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            ‘A fabulous, addictive blend of magic, gangsters, and 1920s glamour, packed full of family feuds and fairy-tale references that had me hooked from the very first page – every fantasy fan is going to adore The Notorious Virtues.’

            Katharine Corr, author of Queen of Gods

            ‘A sparkling concoction of family rivalry, propulsive plot, fairy tales, charm magic, and revolution against the backdrop of a city divided. Like Gossip Girl with magic, I adored it.’

            Rachel Greenlaw, author of Compass and Blade

            ‘A secret heir? A battle for a glamorous inheritance? An intricate whodunit? This book has everything I love. Lotte and Nora will burrow beneath your skin and make you laugh and cry alongside them. Hamilton’s writing is transportive and full of rich detail. A tale of family tragedy across generations, spun by a masterful storyteller. I can’t wait for the next one.’

            Renée Ahdieh, author of The Beautiful

            ‘A masterful blend of fairy tales, family politics, and murder mystery evoking the glamour of the roaring twenties, with stunning prose and characters you can’t help falling in love with.’

            A. S. Webb, author of Daughter of Chaos

            ‘A captivating story filled with magic, mystery, and betrayal. Prepare to lose yourself in this glamorous, dangerous world!’

            Lauryn Hamilton Murray, author of Heir of Storms
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            ‘One of my absolute favourite books.’

            ‘I couldn’t put the book down.’

            ‘So many twists and turns, it makes you breathless.’

            ‘An astonishing read. It was impossible to not want more.’

            ‘A near perfect fantasy.’

            ‘A dazzling foray into a world of opulence, intrigue, and magic.’

            ‘A must-read.’

            ‘A stunning world and characters that linger in your mind long after the final page.’

            ‘An incredible read from start to finish.’

            ‘One of my favourite reads of the year!’

            ‘Alwyn Hamilton is back and better than ever!’

            ‘An absolute 10/10 read with an ending that made me scream and throw the book across the room.’

            ‘Had me hooked.’

            ‘I loved every page.’

            ‘A phenomenal read.’

            ‘Will keep you on the edge of your seat.’
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2
            Prologue

            The Charmed City

         

         It was known as the Enchanted Hour.

         The sliver of day just before the clubs and bars and dance halls turned out their revelers. But after the factory workers and shopgirls had risen for another day.

         The maids, cooks, footmen, and butlers had already hurried through predawn streets to get to their posts. They waited, as the sky lightened, for their sleepless employers to stumble home, discarding shoes and bow ties that their staff would tidy up behind them.

         The lumbering delivery trucks had made their rounds, with their clinking glass bottles of milk, tightly bound stacks of newspapers, and cooling loaves of bread. But the sleek taxis and grand town cars still idled sleepily.

         Yesterday was forgotten, but it wasn’t quite today. Before the upper half of the city slept and after the lower half rose.

         But the undying things in the woods never slept. They watched. They watched as a sleepy maid hurried to the back entrance of a white marble home, stumbling a little as she tucked her hair under her white cap. They wondered if she might lose her footing and cross out of the borders of daylight. They wondered if the footman shaking a cigarette into his palm might lean against a tree and come within reach.

         And they wondered at the sight of the dark-haired girl, appearing 3and disappearing between the gaps in the grand houses. Walking alone through the streets in stockinged feet, her dress still dancing in the rising sunlight. Looking like the whole city belonged to her alone.

         Because one day, it might.

      

   


   
      
         
4
            Chapter 1

            Nora

         

         Honora Holtzfall was never late.

         Everyone who arrived before the Holtzfall Heiress was unfashionably early. Everyone who arrived after her was embarrassingly tardy.

         Except Nora was no longer the Holtzfall Heiress. Officially, she never had been, though every newspaper had called her that. She’d been the heiress to the Heiress. But now the Heiress was dead, and Nora was no longer guaranteed to succeed her as eventual head of the family. She was just another granddaughter of Mercy Holtzfall.

         And there wasn’t a person in Walstad wealthy enough that they could afford to keep Mercy Holtzfall waiting. Not even Nora.

         Especially not Nora.

         Especially not on the first day of the Veritaz Trials.

         The clock above the bank on Bauer Street showed ten minutes to the hour.

         Nora would just make it.

         Obviously, in an ideal world, she would have arrived both on time and wearing shoes. But Nora couldn’t have everything, no matter what the papers liked to say.

         Today was the equinox. Allegedly the first day of spring, although Nora would have contended the chill in the air wasn’t exactly vernal. But it meant that today, there would be exactly as much day as there 5was night. And even now, in a city lit with magimek bulbs, days like the equinox still held power.

         Twice a year the immortal Huldrekall would willingly emerge from the woods. If they didn’t ask the Huldrekall for a Veritaz tonight, they would have to wait for the first day of autumn before they could start the trials.

         Stay out of the woods, little one. The old folktale refrain whispered in Nora’s mind. There you will find dangers you do not yet know how to face.

         Of course, every newspaper in the city had an opinion about the trials being held so swiftly.

         
            At Least Wait Until the Last Heiress Is Cold 
Before Picking a New One

         

         Some couched it in feigned sympathy for Nora.

         
            Let the Girl Grieve Before You Make Her Compete!

         

         But like most things, Nora agreed with her grandmother rather than the press. The sooner they held the trials, the sooner she could regain her rightful place in the family.

         So tonight, Mercy Holtzfall, head of their family for the past three decades, would ask the Huldrekall which of her granddaughters was worthiest of being her heir.

         It was a rite that stretched back centuries.

         Held over generations.

         Bound up in blood, custom, and ancient oaths.

         And still Nora wouldn’t put it past her grandmother to disqualify her if she was even a few minutes late for breakfast.

         Nora turned onto Konig Street just as the metal grating of a kiosk 6clattered open noisily. Inside, the kiosk’s owner began slicing open the thick bundles of morning papers, arranging them among packs of gum, cigarettes, and small charms, so that their headlines faced out.

         The front page of The Walstad Herald caught Nora’s eye. It was a picture of her sitting at one of the small tables at Rik’s, taken just a few hours ago. Her head was thrown back in laughter, and a flute of champagne loosely dangled from one hand, while the other rested on Freddie Loetze’s shoulder as if to say, ‘Oh, Freddie dear, you’re too much.’ A diamond the size of a cherry glinted on her finger, and the thin strap of her effervescent dress slid off one shoulder, carelessly displaying her skin. Nora pulled up the same strap absently now. She looked carefree in the photograph only because she had taken a lot of care to appear that way. The headline was printed in fresh ink above it:

         
            Cheers to Better Days Ahead for the Once (and Future?) Holtzfall Heiress

         

         Nora waited for it: the intoxication that usually came with seeing herself on the front page. But she felt as sober as ever in the cool morning light.

         
            Grief-Stricken Former Holtzfall Heiress Drowns Her Sorrows

         

         Well – Nora plucked the Gazette out of the rack next to the Herald – that was definitely another take on things. There was a photo of her sipping from a frothy coupe with the blur of the brass band at Café Bliss behind her. She was still wearing her Lussier heels in that picture, kicked up brazenly amidst the chaos. She must have left them at the Ash Lounge, then. Or maybe the Ruby Rose Club. 7

         Her fingers flicked through the rest of the broadsheets as the kiosk owner set them out. She was on the front page of most of them, obviously. News about the Holtzfalls always had papers flying off the stand before the ink was even done drying.

         Especially since the murder.

         
            Shock in the City as Verity Holtzfall Found Dead!

         

         For a week, everything else had dropped off the front page as the same picture graced every newspaper in the city under a series of revolving headlines.

         Nora’s mother’s lifeless body.

         Lit by police headlights.

         And the flash of journalists’ greedy cameras.

         Just hours before that picture, her mother had absently reached out to kiss her cheek before she left for the evening, as if Nora were a small child again. Nora had resisted the impulse to wipe at her cheek, which would have made her feel even more like a child. Instead Nora had said something flippant about not wanting to wear her mother’s lipstick as rouge. Or maybe she hadn’t said it. Maybe she had just thought it as she’d swept out the door without glancing back.

         She wasn’t sure, because in the moment, it hadn’t mattered.

         It only mattered a few hours later. When it became the last time she would ever see her mother alive. When she would next see her as a body on a newspaper cover.

         That was how she’d found out. Leaving the Silverlight Café near dawn to a newspaper boy brandishing a broadsheet, calling out Extra! Extra! Holtzfall Heiress Tragedy!

         Theo was waiting for her.

         It was a burden to be as smart as Nora was sometimes.

         Because in that moment, before Theo could even speak, before she’d fully caught sight of the picture of her mother’s body, she’d 8put all the pieces into place. A Holtzfall knight sent for her, the cries of the newspaper boy, the carefully controlled grief in Theo’s expression – her mother was dead.

         And if she was dead, so was Alaric, Theo’s brother – and her mother’s sworn knight. There was no way to her mother except through Alaric.

         Nora was an only child. But Theo and Alaric – they were like brothers to her. And in one night her mother and Alaric were both gone. The small circle of people she cared about had constricted around her so suddenly she could barely breathe.

         That photograph of the crime scene was the last she saw of her mother’s face.

         And the papers showed it over and over and over under a carousel of headlines.

         
            Verity Holtzfall Stabbed to Death in Mugging Gone Wrong!

            New Suspect in Holtzfall Heiress’s Brutal Murder!

            Mugger Confesses When Jewels Found in His Possession!

            Lukas Schuld Admits to Stabbing of Verity Holtzfall!

         

         Papers with her mother’s body on them flew off stands. Even after Lukas Schuld confessed, speculation ran wild. What had Verity Holtzfall been doing in the 13th circle after dark? What kind of 9seedy business would draw the Holtzfall Heiress far from the safe upper circles of the city? How had her sworn knight failed to protect her? Had Alaric, whose body hadn’t been found, been in cahoots with Lukas Schuld?

         And when they ran out of things to print about the murder, they turned their lenses on Nora.

         
            A New Heiress Must Be Chosen! Who Is the Worthiest of Them All?

            Grieving Former Heiress Not Seen Since Mother’s Funeral!

            Driven Mad by Grief: Honora Holtzfall Unfit to Compete in the Veritaz?

         

         Those headlines had been like pebbles tossed against the walls of her solitude. Taunting her even as she sat a hundred floors up from where the photographers were camped on the street. They were waiting for the grieving daughter to make a scene.

         Fine. If they wanted a scene, Nora would give them the whole show.

         She had chosen a dress made of bright rippling streams of gold fabric sewn into waves that hugged her body outrageously. It was scandalously sheer with a tendency to slip dangerously around her shoulders, hinting at a mishap that would never happen, thanks to the charms sewn into the lining. The shoes were Charles Lussier, one of a kind, made from stained glass, charmed to be strong as steel. Her makeup exaggerated her Mirajin features, inherited from her desert-born father’s side of the family. The brightest red lipstick in 10her arsenal made her look like she couldn’t possibly be in trouble, she was trouble personified.

         She had stepped out to show them that she was not beaten.

         But the reality was, only one thing would truly show them she was still the heiress they all remembered.

         Winning the Veritaz.

         
            Spoiled Honora Holtzfall Gloats as Heirship Comes Within Reach

         

         That headline was the Bullhorn’s. Obviously.

         They’d run a picture of Nora wrapped in a white stole, which she had also abandoned in the course of the night, smirking knowingly into a camera. It was printed next to that familiar photograph: her mother sprawled in an alley stained with blood.

         Pictures were worth a thousand column inches when paired like that: Nora seemingly celebrating only days after her mother’s body went into the ground. To the Bullhorn’s disreputable credit, at least they stuck to their Holtzfall-bashing agenda even in the face of her tragedy.

         ‘Does this look like a library to you?’ The kiosk owner was eyeing the steadily increasing stack of newspapers Nora was holding with the sort of suspicion that suggested he didn’t recognise her from the front of those same papers. ‘Choose one and move it along.’

         Ah. That was going to be a problem. Nora was one of the richest people in this city, but she didn’t have any money on her. Obviously. Carrying cash was something that waiters and shop assistants did, not Holtzfalls. She sighed, working the small ruby ring off her finger. The papers were all one zaub apiece; the ring had cost her just over 10,000. ‘Here.’ She set the ring in the change plate. ‘This should cover it.’ 11

         She tucked the newspapers under her arm and continued down the wide avenue to her grandmother’s house. She heard him call after her, ‘If this thing turns out to be tin and glass, I’d better not see your face around here again!’

         For the first time since her mother died, Nora felt a real laugh bubble up on her lips. She waved one of the papers over her shoulder, flashing her face on the front page at him. ‘That would be a lot of papers you’d have to stop selling.’

         She had the satisfaction of watching recognition dawn on him a moment before she spun back, dashing the rest of the way to the Holtzfall mansion.
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            Chapter 2

            Lotte
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         ‘Get up, you slothful girl.’

         In the restless moment before sleep dropped away, Lotte couldn’t be sure if that voice was in her mind or not. But as she fought her way to consciousness through the cacophony in her head, she realised that none of the ghosts of the briar pit sounded as strident as Sister Brigitta.

         The shovel-faced nun was glowering at her from the top of the briar pit, outlined by the beginnings of daylight. She looked indignant to find Lotte there. As if she wasn’t the one who had thrown her down there in the first place.

         Lotte didn’t get up. She pressed the heels of her palms into her eyes. She wasn’t sure how many hours she’d slept and how many she’d just lain with her eyes closed, hoping sleep might claim her. Between the icy stone floor and the voices of the dead, the briar pit wasn’t exactly the place for a good night’s rest. And from counting her meals, one a day, last night marked her sixth night down here.

         Her punishment was seven nights. 13Seven nights for talking back to Sister Brigitta.

         Seven was a holy number among the Sisters of the Blessed Briar.

         Where the convent now stood had once been the tower of an immortal Bergsra. Thousands of years ago, the Bergsra had given shelter to a young princess fleeing marriage to a cruel prince. The prince’s men had besieged the tower for seven days in a vain attempt to retrieve the runaway princess. For seven days, the immortal Bergsra and the princess had watched as foolish mortal men tried to break open the tower with foolish mortal tools.

         Seven days until his patience had failed.

         The immortal grew a thick wall of brambles around his tower, ensnaring the attackers, piercing their bodies with thorns and binding them with branches. Their dying screams lasted seven more days. The princess drowned them out by playing the harp. And in the tower forever surrounded by brambles and bodies, the Bergsra and the princess lived many years in peace.

         Until mortality claimed her too, and the Bergsra abandoned the tower, a crumbling monument to his love for a mortal girl.

         Now all that was left of the tower was this pit filled with briars that couldn’t be felled, and the voices of the men who’d died.

         By my oath, I will obey.

         She tried to push the voice away.

         ‘Why should I get up?’ Lotte still didn’t move. Didn’t let on how badly she wanted to be free of the briar pit and the voices. The Bergsra of the Blessed Briar hadn’t been one for mercy. And neither, in Lotte’s experience, was the high holy woman of his order. Which meant there had to be another reason her sentence was being cut short by a day.

         ‘Because I am ordering you to,’ Sister Brigitta snapped. ‘And obedience to your betters is a virtue the lesser should learn.’ The lesser. The words shouldn’t have stung the way they did after sixteen years. ‘Besides, you have been idling down here for days 14while my blessed sisters break their backs for the festival.’ Ah, there it was.

         ‘So you’re letting me out a day early because you want me to spare your holy hands and have me lug things down the hill for the festival.’

         The Blessed Sisters were the only people whose minds Lotte couldn’t overhear. Sister Dorothea, who had been high holy woman before Sister Brigitta, had explained to Lotte that was because Lotte’s curse was to overhear corrupt thoughts. The Sisters had sworn their lives in service to the immortals, and in doing so, their vices were absolved. But Lotte didn’t need to hear Sister Brigitta’s mind to know the truth. The flicker across the holy woman’s face betrayed her, and Lotte felt an angry burn of satisfaction, even though she knew she would pay for the impertinence.

         ‘It is amazing,’ Sister Brigitta said slowly, unknotting the briar belt she wore around her middle, ‘that one born with nothing but a curse from a mother who didn’t want her could be so ungrateful for all she has been given. You would benefit from some humility today.’

         
             

         

         
             

         

         LOTTE’S BARE LEGS STILL STUNG FROM THE SMACK OF THE BRIAR BELT as she made her fifth trip from the convent down towards the half-timbered houses of Gelde.

         The cold teeth of early spring nipped at the fresh welts, mud sucked at Lotte’s feet, and the plates clinked in precarious balance, making every trip through the drab landscape painstakingly slow.

         In summer, the village of Gelde shone.

         The sun-drenched golden wheat that made up the village’s live-lihood haloed it, like all of Gelde had been touched by a holy light. But for months after the harvest, those same fields were nothing but a dun expanse of soil. It didn’t matter how many oil lamps and colourful 15 streamers were put up around the square, the village still felt dismal. And the smiles didn’t cut through the murky thoughts that slid out of people’s minds, Lotte’s curse gathering them up eagerly.

         She dropped the pile of plates on one of the trestle tables with a deliberate clatter. Sister Eva shot Lotte a chiding look. But she was new enough to the convent not to feel at ease scolding Lotte yet. Instead she turned away, green robes hemmed with brambled embroidery swishing imperiously.

         With no other Sisters in sight, Lotte leaned against the trestle table, resting her cold aching body and squeezing her eyes shut. Slothful girl, the Sisters would say if they saw her. What chance do you have of breaking your curse if you indulge your vices so?

         The chatter in the square this morning was still muted and clouded with the scraps of sleep. But inside Lotte’s mind, it was a carnival of voices.

         Lotte could usually handle the constant hum of other people’s thoughts that ran at the back of her mind. But there were rarely this many people in Gelde.

         Today the men of the village, alongside the workers who came into town for the season, would finish sowing the wheat fields for spring. The seasonal workers were men who couldn’t find work in the cities, come to the countryside for a few weeks of pay and full stomachs. When the work was done, they would pile back onto the rattling buses to Walstad or Grenz or some other city. But tonight, before they were sent on their way, Gelde would celebrate. Every house would bring their best dish, Hehn’s Bakery would make cardamom rolls, and there would be beer from the brewery. And the Sisters would gift the seasonal workers with a small piece of the briar to bless them.

         And when they were gone, their thoughts wouldn’t crowd Lotte’s mind like this.

         One seasonal worker in line at Hehn’s Bakery was noticing the way Lotte’s skirt rode up while she leaned against the table. From 16another man, she saw a flash of her bare knee reflected back at her. She saw in their minds how her ill-fitting smock strained across her body. Lotte could hear the hunger in those flashes. Even now, edges of other, more dangerous thoughts drifted close.

         In all the noise, Lotte didn’t sense Estelle until her hand closed around her wrist.

         ‘Guess what I just saw in the bakery,’ Estelle hissed conspiratorially into Lotte’s ear. The warmth of Estelle’s palm felt scalding against Lotte’s skin. The cold of the pit had sunk into her for the last six days. But if Estelle noticed that Lotte’s skin was freezing to the touch, or that she hadn’t been to the bakery for days, she didn’t show it. The sudden contact of Estelle’s hand on Lotte’s arm flooded her mind with her friend’s thoughts. And those thoughts were not consumed with where Lotte had been, only with what she wanted to tell her.

         ‘What did you see?’ Lotte stayed close to her best friend as they wove out through the crowd, the other voices beginning to fade from Lotte’s mind as they went.

         ‘No.’ Estelle pretended to pout prettily. ‘You have to guess.’

         Lotte knew what Estelle had seen. The second her friend had grabbed her hand, it had tumbled eagerly out of her mind and into Lotte’s. But Estelle didn’t want Lotte to guess correctly. She wanted to draw things out, basking in the attention of a secret, until she gloatingly dropped her morsel of information. And life was always easier when Estelle got what she wanted.

         ‘Was it shocking?’ Lotte played along.

         ‘Scandalous!’ Estelle clutched imaginary pearls.

         ‘You covered the dough and for once in your life your mother didn’t shift the cloth a quarter of an inch as if you’d draped it wrong?’

         Estelle scoffed. ‘That will be the day.’

         ‘Your father actually had something unkind to say about someone?’

         ‘I think my mother will stop correcting my every gesture long before that.’ 17

         Lotte could feel the cold of the briar pit ebbing away in Estelle’s presence. She’d been locked away six nights, with no company except ghosts. But right now, it felt like they were back at school, seeing each other every day, joined at the hip so tightly none of the other girls could fit into their little world.

         Finally, Estelle’s seams burst with the gossip. ‘Henriett came in to get rolls for breakfast, and guess what she was wearing?’ This time she didn’t wait for Lotte to guess. ‘It was one of the new dresses that Mr Hinde ordered for his daughter.’ Henriett was a few years older than Lotte and Estelle, but they’d once all been piled together in the same small village classroom to learn what they could before they got jobs or married.

         When Henriett had left school, it was to wed Lennart Hinde, the wealthy widower who owned the biggest house in the village. Everyone had toasted the health of the young bride and her not-so-young groom. Everyone had smiled and congratulated them and danced and consumed the food and beer that Mr Hinde paid for. And all the while, Lotte could hear every single one of them thinking that it hadn’t even been a full season since the first Mrs Hinde had died. And besides that, Henriett wasn’t nearly fit to raise a stepdaughter who was only seven years younger than she was. The girl couldn’t cook or sew for goodness’ sake, but all you had to do was look at the neckline of her wedding dress to guess that Lennart Hinde hadn’t married her for her housekeeping.

         The caravan of unkind thoughts behind the warm words had left Lotte feeling restless and irked.

         The Sisters were always telling Lotte to repent. To discard any piece of her that was less than virtuous. But Lotte could hear in the minds of others how viceful they were.

         Their thoughts were petty and rageful and jealous and greedy. And their words were so dishonest as they smiled in Henriett’s and Lennart’s faces. 18

         And yet Lotte was the only one who was cursed?

         She was the one who scrubbed convent floors until her hands bled, who slept half her nights in the briar pit, who had to spend her life in the convent until she was virtuous enough for her curse to lift. Why should she have to fight to be more virtuous than them? She heard it. How they enjoyed stoking the fires of their nasty thoughts in private, thinking no one knew.

         But Lotte knew.

         And as they watched Henriett whirl in her wedding dress and crown of flowers, curls splaying out around her joyously, Lotte indulged her own viceful tendencies. She had plucked a thought out of Estelle’s mind and whispered, ‘I’ll bet you she’s already with child. That’s why he has to marry her.’

         Lotte knew that Henriett wasn’t, but a spike of vindictive joy had shot out of Estelle’s mind in answer, crowding out the intense burning jealousy of seeing Henriett and her stupid flat freckled nose marry the wealthiest man in town. Knowing she was the one who deserved a lavish wedding, a husband who could keep her as a housewife with soft hands. Instead of a future spent rising before dawn to work in her parents’ bakery, getting tough forearms from kneading dough and flour stains on her plain dresses.

         ‘I was just thinking that!’ Estelle hissed back, slapping Lotte’s arm conspiratorially. That had been enough to draw a Sister’s gaze as they melted into a puddle of giggles at the edge of the crowd. Lotte had spent the whole night scrubbing dishes after the wedding in punishment.

         It had been worth it.

         It was always worth it to have those moments of belonging.

         The only good thing that had ever come out of Lotte’s curse was the ability to make herself into the person Estelle wanted as a friend. Every day, over and over.

         Now Lotte fell back into their pattern since childhood easily. ‘I’ll 19bet you Henriett gave him the wrong measurements deliberately when he put in the order.’ That was a bet Lotte would have won. She’d overheard the scheme in Henriett’s mind when she’d been walking the order form to the mail truck last month. She was angry that her husband was buying new dresses for his daughter and not his wife. So all she did was tweak measurements. Enough that they would be foolishly big on her husband’s daughter but fit Henriett like a glove. The girl could have the dresses when Henriett was good and done with them.

         She’d dropped the order in the mail truck and turned away. And it had occurred to Lotte that she could fix this. She could snatch the envelope back out and right this wrong. Spare Lennart’s young daughter the humiliating moment of excitedly pulling on a dress only for the anticipation to turn to disappointment when the sleeves dangled past her wrists.

         But that would be pointless.

         The Sisters had made sure to remind Lotte every day that, in spite of her best efforts, she was far from good. Doing a kindness for Lennart Hinde’s daughter wouldn’t change what she was.

         Besides, no one had ever rescued Lotte. Not a knight like in the stories of old. Not an immortal Bergsra shielding her in a tower from her enemies. Not even a well-meaning cursed girl from a selfish stepmother. No one had ever shielded Lotte from anything.

         Estelle’s face split into aghast delight at Lotte’s ‘theory,’ and that was enough to overcome any guilt as they sank down onto the garden wall behind Mrs Mueller’s house. Absently, Estelle pulled a parcel from her pocket, wax paper wrapped around two cinnamon buns from the bakery. She handed one to Lotte, who tore into the still-warm pastry, sugary cinnamon steam rising from between the curls of dough, her empty stomach growling. They both swiftly dissected their pastries, Lotte handing the soft middle to Estelle and taking the flaky outside from her, even though she preferred the 20middle too, as they lapsed into the comfortable ritual they’d had since they were six years old.

         But even as they ate their pastries, Lotte could hear the gnawing resentment at the back of Estelle’s mind. She should be the one with dresses from the city. She suited city fashions better than Henriett did anyway. Lotte was searching for something in Estelle’s mind to draw her out of her indignation when she caught the last edge of her spiteful thoughts.

         It won’t matter soon anyway.

         When I’m in Walstad with Konrad, I can have all the dresses I want. 

         Thoughts didn’t come like words did. Not slow and orderly, telling only the part of the story the teller wanted known. They tumbled out whole, messy and honest. In a blink, Lotte knew everything Estelle had been up to for the past six days. As if Lotte had been there and not locked in the briar pit.

         Estelle had noticed the handsome blond-stubbled seasonal worker when he came into the bakery for his daily ration of bread. And when he flashed her a smile that made her insides turn over, she’d given him a spiced apple tart for free. They’d been stealing moments together ever since. In the shadows behind the barn after a day of labour in the fields. But still, she had held back … hesitating to give herself fully to a man who would be gone in a few days.

         Until he’d said the words that won her over.

         When we get back to Walstad.

         And suddenly, Estelle didn’t see a man anymore, she saw the city.

         Tomorrow, while the town slept late after tonight’s festivities, she’d slip out, take a seat on the bus that was carrying the workers back to the city. She’d cleaned out the money her parents kept hidden below the floorboards in the bakery and given it to Konrad for safe-keeping. That would keep her going until she got a job. Something glamorous, like the cigarette girls she saw in the magazines. Or a waitress in one of the clubs, where she might see the Holtzfalls. 21

         Estelle was leaving Gelde, and everyone in it, without a second thought.

         Not even one for Lotte.

         And she was smiling in Lotte’s face. Like she had smiled in Henriett’s face at her wedding.

         She dusted sugar off her hands, saying something about needing to get back to the bakery before she got in trouble.

         As Estelle stood to go, the warmth of her fled, and Lotte felt the cold of the convent crawl back over her. But now it stretched out ahead of her for years and years. Of being left behind again. Of being alone again.

         And Lotte knew she couldn’t allow Estelle to leave.
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            The Woodcutter and His Wife

             

            Stay out of the woods, little one. There you will find dangers you do not yet know how to face.

            Now sit still, stay silent, and I will tell you the tale of the honourable woodcutter and his enchanted axe.

            In the midst of the ancient woods, there was a tiny village called Walstad. It was small and poor, and the village folk, like all village folk, lived in fear of the creatures that dwelled in the dark between the trees. Creatures as ancient as the woods themselves.

            There were the Nokk, who crouched in wells, waiting for children sent to fetch water so they could drag them down to the depths and drown them. Trolls, who could crack open the walls of the villagers’ homes like eggs and devour them. The Weeping Orphans, who cried like lost children to lure soft-hearted mothers into the night. And the clever skin-shifting wolves, who stalked young girls gathering flowers and ate them whole.

            On the outskirts of Walstad lived a young woodcutter and his beautiful wife. The couple was poor, but the woodcutter’s work brought in enough that they neither went hungry nor cold. And they were happy.

            Until one dark winter when the snow began to fall and didn’t stop. Some said it was a war of the frost giant in the mountains that made the winter so fierce. But regardless of the cause, it snowed for days, then weeks, then months. The young woodcutter had worked hard for many 23months at his trade. But all the wood that he had cut, he had sold, keeping none for himself. Without a fire in the hearth, the woodcutter and his wife’s house grew cold, their bellies went empty, and the creatures in the wood scratched at their doors.

            And one morning, when the icy winds howled around their cottage and the woodcutter saw his wife poking around in the cinders for a scrap left to light, he knew he must take his axe and brave the dangerous woods.

            But as the woodcutter pressed into the forest, he found tree after tree brittle with cold, shattering uselessly into shards of ice under his axe. He carried on, deeper and deeper into the woods, until he was hopelessly lost. 

            The woodcutter fought for hours against the bitter snow, looking for his path home, until he stumbled into a small clearing. Suddenly hail no longer lashed at his face, icy air no longer bit at his fingers, and banks of snow no longer reached up to his waist. Cold winds still battered the trees beyond the clearing, but here the air was as temperate as a spring day, the ground was clear and green, and the moonlight broke through dense winter clouds to shine almost as bright as the midday sun.

            And in the middle of the clearing stood the most beautiful tree the woodcutter had ever seen. The bark gleamed like gold and silver, marbled through with rubies and sapphires that flickered in the moonlight.

            The woodcutter raised his axe, but just before it fell, a voice called out from the tree.

            ‘Please, good woodcutter. I beg of you, do no harm to my tree. For if you cut it down, I, too, shall perish.’

            The woodcutter was desperate. He and his wife would surely die if he returned empty-handed. But he could not ignore such a desperate plea either. And so he lowered his axe.

            No sooner had he done so than a face appeared from the wood of the tree. Then an arm, then a leg, until finally, stepping out from the heart of the tree itself, in skin and clothes of golden bark, with hair of ruby leaves and veins of silver sap, appeared a Huldrekall.

            ‘Thank you, honourable woodcutter.’ The Huldrekall was an immortal 24being, the powerful ruler of all living beings in the forest. And yet he bowed to the woodcutter. ‘For your good-heartedness, I will grant you any desire.’

            The woodcutter’s wishes were simple. To return to his wife. To bring home enough wood to last them through this winter. And to keep her safe from the things in the woods that clawed at their door. The Huldrekall was surprised to hear such humble wishes. He pressed the woodcutter again. Told him that he could wish for all the jewels in the king’s coffers and it would be granted. But the worthy woodcutter shook his head. And so the Huldrekall granted his simple wishes.

            First, he gave the woodcutter a ring woven from the golden twigs of his tree. This ring, he told the woodcutter, would light and guide his path safely through the woods, leading him to wherever he wished to go.

            Second, the Huldrekall reached up into the branches of his tree and plucked off a bough. In his hands, it twisted and shaped itself into a sharp axe, finer than any the woodcutter had ever seen. He gave it to the woodcutter and promised him that this axe would cut down any tree in one blow. ‘If you cut down the trees around your cottage in a great circle,’ the Huldrekall said, ‘no danger from the woods will pass where the trees once stood.’

            This was his gift to the woodcutter, he said. And to his children. And their children’s children. That for as long as his descendants wielded the axe, they would have the Huldrekall’s protection.

         

      

   


   
      
         
25
            Chapter 3

            Theo

         

         There was a time when knights did great deeds. When they rode into battle, rescued princesses, and hunted beasts.

         But the battles had been won. Rulers no longer wore crowns. And the beasts were trapped in the woods.

         So this morning, Theodric Rydder, sworn knight to the House of Holtzfall and oathbound descendant of Hartwin Rydder, was hunting a rogue heiress instead.

         The revelers from the night were stumbling out of the Ash Lounge, blinking blearily into the dawn. Theo worked against the tide of tipsy patrons, keeping a lookout for her shock of dark hair amidst them. Last time Theo had retrieved Nora from here, he’d found her standing on top of a table, building a tower of champagne coupes, the crowd of 1st-circle bright young things cheering and gasping as the glasses teetered. When Theo had entered, Nora’s head turned towards him. It was a tiny movement, but it was enough to send a shiver through the glasses, cascading them to the ground, shattering all around her and illuminating in the club’s lights like stars.

         In the morning light the broken glasses on the ground just looked like scraps of last night, mixed in with discarded gloves and lost baubles. Daylight sapped the glamour out of places like this. Only a few stragglers still lingered among the debris. Those either too drunk or too wealthy to be expelled. 26In one sweep of the room Theo could see that Nora wasn’t one of them.

         Every Holtzfall was to have a knight with them at all times. Even Mercy Holtzfall’s brothers had them. They were powerless in the wake of losing their own trials, but they were still appendages of the most powerful woman in the city. The last thing anyone needed was a repeat of Felicity Holtzfall’s ransoming fifty years ago.

         Or of Verity Holtzfall’s murder.

         Nora, as usual, thought she was the exception to the rule that governed everyone else.

         Theo had been woken sometime in the middle of the night by Commander Lis Rydder, leader of the Holtzfall knights. And for just a second, before sleep cleared completely, he was back in the last time he was woken like this. The night Verity Holtzfall died.

         The night Alaric had died with her.

         And then Lis had spoken. ‘Honora is missing.’

         It was years of training that made it easy to let duty flood in and drown out the grief. By my oath, I will protect them at all costs. The refrain that guided the lives of the Rydder knights thrummed through him.

         Nora had slipped her guard.

         Of course she had. It was Nora.

         The other knights had been taking bets for the past week on whether Nora would come willingly to the Veritaz Ceremony. Or if she would dig her heels in, demanding to inherit directly from her grandmother, the way she would have from her mother. Even though her mother had only had one daughter to inherit. And her grandmother had multiple grandchildren who were now eligible since Verity’s death. In which case, the knights would no doubt be ordered to drag her in to compete.

         And now, with hours to go until dawn and the beginning of the 27ceremony, she was missing. And Theo knew it was anyone’s guess whether she was planning on coming back willingly. Because Theo knew Nora. Better than almost anyone did.

         Which was why, amidst barracks of other knights, he was the one being roused in the dead of night.

         ‘She hasn’t shared her evening plans with me, Commander,’ he’d told Lis, reaching for the shirt and doublet that were carefully folded on the trunk at the end of his narrow bed.

         Lis pressed her mouth together in frustration. It was as much a show of emotion as Theo ever saw from the Rydder commander. ‘She’s a fool going out without a knight.’

         ‘A knight didn’t do Verity much good.’ Theo knew even as he spoke that he was bordering on insubordination. ‘Commander,’ he added for good measure.

         Alaric’s name had barely been spoken since the night of Verity’s death. And Theo didn’t speak it now. But his absence hung in the silence between Theo and Commander Lis.

         Theo’s brother had been the best knight in a generation, chosen at only eighteen to become Verity Holtzfall’s sworn knight. The one who was responsible for the life of the Heiress.

         And he had failed.

         Verity was dead.

         Alaric was gone.

         Not even knights were too valourous for rumours. And in the hours after the barracks had woken to the news that Verity Holtzfall was dead and Alaric nowhere to be found, the word that spread was that Alaric wasn’t dead. That he’d failed to protect Verity and fled to avoid punishment. Like Sigismund Rydder had three hundred years ago, travelling across the sea to escape the retribution of the Holtzfalls when he had a dalliance with Meritt Holtzfall. It was years before he was found. But he was. Hunted down by other knights, his own kinsmen. When they’d brought him back, Fidelity Holtzfall ordered 28 him to lash himself to death. And bound by the oath in their bloodline, Sigismund Rydder had done it.

         But Theo knew his brother.

         Alaric would never abandon his duty. He was the best of them. Not only because of his skills, but because of his principles. He despised injustice, cowardice, and disloyalty. He was the sort of knight they used to write tales of back in the days of the ancient woods. He would never abandon his duty.

         As headlines filled with speculation about Verity, the barracks filled with speculation about Alaric. There was a trail of blood leading away from Verity’s body. Like a wounded knight who might have gone for help. Or a body that had been dragged into the river. The knights who had trained with Alaric wondered who could have bested him in a fight. No one had landed a blow on Alaric in the training ground since he was twelve.

         And then Lukas Schuld was arrested. Found with Verity’s stolen jewellery. A scrawny man with an inclination for gambling and drinking. Not the type of man who could easily have defeated the best of them. And yet, there was no doubt in Theo’s mind, Alaric would have kept his oath until the end.

         Theo had always been glad for his oath. For his duty.

         They were lucky to be born Rydder knights. Their father had taught them that. Most people went through life searching for their purpose. Many died without ever finding it. Rydder knights were born with their purpose. They protected the line of succession that protected the rest of the city.

         They lived to die for the Holtzfalls.

         ‘I’ll find her.’ Theo pulled on his shirt. By my oath, I will protect them at all costs.

         Commander Lis appraised him as he laced up his shoes. Theo felt sure she found him lacking next to his brother. But she nodded. ‘She needs to be at the house by dawn.’ 29

         Nora wasn’t wearing a locanz, of course, another rule she liked to exempt herself from.

         All the Holtzfalls were meant to keep the small charm on them so they could be found at a moment’s notice. Nora’s locanz charm was a pair of diamond stud earrings that were magically paired with a wristwatch Theo wore so he could track her down. When caught without the locanz earrings Nora would dramatically declare that they didn’t match anything in her closet. As if Theo didn’t know her closet was the size of most people’s homes.

         But without magical means to find her, Theo followed a strange trail of journalists’ whispers. A white stole left at the Ruby Rose Club, silver hairpins at the Paragon Hotel bar, a twenty-thousand-zaub bar tab at Rik’s. Now Theo picked up a pair of charmed glass shoes from under a cocktail table at the Ash Lounge. He’d half expected to find Nora at the end of the trail of expensive breadcrumbs, sipping champagne and waiting for a ride to her grandmother’s house.

         But the sun was rising, and the city was beginning to rise with it. Which meant that either Nora had made it to breakfast in time on her own, or she was playing a dangerous game with her grandmother’s patience.

         Among the lingering revelers dotted around the lounge, Theo spied Freddie Loetze. Third in line to the Loetze shipping fortune and notorious rake about town. Nora, Theo knew, found him deeply boring. But there were only so many people in the 1st circle, which meant she also found herself in his company a lot.

         Freddie Loetze was allergic to being alone. This time the salve to his solitude was a pretty girl with bright red hair that hung to her waist. Freddie was known for picking up girls with stars in their eyes, promising them the moon, and then dropping them like a bad habit. Nora, in turn, had made it her habit to pick them back up, hiring them into one of the many Holtzfall households. At this point, Theo guessed half the housemaids in employ of the Holtzfalls had been hired by Nora. 30

         ‘Freddie.’ Theo moved through a maze of tipped-over chairs and discarded glasses towards where the other boy sat. He had to say his name twice more before the Loetze boy looked up, blinking blearily. Freddie’s bow tie hung loose over a shirt that was no doubt only still crisp and unblemished due to the charms on his cuff links.

         ‘A knight without an heiress, what a sight.’ Freddie’s words were slurred and his eyes heavily lidded. ‘There are no Holtzfalls here, so you can be on your way.’ The scarlet-haired girl in the crook of his arm glanced up at the name Holtzfall. Now Theo saw her clearly, he realised she was wearing a dancer’s costume, her makeup exaggerating her features for the stage. Bright grey eyes went to the symbol on his chest. The Holtzfall woodcutter stitched into the breast of his doublet. The symbol of the Rydder knights.

         When Theo didn’t move, Freddie waved one hand dismissively. ‘Shoo, boy, shoo.’

         Theo could have laid Freddie Loetze out like the foppish rag doll he was. He stood a full head taller than the other boy. The years Freddie had spent not lifting anything heavier than a canapé, Theo had spent relentlessly training. But Freddie wasn’t worth Theo’s sweat.

         And so Theo waited, standing over the settee where Freddie was currently drooped with the redheaded dancer. Predictably, it didn’t take long for Freddie to wilt. ‘She left.’ Freddie brought his glass to his lips before realising it was empty; he waved and snapped his fingers at the barman, who ignored him.

         ‘Nora,’ Theo clarified.

         ‘Nora.’ Freddie’s lips curled up in a nasty snarl. ‘Awfully informal for a guard dog. That should be Miss Holtzfall when you’re talking about your masters.’

         Theo was already turning away, but Freddie’s words stopped him, his shoulders tensing in anger. Knights were meant to be above 31pettiness and ego. Theo knew his oath. He knew his place in the city and among the Holtzfalls.

         There was a time when knights did great deeds, dueled enemies, and saved damsels …

         ‘Do you have something to write with?’ Theo asked the man at the bar, who was loosening the sleeve garters over his white shirt tiredly. The barman passed him a pen from his front pocket, and Theo scribbled down instructions on the back of a paper napkin.

         ‘Knights,’ the barman snorted ruefully, rolling up his cuffs. Theo handed the pen back and returned to the booth where Freddie and the girl were.

         ‘I thought you were leaving,’ Freddie groaned. ‘Listen, knightling—’ His boldness ended with a flinch as Theo’s hand skirted close to his face. But it wasn’t a blow, he just handed the napkin to the redheaded girl. Instructions were scribbled on it of where to go if she wanted a maid’s job in the Holtzfall mansion.

         Some of the girls who found themselves in Freddie’s company were foolish enough to really believe that he loved them. That he was going to make good on whatever promise he’d made. But most were smart enough to be in it for the money. And as Nora once said, being a Holtzfall maid paid well and required less faking it.

         The girl took in the words on the napkin swiftly. Freddie made a clumsy grab for it, but the girl had the speed of a sober person and tucked it into the neckline of her dress. She met Theo’s eyes, giving him a tiny nod of understanding.

         Theo moved away, though not fast enough to miss Freddie’s lewd joke about whether the napkin in her neckline was an invitation.

         ‘You knights just can’t resist a damsel in distress, can you?’ the barman remarked as Theo passed by. He was almost at the door when the man added, ‘Your brother was right about you.’

         The mention of Alaric stopped Theo in his tracks.

         But when he turned around, the bartender was gone.
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            Chapter 4

            Nora

         

         ‘Miss Honora.’ Margarete opened the door for Nora as she dashed up the Holtzfall mansion’s steps, past the hungry flashes of cameras and shouting reporters, closing the door quickly on the chaos outside. The charms on the doorway instantly shut out the noise from outdoors, sealing Nora into the sanctuary of her ancestral home.

         ‘May I take your …’ The head maid hesitated, realising Nora wasn’t wearing a coat, in spite of the early spring chill. ‘Newspapers?’ Margarete recovered elegantly.

         ‘Thank you, Margarete.’ She didn’t miss Margarete’s quick glance at her stocking-clad feet as the long-suffering head maid took the papers. Unlike some of her ancestors, Nora wasn’t a mind reader, but she knew Margarete was already worrying about all the city dirt Nora was bound to track through the house. The staff would be blamed if the carpets were any less than impeccable.

         She needn’t worry.

         Nora might not be the type to make it home by midnight wearing both shoes. But she was the type to make a charm on the fly using nothing but a hairpin and two gold bracelets. It had taken Nora only a few minutes to scratch in the symbols that would shape the magical energy to its intended purpose, before attaching the bracelets to her ankles. 33

         It was the sort of work most people would need to go to an expensive charmerie for. But Nora wasn’t most people.

         The soles of her feet were pristine.

         ‘They’re expecting you in the Blue Salon.’ Margarete curtsied.

         They. Nora couldn’t ask whether she was the last to arrive, at the risk of seeming like it mattered. Which of course, it did. They were in competition now. Everything mattered.

         As Margarete turned away to store the newspapers in the closet, Nora quickly pressed her fingertips against the polished top of the nearest console table, channeling the innate magic of her Holtzfall gift. After generations, the Holtzfall bloodline was so oversaturated with magic that even without a charm, some of them could practice magic. There were empaths, clairvoyants, and on occasion, the odd mind reader, though not for a century now.

         Nora could scry, which was to say she could read anything that had captured an image. Mirrors or photographs were best, but anything that caught a reflection would do in a pinch. She’d once read a reflection in a glass of champagne, albeit a slightly bubbly one.

         A huge vase of roses occupied much of the surface of the table, but there was still enough clear space that Nora’s gift ought to … There! As she flicked the image backwards, she saw two bright blonde reflections captured in the polished wood.

         Constance and Clemency being ushered in by their father.

         Followed closely by Modesty and her mother.

         Wonderful. All three of her cousins were already here. No doubt hoping to impress their grandmother. Punctuality might be a virtue, but there was such a thing as being impolitely early, some might say. Nora would probably say it behind her cousins’ backs later, for instance.

         At least Nora would get to make an entrance.

         Her diamond bracelet was a vinder charm. The circuitry carved into the gold band was designed to move air around the wearer when 34activated. It had long since replaced the delicate charmed fans women once carried on hot days. Now Nora fed hers with a surcharge of magic as she approached the Blue Salon, turning the delicate breeze into a violent gust of air.

         The double doors burst open dramatically, revealing her family on the other side. Five faces turned towards her, all wearing shock, annoyance, or a combination of both.

         It was always nice to feel so welcomed by family.

         ‘Nora!’ Constance’s hands were clenched in her lap. ‘We were beginning to think you wouldn’t make it.’

         There were two empty seats left at the table. The hand that had been clamped around Nora’s chest loosened its grip. She had made it to breakfast before her grandmother.

         ‘You were hoping I wouldn’t, you mean.’ Nora flicked a finger, sparking the vinder charm again to close the doors behind her. She didn’t need to use magic. The point was that she could afford to. Constance’s mouth opened then shut mechanically, stumbling for a polite retort, but her sister, Clemency, got there first.

         ‘We were worried!’ Clemency had the tact to look fretful. Constance and Clemency weren’t actually twins, but they might as well have been. Constance was seventeen to Clemency’s fifteen. They had identical Holtzfall blonde curls and milkmaid-pale skin. And today they were wearing matching dresses, one yellow, the other pink. They were porcelain dolls crafted from the same mould.

         ‘We were just saying we ought to send a knight out to find you. Weren’t we saying that?’ Clemency waved vaguely to Sir Galdrick Rydder, one of the family knights, who was stationed like a silent statue by the door. Nora was only partly successful in stifling a scoff. Clemency didn’t have the authority to send the knights for milk, let alone to fetch Nora. Besides, she was sure someone had been sent for her the moment they realised she’d slipped the guard at her apartment. 35

         The breakfast table was dressed with a white linen tablecloth, seven elegantly patterned maiolica service chargers, fourteen pairs of silver forks and matching knives with ivory handles, and seven long-stemmed crystal glasses with needle-etched charm patterns designed to keep the drink inside cool.

         And one ancient axe, buried blade first in the middle of the table.

         Mercy Holtzfall usually favoured calla lilies for a centerpiece, but today was a special occasion. The family had changed since their days as woodcutters in the forest, but their traditions hadn’t.

         Nora should be used to seeing Honor Holtzfall’s ancient axe. But here, embedded in the table, it sent a twist of anticipation through her that it never had when it simply hung on the wall in her grandmother’s office.

         In spite of being the eldest cousin, Constance hadn’t been given the traditional place at the right hand of the head of the family. That seat was empty, waiting for Nora. Which partly explained why Constance looked like she’d been sucking on lemons.

         The end of the table, the place of least importance, was occupied by the previous generation. Or what was left of it.

         Mercy Holtzfall once had five children.

         Prosper, Grace, Verity, Patience, and Valor.

         Three were still alive.

         Only two were in the room.

         Uncle Prosper, Clemency and Constance’s father, slumped in his chair, toying sullenly with a silver cigarette case marked with charms to keep the cigarettes fresh. A waste of magic. Uncle Prosper had never given a cigarette a chance to go stale.

         Aunt Patience was next to him, sitting ramrod straight and shooting her brother annoyed looks every time the cigarette case hit the table. On the other side of the table sat her daughter, Modesty.

         Aunt Grace was conspicuously not invited.

         That shouldn’t have surprised Nora. Aunt Grace had no children 36to compete in the Veritaz. But Nora hadn’t realised until this moment that she had been tacitly expecting her favourite aunt’s support, since she was the only competitor there without a living parent.

         But Aunt Grace was probably pouring herself into bed just about now, like Nora ought to be.

         ‘Well, unfortunately for you all, here I am.’ Nora took her place at their grandmother’s right hand, aware of Constance’s face pickling even more as she did. Constance had clearly inherited her poker face from her father, if Prosper Holtzfall’s gambling debts were anything to go by. Nora rubbed it in with an arch smile. ‘You can’t get rid of me that easily.’

         ‘I guess we’ll all have to work harder at it, then.’ Modesty laughed in a way that was clearly meant to cover up that she really meant it.

         Aunt Grace and Verity Holtzfall had been sisters the way people said sisters were supposed to be. Friends and allies in all things. Nora had spent so much time with them both that it was easy to forget everyone else in this family loathed each other. Uncle Prosper and Aunt Patience resented Verity for winning their generation’s trials. They resented Aunt Grace for not resenting Verity. And they resented each other for taking money from the family coffers, leaving less allowance for the other one.

         For her part, Nora had always known her cousins didn’t like her. They had been deferential to her while her mother was the Heiress. One day she would inherit all the family’s money and magic, and unless they wanted to do something as distasteful as get a job, or they managed to marry well, they would spend the rest of their lives dependent on her.

         She’d seen it happen with her mother’s siblings. The deeper Uncle Prosper was in gambling debt, the more he’d drop by the apartment with a smile and a bottle of champagne for his ‘favourite sister.’ But when he was on a winning streak, he’d had no time for Nora’s mother. 37

         At the age when other children played dolls, Nora’s cousins had begun playing the long game. They probably knew they weren’t fooling anyone. But Nora had her part to play too, pretending she believed that their fawning was real affection.

         Now the game had changed.

         Since her mother’s murder, the heirship was no longer guaranteed to Nora. And she could feel years of tamped-down resentment spilling over in her cousins. But the heirship wasn’t wholly out of her grasp yet either. There was still a one-in-four chance she would be Heiress. Nora glanced around the table assessingly. Well, if she were the gambling sort, like Uncle Prosper, she would say her chances were better than one-in-four.

         The disadvantage of keeping her cousins at arm’s length was that Nora didn’t know them well enough to be sure. Though underestimating Constance and Clemency seemed almost impossible. Somehow they always managed to limbo under the low bars she set them.

         But the fact that Modesty had been seated at their grandmother’s left didn’t escape Nora’s notice.

         Neither did her perfect morning dress of ecru floral lace that accented her pale blonde hair and icy eyes, and complemented the décor of the house. Clever. She had dressed very deliberately to look like she belonged here, something that Nora with her Mirajin dark features could never quite pull off, no matter what she was wearing. No matter that she belonged here more than any of them.

         ‘You were missed at Modesty’s premiere last night.’ Aunt Patience finally broke the tense silence. ‘The papers are saying she gave a radiant performance.’

         Aunt Patience used to be an empath, able to read feelings on people. When she lost her own Veritaz, she had lost all her magic, including her Holtzfall gift. Apparently she’d lost her tact too. The attempt to focus the attention back on Modesty was embarrassing. 38

         ‘Oh, yes, Modesty’s job.’ The word dripped with disdain. Jobs were for needy people. As in people who needed money. Not Holtzfalls. Though if Aunt Patience hadn’t started pushing Modesty into the cinema when she was only six, she likely would be broke by now. ‘Well, I must apologise for my absence. The truth is I really, really would just have rather gouged out my own eyes than spend two hours watching Modesty do almost anything.’

         Across the table, Uncle Prosper choked on a laugh he turned into a cough as Aunt Patience’s normally hunched countenance drew up in sudden pique. Nora’s mother and Aunt Grace used to laugh about Aunt Patience’s legendary tantrums as a child. The neglected second-youngest Holtzfall. The daughter who sullenly accepted the scraps left of their parents’ attention when Grace and Verity had used up their share. Until it suddenly overboiled into red-faced rage.

         Nora had seen it only once, when she and Modesty were about seven, Aunt Patience shrieking and shaking Modesty over a lost silk glove. It had taken three knights to pull her off her daughter.

         As Patience’s face turned red, Nora wondered if sixteen years of resentment was about to spill out at her. Now, that was a performance Nora would watch. But Modesty glided in first, snipping her mother’s sparking fuse.

         ‘Oh, don’t worry, dear cousin.’ Modesty’s mouth drew into a self-satisfied smile. ‘You’ll have the chance to see me at my next premiere! It’s only that you missed the exciting news! Mr Hildebrand is making a film about Temperance Holtzfall.’

         Temperance Holtzfall was their ancestor from six centuries ago, at the time of the last king of Gamanix. The young king had fallen desperately in love with Temperance and asked for her hand in marriage. But Temperance refused the crown, choosing instead to compete in her generation’s Veritaz Trials. She gave up the certainty of becoming queen for a chance at her family’s heirship. Everyone thought she was a fool. But her gamble paid off. Temperance 39Holtzfall entered her Veritaz Trials alongside her six brothers. She was the only one to come out of them alive. Meanwhile, the king never married and died with no legitimate heir to his throne. Thus, the rule of kings ended, and the Holtzfalls took their place as the greatest force in the country.

         There were always whispers about Temperance’s children looking like the king, but Nora had a feeling those whispers were started by Holtzfalls wanting to elevate the grandeur of their bloodline.

         ‘You don’t say?’ Nora pushed herself up from her chair, reaching for the silver teapot in the middle of the table. Her cousins were all politely sitting around with empty cups. But Nora knew she could get away with murder. Or at the very least, having a cup of tea impolitely early. ‘And he came up with that idea all on his own, did he?’

         Modesty’s Holtzfall gift was among the more insidious in the family bloodline. She could plant the seed of an idea in your mind and let it grow there until you thought it was your own. For instance, a director might think it was his own idea to cast Modesty, instead of someone with actual talent.

         ‘And he wants me to play Temperance.’ Modesty brushed by the implied accusation. ‘After all, he says I do look the part of a Holtzfall Heiress.’

         That blow struck true.

         All Nora had to do was look at the portraits that lined the walls of the Holtzfall mansion to know she was out of place in her own family. It was an uninterrupted sea of fair skin, pale eyes, and paler hair. Nora’s dark hair looked like a blot of ink among her cousins’ golden haloes.

         The Holtzfalls might have tried to claim royalty through rumours about Temperance Holtzfall’s children. But Nora didn’t have to claim anything. She was royalty on her father’s side. Her Mirajin features marked her out as descended from generations of desert-born rulers. She was the granddaughter of an exiled princess. Nora might not 40look like the Heiresses who came before her, but she looked like the Heiresses who would come after her.

         ‘How thrilling for you.’ Nora aggressively stirred her tea with the silver spoon. ‘At least you’ll get to playact being an Heiress if nothing else.’ The motion of the spoon sparked the charm engraved on the handle, designed to make the tea stronger when stirred clockwise and weaker counterclockwise. ‘You’ll come to me if you need any tips from real experience, of course.’ Nora wouldn’t need to stir so many times if Mercy Holtzfall would just serve coffee. But coffee, like Nora’s other grandmother, came from Miraji, and Mercy Holtzfall begrudged its foreignness.

         The drink darkened gradually as Nora’s spoon clinked against the porcelain in the suddenly uncomfortable silence of the room. Nora had heard that there were families who gathered for meals because they actually liked each other, not because they were competing for a thousand years’ worth of money and magic.

         ‘Good to see everyone is here on time.’ The voice seemed to come from thin air, making everyone at the table scramble to stand. Everyone except Nora. ‘Punctuality is a virtue, you know.’

         ‘Not a virtue that has ever been tested in a Veritaz,’ Nora muttered into her porcelain cup as her grandmother stepped into the breakfast room, emerging from a panel in the wall that Nora had never noticed.

         The Holtzfall home stood in the same place it had since it was nothing but Honor Holtzfall’s cottage a thousand years ago. It was a hundredfold the size that cottage had been, sprawling wider with every generation, with new wings and secret passages and doors charmed to open to a half dozen other places scattered throughout.

         Mercy Holtzfall was wearing a high-necked blue day dress, her blonde Holtzfall hair swept up. She wore a series of charms disguised as jewellery – rings, brooches, hair clips, and even buttons. At sixty, 41Mercy was as beautiful as she had always been, her face unlined despite the four decades she’d spent ruling the family.

         Her grandmother’s personal knight, Commander Liselotte Rydder, followed behind. She had led the Holtzfall’s guard for as long as Mercy had led the family, but she wore the same uniform as every other knight. A grey doublet with the family’s crest sewn over her chest: a silhouette of Honor Holtzfall raising the axe high in the air. Nora had always thought it looked like the figure might drop his axe straight into the knights’ hearts at any moment.

         Commander Lis’s gaze landed on Nora, her normally impassive face betraying a flash of annoyance. Wordlessly, she signaled to another knight positioned at the door, who silently exited the room. No doubt she was calling back whatever hunt she had sent out for Nora after she’d slipped out of the apartment last night.

         ‘How did you all sleep?’ her grandmother asked, gesturing at them to sit around her.

         ‘Oh, I slept wonderfully, Grandmother,’ Constance piped up as she tucked her dress below her primly. ‘I felt like it was important to get to bed at a responsible hour to be prepared for today.’ She cast a not-so-subtle look at Nora.

         ‘I wouldn’t have been surprised if you hadn’t.’ Mercy laced her fingers together over her plate. ‘I didn’t sleep at all the night before my Veritaz Ceremony. A restless mind means you understand the importance of a day like today.’

         Down the table, Constance dropped her gaze, suddenly not so hungry for their grandmother’s attention. Nora could have told her cousin that the question was a trap. Most conversations with her grandmother were.

         ‘The Veritaz Ceremony is a family tradition in which every head of the family should expect to take part twice in their lifetime. Once when they are competing, and once when they are finding their successor. It is my great tragedy that this is my third time.’ 42Her grandmother’s eyes drifted, not unintentionally, to Nora. Seventeen years ago, Mercy Holtzfall had sat here with her own children. Now two of those children, including the Heiress, were dead.

         Valor Holtzfall, the youngest, had lost his life in the trials themselves. The five Holtzfall children had been skating on the frozen river when the ice collapsed. It was a test of their sangfroid. No pun intended. Though Nora was sure the irony of that concept wasn’t what they were thinking of when the ice magically sealed over them. Aunt Grace had been the first to fight her way out of the frozen water, then she fought to pull her siblings out after her. But she hadn’t reached her youngest brother in time.

         Valor Holtzfall was just fourteen when he was buried.

         And the Veritaz Trials continued.

         Aunt Patience and Uncle Prosper had sat here seventeen years ago too. Neither of them won a single trial. In the end, the competition had come down to Verity and Grace. Nora’s mother, Verity, had edged her sister out for the win. Barely.

         Now, seventeen years later, here they all were. The next generation competing for the prize Verity Holtzfall hadn’t lived to claim.

         ‘None of you have been prepared to take part in the Veritaz,’ Mercy spoke to her four granddaughters, gesturing for a servant to pour the tea. ‘But that is for the best. The Veritaz is not meant to be prepared for, and it cannot be cheated. It will reveal the truth of who you really are. Which of you is cleverest, which of you is bravest, which of you is worthiest to carry on this family name.’

         Mercy looked around the table, taking in each of their faces. Nora’s gaze followed her grandmother’s. Clemency’s and Constance’s barely concealed excitement and terror, while Modesty feigned serenity. ‘I expect that several of you, like your parents, will want to tell me how the Veritaz isn’t fair.’ This time her eyes went pointedly 43 to Aunt Patience’s sour face. ‘Predictably, like in life, the only ones who complain about fairness are the ones who lose. And I will tell you what I always tell those who come crying to me: Life is completely fair to those who deserve it.’

         It was a philosophy Nora had heard dozens of times, in every Heiress lesson with her grandmother. The poor were poor because they lacked the virtues of the rich. If they were as intelligent, as industrious, and as wise as the rich, they would be rich too. And within the Holtzfall family, virtue meant everything.

         Around the table, all eyes were being pulled by the axe.

         The Veritaz had evolved over generations. But the final aim of the trials remained unchanged: to be the first to retrieve Honor Holtzfall’s legendary axe from the woods. Tonight, Mercy Holtzfall would give the axe to the immortal Huldrekall and ask him the same question Honor Holtzfall had asked a thousand years ago: Who is most worthy to inherit this powerful gift? And like every generation before theirs, the Huldrekall would agree to help determine which of the candidates was the worthiest.

         Then the trials would begin.

         They might come at any time and take any form. They might test bravery, or honesty, or temperance, or any of a dozen other virtues. The competitors might face the trials all together or separately. It might be clear as day that they were facing a trial or it might be disguised. But the outcome was the same: The victor of each individual trial would receive a ring that granted passage into the woods. And with that, a chance to be the one to retrieve the axe and become the heir.

         There were as many ring trials as there were candidates. A fair chance for each of them to prove themselves. At the end, they might all have a single ring on their hand, and with it admittance to the final trial. Or a single one of them might have all four rings and the other three challengers would be disgraced. Or dead. 44

         ‘Now,’ Mercy said, lifting a small finger and sending a spark of magic through the axe in the middle of table. ‘Who would like to go first?’

         The table was silent. They all knew what they had to do. It was the reason they had been summoned here this morning. To tie their magic to the axe and agree to forfeit it to the winner.

         A hefty wager for a gargantuan prize.

         Modesty’s starlet bravado was suddenly gone, Constance and Clemency’s snideness faded.

         Nora stood abruptly, her chair squealing across the floor of the breakfast salon.

         The only reason to hesitate was if Nora didn’t think she could win.

         The axe was still sharp, even after a thousand years. Sharp enough for Nora to nick her thumb against the blade. She felt the magic inside her blood come to life, snagging onto the axe. Like an invisible thread twisting around the blade. The charm tugged on the magic inside her, threatening to unspool it all and drag it out of her. But it wouldn’t yet. Not until the game was over.

         Not to be outdone, Modesty stood next. Then Constance, and finally, Clemency.

         Until all four of them were standing. Facing each other as the axe drank up their blood before even a drop could fall onto Mercy Holtzfall’s spotless tablecloth.

         Finally, their grandmother’s gloved hand closed around the handle of the axe, tugging it out of the table and sealing the charm within. The magic of the axe would stay dormant until one of them reached it in the woods. The moment any mortal hand closed around the axe, the losers’ magic would spool out of them until each one of them was nothing but an empty bobbin, while the Heiress would suddenly have four times the amount of magic she was born with.

         And would inherit the generational treasury of magic to boot. 45

         A weighty silence hung over the pristine breakfast table. They had arrived as cousins; they would leave here as competitors.

         ‘Now.’ Mercy Holtzfall shook out her napkin, draping it over the ancient axe as servants swarmed in, bringing food to the table. ‘Honora, perhaps you’d like to start by telling us why you are so overdressed for breakfast?’

         ‘Am I?’ Nora sat back down, plucking a sweet roll from the tray in a carefully calculated act of nonchalance. ‘I like to think everyone else is just underdressed.’
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