough.”
    

    
              “If you insist, take a seat, I’ll have something nice brought around for you.”
    

    
              Alexis handed the bartender a fistful of coins, more than enough to cover the costs and the innkeeper’s silence. They felt a tap on their shoulder as Tatiana slid into the chair next to them. 
    

    
              “Horses are taken care of. Not in the best shape, so we should be careful after we head out. What’s on the menu?”
    

    
              “Stew, and apparently a fresh batch of vodka from up north.”
    

    
              “The best kind, if you ask me. I don’t care much for the pot distillery that is common at the 
      capital 
      now.”
    

    
              “Welcome,” the bartender said to Tatiana as she set some rye bread down before the two of them. “I couldn’t help but overhear. Have a drink, on me. I want your opinion.”
    

    
              She poured a glass and set it before Tatiana, who graciously raised it up. “To the only true way to make vodka,” she said with a grin before throwing it back in one big gulp. “That is good. A small hint 
      of 
      berries, but not overpowering.”
    

    
              “I am glad you enjoy it! The 
      shchi
       should be right up.” The bartender went back to making the rounds while they waited for the stew to come out. A tall man with a hard face caught Alexis’ eye, and before Alexis could look away, he ambled over, sitting next to Tatiana.
    

    
              
      “What’s a fine pair of kids like you doing out so late?” 
      he asked.
    

    
              “We are just trying to get some food, sir,” Alexis said, an edge creeping into their voice. It was not this strangers fault that Alexis was prickly about their age, but Alexis was eighteen, why did they need to keep proving their maturity?
    

    
              “No need to get defensive,” the man said raising his hands. “Just trying to make conversation. I haven’t seen you two around before.”
    

    
              “We’re just passing through,” Tatiana said.
    

    
              “We do not get many people traveling through these parts. The next village over is on the edge of some spooky woods. So, you are either from there or you are going there if you are passing through Kasimov.”
    

    
              “Are you from Kasimov?” Tatiana asked.
    

    
              “Born and raised,” the man said as a brawny girl served them their stews. 
      Alexis started prying the rye apart and dunking it into the broth.
    

    
              “What do you do?” Alexis asked.
    

    
              “I am a tanner mostly. So, you’ve got family in Ignashino?”
    

    
              “Distant family,” Alexis supplied. “But we have never been there before. Have you?”
    

    
              “Aye, a few times, mostly to do some trading.”
    

    
              “What should we expect?” Tatiana asked.
    

    
              “The townspeople are all very generous, but very superstitious.”
    

    
      “Superstitious of what?” Alexis asked.
    

    
      “The woods, what lives in them.”
    

    
      “What do they believe lives in the woods?” Tatiana asked, raising an eyebrow.
    

    
      “I don’t hear too many of their stories, but they definitely believe a young boy was enchanted by a strange woman who lives in there. He went into the forest one day and claimed he saw a black swan turn into a lady. He was climbing a tree and fell out in fright. He claimed she healed his cuts, but when he got back, he had no marks at all.”
    

    
      “Well, if she healed him that was to be expected,” Tatiana said.
    

    
      “He apparently had a birthmark that also disappeared.”
    

    
      “Children create stories all the time,” Alexis replied, rolling their eyes.
    

    
      “Apparently a bunch of them believed the child had been swapped and went looking for the sorceress who stole him. They found a cabin there, and a giant beast attacked them. Killed one of the child’s grandparents who had gone with them.”
    

    
      “A beast? Or a large bear?”
    

    
      “This is just the story I heard. 
      They
       are superstitious. I am not. But, they will be kind as can be to you. Good food, good vodka. But not as good as here,” he finished, pointing to the counter as the bartender walked by. The bartender sauntered over at the gesture.
    

    
      “Another round, my friends?”
    

    
      Alexis and Tatiana shook their heads, but their new friend gave a lopsided grin. “Always, Vika. Always.”
    

    
      Another man came up behind them and tapped their new friend on the shoulder. “Boris, Boris! Vlad’s lost the round and wants you to sub for him while he drowns his sorrows.” Boris nodded and doffed his cap to Tatiana. “It’s been a pleasure talking to you. I hope you stop by here again after your business in Ignashino is over.”
    

    
      “We will see what we can do,” Tatiana said. Alexis nodded.
    

    
      “Well?” Tatiana said to Alexis after Boris rejoined his friends.
    

    
      “I am ready to get back on the road. Let us get our horses.”
    

    
      They rode until they could no longer see the lights of Kasimov and then dismounted to make camp. “I wonder if my parents have sent anyone to look for us,” Alexis mused.
    

    
      “I think they have a pretty good idea of where you are and why.”
    

    
      “Am I so predictable?”
    

    
      Tatiana snorted.
    

    
      “You are probably right. Thank you for coming with me, Tatiana.”
    

    
      “What’s that you say? You owe me? You’re going to gift me lands? And a title? And enough money to keep Inna happy for the rest of her life?”
    

    
      “Yes, yes, yes. Of course. But first you have to help me make sure I can keep Yi Zhen happy for the rest of her life.”
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Nine
    

    
      Zhen could not be stopped when she was on a mission. Today’s mission was finding the beast who had trapped them. Katya had tried to talk her out of it multiple times, but Zhen could not be convinced otherwise.
    

    
      “The curse he has us under could be an advantage. We could go back to the carriage, find materials, and bring them back. 
      We could fly weapons back and forth and hide them. 
       Then we could locate his 
      abode
      , fly there, and come back as night falls. He will chase us, but by then we shall be human again—and armed. Between my magic and both of us having weapons, surely we can take him on.”
    

    
      “We can’t carry weapons as swans.”
    

    
      “We can make straps or bags that we could attach to ourselves -”
    

    
      “Neither of us have enough experience flying unencumbered let alone with satchels.”
    

    
      “I could see if I could use some of my magic while transformed.”
    

    
      “Maybe. But how will we find his home? We don’t have a ton of time, what if we get lost?”
    

    
      “I am pretty good at directions, and he flew off to the north both times he left us.”
    

    
      “Ok, but say we do find him. This plan relies on him chasing us. How do you know he will do that?”
    

    
      “He will want to catch us and bring us back.”
    

    
      “But why? He knows that we will have to come back. Our alternative is to remain swans for the rest of our much shorter lives.”
    

    
      “Not necessarily! When I cast a glamour on a dress, if I should take it off and send it to another province to be repaired, altered, or refashioned, it loses that glamour. I can not sustain a glamour at a long distance. I am sure there are limits to his power, too.”
    

    
      “Then why should we come back to fight him? Why not just keep flying until we reach the limits of his power?”
    

    
      “Because it would be quicker to kill him.”
    

    
      “Kill him? How would that help us?” Katya already knew the answer.
    

    
      “Most forms of magic draw on the life force of the caster, should that lifeforce be extinguished…”
    

    
      “The curse would be lifted.”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      “I don’t know.” Katya stood up from their table near the fire and started to fiddle with the tea pot. Swirling the dredges, she scrambled to find a reason that this plan might fail that Zhen was not sure to try to counter. The plan was not great even if she were honestly attempting to escape Ivan.
    

    
      “I know he is scary. I know he seems so much stronger than us, but if we plan this right, if we are determined, we can do this.”
    

    
      “What if we get the weapons and find his location today, but we do not lead him back tonight? What if we do that tomorrow?”
    

    
      “It is too close. I need to be in the capital soon.”
    

    
      “When you do not arrive, don’t you think that the royal family would assemble a search party? We could wait for them. Maybe just go to the wreckage and scrawl a note for them, drawn arrow. Once they find us,  they’ll surely come to rescue us, bringing sorcerers of their own, ones who could take on Ivan without our help.”
    

    
      “Ivan?” Katya heard the edge of suspicion in Zhen’s voice, but did not understand why it was there.
    

    
      “Our captor.”
    

    
      “He has a name? How do you know it?”
    

    
      Katya scolded herself for being so thoughtless. She scrambled for something plausible. 
    

    
      “There are rumors. Living near this forest, you hear stories. Once, there was a little boy,” she started, weaving in the fiction with the truth, “who returned from the woods bespelled. The villagers went into the woods to find the source of the enchantment, and they found a creature that was part man, part beast. Ivan was the name the villagers said he gave. I didn’t believe them. I was wrong.”
    

    
      “You were not fearful of this sorcerer when you were out picking flowers?”
    

    
      “No, I have never feared for my safety while in these woods.” She felt horrible for lying to Zhen. 
    

    
      “A name is a good thing to know. A name means he has a thread on this loom and we can pluck it.”
    

    
      “My question still stands. Why must we be the ones to cut him from this loom? Why not wait for your betrothed’s army?”
        “My escort from home was sending word back every so many days, informing my parents of my progress, just as surely as the Lebedians were riding ahead. I fear that when no word gets back to my border, my family will think they have been played wrong. The war that has been simmering will boil over.”
    

    
      “But the Lebedians will find us, surely, before any army from Shān could get across the border.”
    

    
      “I do not want to take that chance.”
    

    
      Katya gave a defeated shrug
       
      and began pacing back and forth.
    

    
      “I will go alone, Katya, if you do not want to help. I understand. You have nothing really at stake.”
    

    
      “Zhen? Do you think we are friends?”
    

    
      “I would like to think so, yes.”
    

    
      “Do you think, if we had met under different circumstances, happier ones, do you think we would be able to be friends?”
    

    
      “I do not know. I would like to imagine so.”
    

    
      “It’s not that I don’t want to help you, Zhen. I want to. I want you to be free. I want you to be able to have a happy life with your princen and not have to worry about a war or battles or sorcerers. I want nothing more than that right now.”
    

    
      “But?” Zhen asked. Katya hesitated. She did not know how she would manage this, how much acting she could do to satisfy Zhen and protect both Ivan and Zhen from each other. Katya could not pinpoint the exact second when she stopped pretending to be Zhen’s friend and had started caring for her. She did not want to put words to it and admit that the job Ivan had given her had become complicated.
    

    
      “I guess there is no ‘but.’ I shall help you.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Katya.”
    

    
      Zhen finished the last of her tea, then stuffed the last of a bread roll in her mouth, crumbs tumbling down her chin. She held out her hand to Katya, and they walked hand in hand outside.
    

    
      “Can I ask one more thing?” Zhen said, looking up at Katya.
    

    
      “Sure, what do you want to ask?”
    

    
      “May I kiss you?”
    

    
      There was no hesitation this time. Katya nodded and wrapped her arms around Zhen, tilting her head down to meet Zhen’s lips. Katya and Zhen stayed like this for several moments, neither of them noticing the large black owl launching from its perch overhead.
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Ten
    

    
      They got up before the sun and rode even harder than they had the day before, making it to Ignashino before breakfast. Half the town was still in bed when they arrived. The keepers of the small inn, 
      an older couple who had run it longer than they had been married
      , were awake but still bleary eyed.
    

    
      “This morning’s bread is still baking. Would you mind leftovers from yesterday?”
    

    
      “Ma’am, whatever you have is fine,” Tatiana told the one innkeeper, a plump woman with white hair she kept braided and pulled up.
    

    
      The other innkeeper, a taller man with gray hair who favored his left leg, soon brought them some bread and cheese and told them that their horses were being provided with fresh grains.
    

    
      “How do you want to do this, Alexis?”
    

    
      “I did not think that far ahead,” Alexis said, lowering their head.
    

    
      Tatiana sighed, and Alexis expected her to begin her lecture. She had lectured them on their impulsivity hundreds of times before. But after a few minutes of silence passed, they looked up at her.
    

    
      “No, I am not going to lecture you. But we should have a plan. Let’s discuss one. Together.”
    

    
      “All right. You know the path they were taking. Do you think you could lead me there, and we can look around see what we might find? Circle out from there?”
    

    
      “I could probably lead us back there.”
    

    
      “Do you think there would still be footprints after all the rain from yesterday?”
    

    
      “I’m not sure.”
    

    
      The white-haired innkeeper set a dish of berries in front of them. “Here you
       are
      . I picked some fresh fruit in my garden for you. Do you have big plans today?”
    

    
      Tatiana looked to Alexis for guidance, but they shrugged.
    

    
      “We have got a big day, yes.”
    

    
      “You are not going into 
      the 
      woods, are you?”
    

    
      “Well—”
    

    
      “Something lives in there. Something evil. We can’t even plant crops too close to its edge. They shrivel up and die.”
    

    
      “Have you ever seen this evil thing?” Alexis asked.
    

    
      “No, not with my own eyes, but my sister’s grandson was attacked by it!”
    

    
      “Was this a black swan?” Tatiana asked.
    

    
      “No, that was another boy. This time the great beast took the form of a giant owl. Chased him out of the woods, and he came home crying and screaming. His 
      moms 
      had to mix some chamomile in with his milk to get him to calm down and sleep for the next several weeks. They were both very scared they would wake up to find their son gone, stolen back by the evil forest.”
    

    
      “How horrible. Is he doing better now?” Tatiana asked.
    

    
      “Mostly. The nightmares still come but are less frequent. Do not go near them woods—there is something old and angry in there.”
    

    
      After breakfast, they rode to the outskirts of the village. The woods loomed in front of them, dark, but not unnaturally so. There was a hazy glow as dawn mixed with the heavy fog that clung to the air. Without a word, Alexis and Tatiana turned to face each other, nodded, and entered the forest.
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Eleven
    

    
      They had not accounted for the fact that they would be unable to communicate as swans. Although they would not need words to find the carriage and scrawl a note, they had not accounted for what would happen next. In the end, Zhen had relented on gathering weapons, finding no way to create a pouch that she could carry and put weapons into. They stayed low beneath the tree tops so that they could watch for footprints, but the earlier rain had washed away all signs of Katya and Ivan’s trek. When Zhen saw something, all she could do was turn her head to Katya, the only indication something was amiss. 
    

    
      When they landed, they saw nothing but a heap of feathers and some divots that must have survived the rain. No weapons, no carriage, no extinguished torches. There was no lingering smell of blood or iron in the dirt. Few signs of passersby existed.
    

    
      Something tugged and nagged at the back of Katya’s mind, something that felt a little bit like doubt and tasted like revulsion. She pushed the thoughts aside and looked back at Zhen. 
      Their eyes locked, and Katya knew they were both thinking the same thing: they would not have
       gotten get
       weapons even if that were still the plan. 
      And 
      no
       Lebedian soldiers would recognize this as a site of battle, and therefore give no pause to search for 
      clues
      . A search party would have nothing to go on.
    

    
      They lingered there for a few minutes, Katya trying to find a way to communicate with Zhen that would be comforting. Katya’s crow-sisters began gathering around them, perching in tree branches and circling in the air, swooping down to pick up a twig or leaf before taking off again.
    

    
      Zhen began pacing a little, her long neck craning to look at all the crows at once. There was a small nervous tremor in her wings as they moved to expand, then suddenly contracted back into themselves. Katya decided that they had spent enough time in the empty ruins of the doomed voyage, and reared back to take flight again.
    

    
      Zhen followed suit, and they took to the skies once more. Once above the treetops, Katya let Zhen take the lead. The next item on their agenda was finding Ivan’s abode and luring him back to the lake. But that plan had included them successfully leaving signs for soldiers to find after they stopped to assess the damaged and abandoned carriage. Katya felt as though she were being torn in two, glad that there would be no soldiers with sharp blades that might lick Ivan’s throat and sorry that this mission’s ill fate would mean another night of imprisonment for Zhen.
    

    
      They flew in circles, Zhen navigating without purpose. Katya tried to hold her nerves at bay 
      whenever
       they came close to the cottage she shared with Ivan
      . She was
       terrified not only of confrontation, but also of the fact that Zhen might learn Katya was an instrument of Zhen’s captivity.
    

    
      As twilight descended upon them, Zhen swerved toward the direction of their lake, and Katya, resigned, followed. They descended from their height, several meters above the treetops, and entered the forest proper.
    

    
      “Tatiana! There! Do you see them? That is definitely a black swan, just like the rumors said.” 
        Katya glanced back at the sound of voices, terrified of who they might belong to. A woman with a halo of thick black hair framing her face was following them on horseback, dark, determined eyes fixed on Zhen. Beside her was another rider with choppy blond hair, a pert chin, and a nose that had clearly been broken at least once. They were both leaning low over the reins as they urged their horses forward. 
    

    
      A thin crescent moon hung low in the sky, but moonbeams still played on the surface of the lake. Zhen landed in the waters, flapping her wings to slow her momentum. As she swam into the reflection of the moon, the water wrapped around her, a vortex of moonlight, feathers, and water. When the water fell away, she was again human, and again done up in feathery finery and glamorous gems.
    

    
      Katya landed in the water and attempted to mimic the magic of the spell Ivan had placed, putting in her own flourishes. She wrapped herself in the moonlight, the stars becoming beads in her hair, and she cloaked herself in silver dewdrops. Her transformation complete, she stepped onto the shore of the lake and took Zhen’s hands in her own. She stared into Zhen’s eyes and smiled as a blush colored Zhen’s cheeks.
    

    
      “That’s her! That’s Yi Zhen!” The call came from the edge of the forest, and both Zhen and Katya turned to see their pursuers dismounting from their horses and running to them.
    

    
      “That woman! She was my Lebedian scout!” Zhen cried, joy spreading across her face. As she ran, the woman drew her sword, the blade snaking inches away from Katya’s throat. Her lean muscles pulsed as she held perfectly still, the heat of anger clear in the angle of her chin.
    

    
      “Stop!” Zhen cried. The other rider approached them more slowly, taking in the scene. They stopped a pace behind the woman, their eyes sweeping from side to side, taking in the tableau.
    

    
      They dropped to one knee, one hand over their heart, the other outstretched toward Zhen. “My lady, my beautiful sun, I had hoped to meet you under better circumstances.”
        “Alexis! Can you do your courtly games 
      after
       we have finished properly saving her?” The sword pressed against Katya’s throat quivered with each word the woman spoke. Katya tried to remain motionless, certain that these people were here to rescue Zhen but unsure how she could prove her own innocence to them. After all, she was not innocent. 
    

    
      The other person looked up at the woman, nodded, and gracefully drew their own sword as they stood. They began to circle Katya, assessing her as their sword remained pointed in her direction.
    

    
      “Please, please, she is a friend. We can explain!” Zhen pleaded.
    

    
      “Are you a sorceress? A witch? An enchantress? Have you bespelled my betrothed? We saw you both. That was magic.”
    

    
      “It was magic,” Katya replied. This was the person who would lead Zhen away from her, who she was going to marry. A wave of jealousy threatened to knock her to her knees. She pictured Ivan, the way he held her, the way he would kiss her gently on her forehead. Zhen was just a happy moment, a small thread in the tapestry of her life. She could find a way to cherish these memories and
       let 
      Zhen leave these woods.
    

    
      “Then you have enchanted my bride?”
    

    
      “I have done no such thing,” Katya said, her head held high as the words left her lips.
    

    
      “I saw the way she looked at you and I hear the way she is defending you now. Truly, you have not ensorcelled her?”
    

    
      “Katya has not! I swear, she is a prisoner here, just as I am,” Zhen sobbed.
    

    
      “Is that true?” The princen continued circling.
    

    
      “It’s true.” Katya swallowed the lump in her throat. It was not a lie, technically. “I’m a prisoner with her. We can’t leave the clearing surrounding this lake.”
    

    
      “But you were both flying around earlier,” the woman said, her sword still at Katya’s throat.
    

    
      “That’s the curse,” Katya replied. “That’s what happens when we try to leave.” Another technicality, another statement on the far edge of truth.
    

    
      “We can only transform by coming back here, by going into the lake when the moon is reflected on its surface,” Zhen said.
    

    
      The princen lowered their sword with reluctance, their eyes meeting the woman’s as they did so. “Tatiana. At ease.” The sword came down, and Katya’s hands rose to her throat, massaging the area where the point of the sword had lain.
    

    
      Zhen curtsied low, but never bowed her head. “Your Highness, I am Princess Yi Zhen. I am pleased to make your acquaintance at last. I have long looked forward to the day I would be meeting my future spouse, though I did not imagine it like this.”
    

    
      The princen took a step toward her and offered their hand. She accepted, and they gently kissed her hand. “The honor is mine, my lady. When Tatiana arrived and told me something terrible had befallen the company escorting you, I feared the worst. I am so relieved to find you alive.”
    

    
      “Thank you for coming to find me,” Zhen replied. “I wish I could ride away with you right now, but I truly cannot leave these woods. My companion and I had a plan to try to overtake the sorcerer, but it failed.”
    

    
      “Has he tried to harm you?”
    

    
      “Not at all. I believe he lives in these woods; I do not know why he wants me here.”
    

    
      The princen embraced Zhen, stealing a glance at Katya before resting their head on Zhen’s. Katya knew the look instantly, guessing that it was the one she wore when she realized who this person was: competition for Zhen’s heart. The princen had nothing to worry about, though. Katya was just beginning to admit her feelings to herself, but she knew why she had hesitated to acknowledge them at all: she could never be with Zhen. A princess did not marry the enchantress from the woods.
    

    
      Especially not 
      this
       princess. This princess had to marry the princen and stop a war. Katya could not have both Ivan and Zhen at the same time, no matter how much she wanted it. It would be better that Zhen leave here with the princen than face Katya’s lies, even though she had been truthful about her heart.
    

    
      Katya sulked over to a log and plopped herself down before burying her face in her hands. Tatiana followed her, gingerly sitting down next to her.
    

    
      “I’m sorry about the nick I put in your neck.”
    

    
      “I’m not very good with swords, but I’m sure I would’ve done the same thing if the situation were reversed.”
    

    
      “I saw how you looked at the princess, and I’m sure you would have. How were you captured, by the way? Are you another princess?”
    

    
      Katya could not help but laugh. “No, I’m just an eccentric woman who lives around these parts. I came across the escort party and was offered a ride. Shortly after that, the party was attacked.”
    

    
      “You live in Ignashino?”
    

    
      “Not precisely, I live near it, though.”
    

    
      “Have you heard any of the rumors about strange shape-shifting creatures who live in these woods?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “On our way here, we heard these woods were inhabited by some devilish beast. In one story, the beast is a huge owl who attacks children. In another, this creature took the form of a black swan, which transformed into a beautiful maiden and enchanted a child. When the village sought revenge, a giant owl-beast attacked them. Another told me that any plants or crops they try to plant near the edge of the forest wilt and die. You have not heard these stories?”
    

    
      “They sound familiar. I mostly keep to myself, though.”
    

    
      “Is that so?” Tatiana asked.
    

    
      “I’m an orphan, and I think Ignashino believes I am bad luck,” Katya supplied, hoping that would alleviate some of the suspicion. 
    

    
      “I am sorry,” Tatiana said
      . 
      Katya offered a small smile.
    

    
      “Are you the princen’s sister?”
    

    
      Tatiana snorted.
    

    
      “Bodyguard?”
    

    
      “I’m their best friend. I don’t have to laugh at their bad jokes, and I get to call them a fool when they are behaving badly. But I don’t get paid for all of those things, so I guess it evens out.”
    

    
      “How long have you known them?”
    

    
      “I was eleven, they were ten. I was a second-year page when their parents decided Alexis could train, too. They were assigned to me their first day, and I showed them the ropes. I couldn’t keep them out of trouble, though.”
    

    
      “They look like the sort that has to go looking for trouble. The roguish haircut, that knowing smirk.”
    

    
      “That’s true. Trouble usually goes looking for them. As for what I do when not pulling them out of trouble, I am hoping to get a spot in the Czarina’s Guard.”
    

    
      “Why the Czarina’s Guard?”
    

    
      “It’s not as flashy as the Czar’s Guard, but it takes a subtler precision to be an assassin, a spy, and a bodyguard while wearing a dress at a state dinner. And I still get to show off at tournaments. But I’m waiting to apply until I know the next czarina better.”
    

    
      “What do you think of her so far?”
    

    
      Tatiana looked over at Alexis and Zhen, who appeared lost in conversation, their hands joined between them. “I think she has potential. I think she and Alexis can make each other happy. I hope she will not be too…” Tatiana bit her lower lip.
    

    
      “Too what?” Katya prompted.
    

    
      Tatiana turned back to Katya, her eyes searching Katya’s face before looking her directly in the eyes. “Too scarred by what has happened here.”
    

    
      Katya swallowed and looked away. Tatiana had meant her. She had meant that she did not want Zhen to be too attached to Katya and wounded by the loss of her. She looked at Tatiana again. “I wish for that, too.”
    

    
      “I’m glad we agree.”
    

    
      “Katya,” Zhen called, rousing Katya from her daydreaming. “Tatiana, can you come here please?” Katya and Tatiana exchanged a quick glance, their eyes meeting in mutual understanding of their agreement.
    

    
      When Katya and Tatiana approached Alexis and Zhen, Katya could not help tried not to look at the Zhens
       hands as they interlaced with Alexis’.
    

    
      “I really wish I could have come here and saved you two right away,” Alexis started. “But based on what Zhen tells me, that is not possible right now. Zhen and I talked it over. Tatiana and I will go back and tell my parents what has happened. We will gather supplies and reinforcements and send word to Shān. When we get back, we will be prepared to take on this sorcerer. But we should leave before he discovers us.”
    

    
      “I think that’s the best course of action, your Highness,” Tatiana said. Katya nodded, placing her hands behind her back and looking at the ground, tracing small circles in the ground with her toe. 
    

    
      Zhen dropped Alexis’ hand and walked over to Katya, placing a hand on Katya’s shoulder. “We are going to be all right. The princen will make sure that you are taken safely back to your home when this is all over.”
    

    
      “I know.” Katya said. Her and Zhen watched as Princen Alexis and Tatiana mounted their horses. The princen saluted, a grin spreading across their face. Then with a wink, they kicked their horse into motion. Tatiana waved, and then followed close behind.  
    

    
      “I am going to go to bed,” Katya said once their rescuers were out of sight. “This was a little too much excitement for me.”
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twelve
    

    
      The princen and Tatiana decided to stay the night in Ignashino, with the plan of getting up early and riding out before first light. They would make it back to Kristallicheskiy late, but spending two nights outside the capital was out of the question. Despite the desire to smile, the princen kept their face expressionless. They wanted to do cartwheels, they wanted to scream their joy for all the world to hear.
    

    
      But their joy might not come to fruition. They had found their bride, and she was smart, funny, and gorgeous. She called them cute, charming, dashing, beautiful, witty, handsome, and a whole slew of other amazing adjectives. She 
      liked
       them. They had only spent an hour together at best, but Alexis was smitten. Possibly in love. Definitely over the moon. 
    

    
      They replayed some of those moments in their head as they headed out of the woods. “Oh, I am so bad at that dance! You will end up being better than me!” Zhen had said after Alexis explained how their father made them practice it every single day. 
    

    
      “I promise you I have no rhythm at all. I can do fancy footwork with a sword, but I do not need to keep a beat to do that.”
    

    
      “I cannot do fancy footwork at all! And while I can keep a beat for music, that doesn’t make up for being ungraceful. Your Highness, you will, without a doubt, perform better than I, and I will disgrace my country and shall have to become a recluse.”
    

    
      “I will not allow that. You are far too beautiful to hide away. Our future court would be much less merry without you there to lead them through revels. You will be our bright sun, and we the stars who orbit you.”
    

    
      “Your Highness is so charming, handsome, and eloquent.”
    

    
      “Being near you stirs in me the desire to impress.”
    

    
      “Alexis. Alexis! I asked you a question.” Tatiana’s voice roused them from their reverie. 
    

    
      “I am sorry, Tatiana. I was not paying attention.”
        “I noticed. I asked if you would like to go inside to make the arrangements or if you would rather settle the horses in.”
    

    
      It took Alexis a few seconds to fully shake the reverie and parse Tatiana’s words. “The former,” they said. Tatiana rolled her eyes and got down from her horse, extended her hand, waiting for Alexis to hand over their horse’s reins. Alexis did so, scowling at Tatiana the whole time. They walked into the in, and the white-haired innkeeper greeted them with a smile. “Did you have a productive day?”
    

    
      “We did. For the time being, our business is finished. We could use a room for the night, some dinner, and separate baths. If it is no imposition, an early breakfast, too. We want to be on our way before the sun is up.”
    

    
      “I have some beef stroganoff; would that be alright?”
    

    
      “That would be great for myself, but milk makes my companion sick. Do you have anything else for her?”
    

    
      “I have some beef pelmeni. Would that be alright for her?”
    

    
      “That is perfect. Thank you so much.”
    

    
      “I will go warm up your dinners and send my spouse to bring up some warm water for your baths. Two rooms, correct?”
        “That would be appreciated.”
    

    
      “First and second doors on the left.” The innkeeper spun around and disappeared into the kitchen. Alexis sat down at the counter and began fiddling with the one of the rings they wore, pulling it out to the second knuckle and spinning it around and around. 
    

    
      They heard the door creak and turned to see Tatiana striding in. “Horses are happy. Where are our rooms?”
    

    
      “First and second doors on the left.”
    

    
      “I am going to make sure they are secure. Save me some food, will you?”
    

    
      Alexis ran a hand through their choppy platinum hair while grinning like a fiend. Tatiana threw up her arms and muttered something about never winning. 
    

    
      The innkeeper reappeared. “Here you go, stroganoff and pelmeni. I found some bread, too. It is a little stale, but I brought out some warmed butter if either of you want that.”
    

    
      “Much appreciated, thank you.”
    

    
      “My spouse is starting to warm some water for you. There’s extra blankets in your rooms, too. It’s going to be a cold night.”
    

    
      Tatiana sat down just as the innkeeper retreated to the back, dragging the bowl of pelmeni toward her and plunging a fork into a warm dumpling. “Eat up. You will need all the energy you can get for the long night of dreaming about your bride.”
    

    




    
      
    

    
      Chapter Thirteen
    

    
      
    

    
      Zhen sighed as the last vestiges of wakefulness left her and she succumbed to slumber. As a hawk watches a mouse, Katya had been waiting for this moment, her own breath held tightly inside as she lay on her bed and anticipated her flight to Ivan.
    

    
      Katya tiptoed outside. She took a few tentative steps, expecting Zhen to follow her out and ask her where she was going. Once assured of her stealth, she began running. As she approached the edge of the clearing, she leapt into the air and became the black swan.
    

    
      She went directly to Ivan. On her way there, she tried to think of what she would say to him, how she would explain what happened. She tried to think of his arms around her, his kisses on her forehead. She tried to think of how happy her life with him had been before the soldiers came through their forest. 
    

    
      Instead, she thought about all the words Zhen had used to describe Alexis. Zhen was infatuated. For hours after the princen and their companion had left, Zhen had done nothing but chatter about how elated she was that they had come to save her. She spent hours chattering to Katya about their many alluring qualities. T
      heir eyes were the same enchanting shade as the forest leaves. Their hair, choppy and blonde, was as beautiful as the stars against the night sky. 
      Their gait 
      was confident and they performed every action with charm. T
      heir laugh was full and genuine. 
      Zhen was anxious for their return with an army to battle against Ivan; they had promised to bring her a sword of her own so that she could fight at their side. 
    

    
      Katya’s heart swelled as she heard Zhen speak. She wanted Zhen to be happy and free. Katya knew she could never provide Zhen with these things—not while she was with Ivan. Her heart hurt knowing this truth, but she could see no way to change it. There was no way she could be with Zhen and her captor, too. There was no way she could be with Ivan and his prisoner, too. And she had always been with Ivan. She loved him. She was falling for Zhen, yes, but she did not love her.
    

    
      Ivan was waiting for her. She landed, her wings becoming outstretched arms, anticipating his embrace. But it did not come. His arms were crossed over his chest, and he leaned against a tree, a scowl on his face.
    

    
      “My love? What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “Katya,” he said her name like it was a curse. “You would have…” Katya did not reply, waiting for him to finish. “I thought I could trust you.”
    

    
      “Of course you can trust me. I’m here, am I not?”
    

    
      “To kill me? So you can free the princess?” He turned to face her, his arms spread wide in surrender.
        “What! Of course not!”
    

    
      “I saw you both. I watched you two kiss!” He approached her slowly, jabbing a finger in accusation.
    

    
      “She asked me to! I had to play along. I tried telling her earlier that there was someone else but she asked too many questions! I could not risk her figuring me out.” She backed away, desperate to put a tree or something else between them. She had never been so afraid of him.
    

    
      “So you did not betray me?” He stopped his approach. She was backed up against a tree, clinging to it. Fearful, yet still desperate to please him.
    

    
      “My love, of course not! I’ve trusted you, even though you’ve given me little reason to. It’s your turn to trust me. Whatever you saw, whatever you thought, it was not what it seemed. I am here.” She collapsed to the ground, hunched over as tears fell to the soil, crystals being absorbed back into the earth. She clenched her fists into the dirt, determined to stop sobbing before it overtook her.
    

    
      “I heard you plotting
      ,” he said, expression softening. "I am sorry, Katya. I was not thinking. I was just so hurt. Can you forgive me? I will tell you everything. Please, Katya.”
    

    
      She gulped air, trying to stop the heaving in her chest. She tried to stand up and he was beside her, guiding her up and into his embrace. She melted into his arms. She could not stay mad at him. His anger was unjustified, even if she had told him the truth of her feelings for Zhen. The way he had acted toward her was uncalled for, but she still needed this embrace. Someone to hold her. 
    

    
      He snapped his fingers and a sea of lanterns materialized above them. The sounds of the night reorganized themselves into something of a symphony. He stepped back from her, and she watched as his usual attire transformed into formal wear. It 
      was still unearthly, still just this side of 
      wrong
      , a hint of mischief and a dash of the macabre. 
      His hair framed his face in a way that reminded her of his half-owl form, but with more polish. 
    

    
      He looked like an elf king, the ruler of these woods, capricious and carefree. His eyes telegraphed desire. She looked down at herself and saw she was equally transformed. A deep red dress of crushed velvet that seemed to melt into the forest floor draped her body, and she felt a wreath of some sort on top of her head.
    

    
      He held out his hand and bowed to her. She took his hand and let him lead her. She gazed into his eyes and saw all of the faces that he had ever worn. The concern for her, the love for her, the wistful look when she caught him watching her pick flowers. But also the greedy way he looked at Zhen, the face he had worn when he had imprisoned her, and the face filled with contempt he had offered her mere moments earlier. She decided to not let those bother her. 
    

    
      It made no sense to her sometimes, how he could make her feel like the only being on this earth. She had fallen for him slowly. He had gained her trust with acts of consideration, kindness, and love. Making her favorite tea every night. Giving her a bouquet of flowers that never wilted. Setting up a hive of bees for her. Here he was, enchanting her all over again.
    

    
      The lanterns made it appear as if they were floating. It was a dizzying effect, and Katya felt her heartbeat speed up, matching the tempo of the night music. 
    

    
      “I will give you the stars to wear. I will give you the night to make your cloak. I will tear the clouds from the skies to make your bed. I will make all of the animals bow before you. I will have the fish perform dances to bring you joy. Every day you will wake to the sun praising your name, and in the evening the twilight shall become your gown. Soon, Katya, when I am finished with this task, all of this shall be yours. We will live forever together, and our kingdom shall be safe.”
    

    
      The dancing gave way to giddiness. The combination of the swimming music and dazzling lights was hypnotic. The words Ivan whispered into her 
      ears
       
      repeated themselves, floating across her mind and settling into some unconscious part of her soul. Every tender moment they had ever shared replayed in her head.
    

    
      “Say you will never leave me,” he asked.
    

    
      The words rose to her lips before she could even think about them. “I will never leave you,” she promised.
    

    
      “Say you will never betray me.”
    

    
      “I never will.”
    

    
      He stopped dancing, and the suddenness of it sent Katya swerving. He caught her in his arms, lifting her up to carry her, and then pressed his cheek against hers. He slowly carried her into their cottage and set her down in her well-worn armchair, which had almost a dozen patches in it. She curled up in it, pulling her feet up and resting her head on her knees.
    

    
      “You must be so tired,” he said as he put a kettle over the fireplace.
    

    
      She nodded with a roteness that spoke of her habituation to her life with him. She curled up in her chair, he made her tea. There was a fondness in his routine, years of living with and caring for each other.
    

    
      “I am sorry I was cross with you earlier. That was uncalled for, and unfair. I let my anxiety get away from me.”
    

    
      She nodded, reflecting on his accusation and the glimmer of truth in it that she had denied. Her life had been in steady orbit around him, but she had been knocked off course and she was not sure how to correct it, or if she even wanted to. How had so much changed in so little time?
    

    
      She let herself imagine a life she might share with Zhen, without Ivan, without Alexis, without fear of war or heartache. In this life, she did not have to confess to Zhen the part she had played in Zhen’s captivity or explain her feelings to Ivan. Zhen did not have to deal with Alexis or her parents or anyone else who might ask her to consider her responsibilities. Katya imagined that the cottage they had conjured by the lake was their true home, where they kept bees and a garden and Katya would only leave, sometimes, to hunt for meat.
    

    
      A warm mug was thrust into her face and she recoiled in shock before realizing it was Ivan with her tea. She settled back into the world around her, dismissing her daydreams, letting the familiarity of her settings bring back her old habits. 
    

    
      “I have to be honest with you, Katya. I can not keep this from you anymore. I do not know how to start, though.” He began pacing in front of the fireplace, running his hands through his hair. “You know, I was not born a sorcerer. I was a prince once, and I had an important mission. But more than that, I had a wife. A child. A family. My own brother murdered them, though I could never prove it. He was so afraid that my mission might turn our people against us that he took my family as a warning.” 
    

    
      He paused, sighed, and sat down in his chair, taking off his glasses and setting them on the table between them.
    

    
      “While my family was laid to rest, he hoped I would bury my plans with them. I pressed on, though. I do not know how he did it, but he convinced our father that I was plotting against him—that I was working for an enemy. There was a trial, and he somehow produced evidence of my wrongdoing. I was sentenced to death, but my father spared me. Instead, I would live out the rest of my life in a dungeon.”
    

    
      Katya’s mind reeled, the hurt and the pain palpable in the air. She had a suspicion about where this story would end, though. But had not the traitorous prince been killed? “Are you…” Katya began, but he held up a hand.
    

    
      “I spent months being tortured. My brother would visit me, and upon my flesh he would carve a battle field. I was fed spoiled meat, rotten vegetables, and sour milk. But I lived, and when the man in the cell next to mine asked if I wanted to escape, I told him yes.
    

    
      “He was a mage, and collected candle stubs, blood, and a knife in his years of imprisonment. I never asked him why he was imprisoned. But after we escaped, I did ask him how he had created the spell that freed us. He took me on as an apprentice, and we escaped to the north.
    

    
      “I lived with him for 50 years in the frost and the cold. I learned during that time that there is more than one kind of snow. I learned how to keep warm, keep dry, and survive. But I also learned how to catch a falling star, how to call a wind, and how to translate the songs of the sirens who live among the glaciers in the northern seas.
    

    
      “One day, he told me he had taught me all that he could. And that afternoon, I packed my bags. I took all of my possessions and I created my own path. The whispers of aether took me back to the capital of the country I should have reigned over. I saw my brother’s oldest daughter coronated, and then I stewed. The people had called my brother a tyrant, a king with no morals. He beheaded anyone he thought might be a political rival. Our father had been a distant claimant to the throne, and he had taken it on the battlefield. My brother was fearful of anyone with a better claim who might unseat him. His reign was a nightmare, and the people welcomed Catherine, his daughter, as a kind and compassionate ruler. 
    

    
      “No one recognized me. I collected gossip and rumors in exchange for small spells and charms. I traded in books and scrolls and collected a respectable library. I watched my niece reverse the destructive policies my brother had implemented. Though she must have believed me dead, she did nothing to right my legacy—or any of the other people my brother had falsely imprisoned.
    

    
      “Eventually I realized I would never get justice without action. That is how I ended up here, carefully laying the groundwork for my revenge. Anger has filled my blood for so many years that I cannot let it go. I did not mean to drag you into this, but I must see this through.”
    

    
      “I don’t understand how keeping Zhen a prisoner helps you get revenge.”
        “Katya, please.” He looked into her eyes, tears still 
      fresh
       in his own. She held his gaze, unsure what he was asking her.
    

    
      “Please, tell me, why is she a prisoner?”
    

    
      “It is not revenge,” he said
      .
       “It is justice. Princen Alexis, descended from Dmitri, should not be sitting on that throne. That should be one of my great grandchildren. They are a fraudulent line of false nobility. Treachery runs through their veins.”
    

    
      “So you would deprive them of future heirs? By holding Zhen? They can find other princesses.”
    

    
      “Katya, I do not want their line to die out, I want it to end.”
    

    
      She did not understand the difference he wanted her to see. She believed that Ivan had been falsely accused and that, at some point, he had sought justice. But now, his anger had soured into revenge. Alexis was kind. They were not a plotting deceiver, no matter who their ancestor had been.
    

    
      “I can’t help you anymore. I met the princen today,” she started.
    

    
      “I know you did,” he interrupted.
    

    
      “Princen Alexis is not like their father. They do not deserve this.”
    

    
      “This must be done. Please do not make me go through this alone.”
    

    
      “Why do you need me to do this?” 
    

    
      “The princen is gathering their forces. When they come back, they’ll find me and kill me. If you love me, you will stop them from doing that.” Regardless of how she felt right now, she did not want to see Ivan dead.
    

    
      “You act as though you have no choice in this. You can choose another path. You can turn back.”
    

    
      For a long time, they sat in silence. He fidgeted with his glasses while she swirled the tea in her mug. She let the silence stretch. Finally, he sighed, breaking the silence. “You are right, this does have to stop,” he said. “This is vengeance, not justice. Since I found you, I have tried every day to be worthy of the kindness you showed me. I was so lost when I found you. I thought I could keep you and still pursue this. I was wrong. But now an army may be riding toward me, bent on destruction. Should I have to pay for that with my own life? Stop Alexis and this will be over. I am sorry, Katya.”
    

    
      “And how do you expect me to do this?”
    

    
      “By killing them and their companion.”
        “I can’t do that, Ivan. I told you this already.”
    

    
      “They will find you, too. They will realize who you are eventually, and then you will be dead.”
    

    
      “I can not kill them.”
    

    
      “Please, Katya. You can fly to the palace, disguise yourself as Zhen, and the guards will let you in. You can tell them that you were attacked and found your way there. When you find the princen, you can tell them you escaped. And then you can kill them.” He went to the bed they usually shared. He bent down and reached under the frame. He pulled out a small box, and Katya watched as he carefully lifted the lid and pulled out a slender knife, engraved with symbols Katya did not recognize. He came back over to her, his eyes never leaving the blade. He turned it over in his hands, and then gave it to her. “Use this when you do it.”
    

    
      “This still sounds like revenge, Ivan,” she seethed, the knife resting in both of her palms. It felt heavier than it had any right to be. 
    

    
      “This is protection. Mistakes were made when my anger got the best of me. But I can not let them come for me. If they do, there will be no one to protect you.”
    

    
      “If I do this, will you free Zhen?” she asked, her words slicing through the heaviness that had settled in the room.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “I do not see what purpose you would have for her anymore. I still don’t understand what role she played in your quest for vengeance to begin with.”
    

    
      “She will be released. I would like for you to ensure no one from Lebedia comes searching for us first. I shall start trying to arrange for transport back to her home. In the meantime, she will stay in my custody. No harm will come to her so long as she is in my protection.”
    

    
      Protection. Not captivity. She nodded. She would do this for him, for Zhen, and for herself. A tiny part of her soul whispered that Alexis’ death would give Zhen the freedom to make a life with her. She could protect Ivan and keep Zhen for herself. She could keep her part in all this a secret; she had already kept so many, what was one more?
    

    
      Ivan pulled her into an embrace, stroking her long hair. Her cheek rested on his chest, her head fitting perfectly into the crook of his neck. She let him hold her, laying his burdens on her shoulders. “Thank you, thank you, Katya. I promise I will not ask anything else of you for the rest of our days,” he whispered. Small convulsions of his body told her he was crying, and when the hot tears landed on her neck, she did not say anything.
    

    
      When he released her, she sat back down in the chair, collecting her mug of tea. His red and swollen eyes took her in one more time. “It is late. You should head back to the lake before Zhen wakes up. You can head out tomorrow night. I am sure the princen and their companion will not be able to get home that quickly.”
    

    
      Katya got up to leave, heading for the door. Ivan caught her hand and spun her back around, again holding her close while he kissed her, his hand entwining with hers behind her back. His kiss was filled with a passion Katya had not felt from him since the days when they first tested the waters of their new romance.
    

    
      She leaned into it, having missed intimacy and closeness since she had started this charade of being a prisoner. But before she could find what she was searching for, he pulled away. “You forgot to change,” he said to her, and she looked down. She had forgotten his earlier transformation of her outfit, and found herself once again in the plain clothes she had arrived in. She nodded again, and hurried out the door. 
    

    
      She was so distracted she almost stepped on a small tiger snake outside of the cottage, and the snake reared up, its long neck coiled tightly, waiting to strike. She slowly backed away, and the orange-and-black–checkered snake eyed her suspiciously before settling back down. She kept walking.
    

    
      “You can not leave here, Katya,” a voice called to her from behind. She twirled around.
    

    
      “Who is there?” she called, fear edging into her voice. Her skin prickled, and she felt as though there were a memory pulling at the edge of her mind, something from a dream that asked to be remembered. The snake was still there, staring at her. Tiger snakes were not aggressive, but they were venomous.
    

    
      She kept walking until she was sure her transformation would not end with her becoming a meal for a snake, and then she took flight, keeping low to the tree line. Gliding downwards into the clearing around the lake, Katya saw Zhen sitting on the ground, her legs extended so that her toes touched the water. 
    

    
      Katya saw the very last sliver of the moon in the skies. Tomorrow would be the new moon. She had need to make sure she came back without Zhen even knowing she was gone, or she had need to find a plausible lie.
    

    
      She landed in the water, searching for the sliver of silver moonlight reflected on the ripples of water. She swam toward it, and then her black wings flung back as she put on a show for Zhen. She emerged from a vortex of feathers and dew, a black satin dress hemmed in crimson clinging to her hips and pooling at her feet.
    

    
      “You left me alone,” was all Zhen said.
    

    
      Katya approached her slowly, unsure what to expect. “I am here now,” Katya said, a gentle plea in her voice.
    

    
      “Where did you go?” There was a hint of the faraway in her words, a listlessness that scared Katya. She scrambled for an explanation that would appease Zhen. 
    

    
      “I wanted to make sure that the princen and Tatiana made it out of the forest without trouble.” Katya held her breath, waiting for Zhen to spot the lie. 
    

    
      “And did they?” 
    

    
      It was strange, Katya thought, that Ivan had not stopped them himself. Why not eliminate the threat now? Why make her do it later? “They seemed to be safely on their way. I didn’t want to wake you. I’m sorry I left without telling you.”
    

    
      “I do not know what to do,” she said. Katya had been hoping that she had said the right thing, that knowledge of the princen’s safety would bring Zhen back, ground her. Instead she seemed even further away. 
    

    
      “Do about what?” Katya gathered her dress and sat down next to Zhen. She crossed her legs and reached behind her to rest her weight on her palms. The stars were bright, with barely a moon to outshine them. She listened to the sounds of the night while waiting for Zhen to answer her, the same sounds that had been the orchestra to her and Ivan’s 
      pas de deux
       earlier. 
    

    
      “The princen is very charming, and in time I know I could come to love them. There was a current that ran between us. My dreams were reflected back in their eyes.” Her voice crescendoed as she spoke each word. An air of certainty settled around her but could not quite beat back the fey mood Katya had found her in. The heaviness of that distance coalesced, and Katya knew there was something she was holding back, some part of her heart she could not bring herself to examine. 
    

    
      “But there is something keeping you from running to this future.” 
    

    
      “Yes. But this is the path I must walk.” She stood up and trudged to their cabin. 
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Fourteen
    

    
      The giddiness of meeting their bride was wearing off, and as they rode, Alexis turned their thoughts toward a new mission. With their princess found, they needed to determine how best to explain it to their parents.
    

    
      To think that their father and his advisors had discussed the possibility that her kingdom had played them foul! They could have been looking at a long and bloody war. 
    

    
      But their true foe seemed more frightening in this moment. An enchanter of great power, capable of wicked magic and destruction who had no weakness as far as they could glean from the princess’s descriptions, and no motivation. 
    

    
      Alexis had known that occasionally his family would keep wizards in their employ, but they had burned them, too. After sharing their news, they would have to scour the library for any information they could find. Leading an army without any knowledge of their foe would be reckless. Alexis had to prove to their kingdom and their bride that they were responsible.
    

    
      Tatiana held up a hand, indicating that it was time to rest the horses and to relieve themselves. Alexis began slowing their horse, helping Tatiana look for a good place to rest. They pointed toward a cove of trees in the distance that would provide some nice shade. Tatiana nodded, and they both made their way over. Alexis arrived first and swung down, beginning to search through their bag for a bit of bread.
    

    
      “What did you think of the other one?” Tatiana asked as she dismounted.
    

    
      “The other one what?” Alexis asked as Tatiana rolled her eyes.
    

    
      “The other captive, Katya. What did you think of her?”
    

    
      “I guess I had not given her much thought,” Alexis admitted.
    

    
      “She was odd.” Tatiana pursed her lips as she opened a canteen. “She also seemed a little uncertain of you and protective of the princess.”
    

    
      “They have been through a lot together, it sounds like.”
    

    
      “Maybe that’s what is was,” Tatiana said, and shrugged before making her way behind some bushes.
    

    
      “What was what?” Alexis asked, carefully turning their back to those bushes.
    

    
      “It seemed to be a little bit more intense than that.”
    

    
      “Tatiana, what are you trying to say?”
    

    
      “I think they might have fallen for each other.”
    

    
      Alexis chewed on their lip, considering this line of reasoning. Two people, trapped together with no one else. It was possible. They tried to be all right with this. They knew that they were being genuine when flirting with her; she gave them a fluttering feeling that broke through their usual suaveness and left them bereft of words. They thought Zhen was equally as genuine in her affections. Alexis and Zhen were betrothed for politics, but while their wedding was a matter of state, what lived within their marriage was entirely their choice. Alexis hoped that they could find a way to love and happiness. Zhen’s affections for another should not detract from how she might feel for Alexis. But a pang of jealousy still gnawed at them.
    

    
      “I am alright with that,” Alexis said, trying to be convincing, as Tatiana came back from behind the bushes. 
    

    
      “I think she is hiding something, too.”
    

    
      “Well, we all have some secrets,” Alexis said.
    

    
      “Maybe,” Tatiana said. “She seems to live near those woods. With all the locals telling us to stay away, it is a bit odd that she was in them voluntarily.”
    

    
      “You think she knows something? Something she is not telling us?”
        “Probably.”
    

    
      Alexis nodded, Tatiana was rarely wrong about a hunch. 
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Fifteen
    

    
      Zhen was already awake and dressed when Katya began to stir. Katya leaned up on her elbow and craned her neck to see her sitting in one of the chairs near the hearth, nursing a mug of tea. 
    

    
      “Good morning,” Katya called to her as she threw off the blankets. Katya walked over to the hearth and sat on a small woven rug. “I’m sorry for leaving you alone last night. I should have at least told you I was leaving to check on the princen instead of sneaking off like that.”
    

    
      Katya watched as Zhen’s chest rose and fell, her eyes shut tight. When Zhen opened her eyes, Katya knew that whatever she said next would not be easy to hear.
    

    
      “Her name was Mei. She made my heart sing with adventure. I wrote songs for her. I dedicated every piece of art I constructed to her name. I know I can never be with her, and even if I could, I do not think we would have been able to make it work. But I can never pretend I did not love her, and I cannot pretend I will ever stop.
    

    
      “I came here knowing I would carry her with me, and one love lost is not so huge a burden to take to a marriage bed. Many people do it. But Katya, who takes two?” As the last words left her mouth, she bolted up and dashed from the cabin. 
    

    
      The confession sunk into Katya’s mind. She recognized the conflict in Zhen’s voice, the confusion she had about her predicament, and the battle that must have played out in her head as she sat alone on the edge of the lake. A conflict that could have no happy ending. Katya knew it because it was the same battle she fought every moment of every day since she first realized how she felt about Zhen. The part of her that longed for a life eternal full of magic and enchantment with Ivan pitted against the one that dreamed of a quiet life of love and contentment with Zhen. 
    

    
      But Katya knew that both of their private battles had an eventual victor. The lives of too many people relied on her and Zhen never having more than these handful of days together. She knew what she had to do to ensure she had a chance at a life with Ivan, and the same action would free Zhen of her obligation to Lebedia. Would war still come, she wondered, if the princen was dead and the princess had vanished?
    

    
      She stood up, tossed a fistful of threads into the fire, and made her way outside, finding Zhen sitting in a similar position to the one she had found her in last night. “I understand. Do you think we could try to cherish each other while we have the time?”
    

    
      Zhen’s face was covered in tears, and she held up an arm to wipe them away. Katya caught her arm, blotting her teas with a bit of cloth. A small smile formed on Zhen’s lips as Katya assisted her, and she reached out to grab Katya’s free hand. “I think I would like that,” Zhen said.
    

    
      Katya placed the cloth back in her pocket and pulled Zhen into an embrace. For a moment, she wondered if Ivan was watching, but she decided she did not care. They were the last moments she would have with Zhen with only a tarnished conscience. That evening she would have to do terrible things to save Ivan. She should be allowed to have a small moment of contentment with the woman she loved in exchange.
    

    




    
      
    

    
      Chapter Sixteen
    

    
      
    

    
      Alexis was not expecting to be lectured and reprimanded quite so publicly. But they had forgotten that there was a scheduled ball that evening, and when he and Tatiana attempted to enter the palace grounds, they found it crowded with carriages. 
    

    
      Alexis was disheveled when they and Tatiana finally made it to the entrance. The longer platinum hair on top of their head was stuck firmly to their sweat-soaked forehead, they had taken off their doublet at some point during the journey, and their boots were covered in mud. Two steps inside was all they made it before the usually jovial voice of their father roared above the crowd. Tatiana gave a small salute and disappeared into the crowd, leaving them alone to face their father’s wrath.
    

    
      “Alexis, I know you despise dancing, but you cannot keep trying to get out of these formal events by—why are you filthy?”
    

    
      “Dad, we need to talk, but not here. Where is mom?”
    

    
      “She is with Nataliya. Is this urgent?”
    

    
      “I found Princess Yi Zhen!”
    

    
      A crease formed on his forehead as he leaned on his cane. “Very well,” he said as he turned to a page. “Fetch the czarina and Lady Nataliya and ask them to meet me and Princen Alexis in my rooms. Tell Princess Olga that she should take care of the official ceremonies and greetings in our absence.” The czar turned and began walking toward the stairs. Alexis followed behind him until they reached the stairs and their father sat down in his 
      automated chair
      , a gift from a foreign wizard many years ago. He pushed a small button and the chair began to lift him up alongside Alexis. They journeyed to the czar’s rooms together in silence.
    

    
      Alexis took a seat at a large round table and ran a handkerchief through their hair to dry it and make 
      themself 
      look presentable. While Lady Natalyia was not their mother, she still acted just as much the part with Alexis as she did with her own daughters, Princesses Olga, Anya, Daria, and Elena. Alexis knew they were in for another round of humiliation from their mothers. 
    

    
      A guard opened the door and announced their mother and her lover. The rustle of silk was all that was needed to alert Alexis to their presence—the guard was superfluous. 
      The second most cherished couple
       in the kingdom entered hand in hand. The czarina dropped her lover’s hand and ran to Alexis, embracing them while she berated them for arriving to the ball late, for being dirty, for going missing, for dragging Tatiana into this, and for making the Lady Natalyia sick with fear. 
    

    
      Alexis extracted themself from their mother’s arms, only to find themself looking directly into the teary eyes of Lady Natalyia. She threw herself at them, tears leaking onto their shoulders.
    

    
      “I am sorry!” they cried out as they tried to duck out of the embrace. “This is really important though. The princess was kidnapped, and we need to save her!”
    

    
      “Alexis,” their mother said as she took a seat next to the czar, “we have already discussed this.”
    

    
      “No, let them explain,” their father said, taking the czarina’s hand in his own. She laid her head to rest on his shoulder, and Lady Natalyia came from behind to rest her hands on the czarina’s shoulders.
    

    
      Alexis looked at his parents. They were so secure in their love for each other. Even though they annoyed them sometimes, they were glad to have them as parents. Their father’s disinterest in physical intimacy had not meant Alexis would be an only child, as their mother had found the Lady Natalyia. Together they had filled the royal nursery with plenty of royal half-siblings for Alexis to grow up with. They hoped that they could navigate situations half as well as their three parents had done when they were married to Princess Zhen. But they had to rescue her, first.
    

    
      They took a deep breath and began recounting their adventure. When they neared the end of the saga, they steeled themself for the request they were about to make. “I would like to request an elite company of a dozen of our best soldiers to confront the sorcerer and free Princess Zhen.”
    

    
      “I agree that we should investigate,” their father started, “but many of our troops are already lining the border. It appears that the Shān rulers believe we have played them wrong and that our claims that the princess vanished are lies. While you were gone, they sent messengers all but declaring war. I was hoping when you said you had found her, that she would be with you. I do not know if we have the time to try to rescue her from this sorcerer, if that is what he is, before the anxiety on our border leads to bloodshed.”
    

    
      “If they are marshalling their own troops, we have to try. We can not let this war happen.”
        “But we do not know that this sorcerer is not working for Shān, faking her imprisonment as an excuse to attack us.”
    

    
      “Just as the Shān believe we have done to them,” Alexis pointed out.
    

    
      “
      We cannot discount the theory, though. This sorcerer could be one of Shān’s allies.”
    

    
      “We could provide them with some of the Czarina’s Guard, perhaps?” Lady Natalyia said, glancing at her lover.
    

    
      “That might work, yes. They are near silent, lethal, and cunning. I do not think they would be suspected of being a menace, especially if they were dressed as ladies and not assassins,” the czarina agreed.
    

    
      “Precisely. And if the sorcerer is looking for pretty ladies and not large-scale war, he might even try to capture them,” the Lady Natalyia continued. “You and Tatiana could pretend to be an escort for a group of ladies en route to some formal event in Shān. We can have carriages ready for you tomorrow.”
    

    
      Alexis nodded, making small mental adjustments to the plan to account for what they already knew of the situation. “That sounds reasonable. I would like ten of mother’s guard, then. While they should be dressed for a formal event, they should also have plenty of concealed weapons and clothing roomy enough to maneuver on uneven ground. I would appreciate it if at least one of them knew magic.”
    

    
      “I will see to the preparations tonight after the ball,” their mother said. “But tonight, you should be at the ball, dressed your best. We can not let knowledge of this plan slip.”
    

    
      Alexis bowed to their parents and left the czar’s chambers. Tatiana leaned against the wall outside, arms folded over her chest. She was wearing her ceremonial dress, a doublet complete with broach and epaulets, her hair in a braided crown around her head. She righted herself and followed the princen down the hall to their rooms. 
    

    
      “What is the plan?” she asked as they made their way from the princen’s chamber to their dressing room. They pulled out their own formal attire from a chest of drawers and began to change behind a small screen.
    

    
      “You and I are going to take a group of court ladies to a formal event tomorrow.”
    

    
      “That does not sound like a plan.” She scowled at their back.
    

    
      “Well, it will be an event, and those ladies are from the Czarina’s Guard.”
    

    
      “Ah, that’s more like it. Are you in charge of this mission?”
    

    
      “I am. I do not suppose you would like to be my second?”
    

    
      “Not to distract from the importance of rescuing your bride, but being second in command of a mission involving the Czarina’s Guard? This is my chance to prove myself. This is my chance to see how I like it and show that my success is not because of my mother. We will save your bride!” She clasped her hands together and twirled around the room for a few minutes, thrusting a ceremonial sword as she dueled imaginary foes.
    

    
      “I knew you would be enthusiastic!” Alexis came out from behind the screen wearing a shiny black double-breasted doublet trimmed in red, with flashy ruby epaulets, and a white rose corsage pinned on the left. They wore a short pleated skirt over pressed black trousers, and their hair was a mess of platinum 
      spikes 
      spilling over their forehead. Tatiana whistled. “This is hopefully the last ball where you’ll have to deal with a line of people wanting the next dance. At least, I certainly hope so. Do you know how hard it is to maintain an orderly queue?”
    

    
      Alexis laughed and went to their chest at the foot of their bed, opening it to take out their own ceremonial sword. They buckled the belt around their waist and then took one last look in the mirror, winking to 
      themself 
      before spinning on their heel to offer Tatiana their arm. “Shall we?”
    

    
      They lead Tatiana out of their rooms and around to the grand staircase. “Vladimir, mind announcing me and Sir Tatiana?” they asked the page near the staircase. The page nodded and headed out from behind the curtain to announce them.
    

    
      “You look good,” Tatiana said to them.
    

    
      “So do you,” Alexis replied. 
    

    
      As the page made the announcement, Alexis and Tatiana stepped out from behind the curtain in unison. Alexis raised their hand to greet the courtiers who had paused their dancing, and then descended the staircase with Tatiana on their arm. They reached the bottom to a round of applause.
    

    
      Alexis was immediately greeted by people of all genders vying for their attention, asking for the first dance, or the second. Tatiana helped shoo away some of the more persistent pursuers while Alexis began scanning the crowd for their siblings. They found all of their siblings save one accounted for on the ballroom floor.
    

    
      As if on cue, they heard a page cry out, “may I announce, Her Royal Highness, Princess Olga of Lebedia.” They smiled up at their favorite sibling, and watched her descend the stairs. They caught her eye, and she gave a smile and a wink that spoke of a secret.
    

    
      “What are you grinning about?” They asked, offering their hand to her as she reached the last step.
    

    
      “You will see.”
    

    
      The trumpet blared again, and Alexis looked up to see who was going to be announced next.
    

    
      “May I present Her Royal Highness, the Princess Yi Zhen of Shān”
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Seventeen
    

    
      Zhen was working on small embroidery project. She had wished earlier for the supplies and eagerly began working on a design that Katya could only guess at. Katya set a mug of tea in front of Zhen and then sat down beside her, pulling her shawl over her shoulders.
    

    
      “Let that cool for a few minutes,” Katya instructed. “It should help you sleep, though.” Zhen nodded, hardly noticing Katya’s presence, squinting at the cloth she held close to her face. They had spent the morning and afternoon getting to know each other more intimately, but as evening had settled over the horizon, they retreated into their own private worlds. 
    

    
      Katya looked around, unsure of what to do with herself while waiting for Zhen to go to bed and fall asleep. The sun had set, but the sky still held the warmth of the sunset. The stars were beginning to twinkle in the sky, but there would be no moon joining them tonight. Zhen absently sipped at her tea and continued to work her needle and thread.
    

    
      Katya contemplated how she would know where to fly, how she would disguise herself, and how she would manage to kill the princen. She tried not to think of her other options. She was doing this for Zhen and Ivan. She was doing this so that should could have a future with them both. 
    

    
      “I think I shall retire for the evening,” Zhen said as she set her project down and stood up. “Goodnight kiss?” she asked. Katya obliged, leaning forward for a long, passionate kiss. Zhen eventually straightened and took a long drink of her tea, her eyes still focused on Katya over the rim of the mug. Then she made her way to her bed, her gown trailing on the floor behind her.
    

    
      Katya waited until she heard the even breathing of sleep, and then slipped outside. She bespelled the dagger, affixing it with a strap to her leg. The spell would allow the knife to transform with her, making it possible to carry it while she was transformed.
    

    
      A snake rose in front of her, stretching out so that half of its long body was vertical in front of her. It was the same tiger snake from earlier. Katya backed away slowly, maintaining eye contact with the serpent as she did so.
    

    
      “Daughter, you cannot leave the forest.” The voice seemed to both come from everywhere and nowhere. It was deep and commanding, but soft and reassuring at the same time. Katya searched for the source of the voice. The snake wobbled back and forth, taking a stance that almost looked as if it was about to strike, it’s long neck weaving back and forth on itself. Katya stared back at it, wondering if it was truly a snake. 
    

    
      “Daughter, please listen.” The snake lowered itself, still staring at her, but no longer tense.
    

    
      “I am listening,” she replied, looking at the snake. Precious seconds were slipping away, but she felt compelled to stay and hear out whatever wanted her to listen. The snake slithered to a tree stump, and then began to climb atop of it. 
    

    
      “You cannot leave the forest,” the snake said, coiling itself into a puddle of scales on the stump.
    

    
      “But I need to go to Kristallicheskiy.”
    

    
      “You cannot.”
    

    
      “Why not?”
    

    
      “You will die if you do.” The snake coiled on the ground, its head in the middle, looking up at her.
    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    
      “I am the voice of the forest, for now.”
    

    
      “Why are you telling me this? How do you know I would die if I left?”
    

    
      “I gave birth to you, in that lake. Many years ago, I felt myself dying, my life force being siphoned away. You were born to find the creature who was slowly killing me, but in your birth, you were bound to me. Your life is sustained by me. To leave here is to cut off your veins from the blood that should run in them.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?” It was so much at once. She had always wanted answers, she wanted to be all right with not knowing, too. Here were her answers, but they did not make any sense. 
    

    
      “You might have guessed that you were not entirely human,” the voice said, laced with sorrow. “We are not entirely sure when it started, but we realized that new trees were not taking root, that our birds were not laying as many eggs, that winter was coming earlier, and that young trees were dying. There is an ebb and flow to the life of a forest, but this could not be accounted for.
    

    
      “We needed someone who could better investigate the source of our slow death. So we created you. We birthed you in this lake under the full moon. We watched as you took your first breath, as you opened your eyes. Our first child, our most precious child. We hoped that you might find the cause of this poison and root it out.”
    

    
      “Why have you not told me this before?”
    

    
      “We wanted to tell you, but shortly after you were born, you disappeared. We could not find you.”
    

    
      “I have been right here. I’ve always been here.”
    

    
      “We see that now, but something was hiding you from us. Only recently have we been able to locate you. We tried to speak to you last night, too.”
    

    
      “Do you know how much this has torn me up? Not knowing?” Katya did not know how else to react, so she raged. “I thought I was abandoned, an orphan. I thought I was an aberration that should not even exist. And now you tell me I have some mission that I must fulfill? As if I don’t have other concerns, other worries, other battles I need to fight?”
    

    
      The snake stared at her.
    

    
      “I don’t have time for this. I have to get to Kristallicheskiy.”
    

    
      “As our protector, you are bound to this forest. You can leave, but you will slowly fade away. No more than a day would you survive outside this forest.”
    

    
      “Then I suppose I will have to make this quick,” she snapped.
    

    
      “Should the forest die, so will you. We do not think we have much longer.”
    

    
      Katya hesitated. No matter how mad she felt, the prospect of their linked demise stirred fear in her. At the same time, she had to leave. She had to address the matter at hand.
    

    
      “I will be back,” she said, walking past the serpent and leaping into the sky. She tried not to think of the conversation she had just had. She wanted to fly to Kristallicheskiy and focus on completing her task. She would come back, but not because some spirit of the forest had asked her to. She would return because she needed to be back before Zhen woke up.
    

    
      She had allowed herself to fantasize in private moments about meeting her parents, being reunited, knowing where she came from. But never in her wildest dreams had she imagined a tiger snake telling her she was created by the forest. She had envisioned a sorceress for a mother, maybe a 
      leshy 
      for her father. But the forest proper?
    

    
      No, she had other matters to attend to now. She couldn’t just drop everything because a snake claimed the forest had birthed her and needed her help. She sped up, enhancing her natural flight ability with magic. She forced thoughts of her encounter out of her mind. 
    

    
      She sang to herself as she passed over fields, villages, other forests. She imagined what the lives of the riders on horseback were like as she soared over their heads. There was no moon to guide her flight, but she knew the stars as if they were embedded into her own skin, a map of flesh and fire. 
    

    
      Ahead, Kristallicheskiy appeared on the horizon. A dark outline of the onion-domed cupolas danced against the skies as their gilt ornaments reflected the scattered starlight. The large gate of the city appeared, and she caught the attention of a guard as she soared past it.                           
    

    
      She neared the palace itself, a spectacular structure with minarets and gold and red onion domes, around each of which was a swirl of filigree molding. She landed in a dense garden filled with bushes, vines, and small trees. There was a stone path that seemed to lead further into the garden in one direction, and towards a small pond in the other. She carefully sought the well of magic at her core to transform back into her human form. The well took longer to find, and its contents seemed shallow. But she had just flown farther than she ever had before, and attributed it to exhaustion.
    

    
      She began conjuring an image of Princess Yi Zhen as she had been when they first met. A muted but elegant hairdo of buns and jewels and hair sticks. An 
      aoqun
       with a pleated skirt made of white silk, hemmed in gold, embroidered with dragons dancing at the lower hem. The jacket was yellow with embroidered fiery swirls and encrusted with small burnt-orange gems.
    

    
      She focused on the outfit first, letting the details settle over her, her own clothing changing to match. Her hair followed suit, darkening, straightening, and tying itself up into a high bun, ornaments appearing to adorn it. She shifted her attention to her figure. She her body tightened, becoming a little shorter and much thinner. Her thighs, stomach, and arms all shrank in circumference as she shifted focus to her facial features. Her lips became small lines, and her nose and chin acquired a pertness that Katya thought suited Zhen very well, and her pale eyes took on a deep brown that was speckled with gold.
    

    
      Katya examined her magical workings, pushing aside the weakness in her knees, the tremors in her hands, and the unevenness of her breath. She had to finish this, then she could go home and recover. She grinned at a job well done as she held the fine fabrics of her disguise in her hands. She then considered that her ruse relied on her having traveled here on her own, and rubbed a few smudges of dirt into the hem of her aoqun, and mussed her hair a little.
    

    
      Her disguise finished, she began marching toward the front entrance. Her steps were awkward as she adjusted to such a small body. She was used to taking up much more space, and she enjoyed having a large presence. Now she felt as if she could easily be overlooked. The clothing was not such a huge change from what she was accustomed to, but there were several more layers than she preferred.
    

    
      Nevertheless, she made it to the grand entrance without catastrophe. As she approached, the guards watched her, clearly leery of an uninvited guest. She swept a low curtsy to them, and as she rose she saw curiosity in their gazes. “Good evening. I am expected by the royal family, although they were hoping I would arrive with an escort. My carriage was attacked while we were traveling, and I was lucky to escape unharmed. I am the Princess Yi Zhen. Would you assist me?”
    

    
      “Your Highness, there is a ball taking place. I will escort you to Princess Olga, who is currently overseeing its details,” the shorter guard said.
    

    
      “I appreciate that, thank you.” She followed him through the doors, keeping her hands at her side and trying not to trip. She was soon brought before a woman with platinum hair that matched Alexis’ in color, but was worn in tight ringlets that cascaded to her hips. She was taller than Alexis, but shared many of the same facial features. She had high cheek bones, a square jaw, and large steely-gray eyes; a small tiara was perched on her head, her curls woven into it.
    

    
      Katya curtsied to the woman she guessed was Princess Olga. The curtsy was returned, but with more flare and grace, leaving Katya certain her ruse would be found out.
    

    
      “Welcome, my future sister. I was under the impression that you were missing, possibly captured, and would be unable to attend tonight.” It was not phrased as a question, but Katya knew it was one.
    

    
      “That is true, but myself and a fellow captive were able to break free. I have traveled far to be here tonight.”
    

    
      Princess Olga considered her words for a moment, her lips pressed together in concentration. “I am glad you are safe now. Would you like to use my rooms to freshen up? Then we can have someone announce you for your official entrance to our court.”
    

    
      Katya nodded and followed Princess Olga down the hall, the guards returning to their post. She tried not to stare, mouth agape, as she passed large portraits, golden light fixtures, and crystal chandeliers. She was supposed to be a princess born into this sort of splendor.
    

    
      They reached Princess Olga's rooms, Katya convinced she could not begin to find her way out after traveling so many winding hallways and staircases. The princess threw open her doors without waiting for her anyone to do it for her.
    

    
      “Here, this way,” Princess Olga said, smiling at Katya in a way that was reassuring. She led Katya through a small door. A gorgeous vanity sat inside this new room, a highly polished silver mirror hanging above it. Gesturing to the chair in front of the vanity, Princess Olga said, “Sit! We can get you fixed up in no time.”
    

    
      Katya took a seat, 
      her stomach a ball of angry bees
      . Picking up a brush, Princess Olga began smoothing her hair out, moving pins slightly, rearranging some of the ornaments. Next, she took a cloth to Katya’s face, removing dirt smudges and adding a layer of light powder. “This will not match your skin tone exactly. I have blue undertones, and you seem to have pink. But I will keep it pretty sheer and blend it well.”
    

    
      Katya could not even nod in acknowledgement, fearful that the brush would end up in her eyes. She did not know what the princess was talking about, anyway. Princess Olga kept applying different powders with various brushes, and Katya watched as her friend’s face disappeared and something different emerged. The powders created the illusion of rounder cheeks, fuller lips, and a thinner nose. She was not sure she liked the effect.
    

    
      Princess Olga then had her stand up as she took a wet cloth to the hem of her 
      aoqun, 
      trying to get the dirt out of the hem.
    

    
      “I am an entirely different size than you—taller and wider. You would drown in one of my gowns, otherwise I would offer one of mine. I am a handy seamstress, but I could not get one fitted for you this quickly. Just have to make do, I suppose.”
    

    
      “I would prefer to wear this, anyways. I would like to remind people of where I am from, what this marriage symbolizes.” Katya said the words, hearing Zhen’s voice behind her own. She knew Zhen would want to face the new court as herself. As much as was possible.
    

    
      Another thought stole Katya’s attention, just for a moment. The cold metal of the knife she carried stirred against her thigh. It remained strapped there, and had she been asked to change gowns, it might have been found out. Did princesses usually carry knives? Surely they carried some sort of protection with them? But if not, and the knife was found, what would happened to her then? She would have been caught, thrown in prison, and left to die.
       
    

    
      Just as Ivan had been.
    

    
      But he had escaped. If she were caught, he would not leave her to the same fate.
    

    
      Princess Olga nodded, a smile lighting up her whole face. She was unaware the conflict raging in Katya’s head. “I knew I would like you. I hope that if I end up in a state marriage, I am half as brave as you.”
    

    
      Laughter welled up in Katya’s throat, and she let it explode out of her.
    

    
      “I am being serious!” Princess Olga put her hands on her hips, taken aback by the outburst.
    

    
      “My apologies, I just do not see how I am brave.”
    

    
      “You rescued yourself from brigands or bandits and came all the way here on your own. That must take bravery.”
    

    
      Katya looked away, shame burning on her face. She was not brave. She was taking the cowardly way out. She was using magic and deception to secure what she coveted. But her shame was mistaken for humility and modesty.
    

    
      “I really am not, but I know you will be,” Katya replied, realizing that this princess might be the one to become the new heir apparent when this night was through. Katya stared at herself in the mirror, Princess Olga standing behind her. “I am ready now.”
    

    
      “Come with me. I shall have you announced officially.”
    

    
      The princess and the pretender made their way through the deserted halls, not even an errant maid or servant to acknowledge them as they made their way to the grand staircase. Katya tried to memorize the faces staring back at her from the portraits in gilded frames that hung on the walls and tried to follow the weave of the tapestries that took up the space the portraits did not occupy. Depictions of maidens welcoming creatures of myth and magic, knights engaging their foes, elven kings presiding over revelries, marches of the forest 
      leshy
      , and many other scenes stopped in time to adorned the walls.
    

    
      Katya stared at some of them intently, trying to discern whether the imaginings of mortals matched the true magic. The 
      leshy
       were not nearly so tall as these weavings portrayed them, and the sirens were a thousand times more beautiful. The dragon of the lake was smaller, but with longer teeth. The kirin was actually a two-horned beast, and burned a brighter blue.
    

    
      “Beautiful, are they not? I am supposed to be working on one of my own with the help of my ladies in waiting. I do not have even the slightest idea of what I want to portray yet. Maybe you can help me?” Tilting her head, Katya looked up at Princess Olga, pondering what the Princess Yi Zhen would say. She was certain what her friend would say, but not how she would respond in an official capacity.
    

    
      “I should like that,” Katya responded after a brief hesitation. Her smile was genuine, if weak, as she made eye contact with Princess Olga.
    

    
      “Excellent!” Princess Olga clasped her hands together and nearly jumped with excitement. Katya wondered if Princen Alexis was actually related to this princess, as their natures seemed completely opposed to each other. The quiet reserve of Alexis made them seem aloof, whereas Princess Olga wore her emotions freely.
    

    
      “I believe your princen has already been announced. I cannot wait to see their face as you make your way down the staircase. The whole court is waiting for you.” As Princess Olga finished, Katya realized they were in front of a large red curtain of crushed velvet. A small guard, probably actually a page or squire, stood next to it, braided gold cord in hand. “This is Her Royal Highness, the Princess Yi Zhen of Shān. Please announce me first, and she will follow behind.” The guard nodded, and then walked in front of the curtain.
    

    
      A trumpet blared. “May I announce, Her Royal Highness, Princess Olga of Lebedia.” The curtain parted in the middle and Princess Olga stepped out in front of it. Katya tried to watch her form, her step, how she held her head, how she seemed to float as she took a few steps forward. She gave a small wave and then descended the stairs. Craning her head to watch, Katya tried to figure out how Princess Olga was maintaining her posture without tripping down the stairs.
    

    
      The curtain closed and Katya waited. She knew she would be called soon and she was terrified of messing up, anxious that any slip would expose her deception. She had to figure out a plan now. Should she kill the princen as soon as she found them in the crowd? In front of the whole of the court? She would surely be carried away to the dungeons, and though she believed Ivan would come for her, she did not want to make him if it could be avoided. No, she should wait until she had the princen alone, somewhere she could fly out of the window, leaving someone else to find them.
    

    
      No, that would not work either. Tatiana would still be a loose end. She needed them both dead. She could kill the princen, and then call for Tatiana, pretending an intruder had killed them, and then when Tatiana was inspecting, she could stab her in the back. That plan might work, so long as only Tatiana came to assist her. If other guards arrived, would she be able to escape without drawing suspicions?
    

    
      “May I announce, Her Royal Highness, the Princess Yi Zhen of Shān.” No more time to contemplate. She would have to make up the rest as she went. She tried to imitate the grace of Princess Olga by keeping her upper body still, abdominal muscles straining to hold her steady. She reached the edge of the stairs and waved, giving a small smile to the crowd.
    

    
      She was not sure if she was unconsciously blocking out sounds or if the crowd had truly gone quiet. Even the musicians had put down their instruments. Everyone seemed stopped in time, and she felt as if she were the only one moving through it. Step-by-step, she descended the staircase. She tried to keep her gaze just above everyone’s head. But as she neared the bottom, a face came into view.
    

    
      Princen Alexis was staring at her, their mouth hanging open, eyes wide with shock. She set her feet down on the floor and thunderous applause broke loose. The musicians began to play a fast waltz, and she watched as couples formed and people paired off.
    

    
      The princen bowed low, and as they rose extended their hand toward her. “My lady, I did not expect to see you here tonight. I had no intention of dancing, for no other partner could have pleased me as much as you. And here you are. I must ask: may I have this dance?” The shock was replaced with the suave charm that had so easily won Yi Zhen’s heart the night before.
    

    
      Katya curtsied and took their hand. “You may, my liege.” They led her away from the stairs and couples parted for them to pass. As they found a space to dance, she decided to set aside her fear of messing up the steps. They seemed to know what they were doing, and the first few steps proved that so long as she followed their lead, she would be fine.
    

    
      They twirled and spun and lost their breath. The princen had a grin, almost a smirk, across their face, and their eyes were filled with mischief. As the song ended and Katya started to catch her breath, the princen leaned in close and whispered into her ear. “How did you escape? And how did you get here so fast?”
    

    
      Katya looked around, realizing that so many people were staring at them. She did not know how to respond to this question. Everything she had prepared, everything Ivan had told her, seemed to evaporate. She shook her head, feeling her face flush.
    

    
      “My apologies, my lady. We should have some privacy for this conversation.” They took her hand, pulling her behind them as they made their way through the crowd. He brought her to a small side door and opened it. She went in first and found a small spiral staircase. They closed the door behind them and started ascending two steps at a time. Dizziness set in as she tried to keep pace with the Princen up these winding stairs, but she tried to put it aside.
    

    
      At the top of the stairs there was another small door. Princen Alexis opened it and pushed aside a velvet curtain. It was dark. Katya tried to adjust to the lack of light, but as soon as she thought she had, a small torch blinked to life. Alexis made their way around the room lighting the torches.
    

    
      Katya looked around. Small chairs were arranged in a half circle, music stands situated in a row along a wall behind them. Another velvet curtain lined the wall that the chairs were facing, and Katya walked up to it, found the edge, and pulled it aside.
    

    
      She looked out over the ballroom, high above the dancers. She saw the giant chandeliers directly in front of her, glittering as the crystals reflected and refracted the light from torches, lamps, and candles. The view took her breath away. Below her, the dancers in their finery weaved around each other, fabric swirling, hair gems adding to the light show.
    

    
      “We used to keep the musicians hidden away up here. The sound was so ethereal. We built a small stage on the floor itself once we became the patron of some well-known composers and musicians. The acoustics were worse, but everyone could see the musicians. Better visibility. I think the musician prefers it this way, too. She likes taking in and reading the energy of crowd. But now this room is all but forgotten.”
    

    
      Katya slowly closed the curtain overlooking the ballroom, fearful that another sudden movement might result in her being noticed. Turning around slowly to face Princen Alexis, she scrambled to find a way to pull off the deed she had been sent here to complete.
    

    
      “Tell me, princess, how did you escape? Is your companion safe? My mother is currently speaking with her guard—trained assassins. She is putting together a force for myself and Tatiana to lead. Were you followed? Is the sorcerer still alive?”
    

    
      “You—you told your mother what was happening?” Katya said, her hand resting over the knife, still concealed beneath her clothing. She would not just have to kill the princen and Tatiana.
    

    
      “Yes, my parents know. Is the sorcerer still alive? We can still take a small army to capture him, hold him accountable for what he has wrought.”
    

    
      She could not assassinate the entire royal family. No matter the magics she could call, it could not be done. But she reached inside of her anyway. She sought the well of aether inside of her core, ready to call it forth to immobilize the princen.
    

    
      But it was nowhere to be found. Panicking, she kept attempting to touch it, to call it. Desperate, she tried to call energy from nature, from the stars. In quick succession she tried conjury, thaumaturgy, sorcery, witchcraft. Every magical art she knew. But she could not call any magic. Her knees shook and sweat poured down her face, undoing the careful brushwork of powders and serums. The world began to spin around her and her vision stuttered and went dark. Her knees gave and she fell to the floor.
    

    
      The knotted cord holding the hilt of the dagger to her thigh loosened and the knife clattered to the floor. Katya rose to her hands and knees as the world slowly blinked back into existence. Breathing slow and deep, she tried to make sense of what had just happened. She looked up to see the princen on the ground beside her.
    

    
      “Do you need water? How can I help you?”
    

    
      “I am fine” Katya said, the words forming with a sluggishness that should have frightened her. But the world still spun around her, snuffing out her concerns.
    

    
      She lifted a knee to plant her foot on the ground and the princen helped her up. He led her to a chair and placed her in it. She placed her head between her knees, hoping for the spinning to stop, but her eyes fell on the knife.
    

    
      She knew she should be scared of the princen seeing it, knew she should try to conceal it or find an excuse for its presence. But she could not muster the effort. With a sort of detachment, she watched the princen walk over and begin to inspect it. They were transfixed by it, reaching out several times as if to grab the blade and jerking their hand back as if stung. “Why did you have this?”
    

    
      Words caught in her throat. She knew the words she should speak, but was unable to push them to her tongue. They burned as they fought to be released, but in doing so, they were consumed and turned to ash. Swallowing to clear her mouth of the taste, she began to panic. Her eyes cast about frantically, trying to make sense of what was going on as her surroundings wobbled and her thoughts slipped away from her as though water through fingers. She could not hold on to anything, not her name, her purpose, or even herself.
    

    
      “Zhen? What is wrong?” The princen abandoned their inspection of the knife and rushed to her side. “Zhen, breathe. Breathe in and out again slowly.”
    

    
      With each series of breaths, the world wobbled less. It felt like both an instant and an eternity, but she righted herself. The hollowness where her magic had once been remained. As she took a final deep breath, she recalled the words of the tiger snake.
    

    
      The curtains to the stairs moved, and after some fumbling, Tatiana entered the musicians’ chambers. “Princen Alexis, your parents are looking for you. They heard that Princess Zhen was here!”
    

    
      “How did you know to look for me here?”
    

    
      Tatiana raised an eyebrow. “Alexis. This is where you bring all of your paramours.”
    

    
      The princen blushed and ran their hand through their hair. “Oh. You are right.”
    

    
      Tatiana crossed her arms and rolled her eyes, but halfway through her dramatic performance, her eyes landed on the knife. “What is that doing here?”
    

    
      “I was just asking Princess Zhen, but my lady seems too ill to speak.”
    

    
      Tatiana crouched next to the knife. Without hesitation, she picked up the blade and turned it over in her hands.
    

    
      “This is bespelled,” she said with absolute certainty.
    

    
      “How do you know?” the princen asked, walking over to get a better look.
    

    
      While the two were examining this curious object, Katya tried to take inventory. She was alive, but she was dying. She had no access to magic that might give her an advantage in killing the princen and Tatiana. She also had learned her number of targets had increased to encompass much of the royal family. Her blade had been discovered, and if Tatiana was correct, it was laced with magics, magics she herself could not examine in her current state, magics that Ivan had likely concealed from her.
    

    
      But for what purpose?
    

    
      “Zhen? Zhen?” Her head jerked up to see the princen, almost overcome with worry. “Sweetheart, you keep drifting away. I want to know what happened, but maybe we should get you to a healer first.” They sat at her side, taking her hand in their own and tracing small circles on her palm.
    

    
      They loved Zhen, Katya realized. She knew Zhen was smitten, and she had guessed the princen was equally captivated, but the degree of concern in their voice told her the full extent of their feelings. She had come here willing to kill this person, to do so while wearing Zhen's face. The woman they loved would have been the last sight they saw as a blade tore through their throat.
    

    
      She looked at the knife again, still in Tatiana's hands. Alexis caught her staring and motioned for Tatiana to come over. “Let her see it,” they said to Tatiana. She held it out for Katya to inspect. Katya's stomach turned over on itself as she saw the runes inscribed upon it. Though they were not ones she had seen before, she knew the handwriting to be Ivan's.
    

    
      He had not told her the blade was enchanted or held ceremonial importance. Had he given her the wrong one or had there been some magical purpose to this trip? Had he meant for her to take part in some spell, spilling blood onto a ritual knife, without her knowing?
    

    
      Her mind did not want to entertain this thought, though he had done something eerily similar just a few days prior. He had cut her palm, spilled her own blood, without telling her what he was doing. He had been lying to her by omission about his past, about his purposes of keeping Zhen, and about many things that she was sure he had not yet told her.
    

    
      The years she had spent with him had instilled in her a sense of trust, a sense of safety and loyalty. He protected her and she returned the favor. But how many lies did it take for trust to break? How many half-truths could loyalty shoulder before it broke from the weight of deception on its back?
    

    
      She did not know Alexis or Tatiana well, but she felt that she might be able to trust them enough to help ensure Zhen's safety. She could not stand the thought that Ivan might lie about Zhen being safe once Alexis was dead. She wanted to believe him, but the lies had shattered her trust. And in those crevices, a voice shouted to her that the promise of safety was yet another lie.
    

    
      “Zhen, is this how you escaped? Did you use some sort of magical knife to cut the ties that bound you to the lake?”
    

    
      “I am not Zhen.” She spoke those words first, knowing they needed to come while she still was resolved to protect Zhen at all costs. She would lose both Ivan and Zhen tonight, but Zhen alive and with Alexis was more bearable than Zhen dead. “I am Katya. Zhen is still trapped and the sorcerer lives. He sent me to kill you.” As the words left her mouth, she felt the glamour she had cast begin to fade, slipping out of her control. Whether it was the truth or her weakness eroding it, she did not know.
    

    
      The scraping of metal rang out as Tatiana drew a blade and held the point to Katya's neck. The princen scrambled away, nearly tripping over their own boots and catching themselves on another chair.
    

    
      “I knew I could not trust you,” Tatiana said through gritted teeth. “I knew your story did not add up.”
    

    
      “Please, let me explain. There is a chance to save Zhen, and that is all I truly want.”
    

    
      Alexis stood from the chair they had fallen into and approached Tatiana and Katya. They placed their palm on Tatiana's blade and pushed it down.
    

    
      “What are you doing?” she yelled at Alexis. “We need to take her into custody. That is a magical knife. I do not know much about witchcraft, but by her own admission she means you harm.”
    

    
      “I want to hear her out. Zhen trusts her, and I want to at least hear why.”
    

    
      “She may be about to enchant you—do not fall for it.”
    

    
      “Tatiana.”
    

    
      “Fine, my liege.” She sheathed her sword, crossed her arms, and backed away.
    

    
      “I want to know 
      everything.
      ”
    

    
      “We do not have time for the whole of it, but I can try.” Katya took a breath, the weakness still aching in her chest. She began the story of how Ivan had fooled her, sparing only the details of her parentage and its implications on her life. “When you discovered us, he sent me after you to assassinate you. I did not know the blade was enchanted, and I did not know why you needed to die. I was selfish. I fell in love with Zhen. He promised he would release her and ensure she came to no harm if I killed you.”
    

    
      A sob tore itself loose from Katya's chest, wracking her whole body as she grieved for all she was about to lose, was losing, and had already lost. “I just want Zhen to be all right. Happy and alive.”
    

    
      “You came here to assassinate me? And Tatiana?”
    

    
      “Yes, anyone who knew about Zhen being held by a sorcerer.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “He did not want to die, I think. I thought. There might be more to it than that.”
    

    
      “More how?”
    

    
      “I do not know why he was holding her to begin with. He explained some of it to me, but not all of it. Him holding her was some sort of revenge against your house, but he did not tell me how that revenge would manifest.”
    

    
       She imagined the years Ivan spent imprisoned in the dungeons and wondered how horrible they would be. At least she knew that should they shut those bars on her, she would be dead soon after. Ivan’s life was over, and hers would be, too. But Zhen could still survive this, and perhaps Zhen could forget about her and find a way to happiness with Princen Alexis.
    

    
      When the next question came, she was not expecting the shortness of it. “Why?”
    

    
      “I do not understand.”
    

    
      “Why are you cooperating? Why did you go along with the sorcerer? Was your fondness for Zhen not enough earlier?”
    

    
      “I have been asking myself the same questions,” Katya said, meeting their eyes. “I do not know why.”
    

    
      “Did he bespell you, too?” Alexis asked. “Some sort of sorcery to compel your cooperation?”
    

    
      Katya did not want to think about this, did not want to contemplate what Alexis was implying. “Zhen is my priority now. My choice right now is to sacrifice my life to save her.”
    

    
      They stared her down, seeming to reach into her very core to check the veracity of her statement. She tried to keep her back straight, her chin up, and her eyes burning with determination.
    

    
      They nodded and turned to Tatiana. “We need to alter our plans.”
    

    
      “I agree. Are you going to take care of the assassin first, though?”
    

    
      They looked at Katya again, holding her gaze while addressing Tatiana. “She is going to help us. She knows the sorcerer and she can take us to him.”
    

    
      “She admitted she was here to kill you.”
    

    
      “She also admitted she was doing that to try to save Zhen.”
    

    
      “I don’t like this.”
    

    
      “Good thing you are not paid to like my decisions.” Their words were cold, and while they could have added an edge of authority as royalty, instead their words were laced with an anger that seemed to come from a wounded friend.
    

    
      “If I have to play nice with the woman who wanted to kill you, fine. Let’s get a move on investigating this knife. I don’t like the look of these runes.”
    

    
      “Lead the way.”
    

    
      Katya rose to follow, but the sudden movement sent her wobbling again. Her vision faded out, her fingers tingled, and her knees tried to decide if they could hold her. She attempted to stay steady and felt a hand on her shoulder. 
    

    
      With an aching slowness, the world stopped churning and her vision returned. The hand belonged to the princen, and while the look they gave her was not friendly, it was also not abject hatred. Maybe she could get out of this situation alive.
    

    
      “Better?” Alexis asked, their tone taking on a formality and the distance that came with it. 
    

    
      “Yes, I can walk now.” They nodded to her and let her go. They headed for the door, and Tatiana motioned to Katya to go next.
    

    
      “You try anything,” Tatiana said, “and I will not hesitate.” Katya nodded once and followed Princen Alexis.
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Eighteen 
    

    
      
    

    
      There was another door beyond the stairs that would take them to servants’ quarters. The musicians had to have a way to enter their hidden stage without being seen by the guests, after all. Alexis was used to taking back passages, hidden doors, and servants’ staircases. It was how they managed half of their mischief. But tonight’s subterfuge had stakes beyond the removal of riding privileges. 
    

    
      They had learned how to manage their emotions. It was a skill that anyone who was royal and wanted to stay that way had to learn young. Any anger had to be carefully concealed, any sadness tucked away. 
    

    
      Without those years of practice, the rage at the sorcerer now simmering in their stomach might have radiated out and engulfed any who witnessed the explosion. 
      They had been called aloof, unapproachable, distant, detached. They cultivated that into an image of smug suaveness that had the unfortunate side effect of making them look more desirable to half of their peers at court and hated by much of the rest. 
    

    
      They had never had to practice containing love, for they showed it privately but freely to their family and close friends. And now they had shown it to Zhen.
    

    
      They needed Zhen to live. They needed the sorcerer to die. They wanted Katya to hurt for her part in harming Zhen, but it sounded like Katya was already inflicting a punishment on herself. It also sounded like Katya was a victim of the sorcerer, too. They knew that love could be infinite, and they knew it could be given in myriad forms. Zhen might love Katya, but Katya definitely loved Zhen. Zhen could love them both, just as their mother loved her husband and her girlfriend. 
    

    
      Then why was this rotting seed of jealousy taking root in their gut? This question
       thundered through their head as they marched through the back halls of the palace.
       They knew the quickest way to silence these doubts, these insecurities, and these fears would be to follow Tatiana’s advice and have Katya imprisoned or executed for treason and attempted murder, possibly attempted regicide if she truly had meant to kill everyone who knew about who was holding the princess.
    

    
      Their thoughts circled in a swirl of doubt and anger. When they neared the great library, they grabbed the handle of the door and threw it open with a force that knocked the door into the wall with a thud that reverberated down the hall.
    

    
      “That was unnecessary,” Tatiana told them as she pushed past them and made her way to a large oak table. She began unbuttoning her ceremonial doublet and looking around for other visitors while Alexis examined the walls for scuff marks from their theatrics. Tatiana, satisfied that they were alone, deposited her jacket over the back of a chair and disappeared into the stacks while Katya and Alexis made their way to the table. 
    

    
      Alexis kept a close eye on Katya, but her mouth was open wide and her eyes were nearly coming out of their sockets. “Tatiana will be back shortly with tomes on magic. I am going to go over there and look for books on weapons. Do you have any idea of other books that might lead us to some answers?”
    

    
      “I’m not sure. Ivan’s practices are eclectic, to say the least. Maybe researching the forest itself? I’m curious as to why he chose that as his home.”
    

    
      “Do you know where he is from originally? There are different variations of magic depending on the region.”
    

    
      “He is from here.”
    

    
      “Lebedia is a large country,” they said, exasperated. Katya was cryptic, and they got the sense she was still hiding something from them.
    

    
      “He told me he was born a prince. I believe that would make him a distant uncle, if I have the proper understanding of family relationships.”
    

    
      That information made them pause. There had been a Prince Ivan. He should have been the second king in their dynasty, but he committed treason and was locked away for the rest of his life. Either the sorcerer was spinning tales or his magic was great enough to extend his own life.
    

    
      Tatiana arrived with an armful of books, two balanced on top of her head. “This one is on different types of runes, this one is on magical weapons, this one is on transformation spells, and here we have glamours. This one is basic enchantments, but I thought it might be useful still.”
    

    
      Alexis glanced at the different tomes. None stood out. “I am going searching for more. Katya, Tatiana, please try to get along with each other in my absence.” Tatiana glared at them. Katya simply nodded, eyes still wide.
    

    
      They stalked up and down the magical section of the library. It was odd. The sorcerer had great power and did not want a name attached to it. He had achieved a grand kidnapping, but did not want credit. If he had told Katya the truth and was in fact the damned ex-prince, why stay hidden? Alexis could understand waiting until a grand plan came to fruition. But maybe holding Zhen was not the end of his plan, but the start of it.
    

    
      Was he holding Zhen to steal her life force? To keep himself young? That did not fit, because the people of Ignashino had not reported any kidnappings, just scares. He would have had to have been stealing people for years. Katya seemed conflicted, confused, and betrayed by Ivan’s actions. She might have gone along with his plan to hold Zhen for a few days, but this sounded like it was the first time she had been placed in a situation where she had to deal with questions of morality. 
    

    
      They picked books at random while musing on the questions of who and what and why. Some of the books they opened and flipped through, hoping that they would fortuitously land on the page they needed. Others they put back quickly after realizing they were in no language they could speak. Yet more books were picked up only to be taken to the end of the aisle and placed in a bin to be collected and re-shelved by a librarian later. How, Alexis thought, did one accidentally mistake a text on the use of torture devices for intimate purposes and place it in the magic section?
    

    
      Arms full of a hodgepodge of texts, they made their way back to the table. Katya was staring at the pages of a book on magical forest creatures. Her eyes were unfocused, so Alexis assumed she was not really reading. Tatiana, however, was squinting at the footnotes of a dense book.
    

    
      “I come with more gifts!” They set their stack down at the edge of the table and began to truly look at what they had picked up. A book on attempted magics to extend and preserve life, a book on generational curses, a book on healing magics, a book on forest monsters, one on the use of crystals, and one on divination. 
    

    
      Laying them all out, they tried to decide where to start. The one on extending life played into their curiosity on the claim Katya had made about the sorcerer, but the one on curses might give them information on what the sorcerer was trying to achieve. “Katya, would you mind reading one of these?” they asked, motioning to the two books they were debating. Katya crumpled in on herself but nodded almost imperceptibly, reaching for the one on extending life. She took one careful look at the book she had been staring at before closing it and moving it aside.
    

    
      Alexis sat down and opened the book on generational curses, glancing through the table of contents to see if there was a passage they could skip to. Nothing stuck out, so they flipped to the first page of the text. 
    

    
      It was boring and technical. Alexis read the same paragraph three times in a row without comprehending any of it. They kept trying to understand what was being said, but none of it made sense. They were beginning to think they should swap books with Katya. 
      Tatiana would not swap with them, even though she could read a book in an hour if given the chance, once she was absorbed in a book there was no taking it from her. 
      They glanced at Tatiana, and sure enough, she was making her way through the pile quickly. Katya, on the other hand, seemed to be drenched in sweat. It was almost as if she was frightened of what she was reading.
    

    
      “Is everything all right, Katya?”
    

    
      “Huh? Oh. It’s just, I think I know how Ivan is still alive. I think he is draining the lifeforce of the forest.”
    

    
      “That is not good at all.”
    

    
      “No, it really isn’t,” she said. There was a resignation in her voice, and Alexis wanted to prod her, but she seemed to keep retreating into some sort of internal shelter.
    

    
      “Maybe we could get the princess out and burn the forest to the ground?” Tatiana suggested, somehow able to read and hold a conversation at the same time. Alexis scolded themself. If Tatiana could do both, surely they could concentrate on a book for long enough to understand what was going on.
    

    
      “That would probably work,” Katya said, “but I think there is more to his draining of the forest than just wanting to extend his life. According to this book, he would only need a trivial amount of energy to prolong his life and retain his features.”
    

    
      “How do you know how much he is or is not siphoning?” Tatiana asked.
    

    
      Katya chewed on her lip for a moment. “I don’t know exactly, only that I have noticed the forest is dying. I didn’t think this was related until just now.” She looked down at her lap and flipped through the book.
    

    
      Alexis was convinced now that there was more to Katya’s story, but they doubted it was sinister, like Tatiana must have. They saw conflict in Katya’s eyes, and they knew that if they looked at themself in the mirror, they would see the same fight: getting what you want at a morally disastrous price or keeping a clear conscience but living a lonely life.
    

    
      They could have Zhen to themselves and not have to worry about sharing her with anyone else, but how would they sleep at night? And would Zhen even want to share their bed if she knew what they had done? They could not imprison or execute Katya to deal with their jealousy. Katya was helping them, and if they all survived this, surely that was more than enough for a pardon for a crime she had not yet committed. 
    

    
      “I think I’ll go check my father’s personal library. The royal one is sorely lacking in some subjects,” Tatiana said as she stood up, the chair sliding behind her. She bowed to Alexis and left the library.
    

    
      “I hope she comes back with something useful,” Alexis said. “We need to end this soon. We might be dealing with a war if we do not.”
    

    
      “That’s what I have heard from Zhen, too.”
    

    
      “You do not seem to know much about politics or geography,” Alexis commented.
    

    
      “I suppose not,” Katya said.
    

    
      “If I remember my history lessons correctly, this war has been brewing for some time. It started under the first Czar Mikhail. The eldest prince was pushing hard for it—”
    

    
      “The same prince Ivan claims to be?” Katya asked. 
    

    
      Alexis wondered. Could this sorcerer be trying to ignite the war? Holding Zhen and not claiming credit would ensure that both sides would be convinced the other had played them foul. 
    

    
      “Do you think, Katya, that starting the war could be his goal? A war would decrease my family’s standing. We would have to raise taxes, find soldiers, and send some of our own, maybe even myself, to the battlefield. A stray arrow could end my family's dynasty.”
    

    
      “I suppose so,” she said, her brows squished together in thought.
    

    
      “Sending you here disguised as Zhen to kill us would make our deaths look like a Shān assassination attempt.”
    

    
      “He told me the disguise would grant me easy access to the palace,” she pointed out.
    

    
      “Katya, you have said yourself he has not been honest with you.”
    

    
      “I know, I just—this is difficult for me. I’ve known him my whole life. He took care of me when I was young and new to this world. Until last week, I had no idea who he was except a lonely mage. He protected me, sheltered me, and now…” Her lower lip quivered before she collapsed into her lap and sobbed.
    

    
      Alexis chided themself for their unintended cruelty. They had not meant to provoke still raw feelings, and yet they had. “I am sorry, Katya. This must be so difficult for you.”
    

    
      “I’m throwing away what I thought would be a lifetime of happiness for a woman I can never be with. She will live, but she will live with you. I don’t begrudge you your happiness. But I still ache.”
    

    
      It was Alexis’ turn to chew on their lip. Katya was being honest with them about her feelings and fears. They had suspected that the sorcerer was her lover. They could not imagine would it would feel like to betray a lover as she was doing now, never mind after realizing your lover had been betraying your trust all along.
    

    
      “Can I ask why you do not think you two can be together?” Maybe, if they worked at it, the three of them could come to some sort of agreement that they could all be happy with. They could work on their jealousy and insecurities. They had people they could learn from. After all, their parents had walked a path like this already, 
    

    
      “There are a lot of reasons, but at the end of the day, she must marry you. Even if Ivan is gone, the tensions he may be stoking would remain.”
    

    
      “What if that was not a problem? She could marry me and still be with you some of the time.”
    

    
      “I don’t know if that will work.”
    

    
      “It might, though. My parents make something similar work.” 
    

    
      She tilted her head, which seemed to Alexis to mean she was interested in hearing more, so they went on. “My father is loving, kind, and a good husband to my mother. But he is not into physical intimacy.” Alexis blushed, unsure how much of their family’s life was Katya’s business. But if they really wanted to work something out, they figured she was owed honesty, just as Zhen was. 
    

    
      “He wanted a child with his wife, and they found ways to achieve that without him having to engage in acts that he was uncomfortable with. That is how she became pregnant with me. Ultimately, he shows his affections to her in other ways. My mother loves him very much and would not change this about him even if she could. He is who he is, and she wants him happy. She also fell in love with someone else, though. And he could not and did not want to change her. She is who she is, and she has a girlfriend, the Lady Natalyia. The two of them have had many children together, and as a group, they have raised us all.” 
    

    
      Katya stared. Alexis was not always good with words when it came to explaining emotions and relationships and had hoped Katya would catch their meaning from the story. 
    

    
      “If Zhen agrees, we might make a similar arrangement,” they blurted out. 
      “Well, not the part where one of us does not get intimate. I mean, I would like to have sex with Zhen someday. If she wants to. And you—obviously you and she could do that with each other, too. That would be fine. And not having sex with each other is fine, too.” Alexis’ face felt hot. “Do you understand what I mean?”
    

    
      Katya looked them in the eye. A brief smile settled on her face, just for a second, then vanished. “That sounds wonderful, but I don’t think that would work.”
    

    
      “Why not?” they asked.
    

    
      She sighed, shoulders sagging. “I can’t tell you.”
    

    
      They felt anger simmering under their skin. They had just poured their heart out to her, suggesting a future that did not involve her paying for her attempted crimes. They had put aside their jealousy and envy to try to make a future where they could all fit together. They had recognized in her the type of conflict they were themself experiencing and had reached out a hand to help them. And she had slapped that hand away.
    

    
      They fell into an awkward silence, and Alexis tried to think of another approach. They were asking a lot of her—asking for trust they had not earned. Their willingness to offer her a different future was not enough to earn her trust, even if that future centered on Zhen. While building a relationship around another person was not the best 
      way
       to develop trust, it would have to do for right now. They each had to trust that keeping Zhen safe was the lens through which they were making their respective decisions.
    

    
      “I know you are going through a lot right now, but I want to help you,” they said to her, their anger dissipating. “I cannot help you if you do not trust me. I saw how you looked at Zhen, and I know you care for her. We need to learn to trust each other, trust that the other wants what is best for Zhen. I am willing to believe in you.”
    

    
      “I trust that you have the best intentions—that on this, we are united. But there is more to it than that, and I have not yet had the courage to speak of it to others, let alone myself. It is personal.”
    

    
      Their shoulders sagged as they leaned back in their chair. They knew they should not press their luck any further. He stood up and stretched, twisting to unknot their back. 
    

    
      They decided to take another tour around the library. They could not concentrate on the words on the pages anymore, and it would be pointless to try to force it. They passed by books on governance, economics, farming, trade routes, manners and etiquette, history, and myth. Things they were expected to know but they could not always remember. Their siblings loved them, but thought them lazy. It was not that they did not want to learn; it was just hard to concentrate.
    

    
      The only time they seemed to be able to focus was when they were doing something with their hands, like when they would sneak away and drag Tatiana along. If they could 
      watch
       their parents negotiating a new trade agreement or feel the crops in their hands as they were told about droughts and floods, then they would know it and always know it.
    

    
      And now their inability to read some words on a page might mean a catastrophic loss of life. Alexis paused in the stacks. Catastrophic loss of life. Of course. They had read that line in a book of curses—they had read it a hundred times.
    

    
      Katya’s face was hidden behind her book on life-extending magics, and she did not bother to lower it from her gaze as Alexis thumped into the table. Without bothering to sit down, they flipped through the 
      book
       on curses, looking for the illustrations they knew were on the page opposite the one they were looking for. 
    

    
      They jabbed their finger into the book. “There!”
    

    
      “Excuse me?” Katya said, looking up over the top of her book.
    

    
      “This is it! I do not know which of these five curses it is, but it has to be one of them!”
    

    
      She put her book down, marking her page by folding the corner in. Alexis tried not to twitch as they watched this defacing of a priceless book. 
      She had lived in the woods her entire life,
       they tried to remind themself. 
      She has no idea. 
      “How do you know?” she asked.
    

    
      “These are the curses that require ‘a catastrophic loss of life.’ Each curse  requires many people to lose their lives, usually concentrated in one spot.” They squinted at the page. “Most of them require the person or people you want to curse to be the first victim. I guess that is me, if the knife you brought was intended to start this process.” 
    

    
      They finally sat down, pulling the book close to themself as they flipped back and forth between pages, trying to read all of it at the same time. “Whatever it is, it has got to be massive. They all require at least twelve sorcerers to complete the whole ritual.”
    

    
      “Let me see that,” she said. “I see, yes. Most of these require a great deal of magic. Humans have a finite well inside of them, and it looks like these curses would deplete the wells of multiple people entirely. When a magic user depletes their well, they die.” She hesitated before speaking the last word, and the sadness in her voice echoed in the empty library.
    

    
      “So does he have, uh, friends? Disciples? A coven?”
    

    
      “No, he doesn’t. But he could use the forest. Some magic users can take magic from the ground, the trees, the earth. Some can drain animals, too.”
    

    
      “So he was not just draining the forest to extend his life, but to harvest energy for this curse?”
    

    
      “Most likely.”
    

    
      “I wonder how long this has been going on. How much could he possibly need?”
    

    
      “At least eighteen years.”
    

    
      “How would you know that?”
    

    
      “The forest has been dying my entire life.”
    

    
      “I see.” How, with her knowledge, had she failed to put this together? Alexis felt uneasy but decided to let it go
    

    
      “Why are you convinced this is a curse that requires a catastrophic loss of life?” 
      she asked, and they could tell by her expression she was looking for any excuse to not believe them.
    

    
      “This war that has been simmering. Taking Zhen ensured that both sides blamed the other, a catalyst to ignite the embers into flames. The war would create a crest of blood across the disputed territory, and your woods are at the heart of that crest.” As they said it aloud, they felt the truth of it settle into their bones. Zhen was not a target but a pawn. Their marriage would delay war during their lifetimes, and maybe their children’s lifetimes. This sorcerer had figured that out, and he either put his plans into motion now, or he would be waiting at least another century for his opportunity.
    

    
      “That makes sense. I am trying so hard to accept that the man that I love can be capable of this violence. I don’t mean to doubt you or your logic. It just hurts so much right now.” She held her hands over her mouth and nose, taking in giant breathes.
    

    
      They let her cry. They let her exhaust herself as an onslaught of grief and anger consumed her. “I cannot love them both,” she finally said. “To love one would be to betray the other. I cannot be loyal to them both, though even now a small part of me wishes I could find a way.”
    

    
      Alexis and Katya jumped as the door to the library burst open.
       
      Tatiana marched in with an armful of books, all with matching burnt-orange binding. She set them down with a thump on the oak table and let out an exhausted sigh. 
    

    
      “My father lent us these for the night. They are the complete collection of books on the Nribean magical order. They have magic unlike anyone else on this earth.” She slumped into her chair and ran her hands down her face. “Sorry I took so long. Father did as he always does: recount every story he has that is possibly tangentially related.”
    

    
      “What makes this magic different than others?” Katya asked, a curiosity lighting up her eyes. 
    

    
      “It apparently draws on a different source to fuel the magic. I haven't had much interaction with the people of the Order of Thea, but they say their order was founded when a woman outside of time and space—”
    

    
      “Outside of time and space?” Alexis and Katya asked in near unison.
    

    
      “Yes. Legend says that the sky opened up over a small village on the coast, and out of this opening appeared a tall woman with a headful of braids. She claimed to come from another world and was looking for shelter. She was sad, reserved. She wore her sorrow openly, but she was secretive with her story prior to her time in 
      Nri
      bo. The village took her in, and she began to teach the local hedgewitches about a new form of magic. In time, her informal lessons became a more formal school.
    

    
      “As the school grew, the Ezi offered her lands, titles, funding for her school. But she refused them all. All she said was, ‘I came here because I could not go down that road, and I will not be tempted by it again.’ She never spoke to him again. Many others offer her marriage as a means of alliance to grand houses with ample means to fund a larger school. But she said no to these, too.
    

    
      “She found a pupil who taught her how to open herself to love again. The two were married. Legend says that when she decided it was time to move on, she opened a magical portal and she and her wife stepped from this world into another.
    

    
      “The Order of Thea are those who keep the school running, and these books were written by her and her first pupils. They are a mix of many different 
      magical 
      forms, but most importantly, ones that this sorcerer might not know. It does not sound like he has journeyed out of Lebedia.”
    

    
      “I hope she is happy, wherever she is now,” Katya said, before looking back down at the book in front of her.
    

    
      “What have you both learned while I was listening to my father’s tales?” Tatiana asked.
    

    
      “We think he is draining the forest so that he can perform a ritualistic curse,” Alexis started. “One that involves many human sacrifices. We believe he intends to get these sacrifices by instigating a war. Do you think that whatever spells or magic are contained in these books are doable by people who are not practiced in these ways? I do not have a shred of magical talent and neither do you.”
    

    
      “I could learn. At least, I think I can,” Katya said, reaching over the piles of books for the top book in the pile Tatiana had brought. She carefully set aside the one she had been reading and opened the Nribean book to the first page.
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Nineteen
    

    
      Katya was exhausted by the time they had a clear plan. She had gone over the books multiple times searching for an answer she could live with. In the end, she resigned herself to the knowledge that she had been born to defeat Ivan. She might survive his murder, but she would still be irrevocably tied to her forest.
    

    
      He had earned her anger, her hatred, her wrath. When he had sealed Zhen to the lake, he had used her own life force to bind the spell. It was her magic being used to conjure the items they had needed, used without her knowledge or consent. The degree to which he had made her complicit in his plans made her stomach roil. But had his crimes earned him a death sentence? 
    

    
      The evening’s last stars twinkled from the windows lining the far edge of the library. Katya closed the last book. “I think I have all that I need to know,” she announced to Tatiana and Alexis. “We should be going soon, though. Ivan is expecting me.”
    

    
      Alexis nodded and Tatiana got up from her seat. The plan was complicated
      .
       They had constructed it asynchronously as the night went on, their sense of time elongating and contracting as they struggled through their drowsy desire for sleep. They had reached a consensus and finalized the plan an hour ago, and now all that was left to do was double-check the spells while waiting for the Czarina’s Guard to finish their own preparations.
    

    
      Katya had found a spell in one of the books that Tatiana had brought that could transport them to the edge of the forest in seconds. The spell did not rely on the magic inside of her or the aether of the earth, which was valuable, as she was running out of her own. Once she, Alexis, Tatiana, and the Czarina’s Guard arrived at the forest, she would go to Ivan and find the materials she needed to sever his connection to the earth, hopefully destroying him.
    

    
      The doors to the library swung open as ten 
      muscular 
      women and individuals without gender marched into the foyer, Tatiana leading them, a steel helmet tucked under her arm. “We are ready, your Highness.”
    

    
      Katya stood up, unsure of what to do with herself, her hand resting on the table while she traced the swirls of the wood grain with her thumb. She had interacted with more human beings in the last twelve hours than she had in all of her life. Alexis looked back at her and flashed a confident grin. She tried to respond with a smile of her own.
    

    
      “Are we ready?” Alexis asked everyone, hand resting on the hilt of their sword, the ceremonial blade replaced with one meant to see blood and flesh. The Czarina’s Guard nodded as one, and Tatiana saluted. Alexis swung their hands behind their back and began addressing the assembled forces. “
      This is Katya. She will oversee the main assault on the wizard and will be transporting us to the forest. 
      Our ultimate goal is to keep her safe as she confronts the sorcerer and attempts to rescue Zhen. We must not divide our forces.
      ”
    

    
      “Katya,” they said, turning to her. From their tone, she figured that she was to take the lead.
    

    
      “Could everyone huddle around me? I need everyone to be very close to ensure we all make it to the forest.” As everyone gathered around her, she began to slowly focus on the air around her body. She closed her eyes and began to breathe in deeply, holding each breathe for a beat longer than she normally did. The books had described the magic inside of tiny particles, so small that the eye could not see them. But they made up everything. In her mind’s eye, she could find them, though. Find them and harness the massive power they contained.
    

    
      She found the center of one of them, and she pulled it apart and stretched it around them. She wished for the briefest of moments that she could see what this looked like to an outside observer, what looks the princen or Tatiana wore as it happened. But one misstep, one shift in focus, could destroy a city. 
    

    
      Once the energy surrounded them, she focused on using it to slip them through space, bending it around them so that the forest was beside them. Through the fog of her concentration she heard gasps and shouts. She let herself float back into the world and saw that they were on the edge of her forest. She felt it call to her, sing to her soul as it welcomed her back. 
    

    
      Tatiana was already yelling out orders, and Alexis was backing her up. The plan was for them to wait an hour before entering, allowing her time to gather supplies she needed and secure Zhen before they began their own attack. Their attack would be a distraction from Katya’s workings, but she could not complete the spell if Ivan was onto her. It had to look like a rescue mission, and Alexis and Tatiana had to be disguised as regular soldiers so that Ivan would not catch on to her double dealings. 
    

    
      Katya saluted them and turned to enter the woods. She breathed in the smell of the soil, the flowers, and she listened for the sounds of her corvids welcoming her home. The trees seemed to straighten with each step she took, flowers un-wilted, and the sounds of a forest crying became a chorus of lively activity. 
    

    
      She was just past the point where the trees obscured her view of the guards when the tiger snake approached her, back arching up to take her measure. “You returned.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry I didn’t want to listen before.”
    

    
      The snake nodded. Katya waited, wondering if a forest could know regret, if a forest felt anything like the sour pit in her gut, the desire to find a way to turn back time and make a thousand small decisions all over again.
    

    
      “Have you finished with your other business?” 
    

    
      Katya laughed. The snake stared at her. “My troubles and yours were one and the same.”
    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    
      “The man who I’ve been living with here is the one who has been killing the forest and I guess killing me, too.”
        “What man?”
    

    
      “That clever—” Katya screamed, grinding her heel into the ground. “How incredibly stupid have I been. It was right there, right there the whole time.” Her sorrow turned into a storm. A tumultuous tempest howled inside of her chest, demanding vengeance for her shattered dreams. She nursed the ember of her emptiness into rancor.
    

    
      Katya wanted nothing more than to lose herself in the fury that had infested her heart, but the steady gaze of the snake brought her back. She had to be calm. She would have her revenge on the man who had enchanted and dazzled and used her. She would find justice, peace. But her burning passion alone would not be enough.
    

    
      “The man who hid me from you played at being my friend and I was foolish enough to believe him. I was away on a task he had set upon me, and in my searchings, I found him out. I have friends—” She hesitated. Alexis might be her friend. Tatiana could be, if Katya could find a way to make amends. Zhen, too, if she could find a way to explain herself and Zhen forgave her.
    

    
      This was not the time. No one could be her friend if they did not survive. “I know some people who are here to help. They want to rescue the princess who has been trapped here. He is using her as bait to lure hundreds of people to their death so that he might use that crest of blood to seal a curse.”
    

    
      The snake nodded. “He has been siphoning our life away for a mortal grudge. Do you and your friends have a plan?”
    

    
      “We do,” Katya said, unsure if she should disclose it.
    

    
      “Good luck, child.” The snake vanished as the last word was spoken, and Katya tried to make peace with the fact that she might never fully understand the strange entity that had birthed her. She was possibly losing everyone she held dear, but at least she knew she had family. She transformed into a swan, took flight, and headed for Ivan’s.
    

    
      She arrived quicker than she expected to. Katya peered in the cabin’s window and spied him passed out at his desk, his head pillowed on an open book.
    

    
      As silent as she could, she entered her former home. She crept around him as she gathered dried herbs, her mortar and pestle, candle stubs, salts, and her own knife. With her own knife, she cut off a small bit of his hair, terrified the whole time that he would wake. 
    

    
      The knife Ivan had given her burned against her calf as she took one last look at him. She was not sure what to do with it. She could leave it here, a sign that she had completed her task, and hopefully buy some more time before he became suspicious. Or she could take it with her, possibly raising suspicions, but ensuring that he did not have the tool that was necessary to initiate his curse.
    

    
      Seconds elongated. A scrap of paper and a quill caught her eye. She grabbed them and scrawled a quick letter. “I came back to tell you I succeeded and you were asleep. You looked so peaceful, I could not wake you. I will come to you tonight.”
    

    
      Short, nearly honest. She left her former home, knife still tied to her thigh, her ingredients and tools in a small satchel tied around her waist. She took off, repeating her next steps in her head. She needs to get Zhen safely inside of a protection circle, she needed to make that protection circle, she needed to start assembling the components of the spells, and she needed to do it before—
    

    
              Movement caught her eye. What looked like a procession of fire was moving toward her from the south. It was still some distance off, but surely it was a moving army. It seemed as though their anxieties about Shān had been correct, Katya thought, recalling Alexis’ worries about them thinking they had been played false.
    

    
              She sped up, wanting to get Zhen safe. The soldiers were still hours away, but if they found Zhen and tried to take her home, they would find themselves with a swan. Katya did not want to think about how they would react to that. She neared the lake, slowing down and flying lower. She spotted Zhen seated by the lake, throwing pebbles into it, knees curled into her chest. 
    

    
              Katya tried to rework this wrinkle in her plan into something she could take advantage of. Zhen was awake already, which would save some time. She glided into the lake and began trying to find the reflection of the moonlight, dedicated even at the last to her role as fellow captive.
    

    
              But she could not find it. She craned her neck to the sky, catching Zhen doing the same. There was no moon. It was not obscured by the clouds, hidden behind fog, or too far past the tree line to reflect into the lake. It was the night of the new moon.
    

    
              “Katya!” Zhen cried out, surely reaching the same conclusion. “Oh, Katya!” She ran into the lake, her 
      aoqun
       trailing in the water, looking up at the sky, seeming to plead with the heavens to realign themselves. She stumbled, slipped, and started to fall. Without any hesitation, Katya transformed, lunging forward, her arms extended to catch Zhen.
    

    
              There was no time to contemplate her predicament.
    

    
              “Katya—how?” A thousand lies waited behind her lips as Zhen looked up at her, her head nestled in the crook of Katya’s elbow, water weaving through her hair. One by one, the lies died, leaving only ashes behind. 
    

    
              “I lied to you.” The unadorned truth. Katya helped Zhen up, but as she regained her balance, she pulled away from Katya. 
    

    
              “Lied about 
      what
      ?” Zhen asked, each word punctuated with anger.
    

    
      “I’ve been helping the sorcerer,” Katya began, but already Zhen was turning away.
    

    
      “You were 
      what
      ?” called Zhen over her shoulder as she sought a place to escape. But there was nowhere to run. Zhen was still a prisoner.
    

    
      “I’m not anymore, I promise, please. I am sorry! I brought Alexis and Tatiana. They’re preparing to come rescue you. I am trying to make this right, Zhen.” Katya stood in the middle of the lake, not sure what else she could do.
    

    
      “You pretended to be trapped with me for what purpose?” Zhen cried as she circled back to the lake, marching toward Katya. “I gave you my confidence. I 
      loved
       you even though I knew it could not last.” The decrescendo in her rage as it moved into regret was palpable, and Katya was sure that it was not water dripping from her still wet bangs. “Was that a lie, too? Was that an act for you?”
    

    
      “No, that was not a lie. I know you do not trust me right now, but I do love you. And right now, I need to kill the sorcerer. Princen Alexis and Tatiana are coming with soldiers, and I need to get you safe before I can start casting the spell that will destroy him.”
    

    
      “How can I believe you right now? How do I know you are not trying to kill me instead?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. I stayed all night in a library trying to find a way to destroy him, and I have spent most of my life as his partner. But he betrayed me.” Katya choked on the words. Her chest began heaving as she tried to put to words the damage he had done to her. “He violated me in ways I cannot even begin to explain, and I can not let him hurt you anymore. Please, I am going to make a protection circle, and then I am going to start preparing for what I need to do. I would like it if you were inside of the protection circle, instead of outside.”
    

    
      Zhen hesitated, her march halted. “Where are Alexis and Tatiana now?”
    

    
      “I brought them to the edge of the woods. They are preparing, although by now they are probably about ready to march here.”
    

    
      “Brought them here from where?”
    

    
      “Kristallicheskiy.”
    

    
      “How did you bring them here?”
    

    
      “With a spell from a book Tatiana’s father had.”
        “So you have magic beyond what you have let on?”
    

    
      “Yes and no. If I’m here in the forest, yes. Not much outside of it. And Ivan sealed the spell on you with my magic without telling me that was how he did it.”
    

    
      “Every time you got weak, it was when—”
    

    
      “Yes. He did not tell me that, either.” Katya looked down at her feet, trying to control her emotions.
    

    
      Zhen scrunched her face, her eyes far away, lost in thought. “I have not forgiven you, and I do not know how to trust you anymore. But it sounds as though Alexis has trusted you in this plan. Begin casting the protection circle. I shall stay inside of it.” 
    

    
      Katya nodded, the sting of Zhen’s word finding all the wounds she had inflicted on herself for being so oblivious to what had been happening. The words were salt, but she could not hold that against Zhen. Katya began unpacking her supplies and making preparations: setting crystals, pouring salt, and lighting candles.
    

    
      Zhen mostly sat on the ground near her, watching. She would sometimes get up, look around, and then go back to fidgeting. “Is there anything I can do?” she asked after several silent, awkward moments.
    

    
      “I don’t know. Alexis and Tatiana should be en route. Shān’s soldiers will be, too. I need more time.”
        “I cannot grant you more time, but I can conceal you.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “My thread magic. I could weave a magical shroud to hide us.”
    

    
      “Zhen, that is brilliant.” Katya smiled at her, forgetting for a moment that their lives were all in danger and that Zhen was still angry. Zhen returned the smile before starting to tear out the hem of her gown.
    

    
      Nothing could be constructed from nothing; there was always a price when it came to magic. The magics she had known involved taking from your own reserve or using a sacrifice. Katya had been Ivan’s sacrifice, nothing more to him than a source of magic. She had read the night before about such arrangements, where a mage and a source were bound. Partners. Companions. Maybe if Ivan had asked her permission, maybe if they had discussed it, she would have consented to being a source of power for him. But he had never even asked.
    

    
      She had read about taking power from the earth beneath her, but it was a tricky business. The kind of earth, the terrain around you, influenced the results. And if too much was taken, the earth around could be killed. But this new magic she had learned about, where one took magic from anything, was exciting. All objects had substance, and as such, held power. Even the air was made up of something. She could focus on the tiny grains that made up the air, and at their centers was an impossibly compact but infinitely powerful source of magic. She could crack the shell open and harness it.
    

    
      Although she had read explanations repeatedly and had tried to discretely practice, her nerves kept getting the better of her. To err was to bring about a cataclysm that Ivan could only dream of. But now she had to do it. She cast her protection circle, watching from the corner of her eye as Zhen continued to pick at her hem, moving from the hem of her skirt to the ones on her blouse. 
    

    
      She used the magic she was used to, weaving in strands of the new magic she had learned, amplifying the effects and hopefully doing so in a way that Ivan would not be able to quickly undo. Sweat dripped down her brow. She was not used to doing such intricate magic, especially for such long periods of time. 
    

    
      She infused the last of the crystals with the pulse of her heart and watched as cloaked figures emerged into the clearing, shaking the shadows of the forest from their shoulders. Tatiana threw back her hood as she led the charge of riders. Alexis followed directly behind her, and they both rode up to Katya.
    

    
      Zhen gasped as she saw Alexis, almost dropping the knotwork she had been working on, and soared to her feet. She took two giant strides to the edge of the circle, outlined in salt, and then anxiously waited for the princen to come to her.
    

    
      “You are here!” she cried as Alexis toed the outline of the circle.
    

    
      “I told you I would come back for you. I never break my promises.” They held their hand up, hovering it over her cheek. “I suppose Katya should disguise us. Though we rode shrouded, I do not want any whispers to get back to the sorcerer.”
    

    
      Katya stood up, but the sudden movement almost landed her on the ground again. The world lurched, black spots appearing in her vision. She tried to steady herself, but her hand finding nothing on which to gain purchase, she slid back down. “A moment, please. I am a little overworked right now.”
    

    
      “Katya,” came Zhen’s voice through the blackness that swirled in Katya’s vision. “I can do it. I can weave an illusion.”
    

    
      “You should not have to. I should be strong enough.”
    

    
      “The princess must cooperate in her own rescuing somehow.”
    

    
      Katya nodded. She did not have much ability to argue. She remained seated and tried to watch as Zhen tore out more threads from her dress and began humming. Katya wished she had the strength and knowledge to really pay attention to what Zhen was doing as she combined thread and song magic. If Zhen still talked to her after all of this, she would have to ask.
    

    
      Though her vision was still hazy, she could see a glamour settle over the princen and their champion. Their faces both took on new features, different chins, unfamiliar noses, unrecognizable foreheads. The transformation was slow and the end result did not seem odd or unnatural.
    

    
      She smiled up at Zhen, who only seemed a little winded from her exertions. Zhen caught her eye and smiled back. The smile was hesitant, full of apprehension, but it was there. She scrambled to her feet, still dizzy, but getting better.
    

    
      The four of them stood there for the space between a heartbeat, putting aside their doubts, their uncertainties, and their mistrust of each other. They needed to be united.
    

    
      “I shall lead the attack against the sorcerer when he arrives,” Tatiana said. “I shall have half of the Guard with me. A small group of three will keep you two surrounded, and Princen Alexis and the rest shall guard against any minions the sorcerer might call.”
    

    
      “I don’t think he has any, though,” Katya said.
    

    
      “He could not call upon other forest spirits to fight for him?” Tatiana pressed.
    

    
      “You’re right. I do not know for sure what he is capable of, and we can’t take the chance,” Katya replied. 98 njo
    

    
      “Are you ready?” Princen Alexis asked Zhen and Katya. They both nodded. “I suggest you start your spell. I am sure we have attracted the sorcerer’s attention by now.”
    

    
      Princen Alexis drew their sword and raised it above their head. Tatiana followed suit, giving hers a flourish as she raised it. The Czarina’s Guard let out a cry, raising their own weapons and marching toward their leaders. Tatiana twirled on her heel and began marching toward her advancing troops, sword still aloft. 
    

    
      Katya did not have a chance to sit down before she heard the screech of an owl. Zhen’s hands again began working complex knots as she hummed a song under her breath. She paused for but a second to nod to Katya. Katya understood. Zhen was finishing the shielding spell. Katya began working on achieving the deep meditation she would need to reach into the small specks of power in the air. 
    

    
      She focused her attention on the flame of a candle before her and let everything else fall away. She did not hear the shouts as an abomination of a creature landed in the lake. She did not hear the gasps as that creature shed its feathers and became a looming and menacing man. She did not hear the rallying cry as Tatiana screamed, “To me! To me! For Lebedia!” She did not hear the haunting song that Zhen sang to keep them safe.
    

    
      She could, however, hear the buzz of invisible motes, vibrating in nervous energy. She closed in on one and plucked it from the air. It sat in her outstretched hands. It looked like a tiny model of a solar system. She had seen drawings in the books Ivan kept, but this was so much more. At the center was the tiny sun, the source of fuel she needed. With great care, she sliced it open and held it to her mouth, pouring the energy into her very core.
    

    
      All sound ceased. The buzzing that had been background noise vanished. The world around her crept back into her awareness, but it was quiet. She saw commotion around her, but heard none of it. She saw Ivan binding 
      leshy
       to his will, bidding them attack the Guard. She saw him summon her own crows and force them to harass the soldiers. She could feel the forest trying to revolt against him, to shake his hold on it and its children, yet she heard nothing.
    

    
      She tried to not let this bother her; she needed to finish what she had started. She saw Ivan near the edge of the lake, Tatiana attempting to clear a path to him by taking on the giant 
      leshy
       that surrounded him. Her soldiers attacked with equal passion as more and more creatures descended from the tree line.
    

    
      Zhen tore out another thread from her tattered dress, and as she wound her knots, 
      leshy
       fell. They were not defeated, but were temporarily unable to attack. Tatiana took advantage of the opening and leapt over the 
      leshy
       attempting to get to their feet. Her sword swung with precision and grace as it sought Ivan.
    

    
      Something must have made a huge noise, for all of the parties involved in the battle turned at once to the opposite side of the clearing. Katya saw the torches glimmer in the forest as soldiers of Shān broke through the tree line and charged into battle, torches thrown to the ground. Katya looked back and forth between the new arrivals and Ivan, the grin on his face telling her all she needed to know about how the new participants in the battle were going to behave. They moved as if they did not see the 
      leshy
       and the crows and the hawks and the bears that were assaulting the Lebedian forces. They moved as if they could not see Ivan conducting the fugue. Poison had been dripped into their ears, and they sought revenge for a princess stolen.
        She focused her attention inward. The power inside of her now allowed her to follow the roots that Ivan had planted in the forest, siphoning away its life. She could see the strands connecting her to Zhen, the pole on which her leash had been tied. It was a complicated and intricate spell, but with the power she had taken earlier, she knew she could end it.
    

    
      She formed the energy into a powerful blade, glowing golden in her hands. Precision was not necessary. With inelegant chops, she severed the connections between herself and Zhen. She did not pause more than a second before turning her attention to Ivan.
    

    
      Where her sword was a column of light, he was a void of nothing. His being was an absence, not darkness, not black, but the complete lack of anything. The roots he had planted to sap the forest were a swirl of liquid gray,
       a molasses converting the blood of the forest into a force for destruction. 
    

    
      Sound returned to her as she felt the first drop of blood hit the ground. She could not tell who it belonged to or if the wound was fatal, but the reverberations shot up through her spine. From the way Ivan jerked, a predator suddenly on the scent, she knew he had felt it, too. 
    

    
      The din of the fray echoed in her mind, threatening to pull her back from the half-world she walked in. She needed to act quickly. Her anger and bitterness and sorrow and regret and grief were starting to claw at her mind. She took a tentative step toward him, and then another, until she was at the edge of the circle she had cast.
    

    
      She knew she would lose the protection of the circle as soon as she stepped out of it, but she was unsure about Zhen’s illusion. Ivan appeared to be deep in concentration, muttering to himself, his hands in front of him, palms facing the heavens. Maybe he would not notice her, anyway.
    

    
      She bolted toward him, weaving in and out of fighters who did not even see her.. She watched as blood pooled on the ground, seeping into the woods. Whatever cataclysm Ivan was conjuring was feeding on it. Despite her momentum, she could make out various energy hubs around the lake begin to awaken and glow. She watched as the blood in the ground crept toward these points with methodical determination. She held her blade low to the ground as she neared him, ready to strike at the roots he had planted into her forest. She swung the sword over her head, gathering momentum before plunging it toward the ground.
    

    
      A barrier materialized, preventing her strike. She swore as her sword ricocheted off the shield, flinging her to the ground. When she looked up, Ivan was bearing down on her.
    

    
      “The family sent a mage with them, did they?” Contempt dripped from each word, a temper that Katya had only ever caught glimmers of threatening to flare.
    

    
      “No, they did not,” she replied, realizing he did not recognize her. She scrambled to her feet, pulling her blade up with both hands and pointing it at him.
    

    
      “Then who are you and why are you here?” He continued to work what magics he could, keeping his protective spell in place. But his full attention was on her.
    

    
      She concentrated again on sinking into the very essence of the forest and found the small motes that made up the shield he had protecting him. She plucked them out, crushing them. Each crush created a small and contained explosion, taking out many more of the motes with it.
    

    
      He realized what she was doing only when the hole was large enough to be visible. She kept at it, even as she realized he was repairing some of it bit by bit. The work was delicate, and Katya tried her best to be precise. But one of them got out of hand, resulting in larger explosions that knocked her, and several 
      leshy
       and soldiers, back. The destructive power that had been invoked as warning in the text books made clear.
    

    
      Ivan refocused, ceasing his harvesting and manipulation of blood for his workings on the curse. Homing in on her, he began fighting back in earnest. A strange vapor engulfed her, and each breath she took burned. She felt as though she were both drowning and on fire, making it hard to stay focused. As her focus faltered, she lost control of the sword and it evaporated in a blaze of hot energy.
    

    
      A second later a blast came from where the sword had once been. Everyone went flying backward. Katya landed hard against a tree on the edge of the clearing. Her eyes scanned the scene looking for Zhen. She saw her on all fours, trying to stand up while looking around for something she had lost.
    

    
      “Ah, there you are,” Ivan said, staring at Zhen. If he had been knocked back, he did not show signs of it. Zhen looked up at him. Too late, Katya realized she was no longer in the protection circle, and her threadwork must have been lost as she was thrown back. All of her protection and glamour were gone.
    

    
      And so was Katya’s.
    

    
      She leapt in front of Zhen before she could even think about what was happening. She flung her arms to the sides, attempting to bring up a temporary protective barrier. As the last words left her lips, a shadow fell over them. Opening her eyes, she saw Princen Alexis, sword ready, standing in front of her and Zhen.
    

    
      “Katya, I will hold him off. Do whatever it is you need to do, and, please, do it 
      fast
      . Zhen, I will not let you down,” they said, a roguish grin spreading across their face before they winked at Zhen and charged Ivan.
    

    
      “Zhen, I need your help with this part,” Katya said. Behind her she could hear the clink of swords meeting, but she could not be distracted.
    

    
      “Do you need another illusion?” she asked.
    

    
      “No,” she said. “He knows we are here. Let us hope Alexis and Tatiana can keep him distracted enough that he cannot raise his shield again.”
    

    
      She began pulling threads from her gown again, the ends frayed and tattered. “What are we doing?”
    

    
      “Hold my hands and concentrate with me.” With hesitation, Katya held out both of her hands, palms facing upward. With equal trepidation, Zhen placed hers in Katya’s, her stray threads falling to the ground. Katya began breathing in and out slowly, and Zhen soon followed her lead. Katya reached the in-between space, the strange place where magic could be seen, not just felt, and the world seemed sharper, clearer, and brighter. She opened her eyes and saw that Zhen had followed her.
    

    
      “I have never done this before. It is different than when I do song or thread magic, but somehow similar.”
    

    
      “If we survive this, I should like to learn more about the magics you do.”
    

    
      “We’ll survive this.”
    

    
      “Right,” Katya said with a smile. “Follow my lead.” Katya plucked a mote from the air and again opened the center. Zhen, with skepticism in her eyes, did the same.
    

    
      “Is this what you learned while at the library?” Zhen asked, her eyes fixated on the impossibly small yet vast glow of power in her cupped hands.
    

    
      “Yes, it is incredibly dangerous. I think that blast I set off is only a small demonstration of what could go wrong.”
    

    
      “A toast,” Katya said, raising her hands, “to our freedom.”
    

    
      Zhen raised her own hands, touching them with Katya’s before they threw back their heads and drank the pooled energy. Katya was prepared for the odd sensation as it ran down her throat, but Zhen was not. She coughed a few times, hunching over as she fought to control her reaction.
    

    
      “This feels strange,” Zhen said as she righted herself, her gaze finding the shine of Alexis’ sword in the battlefield.
    

    
      “I need you to bind him, if you can, enhancing your thread magic with the power you just consumed. Hold him so that he cannot reach for his own power or the power of others. Can you do that?”
    

    
      Zhen turned back to Katya, and their eyes met. Zhen nodded, picking up the threads that had fallen earlier. With eerie precision, she began weaving them while her focus remained locked on Ivan. As she braided, knotted, twisted, and twirled the threads, Katya saw glowing ropes begin to settle over Ivan. 
    

    
      At first, he seemed unphased. His focus remained on Tatiana and Princen Alexis as he 
      toyed with them
      , showing off flairs and lunges. He was a predator who fancied some fun before striking his prey. He had fashioned his own 
      sword 
      out of aether and was making what looked like a half-hearted effort to keep his attackers at bay. Katya wondered if he had been a skilled fencer back when he had been a prince or if this was something he had learned after his escape.
    

    
      The thread magic, amplified, entwined him without his notice. But it became apparent that he had been relying on some form of magic in his swordplay, whether for strength, grace, agility, or skill. He began to stumble, his parries slower, his aim less true, his moves less elegant.
    

    
      Katya knew the exact second he realized he had been cut off from his external sources of magic. His eyes widened in shock. She watched him as he attempted to muster what little he could from his own life force, and in horrific slow motion, he transformed into his owl form, taking flight and hovering above the battlefield, searching with his now keener eyes for his magical assailant.
    

    
      “I’ll take it from here,” Katya said, before leaping into the sky herself. She flew up in a blaze of power and embers, her black wings taking on the appearance of burning coal, the energy she carried a flame brightly burning. 
    

    
      She hovered there, shining above the center of the lake, a star reaching its zenith. Softly, in the wordless language they had shared, she called to him. He ceased his circling and flew to her.
    

    
      She felt him touch her mind, conveying to her his worry, wondering where she had been, and asking for help. Apparently he had not noticed her earlier. She faltered. Before this wordless means of communication had been intimate, but now it felt almost intrusive. The worry for her safety that had been communicated felt genuine. No, she had to destroy his curse and force back the spell he had written in the earth with blood. And then she had to kill him. Or did she? Here, in this moment, was an opportunity to turn back.
    

    
      No. She had been here the whole time, but his eyes did not want to see her. 
      They had never wanted to see her for who she truly was
      . She focused her will, shaping her wings into two sharp blades, and plunged to the ground, gliding in and out of the fray. She slashed at the veins of power in the ground, her incorporeal form visible to all but as immaterial as the motes she had stolen energy from.
    

    
      He followed her, but she ignored his silent cries as she severed the last cord of his spell. She felt the dull background hum of the forest roar into a full-throated howl, jubilation on the wind. The denizens of the forest that he had conscripted ceased their attacks and departed. 
    

    
      She touched down on the lake, transforming back into her human form. Ivan circled above her. She began the last bit of magic, not wanting to wait, not wanting to think about it anymore. Katya took out the same knife he had handed her not so long ago. 
    

    
      The blade drawn, she stepped fully into the world of magic. 
    

    
      Ivan was standing before her. They were alone, apart from the rest of the chaos unfolding on the lake. “Katya, why?”
    

    
      There were thousands of words she wanted to say to him, dozens of reasons why she was betraying him. 
    

    
      She looked him in the eyes, those eyes she had looked into so many times with love and devotion. In them she did not see confusion, bewilderment, or puzzlement. She saw betrayal, but he knew what he had done, he just did not know how she knew.
    

    
      She did not owe him an explanation, she realized. He had taken so much from her, had deceived her in so many ways, that to demand an answer from her seemed grossly presumptuous. He had shattered their partnership and had no right to protest her lack of loyalty now.
    

    
      She had come ready to kill him, to execute him. But an idea came. A punishment that was far worse.
    

    
      She raised her knife and destroyed his ability to ever wield magic again. 
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twenty
    

    
      The owl fell from the sky, transforming as it did into the former sorcerer. They ran toward him as he plunged into the lake before Katya. Alexis halted, unsure if man or beast would surface. They looked to Katya, who had been standing motionless for some time, but her gaze remained unfocused and distant.
    

    
      The sorcerer surfaced, and Tatiana and Alexis both had their swords pointed at his throat. “Here he is,” Tatiana cried over her shoulder. “The sorcerer who would have us battle for his amusement.”
    

    
      The Shān soldiers and the Guard, no longer engaged in battle, ran to the edge of the lake, apprehensive of stepping foot in it. Alexis took note of the ways Lebedian and Shān soldiers were holding each other up. Unable to keep up the chaos of battle by using forest creatures, the two battling sides had been able to communicate. With Katya occupying the sorcerer, Princess Yi Zhen had been able to stop the Shān commander.
    

    
      Now, the would-be warmonger was before them. Ivan glanced between Tatiana, Katya, and Alexis. With a gulp of air, Katya came out of whatever magical trance she had been in. Alexis met her eyes, and she nodded to them. The sorcerer was helpless. They could kill him here, now. They could demonstrate their decisiveness as a leader, prove themself before veteran soldiers of the two nations they were trying to bring peace to. The fickleness of their past, the sneaking out, the rashness, the impulsive decisions they had made that had brought worry to their parents’ eyes—all could be wiped away with a single slash of their sword.
    

    
      But would that be just another impulsive decisions? Could they show both strength and wisdom in this moment? 
    

    
      Zhen came up behind them, putting her hand on their shoulder. She still glowed slightly, and Alexis caught a glint in her hand. Removing her hand from their shoulder, she began tying complicated knots, and as she did so, steel bindings wrapped themselves around Ivan’s wrists, securing them together behind his back.
    

    
      Alexis knew what to do. “As princen and heir of Lebedia, I find you guilty of kidnapping a member of the royal family, attempted assassination of members of the royal house, and treason. You shall be brought with us to the royal dungeons, where we shall carry out your sentencing.”
    

    
      Tatiana grabbed him by an elbow and hauled him to his feet. He resisted, and turned back to Katya. “I loved you, Katya,” he said, a mixture of devotion and sorrow in his eyes.
    

    
      “No, Ivan. 
      You loved the idea of me
      ,” she said, looking deliberately away from him. Tatiana dragged him to a horse and chained him to the saddle. Alexis, Yi Zhen, and Katya followed behind her, wading out of the lake. “Ana, Vera—I want you two to keep an eye on him,” she ordered. The two women snapped to attention and took up positions to stand watch over him.
    

    
      Alexis turned to Zhen and Katya. “Are you two able to leave here now?”
    

    
      “Zhen can leave. No more of his magic should remain to tether her to this place,” Katya said.
    

    
      Alexis ran their hand through their hair and grinned at Zhen. “I promised I would save you, my lady,” they said as they got down on one knee. Yi Zhen radiated happiness as she approached them. They took her hands in their own, overjoyed that they had managed to not only foil the plans of the sorcerer, but also managed to do it for a woman they were falling in love with.
    

    
      “I helped a little,” Zhen said.
    

    
      “You helped a lot. I had no idea you were so good with magic,” Alexis said. They had been told she could do a little, enough to entertain guests. But her skill had surpassed their expectations.
    

    
      “I have always wanted to learn more, though my parents would not let me.”
    

    
      “I shall make sure you are introduced to all of the finest scholars we have. The library is yours to peruse.”
    

    
      “My parents had a specific vision for me. They had this image in their head of who I was, who I would be. They had expectations and it just seems so unimaginable that I could escape the box they wanted me in.”
    

    
      “You can be whoever you want. I will never try to change who you are.”
    

    
      “Say I want to be a mage today, and tomorrow I want to be a fencer. What about that?”
    

    
      “Then I shall love a fencer.”
    

    
      She smiled at them, her thumbs tracing circles on the tops of their hands. They were relieved that they did not somehow bungle the conversation. They could sit there extolling her virtues for hours, and she was excited to be with them. They could not have hoped for more, and they suspected that she would continue to surprise them.
    

    
      “I cannot wait to get back to the palace and introduce you to my family for real,” they said. “We shall have a proper celebration.”
    

    
      Zhen flashed a glowing smile at them, and they felt their heart flutter in response. “I look forward to meeting everyone and planning our wedding together.”
    

    
      “Yes. We shall have hundreds of flowers, dancing, the best musicians in the land, and the best food and entertainers—”
    

    
      “And we shall have each other.”
    

    
      “Exactly.” They wanted this future, but they also wanted to savor this moment, this joy and excitement. Their body was still overloaded from the rush of battle, and the anticipation that had been building finally had its release. They never wanted to forget how it felt.
    

    
      But there was something gnawing at the back of their mind, something about what Katya had said.
    

    
      Zhen figured it out first. “You said I could leave, but what about you?” she asked as she turned to speak to Katya. But Katya was already striding past the tree line, walking away from the battle alone.
    

    
      Alexis ran toward her, Zhen following behind. “Wait, Katya!” they called as they approached her. “Where are you going?”
    

    
      “I am not sure yet. There was a cottage I shared with Ivan. I suppose I can stay there for a few days while I find another spot to build a new home.”
    

    
      “You do not want to come with us?” Alexis asked. She had been guarded and secretive in the library, but surely she was not going to continue to live in the woods.
    

    
      “I cannot.”
    

    
      Zhen reached out for Katya’s hands and took them in her own. A pang of jealousy jolted through Alexis. This was supposed to be 
      their
       moment. But with effort, they crushed the jealousy. This was also Katya’s moment. The had worked together to bring about this victory. They could not claim ownership over something they all were entitled to.
    

    
      “Why not? I know that it will take time for us to rebuild our relationship. But I want to try. I recognize that you were in a difficult spot, too. You hurt me, but I do not think it is something we cannot get past. If Alexis is all right with it, you are welcome to come with us.”
    

    
      Alexis knew this was the toughest battle they would fight today. They wanted to be understanding and show Zhen that they trusted her, that they wanted her happiness. Their parents had raised them to accept that love was infinite, and the look on Zhen’s face told them that she had feelings for Katya.
    

    
      “I do not mind,” they said. “You are my bride, Zhen, but I cannot keep you from loving others. If you and Katya—”
    

    
      “I cannot leave this forest.”
    

    
      “You do not have to do this to yourself,” Alexis said.
    

    
      “No, I mean,” she chewed on her lip, considering her words. “I am bound to this forest, even with Ivan gone. To leave it is to die.”
    

    
      “There has to be a way,” Zhen started. Alexis could feel the desperation coming off Zhen in waves. 
    

    
      “I have figured out where I am from, and it is here. This is my home, and the forest is my parent.” 
    

    
      An idea came to Alexis, and they knew to freely offer it would be the right thing to do. The unselfish thing. “What if we could arrange for Zhen to visit you?”
    

    
      Both Zhen and Katya looked at him in shock. “Maybe once a month, Zhen could have a small escort, and she could stay here for a few days or a week. Whatever amount of time would work best for the two of you.”
    

    
      Zhen took their hand and then grabbed one of Katya’s. She looked between the two of them. “I would like that very much,” she said to Alexis. “Katya, what do you say?”
    

    
      Katya was near tears. An inkling of a feeling bubbled in Alexis, seeing Katya and Zhen happy, together, made them feel happy, too. They would miss Zhen when she was away, but if this brought her joy, and if it brought Katya joy, how could they deny that? Katya nodded at them both, wiping away a tear as it welled. 
      “I would also like that,” she said.
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twenty One
    

    
      The cottage still smelled like him. He was alive still, probably not for much longer, and yet his shade seemed to occupy every shadow in the home they once shared. She kept expecting him to appear over her shoulder, ask her if she needed anything, offer her tea. Every creak of an old table as she piled objects on it, every howl of the wind against the walls could be him.
    

    
      It had been a month since she had watched him be taken away in chains, a month since she had kissed Zhen goodbye with promises of a visit soon. She had built herself a new cottage on the lake, and she had made sure that there was space for Zhen and whatever she might need while visiting. She had moved her bees, leading the hive while gently guiding the queen through the forest. All the was left was to pack the last of her things, and then she would burn this cottage and everything inside.
    

    
      “Daughter,” came a voice from behind her, ringing like a bell. She shrieked as she turned to face the intruder.
    

    
      A woman stood in the doorway. She had honey-brown eyes, neat bangs, and flowing warm blonde hair that fell to her waist in loose curls. Her outfit was almost all in shades of black, a loose dress and velvet boots. A lace shawl made of cloth-of-gold hung around her shoulders. “Daughter,” the woman repeated.
    

    
      “Yes?” Katya asked.
    

    
      “I wanted to say thank you, and I am sorry.”
    

    
      “Oh.” Katya said, unsure what else could be said.
    

    
      “I would like to help you. There are old spells on this dwelling. They are deteriorating, but we should take precautions.”
    

    
      Katya nodded, and then hoisted the box of her belongings onto her hip. The woman followed her lead, picking up two of the other packed boxes and following her out. “There are a few more boxes I want,” Katya told the woman as they set down the boxes inside of a small cart.
    

    
      When the last of the belongings were outside, Katya inspected the cottage one last time, searching for any tokens or mementos she might want, or books she had forgotten. Her eyes lingered on her favorite tea mug, and then on some of the  knick knacks he had gifted her. She stared at the small wood carvings on the windowsill in the main room, miniature bees, crows, and a small swan. “This was my whole life.”
    

    
      “This was a lie.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “We should get started. There are some complex workings here” the woman said. Katya followed her back outside.
    

    
      The woman pulled out a wooden wand with a rose quartz affixed at the top. It looked like it might be a conjury tool, but then Katya noticed the small markings etched in the wood. It looked like a small star map was inscribed, such as was used by celestians. Katya watched as she drew in power from nature, the stars, the elements and then she gathered power from her own inner source of aether. She cast a circle of salt like she was a witch, and then she began channeling that power toward the cottage. Her eyes were closed, but after a few moments, she lifted one eyelid to glance as Katya and gave a lopsided smile.
    

    
      Katya closed her eyes, and began her own spell to dismantle the cottage and whatever strange workings Ivan had placed on it. She fell back into that space between particles, and began destroying them one by one. She was aware of the woman beside her, combining sorcery with witchcraft and melding conjury to celestialism. Together, they undid years of magic.
    

    
      The sun was beginning to rise when they had finished their task, and Katya was exhausted. “Well done,” the woman said. “Did you want the honors of burning it?”
    

    
      “Of course,” she said. She had used the sorcery rune for lighting a fire hundreds of times; to light a candle or to kindle a hearth. She had never done lit anything of this size on fire. A month ago she could have said there were many things she had never done before. And yet.
    

    
      She visualized the rune for fire, directing her will through the mental image, no need for a rod to direct her power. The power welled inside of her, pooling before the rune. With a thought she released it, and the cottage blazed resplendent.
    

    
      The woman nodded her approval. They both watched, silent, as the remnants of her life before she found herself burned. Dozens of questions ran through Katya’s head, and there were times she almost blurted them out and broke the silence. But she had a lifetime to ask her parent questions, and for now it seemed best to not tarnish this moment. She was glad the woman was here to witness this moment, this catharsis.
    

    
      When the last embers grew cold, the woman smiled once more to Katya. “I will always be here,” she said. Then she transformed into a skylark, and took to the skies. Katya watched her until she could see her no more, and then picked up the handles of the cart and began walking to the lake.
    

    
      Her coven of crows followed her, some flying ahead and waiting in the bushes, others staying back a little ways before rushing forward. The forest felt more alive than it had a month ago, as though a hundred springs were happening at once. Katya noted each new sproutling on the forest floor, each new nest in the trees.
    

    
      The lake sparkled in the late morning sun. Katya slowed down as she approached, and set the handles of her car down. Although she had been living in the new cottage by the lake, today was the first time it was actually home. Her first homecoming, she paused to let this new reality settle into her core. She wanted to remember this moment in perfect clarity. She wanted to remember everything from the formation of her crows in the trees, to the smell of the lake as a breeze brushed past it. This was no prison, and never would be again.
    

    
      She picked up her cart again, and sang a small melody as she marched towards her cottage. She set her cart down outside the door, picked up a box, and went inside. The light streamed in from the windows, and a breeze played in the curtains of an opened window. She set the box down on a table, and went to go back outside to grab another.
    

    
      She heard the footfalls of a horse and looked up. On the other side of the clearing, a chestnut horse was galloping toward her. The rider pulled on the reigns, strands of dark black hair flying around her face. “Katya,” Zhen called. “Katya!”
    

    
      Zhen leapt from the horse before it had even stopped and ran, arms outstretched, into Katya’s embrace. Katya inhaled the scent of Zhen’s hair, floral and sweet. “You’re here!”
    

    
      “I am! I am here!”
    

    
      Katya held her close, and then whispered, “may I kiss you?”
    

    
      “Please?”
    

    
      Time became irrelevant. Katya knew that this week with Zhen would be one of many for years to come, but that did not mean she could not kiss Zhen slowly, that she could not take her time. The two created a new language together, one that only the other could understand. A language comprised of slow kisses, quick pecks, and gentle bites. A language Katya could use to welcome Zhen to her second home.
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