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Chapter 1
Inessa
I was born with a broken heart.
It jumps feebly in my chest as I evaluate my next move. My half sister, Vasilisa, was always destined to be a queen. With her gleaming golden hair and summer-sky blue eyes, it’s no surprise she attracted the czar’s attention. She’s the only one in my life I would drop everything for, and now I’m up to my knees in trouble, trying to rescue her. Because gods know she won’t rescue her damned self. 
Shoving a soaked, bedraggled lock of dark hair out of my eyes, I stare bleakly into the pouring rain. Mud sucks at my boots, pulling like corpse hands in this vile weather. I stumble as the wet earth claims my boot, and my foot tugs free. Rough stones scrape my palms. Blood mixes with the thick muck, and I bite back a swear that would make any mother blush. Spitting, I try to clear the bitter taste from my mouth. 
My weak heart flutters. Damn this illness. Out of habit, I reach into my pouch and put some herbs in my mouth to chew, hoping the irregular beat will ease. This isn’t one of my better days. 
The view of the distant mountains I was heading toward blended with the dark storm, and night fell too quickly to find shelter. Rumor has it Koschei makes his home in those rocky peaks. That villainous wizard took Vasilisa—stole her right from under her oafish husband’s nose—leaving me to find her in this foul weather. She’s the czarina. As a witch, I’m the most likely to track her successfully. 
Why the old codger steals a woman every few years is beyond me, but it’s been going on forever. Some man, usually a husband or lover, slays the wizard and rescues the woman, and a few years later, Koschei is alive and at his mischief again. As ancient as he must be, his twig and berries are probably as shriveled and dry as he is. 
Lightning cracks above as I unsuccessfully attempt to locate my sacrificed boot. A low growl hums in my ears, and at least three sets of glowing red eyes float into view through the sheets of rain. No no no… not now. Soaked woolen skirts tangle around my legs as I try to stand.
The largest of the wolves prowls forward, its daggerlike teeth shining white in the next lightning strike. “Little witch as skinny as a fledgling bird, you’ll barely make a snack.” His low growl ripples along my skin. Eyes like chips of ruby stare me down. Ominously, the thunder rumbles again as the rain eases.
I scramble backward. “Then let me pass. We have no quarrel with each other. I’m certainly not worth your time or effort. As bony as I am, I’d likely just get stuck in your teeth.”
“My quarrel is with all of your ilk.” The beast crowds me. His hot breath pierces my soaked clothing as his snarled muzzle grinds against my chest. 
Fast and shallow, my heart continues its irregular beat. My breaths feel cold and useless, and the edges of my vision tunnel. The wolf sets one massive paw on my thigh, sinking me deeper into the muck. 
I turn away from his fetid musk. “Please, leave me be.”
“Things are not always as they appear. I smell the power on you, little witch. I’ll relish it as I crunch your bones and suck out the marrow.”
I thrust one hand into the earth. Come, dormant seeds. My other hand presses flat against the beast’s chest to hold it back. Maybe I can entangle him enough to buy myself time to run. The wolf’s eyes widen into bloody pools as the thick, thorny vines swell from the ground to wrap around his massive body. His snarls turn into screams as the swordlike thorns slice through his flesh. 
I clamber to my feet and run blindly into the darkness. A howl rips through the night behind me, echoed by two more. Claws tear across my back before twisting thorns shoot past me, and a wolf yelps in pain.
My heart flutters then stops before speeding up in uneven jerks. A thick, cold lump settles in my throat. I’m not sure where to run. Blindly, I push past low-hanging branches and stumble over the uneven rocky turf. This is madness. I’m in no shape to outrun wolves. A sharp pain stabs my chest, traveling up my shoulder and into my neck. Gasping, I go another couple of steps. At a few muttered words, green vines weave in a wall behind me, sprouting thorns that drip a poisonous ichor. It has to be enough to stop them—I have nothing left. Thickness fills my lungs, and breathing becomes impossible. I lurch into a smooth tree.
No, it’s a door. A lightning strike reveals a highly polished wooden door decorated with an intricate brass design. I pound on it, and thunder mimics the noise. There’s got to be…
My heart squeezes and stutters, bringing stinging tears to my eyes. I can’t fail here. This isn’t where my quest ends. My knees hit the cobbled entryway as I pound on the solid wood again. In the distance, wolf song mixes with the roll of thunder. Sobs fall from my lips, and a sucking darkness pulls on me. I knock again, but I’m too weak to make much noise.
“What is the meaning of this?” 
The door flies open, spilling me forward to where a tall, slim man stands. There’s something incredibly familiar about him. His long white hair hangs in a thick braid over one shoulder, and his skin is ghostly pale against the darkness. Brilliant-green eyes widen as he looks down upon me then beyond my crumpled form into the night.
“I claim the right of sanctuary in exchange for a witch’s boon.” I reach out and grasp his hand. “Do you accept my bargain?” Blood roars in my ears as stars dance across my blackening vision. 
His sharp features pinch as he scowls at me in surprise. I must be delirious, because it’s the most devastatingly handsome expression I’ve ever seen on a man. Sharp cheekbones frame expressive eyes and a pointed, smooth-shaven jaw. My heart skips then flutters again. I reach for my herb pouch, but it tumbles from my numb fingers. His eyes dart to the spilled herbs then back to me.
“I accept. Sanctuary given.” His hand closes over mine. A shimmer of emerald flashes, limning us as my magic seals the pact.
Before I can thank him, the darkness of death closes its icy fingers around me, and my sickly heart stops. One last wry thought follows me to my doom. Well, that was the shortest bargain ever struck. 


Chapter 2
My eyes widen, and my jaw drops when I wake in a gigantic bed canopied with heavy amethyst velvet. A fire crackles cheerfully in an oversized hearth nearby. This wasn’t what I imagined the afterlife would look like, but I’ve no complaints. The opulence reminds me of my sister’s suite at the royal palace. There’s a faint scent like lemongrass on the bed linens that tugs at my memory. A soft ticking fills the room like a clock. It’s soothing—like a music box from my childhood or a metronome from my years of playing the balalaika.
“Ah, you’re finally awake. It’s been three days. I was concerned my procedure had failed.” A man strides into the room, his boots making no sound on the plush colorful rug. 
I sit up, clutching the covers to my breast, then frown as my hand brushes a thick welt on my skin. Looking down through a gap in the linen night rail, I see a white scar running from the base of my throat to just below my breastbone. 
“Procedure?” I ask.
“It seemed a shame to waste a boon from a life witch, and you were certainly no use to me dead.” He rests a tray over my lap then lifts the silver dome lid. “Eat up if you can. You’ll need your strength to recover.”
The mouthwatering scent of chicken dumpling soup teases my senses. After lifting the spoon, I try to make sense of this. I’m certain I died. 
“I’m Inessa. Thank you for sheltering me.”
He hums softly as he pulls a comfortable-looking wingback chair closer to the bed then folds his tall frame into it. His white hair flows like a waterfall against the deep blue of his shirt. The fabric gleams, as fine as anything the czar would own.
What would one of noble standing be doing out in the woods? I slurp another mouthful of soup and feel an odd sensation as it slides past my throat into my chest. I touch the raised welt again, and our eyes meet. His are the entrancing deep green of secretive forest shadows.
“You’re welcome, Inessa.” His gaze flicks to my chest. “Your heart stopped. It was a pitiful, damaged thing, so I replaced it with something that will serve us both better.”
The spoon clangs off the edge of the bowl. “You replaced my heart?”
“Your new heart is clockwork—of my design. I admit I’d intended it to prolong my life. You’ll make an adequate test subject since your need is greater.”
“Test subject,” I parrot numbly. That soft ticking… it’s not a clock—it’s me. “You didn’t think to ask my permission before inserting this thing into me?”
“That’s gratitude for you. You were dead, remember? Or has your memory been affected?” He bends closer, placing a palm on my forehead. His lips purse in concentration, and I can’t help but linger on the shapely line.
What am I thinking? I yank back from his touch.
“What brought you to my doorstep in such a state?”
“The wizard Koschei stole my sister. The czar sent me to find her, but wolves attacked me on my journey.”
His expression closes as he drops his hand. “That seems to be a very dangerous mission for a slip of a girl. Doesn’t she have a husband to rescue her?”
I shrug. “It’s well-known that Koschei the Deathless hid his soul in a chest to cheat death. The czar sent me to locate my sister while he and his men look for the wizard’s soul.”
The man’s lips twist in displeasure. “I see.”
The soft ticking of the clockwork heart fills the silence. My heart. “I’m sorry. I’ve been rude. Thank you for offering sanctuary and saving my life. I owe you a boon as promised. May I ask your name?”
He stands and drums long elegant fingers along his forearm. “You may call me Deda.”
I pause with the spoon halfway to my mouth. The shortened term for grandfather doesn’t fit him at all. Even with his snow-white hair, he doesn’t look much older than me—certainly no more than his late twenties. He’s thin but not in a lanky way—more like a lean cat. His fair skin is unmarred by wrinkles or sun. 
“You look nothing like any dedushka I’ve ever seen.”
Tick… tick… tick… Each pause in our conversation emphasizes the rhythmic beats of my mechanical heart. I finish my soup as he watches me with an unnervingly keen interest. His lips part and close several times as if he’s undecided how to reply. I struggle not to stare at Deda’s austere beauty. Ridiculous. I must have hit my head when I fell. He’s dressed like a prince. Why would he take an interest in a scrubby, plain forest witch like me?
He runs a hand over his sharp, smooth chin in contemplation. “What do you see when you look at me?”
I glance up and flush at the intensity of his gaze. There’s something predatory in it—so focused. A trickle of cool sweat makes its way down my back. He doesn’t move as he waits for my response, like a large coiled snake poised to strike. The linen night rail is suddenly too tight, and the blankets weigh heavily, pinning me to the unfamiliar bed. I’m inappropriately alone with him in a private chamber, and this devastatingly handsome man is sucking all logical thoughts from my head. I’m certainly not going to tell Deda what a treat he is for my eyes. 
Nervously, I lick my lips. “We’re about the same age, aren’t we?”
“Are we?” A corner of his lips tugs upward to reveal a dimple of amusement. The melodic ticking in the room grows faster, and the other side of his mouth lifts to display the dimple’s twin. He glances at my finished soup then gestures to the bread and hard cheese still on the tray. “Finish your meal to regain your strength. I’ll check on you in the morning.”
I swallow hard as he closes the door behind him and push the remains of the tray to the side. On unsteady feet, I stand to explore the room. It’s huge. My entire hut could fit several times into this spacious chamber. Two doors are on the far side. Opening one reveals a bathing chamber complete with a sloping copper tub big enough for five of me. The sweet-lemongrass scent is stronger here. It fills me with images of luxurious bubble baths. Two could easily fit in that tub. The thought of Deda there makes me flush.
The other door seems to be a dressing room full of women’s clothing. While the fabrics are sumptuous to touch, the cut of the dresses is outdated, and I wonder who they belonged to. His mother, perhaps? Or a sister? Does he live here alone?
A large oval silver-framed mirror stands on the floor at the center of the room. I walk toward it, fingering the raised line between my breasts. Just under the dip of my throat, it feels like there is a small pendant, but stepping closer to the mirror, I see nothing. Curious, I grasp the invisible pendant and tug. 
My skin splits in a straight line down my chest, and morbid curiosity fills me as I stare at the thin wires encasing my golden clockwork heart. Tiny bejeweled gears click and whirl, keeping time, and my blood pumps through narrow tubes. It’s an impossible work of art. The ticking is louder without the casing of my body, more like the soft strumming of a lute than metallic gears. I notice for the first time in my life that there's no pain, and it’s easy to breathe. 
He saved me.
I don’t know how I’m not bleeding—how he made this window into my chest. Panic creeps along my flesh, and I draw the invisible pendant back to my throat, sealing this secret chamber. The white scar is barely noticeable. Deda said it’s only been three days. What spell did he use to heal me so quickly?
A dizziness sweeps over me. I still need to find my sister. Heaven knows what that monster may have done to her. I try to cast a simple tracking spell. Green sparks glitter in the air then fade like sad fireworks. I groan. I’ve completely tapped my magical resources. It will be days, possibly weeks, before I can cast again. Those damn wolves made me use every scrap of magic I had to escape.
The thick carpet muffles my footsteps as I enter the bedchamber and slip back under the heavy blankets. Yellow flames crackle from the hearth, and the song of my heart lulls me into a comforting peace. As I drift off, a mournful wail edges at my dreams. Before I can wonder at it, sleep drags me under into its black velvet embrace.


Chapter 3
Light shines through the arched glass windows, forming rays that fall across the bed to banish last night’s shadows. A deep-blue dress lies over the chair beside the bed with a pair of matching house slippers nearby. I frown. I didn’t hear anyone come in last night, but maybe I slept deeply since I’m still healing. 
After slipping into the dress, I walk to the windows and gasp. Huge coils of thorny vines surround the manor so thickly that I can’t see past them. I can’t imagine that’s what I cast the night I escaped the wolves. It’s not possible for me to create something that powerful—not that I’ve ever tried. The hedge is easily two stories tall. Could I somehow have run through it to get here? Smoothing the silky fabric over my hips, I turn from the window and head for the door. I’m not really sure where I’m going, but the house can’t be that big.
Once I’m in the hall, the smell of baking bread and fried bacon lures me to the dining room. Deda is already there. Behind him, through arching glass doors, curl more of the thick vines. Forest-green eyes lift to mine then briefly travel over my body before returning to my face. 
“Inessa, I hope you slept well. I’m glad to see that the dress fits you.” He smiles. A shallow dimple marks his cheek, and I can’t help smiling back as I take a seat across from him.
I glance again from him to the thick thorns outside. “It’s perfect, thank you.”
He follows my gaze, chuckling softly. “You’ve made a mess out of my garden, but I trust you can put it to rights now that you’re awake.”
I blink. “I don’t have the ability to do that. Growing things, yes. But even a brief growth spurt takes all my power. These walls are far beyond my capability.”
“Well…” He fills a plate with fruit and cheese then places it before me. “The vines arrived when you did, so forgive me for assuming my lovely, enchanting guest was the cause.”
Lovely, enchanting guest? Apprehension coils in my gut, but he doesn’t appear to be mocking me. “I appreciate everything you’ve done. Those wolves would have torn me apart. But I really must continue on to find my sister.”
Tick… tick… tick… My heart counts off the heavy beats of silence between us. It laces through the room like an entrancing song. Light glints off the silver fork as I spear a piece of fruit and bring it to my lips. My thoughts wrestle with his casually spoken words. No one has ever called me lovely. I’ve always been in Vasilisa’s shadow—the younger, unknown sister. I could hardly compare to her in beauty or status, with my dark hair and common brown eyes. When I glance up, I find him still watching me.
“Your sister, of course. What did you say her name was?”
“Vasilisa the Beautiful, wife of the czar.”
His lips twist into a smile, but the dimple doesn’t make an appearance. “Does that make you a princess? I’ll admit I never expected royalty to end up on my doorstep in the middle of the night.”
I shake my head. “She married into royalty. I’m just an herbalist, a forest witch. No one of significance.”
His long, elegant fingers drum on the table’s dark polished wood. “I would consider being a life witch a significant accomplishment.”
I wrinkle my nose, uncomfortable with his accolades. “You called me that before. I haven’t heard the term in the village. I only make herbal remedies for the townsfolk, and I know some minor nature spells. That’s all. I’m no one special.”
Tick… tick… tick… The gears click as I finish my breakfast in silence. Conscious of his every movement, I try my best not to stare at the way the sunlight shines through his long pale hair or how graceful the curve of his collarbone is at the opening of his shirt. He must be nobility or perhaps some rich merchant’s son. 
Deda leans back from the table, wiping his mouth on a crisp linen napkin. His deep voice purrs in invitation. “Can I tempt you into a walk with me?”
“You make that sound like something illicit.”
The dimple makes a reappearance as he stands then holds one elegant hand toward me. “Only as illicit as you’d like it to be. I am, after all, an old man that lives alone. It would be a kindness for you to indulge me with your company.”
I roll my eyes as I stand and place my hand in his. “Old? Hardly.”
He narrows his eyes, giving me another inquisitive look, then places my hand in the crook of his arm. “You are a very curious woman, Inessa.”
A little snort escapes me, and his fingers linger on the back of my hand then lift to stroke my cheek. Everything in me stills, afraid to even breathe. I lift my chin to look up at Deda. His eyes are soft, almost seeking. He threads his fingers through my hair, caressing the dark length of it. This all feels right, familiar, like we’ve stood together like this a hundred times. I flush hot at his touch. The mechanical clicks and whirls sound in my ears, playing the melody of my attraction for him. 
I inhale. “Too curious for you?”
That second dimple appears, and I swear my heart flutters. Not the panic-inducing flutters of the broken heart I was born with but a timid longing for the look in his eyes.
“Just curious enough, I think.”
***
I rest a hand against the thick coil of vines that wall in the formal garden. It’s easily the size of a thick tree trunk, and I can’t imagine how my simple plant magic could have caused this. Deda sits on a bench nearby, twirling a pale-pink bloom between his nimble fingers. A light breeze ripples his loose shirt, displaying the barest glimpse of his well-defined chest against the green silk. I’m staring. My goodness, I know I am, but I can’t seem to look away. A soft chime picks up to a steady ring as he stands and moves to me.
“You know,” Deda says as he slides the flower behind my ear, “you’ll wear that new heart out if you keep reacting to me that way.”
When I open my mouth, all that comes out is an undignified squeak. The nerve. I clamp my jaw shut and attempt to look indignant. My stupid clockwork heart continues to chime away in an uncontrolled fashion. 
Finally, I give up. “Is there a way to muffle it? This is embarrassing.”
“I find it charming.” He smirks. One hand settles boldly to the small of my back.
“Because you made it!”
He tips his chin to the sky with a sly grin. “I am rather amazing.”
“And so humble.” I snort.
“Never that.” He spins me in place, and before I know what he’s doing, Deda kisses my cheek. “Do you know that blush on you is lovely?”
He’s so forward, but I like it. I raise my hand to my skin, which is still warm from where he touched me. I’ve never had a man take an interest in me before, let alone kiss me. My studies always took priority, and there were far prettier girls than me in our village. No one wants to court the woman who brews foul-smelling potions all day and grubs around in the dirt. 
“I should take a sample of the vines to study. Perhaps when I’m rested, I can shrink them or something. Do you have someplace I can use to distill and dissect the plant?”
“You can use my lab.” Deda unsheathes a sickle knife from his belt and slices off a branch the size of my wrist.
The vines suddenly come to life, thrashing and wrapping around him as they did to the wolf who attacked me. He slashes again, struggling in vain, but the knife is far too small to do much good, and the thorns shred his fine shirt. 
“Deda!” Frantically, I grasp his hand, trying to yank him away from the murderous vines. Thorns scrape his cheek, drawing a thin line of crimson.
“Inessa, get back!” Black mist gathers around his hand, and the vine darkens then crumbles into a fine ash. Another whips forward and twines around his wrist. He snarls, and the length of the plant disintegrates. Thorns tear his sleeve, dragging deep furrows into his flesh.
I lay my hand on the thickest vine near me. “Enough!”
The thrashing instantly ceases. I snatch up the cut length Deda dropped. He falls to the ground, clutching his arm. Blood ruins the fabric I admired just moments before. Putting myself between him and the now still plant, I look over his wounds. 
He shakes his head as I try to pull his hand away. “Let’s get back inside.”
With a wary look at the feral vegetation, I help him limp away, heading toward the small burgundy garden door off the kitchen. Once inside, Deda collapses into a chair, covering his face with one hand as he continues to clutch his shoulder with the other. I pull open the cabinets and grab a bowl and some towels to wash out the wound.
Yanking open another cabinet, I find a sealed bottle of vodka. Perfect. I open the bottle and splash the alcohol over a clean towel then race back to Deda. Crimson blood turns the once green silk of his shirt nearly black. Ignoring his surly muttering, I peel back his hand.
“I’ll be fine.” He inhales sharply. “Is that my good vodka?”
I take a swig from the bottle then hand it to him with a shrug. “It’s not bad.”
He growls something inaudible, trying to push me away, but I’ve dealt with far worse patients than him. I wrestle Deda, finally sitting in his lap to pin him down so I can examine his arm. Swiping the wet cloth over his skin, I frown. I can’t find the wound.
“I said I’m fine.” Deda jerks away. 
I lean harder into his chest, suddenly conscious of how much shirt is no longer there. Smooth lines of muscle flex as he struggles under me. The soft chimes of my heart pitter-patter as I pin him. 
“Hold still. It’ll only take me a moment to clean the wound.” I swipe the towel again, clearing away the rest of the blood. 
He writhes, and the sleeve tears fully off. It isn’t possible—there’s no wound. Our eyes meet.
Tick… tick… tick… My heart counts off the endless moment between my discovery and his confession. My bottom presses to his thighs, and I can’t help but be aware of his every movement. Deda’s arm cradles me around my waist, his hand cupping my hip. My eyes go from his to the unblemished skin and back again in one frantic swoop.
“Inessa, I can explain.” Desperation fills his face.
I try to slide from his lap, but his hand tightens, holding me close. I take a deep breath, trying to calm the whirling clockwork clicks. “Am I going to need more vodka for this?”
“I mean… it couldn’t hurt.” The dimple makes an appearance, and I have the urge to either kiss it in relief or smack it off his face. 
Instead, I pick up the bottle and take a healthy-sized swig. “Are you human?”
“What? Yes, of course I am. I just know a little magic, and it keeps me from getting injured.”
I stare at him in disbelief. “That takes more than a little magic. And you replaced my heart. I’ve never heard of a healing ability that strong. What exactly are you?”
“An alchemist who likes to dabble in clockwork creations, nothing more.” He holds his hands out in an innocent gesture that seems more than a bit suspicious.
“You’re not hurt?”
“I’m fine. I swear to you. See?” He removes the shredded scraps of his shirt. 
My eyes wander over his chest unimpeded, and unable to help myself, I touch him. He’s real. His skin feels nicer than the silk ever did—warm and inviting. “How?”
“I live alone. It’s just a precaution to keep me safe. You were worried about me?” He touches my cheek.
“Of course I was worried about you. A feral plant just mauled you—”
He frowns. “But you barely know me.”
“What difference does that make? You didn’t know me the night you saved my life.” I stare at him in confusion then down at my alien hand, which strokes his chest. What is wrong with me? I snatch it away and shove it onto my lap—as if that will cure its misbehaving ways.
“Are you all right? Those vines didn’t cut you?” He’s still touching me, tracing languid circles down my neck to my shoulder. His thumb rests against my collarbone. His hands are smooth—not a callus on them. We’re so close his warm breath whispers against my lips with each word. “Inessa?” 
My name on his lips sends a warm thrill through me. I’ve heard his voice before, intimately whispering my name. It must be the alcohol that makes me think that. My head swims. 
Awkwardly, I push away from him and stand. “I’m fine.”
He clears his throat then picks up the curled vine from the table. “Let’s go examine this.”
I follow him out of the room, ogling the breadth of his bare shoulders down to the narrow slope of his waist. My eyes dip to the curve of his rear. The way the dark fabric hugs it is a sinful delight. When I look up again, that damned dimple is the first thing I see.
“I meant the plant, not me.” He smirks, and the second dimple appears.
Damn him. “After you.”


Chapter 4
“What do you mean, I can’t leave?” I huff, hurrying from the lab to the front door. Examining the plant revealed nothing.
Deda gestures to the thick vines covering the entryway. I stare first at the vines then back at him. I didn’t believe him when he said it was completely impassable, but once he opened the ornate door, the direness of the situation became clear.
“They keep growing. The wall completely surrounds my manor.” He taps a finger against a thorny green vine. 
“I have to find my sister. Who knows what that lecherous old wizard is doing to her?” I throw my hands up with a gasp of exasperation. “Can we go out through another door? Or maybe the roof?”
“Can you fly?”
I squint. “No. I’m not that kind of witch.”
“How should I know? I thought all witches could fly.” Deda smiles, and I’m not sure if he’s teasing or not.
“Well, I don’t have a hut made of candy or a taste for baby flesh either,” I snap.
“A pity.”
My brow knits as I study the encapsulating vines. “About the hut or the babies?” 
“The hut. I could go for something sweet right now.”
I tear my eyes from the vegetation to his smolder, and instantly, my cheeks are on fire. Tick… ting… ting… My hand flies to my chest, alarmed by the unfamiliar sounds it emits. “You’re bad for my health.”
He looks away, whispering, “Oh, I want to be.”
“What did you say?” I couldn’t possibly have heard him correctly. He wants me?
Deda closes the door, blocking our view of the intrusive vines. “Well, you still owe me a boon, and since we’re stuck here a while, I suppose I should sort out what that boon will be.”
I purse my lips as his green eyes glitter with mischief. “It had better not be anything inappropriate.”
He arches one perfect snowy eyebrow. “Are we applying rules to the boon now?”
“Well, I didn’t have the breath in my lungs to do it then. I may be a witch, but I’m still a lady.” I lift my chin.
Both infuriating dimples appear. “Are you sure you aren’t a princess? You certainly have the demeanor down pat.”
I storm down the hallway. I can’t believe he thinks my attitude is like my royal sister’s. The rug is too thick to stomp my displeasure effectively, but the tapestries give a satisfying ripple as I stride past. 
“Inessa, wait!” His voice is laced with humor. “I was joking. I’d never ask you for something you didn’t desire to give.”
I turn to see Deda jogging down the hall after me. Magnificent doesn’t begin to describe him. I blink, looking away before my clanging heart tattles on me. Tipping my head back, I take a few deep breaths to calm my racing thoughts.
“I’ll brew some tea. We can go to my study and see if I have any books that may help. How did you expect to find your sister?”
“I have a tracing spell that can track her whereabouts. That run-in with the wolves zapped my strength, though, so it will be a while before I can cast it again.”
“Usually, those wolves stick to the black forest. Why were they after you?” He falls into step beside me, offering his arm. 
I take it, leaning into him more than necessary. Deda is so warm, and the intimate gesture comforts me. Besides, when else am I going to have the opportunity to indulge in the attention of a man this striking?
“Who knows? It seemed like the one that attacked had a grudge against witches. One must have pissed him off in the past.” I shrug.
Deda’s steps slow. “You spoke to him? To the wolf?”
“Yes?”
“Are you absolutely certain you aren’t a princess?” He’s not kidding.
I stop and frown as I stare up into his pinched face. “Would it make a difference?”
“Yes.”
My frown deepens. He displays too much wealth to be a gold digger. Will he only associate with someone of an equal station? Of course, Deda isn’t interested in me as a person. Why would he be? But my status is weirdly important to him. I rake a hand through my hair, probably mussing the sectioned braids beyond repair. 
“I’m just a witch. This day has been trying. I think I need to lie down for a while.” Without another word, I turn at the next intersection and head for my chambers.
***
It’s been hours since I retired to my room, and all I’ve done is pace. My stomach roars its displeasure. It’s not Deda’s fault that he was born to wealth or that these thorns keep me trapped here. Poor Vasilisa. I hope she’s all right. Her husband left on a quest with his best men to locate Koschei’s soul. It’s rumored the evil wizard hid it inside an egg residing in a duck living in a rabbit housed in a box on some island. I can’t even imagine how a wizard could hide one living creature inside another. Honestly, what type of madman goes through those magical lengths to hide a soul? But destroying his soul is the only way to defeat him, or so the tales say. I’m not looking to kill the wizard. I only want my sister back safely.
Fisting my hands in my skirts makes the blood and muck flecks from my tango with the vines show more clearly. I should find something clean to wear. Maybe that closet will have something that fits me.
This time, as the door opens, I notice the tiny violet globes that flicker to life to light the dressing room. A long bench covered in deep-purple satin runs the length of the room. Racks of shoes and hats are on either side of me. The clothing seems to be arranged in order of use—night rails with matching robes and slippers, day dresses, ball gowns. Everything is neatly categorized and waits, dustless, for its owner as if she’ll appear at any moment. 
I pick through them. Some are far too fancy and would be impossible to put on without aid. Others are too large to fit my slim frame. At the far end of the room, hidden behind the standing oval silver-framed mirror, is a dress of peacock green. It’s on display by itself instead of hanging with the others. Simple lines draw the eye to delicate laces at the sides made to accentuate the torso. The fabric is exquisite, heavy silk embellished with tiny golden beads along the scooped neckline and bell sleeves. I find a suitable underdress and then draw the gown over my body. Looking in the mirror, I don’t recognize the woman peering back at me. I’m not the plain brown wren of a girl with leaves in her hair and potion stains on her apron. I’m a radiant woman—maybe even equal to Vasilisa. Twisting the top of my dark hair into a braid, I leave the rest loose to fall over my shoulder.
I glance one last time into the silvered depths then pinch my cheeks to pinken them. My beating heart chimes a triumphant melody. “Better than a princess. Witches can be worthy too.”


Chapter 5
Deda lifts his head as I enter the dining room, and his unrestrained gasp says everything. Forest-green eyes darken to mysterious shadows as words stay trapped behind his teeth. I favor him with a smile, sweeping into the room to take a seat by his side. I’m not sure why it irks me so much that status is important to him. It’s the competitive side in me, I suppose, that wants him courting me, even if I don’t seem to fit his societal parameters. As he bends to take my hand and kiss the back, the power of desire is heady. It’s in his eyes—I may not be the royalty he seems to seek, but he wants me nonetheless.
A stack of books lies next to his dinner plate, with one propped open beside him. He blinks and breathes for a few moments, as if he’s forgotten how. “You look stunning.”
I give him a demure smile with lips I’ve been biting to redden since I left my room. As I reach to serve myself from the plates of food, he quickly stands to brush my hand aside. “Please let me serve you.”
He arranges food on my plate until it is more a work of art than dinner and then settles closer to me. I pick up my fork, glancing at him through my lashes. Deda’s attention is riveted on me. It seems all it took was a nice dress.
“I hope you don’t mind. I borrowed this from the closet in my room. The other dress got dirty in our scuffle earlier.” 
“Not at all. It looks like it was made for you.” He stares, enraptured. 
I can’t help but preen. I wanted his attention, but now I don’t know what to do with it. Are relations between men and women always this tragically awkward? “What are you reading?”
Deda gestures to the stack before him. “I’ve been researching a way to remove the vine wall. I think I found something that we can use to create a tunnel through them. Here.” He flips the book around so that I can read it then stands to hover behind me. One long pale finger traces the archaic script. I skim the page, realizing it’s some sort of alchemical process, then I’m distracted by the heat of his body brushing against the back of my shoulder. 
I narrow my eyes, trying to focus. The words unhelpfully jump around the page, and I have to read a paragraph several times before getting the gist of it. “So, this uses magic to create a barrier to push through the plants, making a tunnel.”
“Almost.” He leans in closer, his chest brushing against my shoulder. “It should destroy the ones around my front door. You see, that door is magic, and it opens to many different places in the world.”
“That’s interesting.” I inhale the spicy citrus scent of his skin. It’s fresh and warm. I’m absolutely certain he didn’t smell like that earlier. Did he put it on for me?
I’m being ridiculous. It’s probably just hand soap and I’m reading into this far too much. The man lives alone. I’m the only female here. His choices are pretty limited. I could be the first woman he’s had contact with in years. Or maybe he travels all the time through that door. Come to think of it, how has he never been into town? This manor is a handful of days away by foot. If he can open this door to so many places, why haven’t I seen him before? Maybe we have met. He seems so familiar.
“Inessa, are you listening?” Deda’s face is impossibly close, his lips drawn into an amused smile, and that sweet dimple…
I want to kiss it.
“No. I’m sorry. I guess I got distracted by my hunger pangs.” Internally, I roll my eyes. Hunger pangs? Idiot. Is that the best you could come up with? How about, “This is fascinating, but I’m imagining you shirtless. Would you mind disrobing for me again?”
Both dimples appear as he sits. “Well, far be it from me to come between a lady and her meal. We can discuss this after dinner.”
***
I’m not sure how we got to this point. Maybe it was the fruity vodka drinks he’s been mixing for us. Who am I kidding? It was definitely the vodka.
We’re sprawled on a thick fur rug piled high with pillows in front of a roaring fire in his study. Books of various sizes lie open around us along with sheaves of paper and ink bottles. I’m on my belly, tracing the last symbol in an intricate spell onto a page. Deda sits comfortably beside me, one hand idly stroking my back. I should probably stop him. This is utterly scandalous, and we really just met—but it feels so nice, I don’t want him to stop.
He takes another sip of the orange-flavored liquid before tapping a slim finger against one of the older tomes. “We’re going to need a blood binding here to hold it all together.”
I wrinkle my nose in distaste. Blood binding is just a nice phrase for sacrifice. “No. Look here…” I bend over his lap to reach a book on his far side. “It’s all plants. I should be able to use some items in your garden to redirect the life energy for the spell. I don’t use blood magic in my spells.”
I slide back over his lap with the large book to show him the passage and look up in time to see his eyes grow dark. His hand clenches the fabric at the small of my back. Then with a long exhalation, he releases me. 
Deda licks his lips and takes another calming breath before he speaks. “I forgot you would have access to that. We can add it here.”
I look at where he points to in the drawing, distracted by the slow spiral of his fingertips gliding over the curve of my hip. 
“Deda, who did all the dresses in my room belong to?” Maybe it’s the vodka that’s made me bold. I roll onto my side to look at him.
He takes another long drink. “My wife.”
My eyes widen. “You’re married?”
“I was married once. A long time ago. She took ill and died in our third year together. We didn’t have much then, just my ancestral house, and it was mostly empty. She always wanted beautiful clothes, gowns fit for royalty, but I was young and couldn’t afford that. Her death devastated me. Money isn’t a barrier to me anymore, and every time I see a pretty gown, I buy it and put it in her closet. I guess I hope maybe one day her soul will come back to me.” He gives me a sad little dimpleless smile. “So I have a closet full of gowns and no wife to wear them.”
“I’m sorry I brought it up. I didn’t mean to cause you pain.” 
Is that why he’s here all alone? Does he still mourn his wife? He doesn’t seem upset, though. Quite the opposite—he’s been a fun companion this evening.
Deda closes the distance between us and places a tender kiss on my brow. “It was a long time ago. I’m happy to see you enjoy the one you chose.”
The kiss is so brief I barely have time to react to it before he draws away again. His long hair whispers over my shoulder. Its silky texture tickles my neck before sliding away completely. A long time ago? Unless he married as a child, it can’t have been more than ten years. I suppose that could be considered a long time, except that the cut of some of those gowns looks like something my grandmother would wear. I give him a speculative look. Maybe he likes antiques. He did say the clockwork heart was originally for himself. Perhaps he’s found a magical way to extend life.
“Why didn’t you remarry? What do you do up here all alone?” I take another sip of my drink, feeling the burn of it slip down my throat. There’s a faint chill as it passes near the metal of my heart.
“I guess I haven’t found the right woman. I spend my days writing or doing some magical exploration.”
“That seems lonely.” I return to the drawing and add a few more details.
“It was until you arrived.”
 A large blob of ink drips from my quill as it hovers above the parchment. Ting… tick… ting… The music of my heart fills the silence between us. The heart he gave me. “I’m happy you saved my life,” I murmur as I slowly turn to look at him.
“I’m happy you picked my doorstep to die on.” He grins, both dimples on full display.
Sitting up, I swat his shoulder. “You are the worst!”
“That’s me, the villain everyone loves to hate,” he teases, pulling me into his lap.
I tip my chin up to look at him. “I don’t hate you.”
Something fleeting runs through the forest of his eyes. He covers it with a small smile, making me wonder what the thought could have been. He glances at my lips for a moment that holds a beat in time with the whirling ticks of my racing heart. 
Finally, the shadow of a dimple shows. “No, you don’t hate me, do you?”
His nose slides against mine. He holds me closer. This all feels so familiar and very right. Our breath intermingles. His exhalation is my inhalation, and I want to forget the world and all my responsibilities and stay right here in his arms.
“Inessa, may I kiss you?” The whispered words caress my lips, and before the ghost of them is gone, my mouth is on his.


Chapter 6
He draws me into his arms with a murmur of pure contentment. I never dreamed that a kiss would feel like this. It’s warm and soft, comforting and passionate. It feels as if Deda puts his entire soul into this one moment. I sink against the firmness of his chest as his lips explore mine, teasing and tender. My hand twines into his long hair to rest at the nape of his neck. He sighs. It’s the happiest noise I’ve ever heard, and then I feel his gentle smile against my mouth.
“It is you,” he whispers. “I could never forget the way you feel.”
A scream tears through the manor, and startled, we jerk back from each other. He rises quickly and strides for the large double doors. The screaming continues, followed by a low angry howl of despair. The pleasant buzz of the alcohol and kiss fizzles as my hand flies to my chest. Someone’s hurt.
“Stay here. I’ll be back as soon as I’m able.” He yanks the door open. Briefly, the wailing intensifies.
“Wait, I can help you.” I fumble to stand, but the long dress tangles around my legs.
“Inessa, you will wait here.”
The door closes with an ominous click. Did Deda just lock me in his study? I untangle myself and run for the door. It’s locked. The wails continue then abruptly cease. Pressing my ear to the door, I listen intently, but the mechanical harsh discordance of my heart is all that reverberates through the solid wood.
Fruitlessly, I jiggle the doorknob again then turn to evaluate the room. This is the only door. A large desk piled with books and papers is to my left. Bookcases surround the room, reaching high above the flickering shadows cast by the fire. Stars shine through the tall windows behind his desk. As I stride there, a distant sobbing cuts through me. It’s soft. I can barely hear the wretched sound. It’s easy enough to find the catch, then the glass framed window glides open. A story below is a balcony surrounded by thick twisting vines. The plant really is taking over the manor grounds. Maybe some servant got tangled with the vines.
I lean out the window, but there isn’t any way down, and it’s too far to jump. Argumentative voices drift up to me, but I can’t make out what they say. One is Deda… the other sounds like… a woman? The noise cuts off abruptly. I’m still at the window, listening intently, when the lock on the door clicks. My hands scrape on the sill as I haul myself back into the room.
“What’s happening? Who was that screaming?” I brush off my skirts, trying to pretend I wasn’t contemplating jumping.
Deda frowns. Shadows cling to his pale skin as he looks from the open window to me. Then his face smooths, and he steps forward to offer me a hand.
“It was nothing. A kitchen servant cut herself and had a fit of hysterics.” His gaze slides away from mine.
“I’ve seen no one since I’ve been here. You have servants?” 
He nods curtly. “A few scullery maids, a cook—the usual for a manor this size.” Deda holds his hand out to me again. “It’s getting late. I’ll escort you to your room, and we can finish this in the morning.”
I slip my hand into his. His touch is cool, and there’s a distance between us now that’s unsettling. He studies me with frigid wintergreen eyes. Tong… tink… tong… We both frown as the odd mechanical noise fills the room.
“It shouldn’t sound like that.” Concern tugs his eyebrows into a deep furrow. “Would you mind if I had a look at it when we reach your room?” Deda leads me down the long hallway of the now silent manor.
I shake my head. “I don’t mind. I’m getting used to the sound.”
His lips purse as he holds my chamber door open and guides me in. Deda disappears into the large closet and returns with a robe. “Put this on for me, please. This won’t take more than a moment or two.”
He turns almost before the heavy robe is in my hands. I pull my dress off, watching his back stiffen as the fabric rustles. His fists clench then relax. I pull the underdress off over my head then don the robe. I think about how he must have seen me when he installed the heart. Was I completely naked, or did he draw my soaked dress to the side in his rush to save me? 
“I’m decent.”
Deda turns, and a small light in his eyes chases away the shadows. “Could you lie on your bed for me?”
Heat burns my cheeks. “Perhaps the chaise?”
He inhales, his pale skin flushing with life. “Yes, forgive me.”
I quiver as I lie down, and his fingers stroke that invisible pendant at my throat. He stops and touches my cheek. “Inessa, I would never hurt you.”
“I know,” I whisper. And I do. Somehow, deep inside, I’m sure he wouldn’t hurt me. 
A soft hollow tong arises from my chest. Gently, he parts the robe and slides the pendant down to reveal my clockwork heart. His expression shifts as he examines me. The intimacy of having his hands inside my chest is nearly unbearable. I swallow hard, trying to remain still, but a warmth blooms through me. As soft as the robe is, it moves against my sensitive skin, teasing and chafing. I want it off. Deda’s long hair brushes against my cheek—a lover’s caress—and my sigh is so filled with longing that he glances up.
“A gear came loose. It’s fixed now.” Gently, he coaxes the pendant up, sealing my chest, then closes the robe over my bare skin. He helps me sit up.
“What did you mean in the study, when you said you’d never forget the way I feel?”
Deda strokes my cheek. “It’s late. You should get some sleep. We’ll talk in the morning.”
“Deda?”
His lips silence my words, and I fall into the tender longing of his touch. One finger slides down the seam of my chest. “Good night, Inessa.”
As he stands, I see his reflection in the silvered vanity mirror nearby. But it’s not the handsome man that my heart longs for that I see. Stringy white hair clings to a skeletal skull covered in wrinkled skin. His eyes are sunken chips of green glass, and they stare at me with haunting menace through the reflection.
I gasp, unable to hold it back, and he gestures. The image now shows Deda, with his long thick white hair and smooth brow. “Go to sleep, Inessa. There’s no need to remember that.”
I relax into the chaise, my eyelids heavy, and sleep claims me before I even hear him leave. My dreams are dark, full of sobbing women and heart-wrenching screams. In them, I continue to see the wasted, skeletal form of Deda walking toward me, begging me to forget. Beside him walks the attractive man I’ve known these few days, the one who saved my life. 
“Remember us,” he whispers. “Please, my sweetheart, remember us.”


Chapter 7
I rub my crusted eyes as I walk into the sunlit garden. It’s much later in the morning than I usually wake, and Deda is already there with the implements we’ll need for this ritual spread out on the tiled walk in the center of the garden. The vines loom ominously above us, nearly two stories high. Purple viscous ooze drips from the thorny points. Shading my eyes, I kink my neck to look upward. If this doesn’t work, I don’t know how I’m going to get out of here to find my sister.
“Inessa! Good morning,” Deda calls as he leaps to his feet and strides toward me. “I was so excited to get started. I thought I’d let you sleep in. How are you feeling?”
I’m struck speechless. His hair is braided on the sides and studded with tiny silvery beads, and the sleeveless vest gracing the lines of his chest is the exact forest shade of his eyes. I blink, my mind still muddled from confusing dreams I can’t remember. The last thing I can recall is Deda fixing my heart. I must have fallen asleep during it.
My hand goes to the raised scar at my throat. “I’m all right. Just weird dreams.”
“Oh?” He turns away to fiddle with the arrangement of some herbs. “What do you remember?”
Remember us. The words snake through my head like mist. “Nothing really.” I tug at the strings on the light bodice of my day dress, another garment from the closet. 
“I like the dress you chose for today. Your dark hair looks beautiful against the yellow.” He dusts off his pants as he turns back to me. “Have you eaten? I left a tray in your room.”
“Yes, thank you.” Absently, I rub my thumb over a line of ivory flowers embroidered into my sleeve. Is there something I’m forgetting?
“Are you ready to start, then? This spell should clear the vines from touching the manor and create a tunnel for you to pass through.”
“So I can find my sister,” I whisper then frown. Why doesn’t that feel more urgent?
He takes my hand and leads me to a circle on the stones. I glance over at what he’s drawn out. Everything seems in order. We won’t be using my magic. I’ll only be a conduit for the life energy of the plants.
A life witch. That’s what Deda called me, whatever that is. The most I’ve ever managed is herbal remedies for common ailments and a knack for growing things. Although this wall of vines is far beyond anything I’ve ever created before, I’m still not sure this was purely me. A breeze ripples Deda’s loose pants, showing teasing glimpses of the line of his thigh. I place a hand over my heart as if I could stifle the melodic chime it makes whenever he’s near. 
Maybe he could help me locate Vasilisa. He seems to know enough about magic to cast a tracking spell. I could ask for his help. I certainly don’t want to be alone if I run into those wolves again.
“Inessa, are you ready?”
I nod and brace myself. He stands three strides away in a circle closer to the vines. A quiver of trepidation runs through me. What if the vines attack him again? Then I recall his lack of wounds. Something nags at me. He can’t be hurt, is proficient enough to cast this spell, and lives alone in this manor in the woods. Everything in the house looks antique except him.
The tingling burn of magic runs through me just before a black ray punches through the wall of vines. A puff of ash follows as the plant comes to life, writhing as if in pain.
Tick… tick… tick… The metallic heart pumps blood through my veins. I grasp the life flow of the plants at my feet and channel them into making a wall around the charred edges of the vines, creating a latticework tunnel for them to cling to. The magic flows easily through me, as if this place amplifies my abilities. I realize I haven’t even tried to cast a spell in the days since I woke. Green vines twist, shying back from the property until they reset just beyond its border. I breathe a sigh of relief. It worked.
“We did it!” Deda sweeps me into his arms then lifts me high into the air as he spins. His kiss muffles my squeal of surprise. Sweet and claiming, he moves over me with an unmistakable intent that leaves me breathless.
“We did! I can leave to find my sister now!” I exclaim.
He slows and pulls back. The pain in his eyes crushes me. “You’d leave me?”
“Deda,” I say in a gentle tone. “I have to find my sister. She’s in danger. I can come visit you again when my task is complete.”
“Visit?” His hands trail down my arms reluctantly. “Of course. I understand… I must have been mistaken.”
“Mistaken?” I tilt my head as his hands drop away from me. 
“Well, go gather anything you need from your chambers for your journey. Whatever will suit you from the closet is yours. I’ll have some food wrapped up for you.”
“Thank you for all you’ve done.” I stand on my toes to kiss his smooth cheek. The sweet chime of my heart fills the air.
He smiles, but no dimple makes an appearance. “Anything for you.”
***
I have a small sack slung over one shoulder with some bedding and a change of clothes. As I head toward the kitchen to pick up the food, I hear an argument coming from the main foyer. My steps slow then still as I recognize the woman’s shrill voice. Vasilisa.
Impossible… how is she here?
“You stole me from my peaceful home to lock me up here. You wooed me for two whole days before you left me in a cell and ignored me. And now you’re shooing me out the door with no explanation?” The querulous, demanding voice rises to an unholy shriek.
Yep, that’s my sister. Wait… Deda stole her? I peer around the corner. Has she been here the whole time? Was she the woman screaming the other night? 
Deda looks both exasperated and uncomfortable, like he’ll shove her through that door any moment. “Czarina Vasilisa, I believe we can both accept this was a grave error, and I’m happy to return you to your home immediately.”
Past the two of them through the open doorway is a view of the palace surrounded by the village. My jaw drops. The manor can’t possibly be this close to the city. I traveled three days and… 
Why would Deda have Vasilisa here and not tell me? This is all so confusing.
“I demand an explanation for this horrific treatment.” Vasilisa flips her golden hair over one shoulder then crosses her arms over her ample chest. 
Is she pouting? I roll my eyes and step out into the hallway. “Vasilisa, I’m so happy you’re safe.”
She squints. “Inessa? What on earth are you doing in Koschei’s home?” She stomps and turns to Deda. “You lecherous old coot! Did you steal her too?”
“Koschei?” I ask.
Deda’s expression is pleading. “I can explain.”
Suddenly, the fog clears from my mind. His reflection in the mirror, the old man. His powerful magic. He made a damn heart. How did I not see this before? 
I can barely squeak the words past my leaden tongue. “You’re Koschei.”
“I am. Your sister is safe. I’m releasing her now.” He nods toward the open door.
Vasilisa rushes forward and grasps my hand. “You came looking for me?”
“Yes. The czar sent men out to find Koschei’s soul so we could defeat him.” My eyes drift from my sister’s relieved face to Koschei’s darkening countenance. 
She clutches me dramatically to her bosom. “We must flee together now.”
“I mean, the door is right there. He’s letting us go.” I gesture to the open door, which still shows a familiar landscape.
She grasps my hand, and we stride toward the door. “We will leave now.”
Something shifts in Koschei’s expression. It’s darker, harder. His eyes glint like green glass. “No. Only you. The witch owes me a boon for her heart.”
I skitter to a stop. The witch? I bite down hard on my tongue. “Ask your boon, and we’ll be on our way.”
“You will serve me for a year and a day.”
The air crackles with energy, and a silent boom ripples through my soul. He’s entrapping me. How dare he! I glare daggers at him.
Vasilisa’s eyes widen like blue porcelain dinner plates. “You filthy old wizard. My sister is a maiden.”
“Show me your true form.” I step toward him. I obviously don’t see him as my sister does. “Let me know who I serve.”
Vasilisa purses her lips. “Inessa, don’t be ridiculous. He’s a nasty old man, all skin and bones, just trolling for a good time. All that power he has, and he uses it to kidnap innocent ladies like me.” She fans herself. I refrain from rolling my eyes. My sister is far from innocent.
“You’ve always seen my true self,” he whispers. “You will stay.”
I don’t believe him, but the boon is binding. I’m stuck in his service until the time is done or he releases me. Loud, angry clicks sound in the air between us. 
I exhale. “My sister gets safe passage home.”
“Yes.” His eyes never leave mine.
I grit my teeth then give my sister another hug. “Go. Before he changes his mind.”
“But you—”
“I’ll be fine.” I nudge her to the door. With one last long look, she steps through.
As my sister fades into the distance, I turn back to Koschei. Fury boils in my veins, and it takes a few moments for me to rearrange my words so anything hateful is pressed under my tongue. This deceitful bastard. He lied to me this entire time.
“What’s your first command to your servant, Koschei?”


Chapter 8
 
Tong… tong… tong… The angry beats pound hollowly against my chest. Koschei takes a step closer. He rests his hand on my arm, and it takes everything in my power not to shake it off.
“Inessa, please let me explain. I wanted to tell you.”
A shriek and a grinding clank thump against the interior of my chest. “You lied to me.”
“Careful, Inessa, your heart—”
It hurts. Everything about this is too raw. I clutch my chest, yanking down the pendant to expose the mechanical contraption. “Take it back. Take it all back, because I don’t want to live with your creation inside me.”
“Everything left that was good in me I put into you,” he snarls then sadness creeps into his eyes. “You’ll die if I take it out. I can’t do that, Inessa. It’s part of you now.”
“Why would you do this? Why steal Vasilisa and imprison her while treating me like…” I swallow the words like your beloved, choking on them. “Why, Koschei?”
“I enjoyed your company. You were the first person in a century to really see me.” He reaches for me, and I back away.
“And when you tire of me?” I huff, gripping my clanging chest.
Koschei gives me a soul-weary look. “In my home, you still have the claim of sanctuary. No one can hurt you here.”
Except you. I leave the words unsaid as I close the seal of my heart’s chamber. The tocking slows to a dull chime. “Well, what do you expect of me, then?”
“Do what you will.” He sighs and walks away.
***
It’s been three months since the fury of that day, and Koschei is rarely home. He doesn’t appear to have any servants—another lie he told me. Out of boredom and loneliness, I took up the cooking and cleaning of his manor. In my spare time, I still make potions. Twice a month, he allows me to go to the market in my village for supplies. 
He’s been gone for a week when he returns through the double door of the study. I pull my anger around me so I don’t display how utterly worried I was at his absence. Candles flicker around us, kissing the gilt titles of the books on his desk. I have my feet propped there and a book in my lap. I give him a droll look as I relax back in his enormous leather chair.
“Do you ever find it tiresome?” I ask between taking sips from of an elaborately jeweled golden chalice.
Koschei flashes me an annoyed glance before hanging his damp cloak before the hearth. “Are you drinking my good vodka again?”
“I’ve had better.” 
He turns his head to hide the dimple on his cheek. Finding ways to annoy him has become my favorite game during my captivity, and I think he secretly enjoys it.
Swirling the liquid in the glass, I close the leather-bound book in my lap and lean forward. “Don’t dodge the question. I’ve heard the tales about you. Every few years, you get locked in a dungeon by some beautiful woman whose life you villainously tried to set off track. A blithering husband or father or brother sets you free, and then you wreak havoc while they try to find your soul hidden in some obscure object. It all seems so pointless… I mean, you are the deathless. I’d think you could find a better use for your time.”
He stares at me, and I take another deep pull from the chalice. The vodka burns as it slides down my throat. It’s not that I even like the taste—I do it to get a rise out of him. I open the book again, leaf to the ribbon-marked page, and continue to study the diagrams.
“Shouldn’t you be off brewing some concoction?” Koschei scowls.
“If by ‘concoction’ you mean dinner, it’s in the pot over the fire, and I baked fresh bread today.” I flip the page. “You offered to make me your apprentice months ago to pass the time. We could get started with that if you weren’t always out harassing innocent people.”
I don’t dare look up. He asked for this boon. I don’t have to make it pleasant. My heart clanks hollowly in the room’s silence. Koschei frowns. “Is it making that sound again?”
“Still.”
He sighs. “Don’t be difficult. I’ve had a long week.”
I stand and walk to him, unbuttoning my blouse as I go. Koschei licks his lips then looks toward the dark stack of bookcases. His cheeks pinken.
“Why is it”—I tug the invisible pendant, opening the seam on my chest—“that you continue to terrorize young women?”
“I don’t terrorize them.”
“Then why appear to be an old man?” I turn my head away. It’s too hard to look into his beautiful concerned eyes while he examines the gears of my heart.
“Because if my body did age, that is what I would look like. And it is far more terrifying to look… lift your chin, please.”
I tilt my head upward, sliding my eyes toward him. He’s still every bit as devastatingly handsome as the day I died on his doorstep. The clicks speed up, and I take a few deep breaths to slow them.
“As I was saying, looking like a bony old man is far more terrifying than this.” Koschei gestures to himself absently then continues to prod at my heart. I stare at the ceiling to avoid his eyes. Koschei makes a small frustrated noise. “I can’t figure out where that hollow sound is coming from, but the mechanism seems to run properly. Are you in pain?”
Every day you’re away from me. “No.”
He hums then fishes a small square of silk from his pocket and tucks it around my metal heart, which muffles the noise. “There. That should limit that hollow vibration you felt.” 
Koschei runs his fingers along the seam running down the middle of my chest. It tingles as it seals. His touch always feels that way to me, though, and I close my eyes. The cloying scent of grave dirt clings to him. It’s hard to look at him when I know he’ll just leave again tomorrow. He’s rarely been in the manor since the day he claimed his boon. Every room holds his ghost and a whisper of the laughter we shared for a few brief days. I miss that.
Deftly, he closes the buttons of my blouse. Always careful of my modesty, he never opens it more than he needs to examine my clockwork heart. The heart he made for me. The heart that beats for him. I forgave his lies a month ago. He’s far too kind for me to hold a grudge.
“I’ll fix your dinner.” I lace my bodice back up over the blouse. 
Koschei pins me with his gaze. “Inessa, I don’t terrorize women.”
“You do.”
He rakes a hand through his hair then blurts, “I’m looking for my wife. A seer said she would come back as royalty. I thought…” He stares at me so long that I swear time has stopped, but then his brows pinch, and he looks away. “Thank you for making dinner.”
“I don’t mind taking care of you.” I walk past him out the double doors.
“I don’t mind being taken care of,” he murmurs just loud enough for me to hear.
Koschei follows me down the long hall to the kitchen then gets two plates out to set the table. I will say this about my captivity: he never asked me to serve him, and he’s always treated me respectfully. When he said “Do what you will” on that first day, he meant it. Koschei gets the bread and fetches the butter from the larder while I ladle the soup. I didn’t expect him home today, but I’m always prepared for him to arrive. It gets lonely without him here.
“You made rassolnik. It’s my favorite,” he says as I place the bowl before him. Somehow, I remembered it was, but I don’t recall him ever telling me that. Maybe it was a part of some tale about him. There’ve been so many.
“What mischief have you caused this week?” I dip my bread into the soup.
“The usual. Some young prince was annoying the firebird to the south, so I led him on a merry chase.”
I shake my head at the general shenanigans he does to pass the time.
“What have you been up to?” he asks.
“The usual. Concocting herbal remedies and inventing ways to antagonize my favorite evil wizard.”
He takes another sip as the dimple appears on his cheek. “At least I’m your favorite.”
“Well, I’m not on a first-name basis with any others, so the list is pretty short.”
The second dimple appears. “I’m thrilled to make the list at all.”
Idly, I stir my soup. “Koschei, my sister’s birthday is coming up. I’d like to go home and visit my family for a while. You aren’t really here much lately. Could I please go home? Just for a few weeks?”
He chews slowly on the bread and eats another few mouthfuls of soup. For a long time, I think he’ll deny my request. Finally, he looks up, and there’s an emotion in his eyes I don’t recognize, but the tenderness there makes me ache.
“I’ve been thinking about it. You know with all those people I terrorize and women I abduct, it may get quite crowded here soon. Inessa, I release you from your boon.”
The magic shimmers over me in a sparkle of green, and too many words try to crowd out of me at once. I garble out some unintelligible nonsense, and he pats my shoulder as he stands. I only wanted to leave for a week or two, but I guess this is better, isn’t it?
“I’m going to retire. I’ll set the door to your home village in the morning. Good night, Inessa.”
***
It’s late in the evening, and I’ve been lying in my bed for hours, unable to sleep. Koschei released me. In the three months I’ve been here, every “evil” thing I’ve seen him do was to protect someone within the border of his lands. I know he continues to search for his wife, and I wish, somehow, I could be considered of noble birth. I walk to the library then out onto the balcony overlooking the gardens. 
Koschei stands there in the moonlight, silvery and ethereal. A bright glow from the sky nearly blinds me as a firebird flies over the wall of thorny vines to alight by his side. She turns into a beautiful red-haired woman draped in gold. The two talk for long moments, then she hands him an ornate box and a long fiery feather. She kisses his cheek, and hot jealousy bubbles through me. She’s flying away again as a bird before I have the chance to examine the fleeting emotion. I duck back inside the library doors so Koschei won’t see me. I leave tomorrow. It doesn’t matter. But the tears streaming down my cheeks say otherwise—as does the hollow beat of my heart.

Chapter 9
“He let you go? The evil codger didn’t do—things—to you, did he? A cousin of the czar is seeking a wife, and he may overlook that you’re baseborn with me as your half sister.” Vasilisa flutters her lashes at some diplomats who stroll by, and I drink more wine, wishing for all the world that it was Koschei’s premium vodka. 
It’s just like Vasilisa to remind me we have different mothers. Mine was a witch I never met. My father always had a wandering eye. Vasilisa simpers at some passing young generals—that apple didn’t fall far from the tree. I need to get soused to get through this party.
“Yes, he released me from the boon. I guess he was tired of my presence mucking up his bachelor pad. And no, he never touched me,” I lie as I remember how his lips felt on mine. I frown. “Was he inappropriate with you?”
Vasilisa rolls her eyes. “Heavens, no. I bet his twig is so shriveled it’s useless. Oh! There’s Duke Ivan now.” 
As she waves him over, I down my drink and grab another off a passing tray. Of course, his name is Ivan. They’re all named Ivan. The man positively fawns over my sister, but as she introduces us, his obsequious smile slides.
I swallow the remains of my drink and flag down an attendant for another. Ivan’s eyes widen in disgust. Good. The last thing I want is this pig pawing at me all evening.
“Perhaps the two of you should go dance.” Vasilisa preens at another passing royal, and then, nodding to me, she wanders off after them. 
So much for a warm welcome home. Ivan holds an arm out to me that looks like a lumpy sausage. Why did I come back here? 
“I’m afraid I’m not feeling well and need to retire. Perhaps another time.” I give him a wan smile, and the man has the nerve to look relieved.
A few minutes later, I’m weaving down the brightly lit streets of the village. Even the commoners are celebrating my sister’s birthday. I stop at a food stand to purchase a stick of skewered meat then continue walking past the musicians and dancing crowds until I’m on the outer edge of town.
It’s quiet here outside the village gates. I lick the sweet tangy sauce off the stick before twirling it between my fingers. I haven’t been back to my old hut in months. It’s only a short walk outside town—maybe half an hour at the rate I’m strolling.
I open the lacy collar of my gown, letting the air get to my skin. Sweat prickles along my flesh, and I sway. Maybe I drank a little too much. The silvery moon rises over the rolling fields of honey-colored wheat. The green leaves nearby, darkened by night, remind me of Koschei’s eyes.
“Remember us.” His voice ripples through my mind, and I shake my head. If he wanted me, he wouldn’t have told me to go. 
What part of us would he have wanted me to remember? I make a left onto the overgrown trail that leads to my old home. It looks so small. Even from here, it seems more cramped than I remember. I probably got spoiled living in Koschei’s manor. 
A low howl in the distance burns the pleasant buzz of alcohol from my mind. Wolves are never this close to the village. Something dark flashes in front of me through the tall wheat. The hollow clicking whirl of my heart thrums faster. A branch snaps nearby, and I run. I can make it to the hut. I’ll be safe there. A dark shadow trails me, and the hot stink of its breath fills my lungs. Two more howls pierce the night. They’re closing in. My heart clangs loudly in my chest as I realize the pack is toying with me. As I reach my hut, a dark canine shape glides in front of the door. One red eye gleams at me. The other is a mangled slash of scars.
“You owe me a debt, little witch. You killed my son, the prince of wolves. I’ve waited for months for you to leave Koschei’s protection.” He prowls forward, grizzled and dark. 
I wrap my hand around the thin wooden skewer. A hysterical laugh bubbles up inside me. This is how I die—fighting a wolf with a tiny stick.
“Your son attacked me first. I intended no harm.” Movement behind me drags my attention from him. Three more wolves block my retreat. A fog rolls in. More red eyes wink in and out.
I focus on the ground beneath my feet. Maybe I can make the vines as I did before. In a shimmer of green, long grasses grow to wave in the moonlight. The wolf looks amused, and a sob chokes me.
Gong… gong… gong… My mechanical heart sounds mournful and hollow.
“That will be enough. If you have a quarrel with Inessa, then you have a quarrel with me.”
I spin as Koschei steps from the mist. He’s ancient and thin as a wraith, with a crown of spiky bones gracing his brow. I run to him, and he lifts his arm and sweeps me against his side. When we touch, his image wavers, and I see the man I love.
“How did you know?” I lean into him.
His smile steals my breath. “Your heart called for me.”
“This is not your fight, Koschei.” The grizzled wolf king growls.
“I’ve made it my fight. Either let us pass, or your pack joins your son in the underworld. I would burn the world for this woman. Don’t test my resolve.”
At Koschei’s words, the chiming whirl of my heart sings over my heaving panicked breaths. He gives my shoulders a reassuring squeeze as he stares down the wolf king. A low whine and the uncertain shuffle of paws come from behind us.
“Kill the wizard and then the witch,” the beast snarls just before he lunges at Koschei.
Koschei gives me a wicked grin and throws a handful of seeds on the ground before us. “Rock their world, my sweetheart.”
I slap my hand to the ground as the wolf slams into Koschei’s chest. The two fly in a blur of light and dark behind me as the wolves that were circling close in. An explosion of light sends sparks from my left as I will the thorny vines to grow. Thick ropy tendrils sprout from the ground, encasing the wolves in spiky prisons. I turn to find that the wolf king has Koschei by the throat and is pinning him to the ground.
“No!” I charge the beast and stab him in the eye with my stick. He howls, and blinded, he tumbles backward. 
Koschei gives me an incredulous look. “Was that a meat skewer? You realize there’s a reason I’m called ‘the deathless’? Honestly, woman, you’re not allowed to get your pretty self killed. I’m not chasing you through another life.”
Another life? “You think I’m pretty?” Vines twirl around us, batting the wolves back.
“Inessa, I loved you from the first moment I saw your beautiful corpse.” He gives me a full dimpled grin and sweeps me into his arms.
“There’s something very wrong with you,” I say with a laugh against his lips.
“Love makes a man do crazy things.”
The melody of my heart spins around us as his lips touch mine. Our kiss lights every part of me, sending me into humming bliss. Nearby, a wolf snarls, and another yelps.
“We should probably get out of here before they untangle themselves from those vines,” I say.
“Agreed. Hold on tight.” Koschei chants something as I wrap my arms around him. “Close your eyes, my sweetheart.”
Warmth melts within me at those words, and I bury my face into his chest as we fly high into the starry night sky.

Chapter 10
“I need to show you this. The firebird brought it to me.” Koschei lands on the balcony outside the library and gently sets me on my feet. His heat still has my body swimming with desire. As he steps away, I tug him back and kiss him. He combs through my hair, holding me to him. 
“I love you.” Tilting my chin, I look up at him. “I don’t want to go another moment without you as part of my life. If you’re having some fling with bird lady, you’ll just have to tell her it’s over.” Koschei barks out a laugh, and I sigh. “Don’t make me have to have a ‘chat’ with her. I saw her kiss you in the garden.” 
He leads me to a long table in the library. “Settle down. No one needs a chat. She retrieved my soul for me so I could hide it again. Too many humans knew about the island I placed it on. Now, this is a gift for you.”
He hands me a dark-green tome I instantly recognize as a witch’s grimoire. A feather of gold gleams on top of it. I run my fingers over the long plume, and sparkles, like tiny flames, glitter from it, evaporating before they hit the floor. My eyes instantly tear up when I open the grimoire. I never knew her, as she died when I was born, but my father told me her name. 
“This is my mother’s spell book.”
“Your mother was the queen of the witches, and you are her only daughter, my princess.” Koschei cradles me in his arms. “It’s taken me three months to find that information.”
“That’s why you were always gone?”
He nods. “And this feather… I enchanted it so if you eat it, you’ll remember your last life with me. I treasured every moment we spent together, and I can’t wait to begin our union anew. I love you, Inessa.”
I wrinkle my nose. “I have to eat a feather? Really?”
He laughs. “Only if you want to remember us.”
“Was it a good life?” I ask, tapping it against my lips. The feather melts against my mouth like spun sugar. 
All those instances he felt so comforting and familiar—it all makes sense now. The first time we met in late spring, walking in a field of daisies, a shy blush on his cheeks as we talked for hours and hours. Our wedding day… peering at him through my lace veil over a bouquet of violet forget-me-nots, and the celebration after, so full of laughter and love, the sweet scent of fresh-baked traditional wedding loaves floating in the air. The first time we made love when he held me through the night, snuggled against his lean body, and promised me forever. I believed him then, and I believe him now. I want to make even more memories with him.
“Not as good as I promise this one will be. I loved you enough to wait lifetimes to find you, and now, with that heart, you’ll live as long as me.”
I want that badly. But I’m worried. What if someone finds his soul, and we’re parted again? “Where do you plan to hide your soul this time?” 
Koschei opens the ornate box on his desk and removes an intricately jeweled egg. “I haven’t decided yet.”
“May I see it?”
He hands me the egg, and I pull the invisible pendant that opens my chest. That hollow, discordant sound still echoes loudly in the library. Using the mirror on the wall, I remove the silk fabric and nestle the egg gently inside my clockwork heart. The melody changes, chiming with a true, pure tone. I tug the pendant back up and smile at him.
“Your heart is the perfect place to hide my soul.” Koschei’s lips first caress my cheeks and then settle against my mouth in a slow, tender dance.
Tears of happiness prick my eyes. “Look at me, stealing the heart and soul of the infamous Koschei.”
He kisses me again, his lips still tugged into a wide grin. “You are the clever sister.”
The End
