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To the terrible girls,

Maybe you weren’t soft and lovely.

Maybe you weren’t obedient and kind.

Maybe, when the wolf’s teeth closed,

you weren’t concerned with being digestible.

 

The good news is: There is so much more to your story




Author’s note

 

This is a book of many windows. Some are windows into violence and horror, death and grief, lies and manipulation. Others are windows into love lost and found, missed chances and broken faith. And others still are windows into a better world, or at least, a different one. If what they show you becomes too much to bear, then I leave you with the words we started with, my gremlins: that’s what bricks are for.




BLESSED BE THE CROWN

SACRED BE THE BEARER

RIGHTEOUS BE THE SPIRIT

AND HOLY BE THE TERROR

—Inscription over the Blessed Throne of the Empire of Almandy
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Part One:

 

Bloody be the Crown




The Seventh Choice

Crossroads




Once upon a time, at the very dawn of summer, on the loneliest road in the woods, the daughter of Death and Fortune came to a crossroads.

It was a solitude of her own making, and a choice she had wrought upon herself. For two weeks she had ridden with the Wild Hunt, paying a debt and fleeing the greatest and worst of her crimes. Now that she had served her time, Brunne the Huntress had been generous enough to leave her anywhere she chose, so long as it was within the Huntress’s domain.

But if there was one thing the daughter of Death and Fortune had learned by then, it was that she had commitment issues.

She could not tell the Huntress where to take her, not even with sunrise bearing down. And so Brunne had left her here, at a crossroads.

The irony did not escape the goddaughter.

She stood in the ebbing dim of the woods under a jade sky, drowning in the murmur of leaves in the breeze, in the prodding birdsong, in the pull of two roads that could not both be walked.

The road to the east would take her to Rammelbeck, where she’d found her calling. There was no shortage of little despots exploiting the powerless and insulating themselves from consequence with cozy privilege. It would take her to a new beginning: putting her more illicit talents to work piercing those golden cocoons. Becoming the vengeful ghost of everyone the law had failed.

But . . . 

The road to the west would take her to Helligbrücke.

Helligbrücke, where she’d find the boy who had given her everything—his trust, his love, his body in the bed they shared—and who she had abandoned for reasons she told herself were just, if so bitter they yet burned. His own mentor had intended to use her against him, to make him choose between her and his dream of being a prefect. And she’d realized that no matter what, she would always be an open grave for him to stumble into.

Whatever she touches falls to ruin, her mother had said years ago—and so she had amputated herself, before the rot could spread.

But for the past two weeks, she’d wondered . . . was this the best way? Simply vanishing, instead of making him face the cold truths they’d both avoided? Would he have let her go? Or worse—insisted he would stay? Could she bear it, letting him give up everything for her?

The daughter of Death and Fortune stood at the crossroads while savage sunlight welled up and bled over the horizon. She weighed, debated, wrestled. And finally—

She went west, to Helligbrücke.

A few days later, at dusk, the boy she loved opened the door to his quarters and found her sitting on the sill of the open window.

She told him everything. They fought, cried, gave in, reached for each other, and when morning came, it found them in the same bed. So did the next morning, and the next, and the days turned to weeks, months.

There were talks, arguments, uneasy truces. She started helping at the family book bindery, learning to stitch sheaves of paper and stamp patterns into leather. He asked his supervisors to only assign him cases within a week’s ride of Helligbrücke, and whenever his colleagues pulled him aside, he kept his answers short: Yes, she was the Pfennigeist. No, not anymore. No, I’m not concerned.

He never said a single bitter word when the promotions passed him over, when the whispers hounded them down the street, whenever he solved another prefect’s case from halfway across the empire just by reading the initial report and had to wait to see if it wasn’t bungled too badly. She felt it all the same, read it in the lines around his mouth, the tension in his shoulders as he kissed her forehead before blowing out the candle on their bedstand each night.

She never cut another purse, never stashed cards up her sleeves unless it was for a trick for her nieces; she didn’t even lie as much. She wasn’t very good at bookbinding, but she liked his family, she liked their customers, and it was steady and honest. It was sufficient to make a life for herself.

(That, there—that was the lie.)

He saw it every time her gaze caught on a courier in royal livery, on the fine coaches that rolled past beggar girls, even just on the scar of the horizon beyond Helligbrücke.

They both felt it, the air running out in the coffins where they’d buried their dreams alive. Nevertheless, neither was willing to take up a shovel. Not if it meant breaking the ground they stood on.

Not even as inch by inch, day by day, year by year, those graves grew into sinkholes.

But that isn’t my story. That was not my choice.

That isn’t how it ends.

When I stood at the crossroads, my heart so damn tired after a fortnight of endless wringing, I chose at long last to go . . . east. To haunt those the law could not touch. To follow the road that started with a saint’s entreaty and made justice into a mending of damage, not just the punishment of criminals. To start with Rammelbeck and steal whatever scraps of justice I could from the Blessed Empire of Almandy.

And I did falter. I went to Helligbrücke a few weeks later, desperate to see Emeric again. I watched from the back of a crowd as, surrounded by friends and family, he was ordained the youngest prefect in history.

A prefect who, by his own holy oath, would be bound to find and stop me.

I still couldn’t tell you if I made the right choice leaving him the way I did in May, not truly.

But the moment of his ordination, my heart broke again, for I knew: He was where he was meant to be. There was a hole in the empire, one girls like me fell through every hour. Only someone like him would reach to catch them.

And where his reach ended, my path began.

So on that midsummer day, for the third and final time, I turned from him and fled. I buried my heart at the crossroads, and reached instead for the ghost.




Chapter One

House of Death

It has been nearly sixteen months since I claimed this road as my own, and I have come far enough through cunning and deceit that people know me mostly as the Pfennigeist now.

Thud-thud. The bier-cart I’m currently hiding in lurches into motion over the slate tiles of the chapel, the folds of a fine linen sheet rippling on all sides as the wheels groan. I try to hold in my own groan at the answering ache in my limbs, and try harder not to resent the fact that this job was supposed to be easy.

It’s just one ring. One ring, but it’s been on public display here in Death’s temple in Lüdz for ten days, so my only window was between the tortuous two-hour funeral and the ghoulish entombment rites we’re rolling toward.

One ring, and it’s still on the finger of the late Prinz-wahl Ludwig von Wälft, who is lying in garish state a mere foot and a half above.

One ring, and I have a matter of minutes to steal it off his gross and stupid corpse before someone else does once we get to the end of this ramp.

Honestly, the corpse proximity isn’t even the most obnoxious part. Prince Ludwig was a bit of a clown; our paths first crossed in Dänwik two Aprils ago, when I had to steal a relic back from him on behalf of a very annoyed saint, and it was all downhill from there. Judging by the vague, empty a credit to House Wälft– and a man of duty and honor–type eulogizing, I don’t even think his family’s all too grief-stricken either.

It’s more that my limbs are either cramped up or fully asleep after stowing away down here for the entirety of that gods-awful funeral, and if the two acolytes pushing this cart do not make some extreme haste, I’m pretty sure my leg’s going to drop off.

And this was supposed to be easy. But if there’s anything royalty is good for, it’s unnecessary complications.

The cart judders again over a severe gap between tiles, Ludwig’s gaudy regalia giving a morbid jingle. I might tell Godmother Death that her Lüdz temple could benefit from a fresh grouting. Later, though. She always gets frosty when the Pfennigeist trespasses on her grounds, and while this is my first corpse-robbing infraction, I doubt she’ll take kindly to me doing it under her roof. (To which I say: Tough luck. We went through this almost two years ago with Godmother Fortune. This is Death’s house, and so long as she claims me for a daughter, it’s mine too.)

The murmurs of the dissipating crowd fade behind us—almost there. We just have to get to the chamber at the bottom of this long, sloping corridor. Then the acolytes will step out to prepare for the (frankly horrifying) next stage of the House Wälft funerary rites, and that’s when I’ll make my move.

The tilt of the cart evens. After one final stubborn flagstone, it slows to a halt, the black hems of acolyte robes sweeping the tiles as they stop.

“What a bunch of pricks,” one acolyte mutters under their breath.

Their partner sighs, “You get used to it. Come on, let’s set up the saw.”

I can’t tell if it’s a passing shadow, or if coal dust flickers between me and the linen sheet—Fortune’s warning when luck turns bad.

I get my answer when my numb left foot slides off the edge of the cart with a faint thunk.

“What was that?” First Acolyte stops in their tracks. I go perfectly still. “I think something’s off with the bier.”

Second Acolyte’s footsteps continue. “It’s just weighed down with the gold.”

“Hm.” First Acolyte is on my right, but their footfalls start to circle. There’s a rattle and squall of a heavy door opening nearby. I take the chance and yank my limp foot back onto the lower platform, willing the linen to go still. First Acolyte pauses at the corner.

Second Acolyte, who I now owe a life debt to, calls, “Later. They want the statue displayed within the hour.”

First Acolyte shuffles away. The door grinds shut, but I hold my breath as their voices fade. Once it’s quiet, I poke my head out. It’s just me and the dead man now.

I would like to say my exit from the bier-cart is catlike, graceful. Instead, it’s more like a pudding falling off a table. The chill of the slate stings beneath my palms as I roll out, but if the cold permeates my breeches, I don’t feel it, my numb legs functionally raw dough.

There’s no time for me to wait it out. I push myself up, promptly lose my balance, and throw an arm to the cart for support—

Only to realize too late that I’m dragging on Ludwig’s raiment. The body lets out a putrid gurgle, then begins to tip over the cart’s edge.

“Oh, scheit,” I wheeze, and find myself simultaneously trying to shake out my legs and keep a dead prince-elector from oozing onto me. The two gold coins pressed on his eyes fall off with dull clinks. I manage to prop myself up on a stiff knee and shove him back onto his bier, eyes watering as there’s another . . . emission. Ludwig died on September third, over a week ago, but Death’s rites preserved him while he lay in state in her temple. Unfortunately for us all, that ended just before the funeral, and gas has already started building in his guts.

I pocket the gold coins, stagger to my feet, and take stock of the surroundings: stone walls, an archway leading to the long ramp, a wide door where the acolytes went to my right, a narrower one to the left, dead end otherwise. A few minutes before the acolytes should come back.

I stride over to the narrower door and yank it open. It’s a linen cupboard, the shelves crammed with spare black acolyte robes, smocks, boxes of Phantom Sabbath candles for next month, and other clutter.

I pull a robe over my plain gray shirt and breeches, shake out the hems, pull up the hood, and shut the cupboard. Then I return to Ludwig’s corpse. Most of his funeral regalia is too unwieldy or conspicuous to pilfer, tragically. But his fingers are crowded in gold rings, in addition to the one I’m after, and I’m never averse to paying myself a bonus. I roll up my sleeves, grab his wrist—and meet surprising resistance.

My brow furrows. The corpse must have still been in rigor mortis when the preservation rites were administered, but his arms are crossed over his chest in the funeral pose. That had to be done before the stiff stiffened.

It’s possible someone just tried to bestow him a mite more dignity in repose. Weird, but not worth getting hung up on. I get back to work.

And Godmother Death decides this is a bridge too far.

“I thought we discussed this, Vanja,” Death says frostily behind me. “It’s a matter of respect.”

I sigh, then put the gold coins back on Ludwig’s eyelids.

“You know that’s not what I meant.”

I don’t answer, sorting rings into piles of Cheap and Keep.

“Is this the silent treatment?” Death appears across from me, and though her face constantly shifts through people who are dying in this moment, her ire is written in every one. “You’re just going to pretend I’m not here, is that it?”

I hold up a heavy band of topaz-studded gold, then gesture to the corpse and mouth, I’m busy.

“Oh, you’re too busy, I see.” Death sounds even more aggrieved.

I give up and settle for a whisper. “Your acolytes could hear us.”

“Perhaps you should have considered that before you tried to rob the dead in my temple,” Death snipes, waving a hand that trails pyre-smoke. A hush seals the room. “There. I thought I made myself clear, Vanja. My domain is off-limits.”

“This is . . .” I start jamming the Cheap pile rings back on so his bare hands won’t be a giveaway. “. . . a personal matter. You remember Benno?”

A knuckle gives an unpleasant pop as Death says, stony: “I do.”

“I know you didn’t like him—”

“I didn’t dislike him,” Death protests, “he just didn’t . . . suit you as well as . . . other suitors.”

“You can say Emeric,” I bite out. Death holds up her hands and I just scowl. “Most parents would be happy their daughter bagged a prince, you know.”

“Most daughters would know it was a prince they were . . .” Death’s delay drips with deliberation. “Bagging.”

I wince. We started off decently last August, just a laid-back bartender and his brooding, mysterious patroness. I wish I could say we ended things decently too. But after the Order of Prefects of the Godly Courts caught Ludwig laundering money, the prince decided to lock down an heir while he legally could . . . and Benno, the bastard son he’d neglected for almost twenty years, would suffice.

The easiest dealbreaker in the history of relationships was “secretly a prince.” I mean, royalty? Please. I have taste. Otherwise, it was a fairly standard split: yelling, personal jabs, me leaving through a third-floor window.

“Tell me you’re not robbing your ex-lover’s dead father just for petty revenge.” Death does not sound particularly mollified.

I give her a faintly injured look. “When I do revenge, I don’t settle for petty.”

“When you do revenge,” she says warningly, “it shouldn’t be in the name of the Pfennigeist.”

The worst part is that’s true. The Pfennigeist has bounced all around the Blessed Empire of Almandy since last May, exposing corrupt bureaucrats, returning stolen heirlooms, swindling unpaid wages from greedy employers, you get the idea. There’s a whole system now, in fact. A petitioner goes to the Gambler’s Altar in Fortune’s nearest cathedral, leaves a red penny, and prays for aid. If I’m in the area, Fortune passes the prayer along for consideration. And if the penny is gone the next morning, they know they’ve been heard.

But the common thread in answered prayers is this: I help people with nowhere else to go. Who have been failed by every system meant to protect them. Who have been targeted because they have no means of fighting back.

In other words, the opposite of a royal who left a red penny on the Lüdz Gambler’s Altar last Saturday, asking me to rob a corpse.

I point to the one ring I’ve left untouched. It’s hideous, shaped like a golden hound’s head with a yellow diamond clenched in its teeth. “This is the signet of House Wälft. Benno needs it for his formal coronation ceremony, but if it goes missing, it’ll delay the ceremony until after Karneval while they make a replacement. Benno’s aunt wants her own son, Waldemar, to be prince-elector, and she’s paid a lot for six more weeks to weaken Benno’s claim.”

I start pulling on the signet ring. Alarmingly, it stays put.

“So graverobbing is fine, as long as you’re sufficiently compensated?” Death asks frigidly.

“It’s not graverobbing. This is a trick called a Ring Drop.” In the past, I liked to plan my grifts like a game of Find the Lady. It was all about misdirection, making someone chase a fake victory while you kept the winning card out of sight. This con, however, is a newer kind of framework. “You start with someone rich, arrogant, and greedy—”

I cut off as, right on cue, footsteps break through the muffling silence. Not the acolytes, but the loud slap of expensive boot soles rapping down the ramp.

Scheit. Cue or no, he’s earlier than I expected. I give the signet ring a hard, fruitless yank. It doesn’t budge.

The next part of the Ring Drop just got trickier.

I roll my sleeves down and tug my hood lower as a tall, dough-faced man in a black velvet doublet stalks through the archway: Waldemar. His darting eyes linger on the pile of rings on the body’s chest, and not on Death, so at least she’s obscuring herself from him.

He runs a hand over yellow ringlets almost identical to Ludwig’s. “I’m here to retrieve the signet.”

In a standard-issue Ring Drop, you “find” some flashy bauble on the ground. In my version, it’s the signet of a prince. And in every variant, you have to make your mark work for it.

I make my face go slack, every bit the simpleton someone like a top-shelf von Wälft expects. “Don’t know anything about that.”

Death tilts her head.

“It’s all been arranged,” Waldemar says curtly. “My mother made the necessary . . . donations.”

Cordula von Wälft did in fact make a very sizable donation a few days ago. To my coin purse. It’s shockingly easy to pass as high-ranking clergy from Death’s temple; all you have to do is wear a lot of sad black clothes and look like you’re perpetually gazing beyond the mortal veil.

I puff up my cheeks, blow out a breath, and shrug, then go back to seemingly stripping Ludwig’s rings off. “Don’t know anything about a donation. I’m to take the rings to Prince Benedikt.”

“You’re to hand them to me,” Waldemar snaps, haughty. Every would-be swindler believes in one thing implicitly: their innate superiority over the fool they’ve chosen for a mark. “That signet is my birthright. I am the true, full-blooded heir of House Wälft, the oldest and greatest of Almandy’s royal families, and I will not be refused by a temple drudge.”

(Every royal family says they’re the oldest and/or greatest. You could say it’s all relative.)

I blink dully, then repeat, “I’m to take the rings to Prince Benedikt.”

“My mother said—” Waldemar’s voice rises, then cuts off as he recalls he is very much attempting to do crime. “Fine. How much?”

“For this one?” I hold up a ring from the Cheap pile. In the normal Ring Drop, this is the part where I’d ask him how much he thinks the ring I “just found” is worth.

And where the mark believes they have a chance to be a swindler.

“No, the sig—that one.” He points, scowling over his coin purse. “Two gilden?”

The first offer’s always a lowball; he doesn’t think I know the true value of the ring. I make a show of mulling it over. “I don’t know about that, sir. I’m to take the rings—”

“Ten gilden,” he says desperately. He hurries over and presses the coins into my hands. “I’ll—I’ll take it to Benedikt. I just want to . . .” Waldemar’s lip curls as Ludwig’s odor reaches him. “. . . feel my uncle’s presence. For a little bit.”

I give another hapless shrug. “Suppose that’s all right. Saves me a trip.”

He watches, practically licking his lips, as I stow the money, then pop the signet off Ludwig. Once the ring’s in Waldemar’s sweaty grasp, he doesn’t even excuse himself, just bolts back up the ramp. I expect ten gilden to seem like a small price for a principality, especially for someone so eager.

So eager, in fact, he missed me palming a cheap counterfeit signet ring from my pocket.

And me pretending to slip it off Ludwig as I hid the real signet under a sleeve.

And if I’m lucky, no one will notice that it’s tawdry brass and glass until after I’ve delivered the real deal to Benno.

That’s the magic of a Ring Drop: It’s the mark’s own greed that leads them to try scamming a worthless prize from a fool.

When I lift my hand, the real signet is still taunting me. And Death’s disapproval still emanates like grave rot.

It’s no secret that out of all the people I’ve so much as shared a drink with—which is a staggering total of five now—Death liked Emeric the best, and the runner-up isn’t even close. (Catch me in the wrong moment, and I may admit Death and I have that in common.) So as much as it still pains me, I think the way to win her over now is his way: making a case.

“Prince Ludwig had years to name his nephew as an heir. He didn’t.” I grab the ring finger, brace a foot on Ludwig’s torso to keep him on the bier, and drag, ignoring every horrible sound coming from cartilage under duress. “He picked Benno. By getting the signet ring to Ludwig’s chosen heir, I”—I hear a rib crack under my boot—“am respecting the deceased.”

“There’s a footprint on his chest,” Death observes.

“Respecting—his—wishes,” I clarify through my teeth. At this rate the finger’s going to break off. I let go and swing my foot back down, then fish a chain out from under my robe and find the thumb-length pane of crystal hanging from it. It came from a misadventure I had back in January involving some very dramatic artificers, but more importantly, the flat, teardrop-shaped crystal lens works like a more potent version of Emeric’s spectacles, revealing any hidden enchantments, curses, grimlingen, anything human sight can’t pick up.

But when I close one eye and hold my lens up to the other, all I see is this miserable ring, and a red shimmer around my fingers that’s always been there. It’s not enchanted, just stuck.

Death, however, looks like she may give in. I try one more push: “There’s also some problem with the wells in the poor district that needs to get fixed before the rainy season. They can’t do it without Benno’s sign-off, but after Karneval, it’ll be too late.”

“Hrmph.” I’ve almost got her. “And the other rings?”

“Finder’s fee.”

She lets out a scoff at that, but I get the feeling I’ve finally passed muster. Sure enough, she says, “Be quick about this, Vanja. And don’t make it a habit.”

Death vanishes in a swirl of smoke. In her wake, though, Godmother Fortune must feel like I could use the help, because her good-luck gold dust starts winking over a nearby tallow candle on the wall.

“Thank you,” I breathe, taking the hint. I pull my knife from my boot, cut a short length of ribbon from Ludwig’s sleeve, then use my knife tip to prod ribbon between the band and the finger itself. Once it’s threaded, I tilt the candle so greasy melted tallow runs over the metal and flesh. The resulting smell could probably be considered a war crime.

I return the candle to the sconce, eyes watering, then turn around and find . . . Ludwig’s corpse is now on fire.

SCHEIT.

I slap his own lolling hand against the burning patch on his chest. It takes a few blows to put out the flames, but now there’s a fair-sized scorched hole in the silk.

Through it, I can’t help noticing the dark seam of a deep, dry wound, right over Ludwig’s heart.

That can’t be right.

I lean in, pulse slowly ratcheting faster. There’s no denying it: He was stabbed through the heart.

Someone murdered a prince-elector?

But that means the prefects might think I—Emeric might—

Stop.

Ludwig was charged with money laundering. The most obvious answer is that one of his illicit business partners wasn’t about to go down with the ship. There’s nothing tying me to the murder. Don’t panic is still my guiding principle for a reason.

But . . . I need a way out, just to be safe.

I take another breath. It’s been a month already; I had to move on sometime. This can be my last week in Lüdz.

The panic ebbs to a manageable buzz. I resume working the greasy ribbon around the ring until the band finally shifts. It inches over the biggest knuckle, then slides the rest of the way with a distressing squish. I almost fling the ring into the wall in triumph, but catch myself and scoop it, along with the other rings, into my breeches pocket instead.

A knot has snuck up my throat while I was busy. Leaving means ending things with Boy Number Five, Kaspar, just as it seemed we were getting somewhere. Strange how that keeps happening.

Almost as strange as the way the pang in my chest could be disappointment . . . or relief.

I’m too preoccupied sulking and fixing my robes to notice the warning coal dust against the black until too late.

Footsteps are closing in again, and voices—this time from the door.

The acolytes are back. And unlike Waldemar, they’ll know I’m not part of their temple.

Scheit—scheit—scheit. I hurriedly rearrange Ludwig’s vestments to hide the scorch mark. But when I look for an escape, my luck’s run out. There’s no room in the linen cupboard. They’ll see me running up the ramp. Even if I could hide under the cart in time—

The latch on the door grates. The air thickens to gray.

I can’t believe it. I’m about to get caught. After years of moving unseen, unheard, untouchable, the Pfennigeist is about to get caught.

No, wait, this is much worse—Ludwig was clearly murdered, and here I am rummaging around his corpse—the prefects will think I’m involved, and Emeric—

The door squawks.

There’s a strange crackle, almost between a log popping in the fireplace and the crunch of breaking glass.

And the world turns—red.

Not the uniform, rust-tinged vermilion of the Scarlet Maiden, but glinting, prismatic red, dancing with carmine and copper and amaranth. Light drapes over me like a dustcloth.

An acolyte stands in the doorway, staring dead at me.

I freeze, braced for impact.

Instead, they just turn to the other acolyte. “Do you smell smoke?”

“I mean, the crematory . . .”

“Not like that,” snipes the first. They don’t spare me a single glance as they grab the head of the bier-cart. “I don’t know, more like burnt hair. Never mind, just hold the door.”

The other acolyte’s gaze passes right over me as they flatten themself against the door to let the cart pass. I hold still, bewildered.

The candles gutter as the door closes once more.

“Huh,” one mutters on the other side, “almost feels lighter.”

I reach for my crystal lens, but the ruby light shatters the moment I move. Dizziness crashes into me. I stumble, bracing my hands on my knees.

“Death,” I gasp, “what was that?”

Her pyre-smoke hems whisk up from the floor. One hand catches my chin.

For a moment I’m four again, and it’s Fortune, not Death, tipping my head up to ask What is your name? as my blood mother flees the winter crossroads.

Death carefully lifts my face, searching. I’d say she’s almost—wary. Her morphing features are hell on my vertigo.

At long last, she lets go, saying grimly, “The Pfennigeist.”




Chapter Two

Red Pennies

 Leave my temple,” Death orders. “We need to have a private word, you and Fortune and I.”

I shake my hands out. I know that tone; she won’t spill until it’s just us three, and as many a pauper and king alike have learned, Death does not accept bribes. “Gambler’s Altar tomorrow morning? Or is that not soon enough?”

“You have nothing to fear,” Death says, which is in no way reassuring. “But . . . come early.”

She vanishes before I can get in a follow-up.

I take a moment just to reorient myself: I got Ludwig’s ring. I need to pass it off to Benno. Then I’ll go back to the flat I’m renting, break the news to Kaspar, and . . . 

Try not to think about the bizarre miracle that just occurred.

A cornucopia of vile noises kicks up behind the wider door, covering my trip back up the ramp and into the funeral chapel. A few acolytes are preparing the dais for the final part of the House Wälft customs, too busy to notice me heading into the reception hall.

Benno stands out in the glamorous crowd, notably for his lack of a crowd. His aunt Cordula and cousin Waldemar are holding informal court with other family heads on the opposite side of the reception hall, and a handful of second sons and bored cousins have formed their own cadet clusters, but they’re all giving Benno a wide berth and shooting sneers over their wine goblets. Only one person’s engaging him, a girl about my age, and I can guess why she’s the exception: Her simple black gown has been poorly tailored, the black lace mourning veil crooked over her walnut-brown hair. She must not have a lady’s maid, which means she doesn’t have access to House Wälft money, which means she’s an outcast like him.

“. . . does feel a bit, I don’t know, soon,” she’s saying to Benno as I draw near. “I haven’t even met his family yet.”

“Have you . . .” Benno makes the head-and-hand-tilt gesture that’s the universal sign for You know what. It’s unusually decorous from him, but then, we met when he was a strapping, cheery bartender with tattoos, wild golden curls, and an easy smile that soaked into his hazel eyes. Now he still meets the minimum standards of strapping, but the curls are combed and pinned down beneath a circlet, black velvet sleeves cover the tattoos, and the smile is more strained than not.

“Copulated,” she supplies with a clinical nod, oblivious to Benno’s choke. “Yes, for a few months now, and no issues there, he’s quite competent. I do love him. It’s just . . .” She trails off as she notices my approach. “Can we assist you?”

“Oh, excuse me a moment, Lady Liljenne.” Benno strides to meet me out of her earshot. The needles of dozens of stares jab at my hood; his every move is under the full House Wälft magnifying glass. It’s too risky to pass him the ring like this.

“I need to tell you something,” he says under his breath. “Privately.”

I have a guess. “I saw the stab wound. I’m leaving Lüdz by the end of the week.”

“There’s more.”

More? Well, I know one place we won’t be disturbed. “I have to be at the Gambler’s Altar at sunrise anyway. Meet me there and I can hand off your ring with about a hundred less witnesses too.”

(Benno has never once in his life been punctual. Whatever Death has to say tomorrow, she’ll have plenty of time.)

“Deal.” He steps back, voice rising. “Your service is greatly appreciated.”

“All serve Death,” I lie formally, as if I did not spend the ages of thirteen to seventeen doing everything I could to avoid just that. Then I bow and make my way toward the back of the hall.

I’ve nearly reached the exit when the crowd buzzes. Acolytes are wrestling a stiff satin-draped figure onto the dais in the chapel. Once it’s standing on its own and a hush has fallen, the head acolyte sweeps off the satin.

It’s a carved marble statue of Ludwig in funeral regalia. Most of his body is currently being cremated, save for his head—or more precisely, his skull, freshly boiled clean. It’s been sealed into an oblong glass case, which in turn has been mounted into a velvet-lined gold mantle of a crowned head and shoulders. Like all princeps-electors of House Wälft, it will be displayed in Lüdz for a year, then interred in the Wälft family tomb.

Even though I know Death’s acolytes have alchemical ways to speed up the process of boiling and bleaching the bone, it still rattles me how I was just roughhousing Ludwig’s corpse, and now his neatly butchered skull is leering at me from the other end of the temple.

But I’m still leaving with his rings. I wink at the skull just to annoy Death more, and slip out into the September eve.

It’s later than I thought when I make it to Ponsviertel, a Lüdz district squarely between “rich enough to draw notice” and “poor enough for city guard shakedowns.” Maybe it just feels later for the early sunset; the new moon’s hidden itself somewhere between the stars, and lamplighters are already making their rounds.

My gut flutters as I reach my block. It’s not just the pressing unease of whatever Benno and Death have to tell me; before today went sideways, Kaspar planned to meet me tonight for a late dinner. And . . . maybe more. I’m not sure. He’s good company, easy to look at, always shows up with a flower he tucks behind my ear. I even gave him a key to my flat last week.

It’s just that he almost likes me too much. His hands wander a bit too far when we kiss, and don’t stop until I pull back. The last few times we’ve parted for the evening, it was after he gave multiple hints about finding somewhere discreet, and I made multiple excuses to slip away.

And I don’t know if that puts me on edge because he’s being so clear about what he wants, or because part of me still inherently distrusts being desired.

(Yes, it’s been sixteen months since I slept with Emeric. Yes, I’ve slept with other boys since. I’ve learned along the way that sex does not, in fact, magically dispel nearly nineteen years of insecurities, just opens up new vectors for them. I’m working on it.)

I’m almost to the front door of my boardinghouse when I’m arrested by a tiny, domineering “WREH.” I look down.

A kitten sits by the door, maybe a month old. It’s too grubby to be certain, but its fluffy fur looks to be mostly black, with lighter patches on its paws and chest that might be white after a bath. It gives me a grave look and says, “WEHNK.”

“Don’t let it in.” My landlord is peering through the cracked door, his ruddy brow creased. “Little fleabag’s been trying to sneak in all day. I won’t have it soiling my bedding.”

“Has anyone looked for its mother?” I ask, removing “pay out the month’s rent” from my pre-departure to-do list.

“It’s just a stray.” My landlord closes the door.

The kitten marches over to me, turns around, and proudly presents its backside as I try in vain not to take It’s just a stray personally.

“Come here, little man,” I grumble, and pick up the kitten.

We go up and down the block. None of the shops know anything about him or where his mother might be. The innkeeper next door coos over him but tells me mournfully that her resident mouser won’t abide a kitten. She does send me off with a jarred slurry of goat milk and fish guts, and a promise to mix up more when I run out. I get a couple of beef-stuffed rolls for dinner as well—it looks like I’ll have to cancel on Kaspar after all.

I shouldn’t be so relieved.

Maybe I can give him the kitten since I’m leaving Lüdz. There’s time to clean and feed the little stray before Kaspar’s due to meet me in an hour. My landlord will catch me smuggling in a whiny cat if I go in the front door, so I duck into the alley behind the building, knot the acolyte robes into a makeshift sling for the jar and the kitten, and scale the timbers.

There’s a noise I’ve assumed to be the kitten squalling, but by the time I reach my fourth-floor window, it’s much louder, and much more . . . human. I squint through the glass.

Someone’s in my flat.

No—two people are in my flat.

No—two people are in my bed, in my flat.

One of them is making most of the noise. And the other one, because today was already going so swimmingly, is Kaspar.

The blood rushes to my head so fast my scalp feels too tight. He—how dare he—

“MHEÜW,” says the kitten.

I don’t have time for this.

I pull the window open. The squeaking comes to an abrupt halt. The girl in my bed covers herself with a blanket as I climb over the windowsill. Kaspar swears and sits up, bewildered and sweaty in equal measure. All I say is a dour “Honey, I’m home.”

“You said you live alone,” the squeaky girl gasps at the same time Kaspar stammers, “Y-you said nine.”

“This is my flat,” I tell Squeaky. “I’m the girl Kaspar’s been courting for the last month.”

She goggles at me. “Who’s Kaspar?” It clicks. Squeaky shoves Kaspar out of my bed with a thud. “You said your name was Klaus!”

“I thought you said nine,” Kaspar repeats dazedly, pushing his long brown hair out of his eyes.

“And what, you thought ‘nine’ was my secret code for ‘rut a stranger in my bed’?” I snarl. The kitten punctuates it with an angry mew, but that’s probably because he’s getting cramped in the sling. “Get out. Now.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Squeaky mutters, yanking on a kirtle. “I’m so sorry, if I had known—”

“It’s not your fault.” I glower at Kaspar as he stumbles to his feet.

“I’m just—I’m going to go.” She grabs a pair of boots and ducks out the door.

Kaspar mumbles something, and all I catch is “month.”

“What?” I bark, grabbing the water pitcher from my washstand. At the least, I can start on the kitten’s bath.

“I said it’s been a month!” he explodes. “I’m only human, Vanja! How long was I supposed to wait?”

“I told you it would take weeks!” I retort, filling the kettle on the lit stove. “I told you when we started courting that I need time!”

“And what about my needs?” he demands, pulling on his breeches.

“You have hands,” I say coldly, and leave the pitcher on my tiny kitchen table, then drop the kitten into my laundry basket. I can’t stop looking at the mess of the bed. My bed. The one I almost let him into. “You could have told me it wasn’t working. You could have brought a girl back to your own place, or paid for an hour with a mietling, and I never would have known. So what, you wanted to punish me?”

He scoffs a little too theatrically. “Don’t be ridiculous. If you weren’t withholding for no reason—”

“Clearly,” I snap, “I had a reason. Leave.”

He lets out a snort of disbelief and starts shuffling. “You should be grateful I even looked at someone like—”

Before either of us knows what’s happening, I fling the rest of the wash water at him. He gapes at me, drenched, as a biting breeze wafts in.

I set the pitcher down, jaw tight, and point to the open door.

He mutters, “Frigid bitch,” and stomps down the stairs, only for my landlord to start blustering at the racket.

I ignore them both and make sure my door is locked, then try to breathe. The kitten is wailing even more insistently now, the kettle letting off curls of steam, and water’s all over the floor. I should shut the window against the chill, but it still reeks of sweat and strange bodies in here—ugh, where am I supposed to sleep, and where do I go after Lüdz, and what happened earlier, why did Death call it the Pfennigeist—

You’re ruining things for yourself again, that old insidious voice whispers, the one I’ve named Marthe.

But when Marthe rears her head these days, I know how to push back: my sisters.

Luisa, who was Marthe’s scapegoat before me, helped me sort this out last fall. If I know where the worst voices are coming from, be it memories of my mother, of Irmgard von Hirsching, of Dame von Falbirg, they’re easier to shut down. And if I ask myself how someone who loved me would answer, it drowns them out.

Luisa would tell me now: You’re overwhelmed, because this is a lot to handle all at once. What’s the simplest thing to resolve?

The kitten, I decide. He’ll be easier to bathe if he’s sleepy, and he’ll be sleepier if he’s fed.

I pour a saucer of his foul slurry and let him out of the laundry basket. While he’s slurping away, I wolf down one of my beef rolls from next door. The razor edge to my nerves slowly begins to dull.

Though that leaves room in my head to replay every awful thing Kaspar just said. It starts hurting to swallow. I can’t believe I spent a whole month with that jackass and never saw who he really was. Or maybe . . . 

Maybe I’m so desperate, I didn’t want to see it.

By the time I’ve finished my roll, the room’s aired out enough for me to close and lock the window. I mop up the water on the floor, then bathe the deeply offended kitten in my washstand. His paws and chest are white after all, giving him the look of a tiny bedraggled man in a sopping wet suit, and I’d be lying if I said it didn’t remind me of a prefect uniform.

He falls asleep sulking in a wadded-up towel while I assess the room. There’s a heavy blanket on the floor that looks to have been tossed off in the early throes of passion, so it’s still clean-ish. My rucksack is still under the bed, and the chest for my clothes is undisturbed.

I crack it open anyway and dig out my toilette kit, the jars clinking. At the very top is an ample supply of clean rags and cloth belts, ostensibly for monthly bleeding. In reality, I haven’t needed them in months, thanks to the root-bind charm that also keeps me from getting with child. Instead, I use them to deter busybodies from digging deeper.

I set them aside and pull out three jars, each the size of my fist, then open each one. Glittering, familiar red winks up at me. It’s the last of my stash of rubies.

It’s also, after nearly two years, running perilously low.

The Pfennigeist can put a slumlord out of business, but that doesn’t put a roof over his victims’ heads. Rubies can. Rubies solve a lot of problems that come down to bad timing and short funds, in fact. Unfortunately, rubies are finite. Which is why I’ve started collecting a finder’s fee on some jobs, like Ludwig’s other rings.

It might be time to retire the Pfennigeist for a few months. These rubies can cover that.

Maybe if I stay in one place for once, I might let myself put down roots.

(Maybe, whispers a part of me I can’t deny, that’s why I never stay.)

I take one thing from the chest before I close it: a small, red leather-bound notebook, handmade for my birthday one lovely winter week in Minkja. I know how the first page starts: Dear Emeric. So does every letter it contains.

Dear Emeric, I thought I saw you in the market.

Dear Emeric, I messed up today.

Dear Emeric, I met someone, but I’m scared.

They all end the same too: I still miss you. V

It helps me, sometimes, using this journal to pretend I’m talking through my problems with him. Even though I’m sure he’s moved on by now, even though I have to excise our last night together to pretend it’s fine, the Emeric in my memory always has a smile for me. He’s the one whose letter is folded and tucked inside the back cover. And it’s his inscription inside the front:

For Vanja—so you can tell your own story. I wouldn’t trade anything in the world for being part of it.

Yours as long as you’ll have me,

Emeric

I wear him with me always now too. For my eighteenth birthday last December, I went to a warlock who specialized in tattoos, and had roses painted over the scars on my back. Every time I catch the flash of red and thorn in a reflection, I remember how once, I was a Queen of Roses, and try to believe that someone might love me like that again.

I change into a nightshirt, then curl up by the stove with the blanket, the notebook, and the damp, grumbling kitten.

Tomorrow I can start untangling all these loose ends. Tonight, I need to tell a story, even if it’s just to a memory.

Dear Emeric, I start, my charcoal stick waltzing over the page. Death still likes you best.

`

Tap.

Tap-tap-tap.

TAP-TAP-TAP-TAP-TAP—

I startle awake. It takes me a moment to get my bearings: huddled on the floor instead of in my bed, a kitten curled under my chin and currently saying “rrrRRRrr.” It’s still dark out.

The tapping resumes. I look up and find a small black falcon perched outside my window, one red eye burning with urgency.

“Ragne?” I scramble to my feet as the kitten escalates his protests. Something’s wrong. It has to be. She’s weakest on the new moon, so for her to fly all the way from Bóern—

“Hello,” she squawks wearily as I yank the window open. Then she shifts down to a mouse; smaller shapes are easier for her. “It is very early and I am sorry to wake you.”

“No, it’s fine.” I pick her up and close the window, then carry her over to the stove to warm up, settling cross-legged on the blanket. “What’s happened?”

Unfortunately, the kitten does not seem to grasp the severity of the situation, only that there’s a live mouse in my hands. He lunges. Ragne shifts into a cat and swiftly plants a paw on his teeny head. “Do not,” she growls as his tail bushes out. “Foolish baby. I do not have time. I must sleep and then return to my Gisele.”

He meekly creeps back under the blanket as I ask, “Is she hurt?”

“No. Yes.” Ragne yawns. “It is her father, the prince. He was murdered a few hours ago.”

The air clots in my lungs.

My mind spills over:

The death of a second prince-elector.

The memory of every hour of every day in Castle Falbirg, under Georg von Falbirg’s rule. Of every night I prayed they wouldn’t take my supper away for an imaginary spot I missed on the silver, and dole out bruises instead.

But his death alone wouldn’t send Ragne to me like this. I make myself focus on this room, this moment. “There’s more.”

She nods. “The Joniza said you needed to know. There was a red penny in his mouth.”

This time, my skull goes silent.

The first thought to break through is: They’ll send Emeric.

The second is: I have to get out.

Of all the prefects, Emeric knows me best—but the boy I loved would know it wasn’t me—but that was well over a year ago, and I smothered the girl he loved while he slept—

“That seemed important,” Ragne yawns, “but I am tired. I am going to sleep.” She curls into a puff of black fur, then cracks one eye open to peer at me. “You are . . . different, I think.” She buries her face in her tail. “Good night.”

“Wait, Ragne—” I watch as the kitten pads over to her, does a cursory sniff, and squirms under her chin. She only starts snoring.

I’m not going to get more answers until she’s rested. I get up and start pacing, telling myself, Don’t panic. Don’t panic. Don’t panic.

Prince von Falbirg was just murdered. Even if Emeric’s near Lüdz, it should still take days for word to reach him. I have an arrangement with Brunne the Huntress—if I meet her at midnight and ride through the night with the Wild Hunt, she leaves me anywhere in her domain at sunrise. It’s how I’ve left many towns on short notice.

I’ll meet Death and Fortune at the cathedral. Hand off Benno’s ring. Find a home for the kitten. Then ride overnight to one of the northern coastal ports. I’ll use rubies to book passage on the first ship out of the empire, and thus out of the prefects’ jurisdiction.

And I’ll hope whoever is framing me won’t follow.

It’s not my greatest plan, but it should work.

There’s no falling asleep now, and we’re close enough to sunrise that I should stay up. I wash, dress, and eat the leftover beef pasty from last night. To move fast now, I’m just taking the ring and some pocket change.

I leave a saucer of the kitten’s slurry out, and scribble one note before I leave: Ragne, had to meet someone. Back before noon.

Then I clasp on a cloak, draw up the hood, and leave through the window once more. But this time, I climb to the roof.

Indigo is leaching into the black sky as I reach the shingles, a line of rusty orange rising in the east. It’s still dark enough that I make most of the trip to the temple district jumping roof to roof, away from anyone who might remember my face.

Even if I didn’t know the spires of Fortune’s cathedral, I’d recognize it once I drop back to street level: Only her doors are bracketed by four urns for petitioners in a hurry. One urn is for gold coins, to wish good fortune on oneself; one is for silver, to wish good fortune on another; one is for copper, to relieve bad luck; and the last is for coal, to wish ill on another.

In Minkja, the most popular urn was coal. In the past few towns, I’ve noticed the balance tipping to copper. Lüdz is no exception. I don’t know if misfortune is more prevalent these days, or if it means the Pfennigeist’s name is spreading.

I push the doors open and slip inside, trying to hold in a sneeze at the waft of beeswax and gardenia incense. I’m also trying to stay relatively inconspicuous. Fortune’s made it clear to her acolytes that I’m not to be disturbed, but one of them isn’t always the most . . . even-keeled.

I can’t shake the feeling that I’m overlooking something as I head for the side chamber of the Gambler’s Altar. I just hope I see it before it bites me in the ass.

My godmothers appear the moment the doors of the Gambler’s Altar shut. That same uncanny hush rolls through the room as before in Death’s temple.

“All right,” I say shortly, strolling over to the plain marble altar to check for pennies left under its arch of gold and bone. “What’s going on? What’s happening to me?”

A brittle silence packs the small room. Fortune twirls a tight black curl around one deep mahogany finger. There’s almost an anxious jingle to her crown of flipping coins and oracle’s bones, catching candlelight from the dozens of votives lining the walls. “We can’t say.”

I feel like I’ve missed a stair. “What?”

“We can’t tell you anymore.” Fortune’s crown flips faster.

“I don’t understand.” Now anxiety is rattling up my spine as I look from her to Death. “You said it was the Pfennigeist. What did you mean? What’s going on?”

Fortune also looks at Death. “You tell her. It’s not in my nature to be reliable.”

Death’s shifting face grimaces. “I should have done it yesterday. Now . . . we can’t help you.” She wavers, then adds: “Our accords with the prefects prevent us from assisting their fugitives.”

I go cold as her meaning becomes clear:

The prefects are already on the chase. And now I’m completely on my own.

Brunne can’t get me out at midnight, my godmothers can’t intervene—Ragne’s a half god, can she even—

“Oh, your former suitor is here,” Fortune says brightly, as if I’m not about to be run out of the empire if I’m lucky. “The pretty one, the prince. I did like him. We should go.”

That can’t be right. Benno? Early?

“We’ll speak when we can,” Death promises, before she and Fortune vanish in a flicker of candlelight.

Benno slips in, cloaked like I am, and only drops his hood once the doors shut. Before I can even get in a greeting, he wraps his hands around my shoulders, hazel eyes sharper than I’ve ever seen them. “You have to leave Lüdz.”

“I was planning on it,” I say slowly. “Prince von Falbirg died last night with a red penny in his mouth. I should have a few days before—”

“You have to leave tonight,” Benno interrupts. “A prefect briefed me just before my father’s funeral yesterday. I didn’t know he was murdered, or I never would have asked—”

I can feel it, the instant the overlooked detail bites me in the ass.

“There was a penny,” I breathe.

Benno swallows. “On his tongue.”

I feel as if I’ve turned into Ludwig’s own reliquary, my body stone, my head a hollow shell.

Gisele’s father wasn’t the first.

Ludwig von Wälft’s body was found the evening of September third, a week and a half ago.

The prefects have been hunting me for the last ten days.
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