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Prologue


“And these clauses about threats?  Her parents seem really concerned about making sure she will be safe here,” Princen Alexis said, looking down at the two parchments before them. One was written in the curls and loops of the letters of their language, the other in angles and lines of the syllabary of Shān. But they both said the same thing.
“I have the finest assassins and mages hard at work to ensure no one who holds us a grudge would harm her.”
“Like who?” Alexis felt a pang in their side; they had never known of any enemies. They had never heard of plots on the lives of their family, the royal dungeons were empty, and their parents were loved as some of the kindest monarchs Lebedia had ever had. Who would wish them ill?
“Leave that to me, I am still Czar. It is my task both as ruler and your father to make sure you and your bride come to the throne secure. It is mostly a formality.” Alexis’ father stood up and waved his hand, dismissing the notion and Alexis’ anxiety.
“I do not think I am ready.” Alexis sat back in their chair, letting out a sigh.
“I was not ready either,” their father said, reaching his hand across the mahogany table and laying it on his child’s.
“But you got lucky. You and mother, you understand each other. You love each other.”
“You will be lucky, too. This marriage is important, Alexis. We need to settle this dispute; it’s been too many generations. Your marriage to Princess Yi Zhen will bring peace.”
“I know, but—” Alexis pulled their hand away from the Czar. They needed to do this for their country, for their people.
“Is there someone else? Someone here at court?”
There were dozens of “someone else’s”; kisses behind curtains, hands held a second too long during dance practice, sidelong glances when attending lessons. But there was nothing serious, nothing that was worth troubling their parents with. Nothing that had ever lasted more than a few fluttering weeks.
“How did you feel when Lady Natalya came home?”
It was not the question the Czar was expecting, his jaw dropped and he stared at his child. He sighed. “She had been sent to be a lady-in-waiting to Queen Elizabeth, her parents wanting her to be in the kingdom of Ahrian. Their family were distant cousins to the Queen Elizabeth, and wanted to support her. Natalya also wanted to undergo the magics she needed for her transformation away from Lebedia, away from the court, especially after Maria was engaged to me. She is your mother’s first love. I knew that. I knew that she loved Natalya as my parents lay out the betrothal agreement before me, just as I am doing now. But Natalya was gone, far away on the other side of the continent, and your mother had the most beautiful eyes.”
“She came back though.”
“She did,” he said, nodding. His hands were interlaced in his lap, and he kept looking down at them, as if they held drawings of these days gone by. “Your mother loved me. We adopted you. Named you heir. But I knew she still loved Natalya, and it was with Natalya that she had always wanted to have a child. I could have let it break my heart. I could have let it break hers. I could have locked her in her rooms and banished Natalya. She could have ran away in the night and traveled with Natalya. It was the hardest time of our marriage. We cried, we said mean things to each other. We threw compromises long settled back in each others faces.”
He stood up, grabbing his cane and walking from the office and into his sitting room. Alexis followed, unsure if they should bring the paperwork with them, but decided to leave it there.
“Your mother is more passionate than I am, which is to say, I am not. Which is why you were adopted. I kept waiting for her to throw that in my face, to lump it in with the way she hated how I slurped my soup, or how she got so annoyed by how I would bite my nails sometimes. I kept waiting for her to scream that I did not care that she longed to give birth and how she gave that up for me.” He went to the fireplace and rested his arm on the mantle, his forehead on his arm.
“That’s when I knew that she loved me, truly and deeply. She was not asking to leave me, rather, she was asking if she could bring Lady Natalya into our family. I love her so much, Alexis, I would give her the world if I could. How could I deny her another partner? How could I not want her to have as much love as she could?”
“I did not know. You three make it look so easy to love, to be kind to each other. I do not know if I can take on the responsibility, the duty—”
“We were not ready either. Which is why we made a mess of it at first. We messed up, we had to learn how to communicate. We had to learn how to ask and how to tell and how to understand. You will not feel ready to rule when I die, no matter when that is. I did not feel ready, then, either. I still do not, honestly. You will not feel ready to parent when you look at your first child. But you will learn. Bring the paperwork here. We can sign these and send off the envoy to go fetch your future wife.”











  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter 1


It sometimes felt as if  the lonely sorcerer had willed her into existence. She was lost, wandering in the woods 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.
“Do you need help?”
“I don’t know,” she told him, her back against a tree, hands gripping the bark, her long white hair a tangled mess around her. No one had ever spoken to her before.
“My name is Ivan. Do you have a name?” He took a step back, looking around as if searching for clues.
“I’m not sure. I have not needed one before.” She let go of the tree and took a step towards him, her head tilted to one side.
“How old are you?” He squinted at her, and she shied away from his gaze. It felt as if he was looking inside of her, seeking something unseen.
“I don’t know.”
“What do you know?” He shoved his hands in the pockets of his too-large robe.
“I woke up in the lake a few days ago.” She looked behind her and pointed to the only lake the forest held.
He furrowed his brows and ran a hand through his shaggy brown hair. “You seem to me to be a little shy of two decades old. You remember nothing before a few days ago?”
“Should I?” She shook her head.
“I suppose it does not matter. You can stay with me if you would like.”
So, she followed him. 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, an easy smile on his face and his hands clasped loosely behind his back.
His castle was a large, thatched cottage with a stone chimney, and he invited her to live with him inside of its moss-covered walls. She fell into his life easily enough. She claimed a small room in the east as her own and then claimed a name—Katya—from one she read in a book. She accumulated charms and trinkets to solidify her sense of belonging. This arboreal king kept his own belongings in some sort of order, but she could not differentiate it from chaos. Despite the lack of discernible 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.
If there was a strangeness to living with a sorcerer, she did not at first recognize it as such. She never noted that neither of them seemed to age, nor that both of them had some affinity for the animals in the forest. She never wondered what he had thought of her when he came upon her. Somehow, years passed. During that time, she never truly encountered another human and had no standard against which to measure her own life.
“These insects make a sweet substance,” she said one day. They were both seated at the oaken kitchen table, one on either side. Ivan was either sorting his ceremonial dagger collection or hunting for one that was missing, Katya could not tell which. He nodded in what passed for a response.
“Do you think we could construct a home for them?” Her words came out all in one breath, and her eyes were wide as she shoved the open book in his face. “Here.” She jabbed her finger at an illustration. “We could build it in the back garden. The book says this ‘honey’ is good for baking, in tea, and to keep wounds from festering.”
“Katya, I am busy!” His shoulders tensed and he tapped one of his knives on the table with slow thunks.
She raised an eyebrow as she looked at his dagger collection and then back up at him. “With what?”
“You are impossible.” He threw the dagger down and grabbed the book from her. “Let me see the book. 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 her voice light. Despite living with a sorcerer, his magic made her uneasy. She could never place why. At least, not in a way she wanted to verbalize, even to herself.
He put the book down and squinted at her, frowning. “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.”
He leaned back, rubbing his chin. “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 avoid it. What is going on?” He leaned forward again, resting his elbows on the table and his chin on his fists.
“Nothing.” She grabbed the book back, clutching it to her chest. Her face felt like it was on fire, and she suddenly wanted to be anywhere but here.
“All right, I will not pry, but if you want to talk about whatever 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 all right?” Ivan said, standing disheveled and out of breath in the doorway.
“I think I have 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! We should celebrate tonight.”
He went into town that afternoon and came back late. Ignashino was outside the woods, a fair bit of distance away, and Katya had never been there, though she often wondered what it must be like. He was frowning when he came back home, his brows knit together in worry. Katya was about to ask what was wrong when he dropped a pouch on the table.
“You can make a better garden,” he explained. “I think there are about 30 different types of seeds in there. I hear the honey tastes different depending on what sorts of flowers the bees pollinate.”
“Thank you!” She opened the pouch and sorted out the smaller pouches inside, each containing seeds of different sizes and shapes.
“I am probably going to be busy a lot these next few days.” He sank into a chair, leaning back and closing his eyes, his hands interlaced in his lap.
“Oh? With what? You looked worried earlier, is everything all right?”
“I do not know yet, worrisome news from the capital. I overheard some conversations today. I want to look into it.”
“What sort of news?”
“I should not have said anything, I will keep us safe.” He pulled a crumpled paper out of his cloak pocket and uncrumpled it in his lap. Katya craned her neck to try and read it, but he tore it up and threw it in the fire, then stormed into his room and locked the door behind him.
Katya did not linger long on his dour mood, instead, she threw herself into gardening and reading while he was gone most of the time over the next few weeks. 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 stared at her for a long time, as if she was a puzzle he was trying to solve, rubbing his chin. She was beginning to think he would not answer her when he got up from his desk, and headed into his room, motioning her to follow.
She hesitated, her stomach in knots. She’d never been in his room before, and her eyes leapt from one corner to another as she entered, taking in all the odds and ends, tools and instruments, he had collected. He heaved a trunk out from under his bed, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a key. He held it in his hands, scrutinizing it. He took in a quick breath and then opened the trunk. “If you are interested,” he said as he stood back up and backed away from the trunk, allowing her to approach and look inside.
All the books held inside of this trunk were on magic. She backed away, but she wanted to lean closer. She wanted to pull out each book and linger on the title, her fingers tracing the inlaid gold lettering. Her heart was racing, the desire to flee from or dive into the trunk twinned and paralyzed her. Ivan looked at her and frowned, his brows knitting together. He let out a sigh and closed the trunk.
Katya wanted to yell, to tell him to wait, but the words would not leave her mouth. Instead of locking the chest, he dragged it out of his bedroom. Katya followed him, one uneasy step after another, her heart still pounding in her head.
“I’ll leave these here, so you can get them if you are interested.”
For days she resisted, glancing at the books in the trunk while holding one of the better-worn, but 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 one day. “I can tell you want to read them. Why not just read them?”
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? 
She did not want to be preoccupied with that question; she was here now. She was here and happy, and that should be all that mattered. Looking into magic might mean finding more questions instead of answers; it might mean years of desperate searching and crushing heartache. It was better not to think about it at all.
It was frightening, too. Ivan seemed exhausted after larger spells, and when he got something wrong, a rare occurrence, it could be catastrophic. It was a reasonable choice, she told herself, to stay away from magic.
Except.
He was out running an errand the day she opened the first book. She learned magic 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. Each form of magic had laws or rules or ceremonies, but most of the books suggested that regardless of the form of magic, all required a small bit of life as the sacrifice, be in the caster’s own well of aether, or that from the earth, or trees, or creatures.
Some 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.
She read about conjury, witchery, thaumaturgy, celestialism, and sorcery. All different forms of magic, each with their own styles, instruments, and accouterments. She read vociferously, a magpie stealing spells and styles and stratagems to make for herself a nest of daggers and crystals and wands. Soon, 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, 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 one day. She had stayed up late the night before, reading by candlelight in her room, her door closed. But she still needed to wake at dawn to tend to the chickens Ivan had purchased for her 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. She was exhausted by the time she settled in at the kitchen table for more reading that night.
“Katya, go to bed.”
“What?” She sat up, the candle burned out, and looked around.
Ivan snapped his fingers, 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 slammed the book closed, hiding it as though she were a child caught with an extra sweet.
“Wait!” He called. Katya turned around, sure she had been found out. “I got you something while I was out.” 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 free hand, keeping 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, what might happen next?
“We can do that, but I would want to learn at my own pace. This feels like a 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 up his supplies, neat stacks of scrolls and quills laid out just so. Katya plopped to the ground and scattered her materials in a mess that was more of Ivan’s style than hers normally.
“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, and you need to get the measurements precise.”
“You’re one to talk. Who was it that lost their reading glasses this morning?”
He sighed, shoulders sagging in defeat.
“And, where were they, Ivan? Your glasses? Where were they?”
He rolled his eyes.
“Weren’t they in with your candles? No! No, they were inside one of your empty candle jars.”
He held up his hands. “You win! You win! It’s getting dark. We should be set up already.”
Katya grinned and began re-organizing her tools. 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 leapt to her feet, determined to give the star chase. She raced 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 fly past the horizon. Just ahead of her was the edge of the forest, and beyond that open fields. She could keep chasing, but as the thought crossed her mind, she felt a wave of dizziness and nausea. 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, the moment of unease passing. “What does it mean?”
“Change. I think it means that everything is about to change. And I am very ready for what that change may bring.”
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Chapter 2


In time, she became adept  at many of the magical arts, but her favorite was enchanting. She would allow the wind to play with her hair, then stretch out her arms, and leap into the sky, a fluid transformation from a woman into a black swan. She made friends with a coven of crows and a conspiracy of ravens, playful companions that would race through the night skies beside her. Sometimes Ivan would join them, preferring the form of 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. Winter was in the wind, the crisp bite of dry air and the crunch of fallen leaves underfoot. The sun set earlier, and earlier, and what used to be long days of hunting at the edge of the forest became quicker retreats to the flickering lamps of town.
Katya heard him before she saw him. She’d just joined her crow-sisters, but a cry tore her from her path of flight. “Where’d you go? This isn’t fun anymore!” A small boy was trying to run, his head sweeping back and forth, his hands flailing as he tried to dodge branches and brush.
His momentum was too much, and he tripped, flying face-first to the ground. Katya couldn’t let him continue to wander the woods, lost and hurt. She swooped down, her webbed feet rustling the leaves beneath her.
“Who’s there?” The boy called, his eyes wide as he searched the woods for monsters or bears, his breathing shallow and heavy.
She stepped forward, a woman once more, hunched over and her hand outstretched. “I’m here to help you,” she said.
He pulled away from her, getting up and stumbling backward, not letting her out of his sight. “My ma told me not to talk to strangers. I need to get home.” He straightened his back, his lower lip quivering as he tried to keep it still.
“I can show you the path out of the forest.” She got down on her knees, her gown settling on the forest floor with the faintest of whispers. “I’m not here to hurt you. You’re bleeding. Let me see your hands.”
He took one tentative step towards her, and then paused, looking around as if he expected something more sinister to spring from the dark. He gulped, and then took another step.
She grabbed his hand, and without even thinking, used conjury to re-knit the skin he had scraped away on the rough bark of roots. He shook the entire time, equal parts fear and wonder, trying to put on a brave front. She finished, and he pulled back his hands with a start and then shoved them in his pocket.
“Thank you, lady, I got to get home now, though.”
“I can show you the way.” She stood up and held out her hand. He took it with trepidation and followed. She knew the quickest path, the one that would lead him to the field that became Ignashino. He wasn’t the first child to wander into the woods, but he was the first one who’d gotten this lost.
“So, d’you live here, lady?” he asked after some minutes of silence.
“Nearby,” she replied. She didn’t know how much Ivan let on of their living in the woods when he went into town for supplies, or much at all about anything outside of these woods, but she felt the need to be circumspect.
“Do you live alone or with your parents? I live with my mom and dad and grandmas and my brother. He’s only four years old, but I just turned eight.”
“You’re almost all grown up,” she said.
“That’s why my parents let me come here today! But my cousins ran off home without me. Only older kids can come in here.”
“That makes sense. Don’t worry, we will be out of the woods soon.”
“Oh, I see it!” He dropped her hand, running forward and pointing to the light in the distance where the trees parted, and the last ray of the sun was still visible. He turned back to her. “Thanks, lady!”
He was gone before she could reply.
She thought she had rescued a small boy from a terrible nightmare, but the people of Ignashino did not see it that way. She never knew what he told them, or didn’t, about their encounter, but soon the forest was full of farmers with shovels and makeshift weapons. They were looking for a witch. Her crows told her of hunting parties, of men with revenge and fear in their eyes, and women with fierce determination. The monster they sought was her; the fae creature who had bewitched a child. Their torches sought her flesh for kindling, and their axes; her bones.
But 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. Those agonizing hours were spent pacing in front of the fireplace, picking up her mug and then putting it back down, wringing her hands as she imagined every horrible scenario. She had never truly known a life without him, and she did not want to find out what that might look like. She tried to ignore the distant sounds, telling herself that he was confronting them at the edge of the woods, far from their cottage. The screams she thought she heard were phantasms, she assured herself. 
But he came back, no worse for wear; his robes torn and dirty, but no injuries. He stood, breathless, in the doorway of their cottage. She ran up to him, throwing her arms around him and pulling him close. As he disentangled himself from her, 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 thing she should do at that moment. He nodded, and their relationship changed.
This was the life she lived, gladly. Friends, and then 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. But the changes a star had once foretold were not done yet and had not even truly begun.
The night was still young, a gibbous moon hanging low over the forest, illumination enough for Katya and her coven of crows to weave in and out of the trees in their ever more elaborate dances. But something was not right. Katya could sense something in the air, something heavy that weighed her down. She landed, becoming human once more.
There was a glow in the distance, bobbing up and down, making its way towards her from the south. Torches. Her trembling hand came to her stomach, clutching at it while she tried to make her feet move. Another party of scared villagers, here for her? Where was Ivan?
She tried to will herself back into a swan, but she could do nothing but stare.
The torches grew closer, and she saw what looked less like a mob and more like an escort party, guards or soldiers leading a carriage. She let out the breath that had become lodged in her throat. They were not here for her. Right?
But then, what were they doing?
“Hold! Who goes there?” one of them called. She stepped from the shadows of the trees, cautiously approaching their torches. She slowly smiled as she saw Ivan on the other side of the escort party, a shade in the shadows, the intruders and their bright torches between them. In the silent language they shared, he asked her to try to gather information.
“I’m no one, sir. I’m just out walking.”
“It’s late, my lady,” the tallest one said. He glanced back at his companions, a question clear in his eyes.
“I could say the same to you,” she replied. She looked past the leader, taking in the others as they halted. There were about two dozen of them. Nearly half were wearing long chain mail armor that extended down their legs in a robe-like fashion, with a belt around the middle, the 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 of the party were dressed in long double-breasted doublets, with long fur-lined jackets hanging over the top. They wore felted hats on their heads, and fur-lined boots covered with sturdy greaves. Soldiers. Not a simple escort. Behind them, she could see another line of torches making their way toward their halted companions. An army of soldiers.
“We’re an escort, my lady. Are you lost? If you would like, we can take you to the nearest village.”
It was the easiest answer, and Katya could still feel her heart beating quickly, but who could possible need this large of an escort? One this well armed? But she had no other option. She nodded.
“There is room enough in the carriage for you. You don’t have to be frightened.”
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. Even without words, she knew exactly what he wanted her to do.
“I appreciate it, thank you,” she said, as the carriage came into view. It was finely furnished, trimmed with molding and frills, though it appeared someone had tried to make them appear plainer than they were by smudging mud onto the sides and trying to cover up some of the golden flecks in the paint. Or perhaps they had traveled a great distance with little rest.
“Commander Alexei, why are we stopped?” A young woman leaned out of the carriage’s window. Her features and accent gave away she was not Lebedian. 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 escort you safely to your destination, and I shall. But we’ve run into someone who is lost in the woods.”
Katya curtsied to the lady in the carriage, and then boldly looked her in the eye and smiled. She 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 help? There is room in my carriage for you. I would be glad of some company.”
“My lady, 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 got in the carriage, marveling at the silk curtains and velvet brocade cushions.
“I’m Katya,” she said, sitting next to the lady while 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 blushed, redness creeping into her cheeks. She lowered her lashes and said, “I am Yi Zhen.”
“Where are you going?” Katya asked, curious about the enchanting woman.
“The capital of Lebedia, Kristallicheskiy. I am on my way to meet my betrothed.” Her excitement was genuine, but Yi Zhen picked at an imperceptible spot
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