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To the wicked girls,


The hard truth about shooting for the moon is, 


when you miss, you don’t always land among the stars. 


Sometimes all that slows the fall are the thorns.


The good news is: 


The sun won’t see you coming.










Author’s Note


This is a story about many things, but especially, love. 


There are discussions of physical intimacy, abusive 


environments, and the road to loving yourself when you 


have spent so long walking a path of thorns. I can’t 


say if this will bring comfort, only that it is brought 


with care. In the end, this is a story of love—so 


above all, care for yourself.










A child’s eye fears the painted devil, 


but an elder wields the brush.


—Almanic proverb










Part One:


Red 


Prophets










The Seventh Lie


Faith










Once upon a time, a bride fled into the night on a steed spun from starlight. The clouds were her road, and her veil tangled in the constellations, tearing away until her golden bridal crown tumbled into the chasm below.


The bride watched it fall, and she told herself she was free.


 


Once upon a time, a princess made a desperate and terrible oath. She would marry no one, she swore, until they conquered the terrors of the deep and brought her a lost golden crown.


The princess spoke the words as a wall between herself and the world. And she told herself no one would be foolish enough to die trying to climb it.


 


Once upon a time, a wicked maid came to a village in the hawthorn-dark hills.


It was a frosty night, not in the full clutch of winter’s jaws but with the fangs of that cold beast still gnawing at tree and stone. Only a mere slip of moon remained to wink slyly at the wicked maid as she stumbled down the rocky road. Bright crimson glistened through fingers pressed to her shuddering chest.


You see, the wicked maid was most atrociously drunk.


Three weeks had passed since she’d left the march of Bóern at the start of the new year, bound for her lover’s home city of Helligbrücke.


It had been two weeks since she’d reached the outskirts of a town called Quedling in the principality of Lüdheid, only a few days’ travel from Helligbrücke, and stopped there.


When her party went on, her message went with them, a folded parchment addressed, in shaky hand, to one Emeric Conrad.


The wicked maid’s message went on to Helligbrücke. The wicked maid did not.


Instead, she had wandered into the rolling wheat-velveted hills of the Haarzlands. And for the past two weeks, she had kept wandering.


By now, the letter surely would have reached her lover. He would know she wasn’t coming to Helligbrücke. Not yet. Not . . . like this.


Not when she wasn’t enough.


She told herself she had to be more than a thief and a liar, more than a faithless servant, more than a wayward daughter. That she could make herself something more.


Two weeks before tonight, the wicked maid had said as much in her letter.


One week, six days, thirteen hours, and forty-three minutes before tonight, she had realized she’d made a tremendous mistake. But the carriage had already left, the letter was gone, and the cold truth remained: She was not enough.


And since then, she had wandered all ’round the Haarzlands, searching in vain like a mournful ghost and learning the hard way that there are few honest trades for a thief.


Tonight, she’d had quite a lot to drink, for she had quite a lot to drown. It was not long before she became soused well past the point of belligerence and sallied boldly into insensibility. She had already been evicted from the nearest inn after first scathingly denouncing the tavern minstrel’s performance, then putting on her own show of how many meals she could vomit onto the stage. She had attempted to pay off the innkeeper in rubies, but the man had no use for her “bits of red glass.” She had threatened to bring the wrath of Death and Fortune down upon the town in revenge. (Her godmothers, still acclimating to their daughter’s newest flavor of bullshit, politely declined to visit their wrath upon the town.)


And so the wicked maid found herself staggering into the neighboring village well after midnight, clutching a rucksack full of rubies and looking for somewhere to lay her head. To encourage the townsfolk to open their doors to her, she was bawling the tragic ballad that she’d previously roasted the tavern minstrel for at the top of her lungs. It was not particularly effective.


Like many, many things that had befallen her, what happened next was preventable to the point of being self-inflicted.


“Red-handed maid, red-blooded maaaaid, red was the maid o’ the river,” the horrible girl sang, like a cat in a territory dispute. She reached a plain wooden bridge over a brook that ran sluggish and frigid, little more than a trickle of slush this time of year. “Lost was your hoooome, lost was your looooooooooove, lost was . . . was . . . Oh, scheit, what rhymes with—”


The wicked maid, preoccupied as she was with her quest for one of myriad words that rhymes with river, found herself abruptly ambushed by the planks of the bridge. She was not certain how they had managed to get the drop on her, only that one moment she was maintaining a respectful and professional distance from the ground, and the next she was intimately acquainted with the woodgrain.


The fall knocked the wind out of her. It took a moment to register a brittle skitter-patter of something spilling over wooden planks, and by the time she did, it was far too late.


Her gutted bag of rubies lay before her, only a meager blood splatter remaining on the bridge; the rest were rolling merrily over the edges of the planks. As she watched, one fell with a self-satisfied plink into the water below.


For a long moment, all the wicked maid did was stare at the carnage of her fortune. She was sober enough to fathom the measure of what she’d just lost; she was drunk enough to tap into that special booze-fueled kind of despair.


So she did what any rational person would do, having cut herself off from her loved ones, failed to find gainful employ after two straight weeks of searching, and then drunkenly ejected most of her personal wealth into a river in the wee hours of what could generously be called the butthole of winter.


She gave up.


She lay facedown on the dung-stained boards of the bridge and cried. She cried like a routed general. She cried like a jilted bride. She cried like a two-year-old who has been told they cannot eat rocks.


This was, admittedly, not her proudest moment. But can you blame her?


(I mean, you can, and you should. Saints and martyrs, I certainly do. Brace yourself: It’s only going to get worse from here.)


When she had cried herself out, she didn’t get up, not for a while. At first, she was just marinating in her own miserable failures; it’s mandatory with these kinds of things. But eventually, she made a decision.


The whole “honest living” idea was a noble goal. And maybe it would work later, somewhere else. But those rubies were her safety net. Her easy way out if things went bad. She had to get them back.


More critically, she had to do it without freezing to death in the river or being apprehended by villagers, who almost certainly would claim the rubies for their own.


She gathered up the handful of stones she had left, then stole into the nearest available barn, sneaking around drowsy sheep to curl up in the straw for warmth. She tried not to think of two months ago, when she’d had a soft, cozy bed in Castle Reigenbach. It was even harder not to think of one month ago, when she’d had a bed in an inn, friends who would laugh with her at her own folly, and a boy who might have shared that bed if she’d asked. It was impossible not to think of Emeric now, of where she might be if only she’d kept her word.


If Emeric were here, he could have pulled her rubies out of the icy water with a splash of witch-ash oil and a wry smile. If Ragne were here, she would have done something horrifying and helpful, like turn herself into a fish, swallow all the rubies, then horf them back up for the wicked maid onshore.


But the maid had to do this herself. She had to be more than who she was.


The chill kept her awake as she plotted a lie that could save her. Then, when the dark beyond the clapboards began to ease, she tiptoed out again.


Later, she would learn that she’d stowed away in the barn of the man who, at the grudging crack of dawn, found her wading in the frigid creek. He was a sheep farmer named Udo Ros, come to fetch water for his flock.


“Strange girl,” he said, setting his wooden pails on the bank, “whatever you lost, it’s not worth the chill you’ll catch.”


The wicked maid shook her head, donning a look of wide-eyed wonder. “I had a vision in my dream last night,” she announced. “A beautiful maiden dressed all in scarlet, spinning thread on this very bridge. She pricked her finger on her spindle and blood fell into the water. She said if every drop was gathered and returned before sunset, she’d bring blessings on us all.”


The man gave her a narrow look. That was good; better to win over a skeptic than a known dupe. That would give her more credibility later.


“Might you lend me a pail, good sir? I would hate to drop any.” The girl lifted her cupped palms, in which she’d pooled all her remaining rubies.


Udo Ros’s eyes nearly fell out of his head. Unlike the innkeeper, he knew precious stones when he saw them.


It was the inverse of the game the terrible girl had played in Minkja, masquerading as the princess Gisele to hide her jewel heists. That game had worked because she’d shown people what they expected to see: a princess or her maid.


This, on the other hand, was the opposite: credible because it was impossible. Even a mere handful of rubies was still far, far too many for a bedraggled traveler to carry. It could only be a miracle.


Udo held out a bucket. “You saw a maid in red?”


She nodded, taking care to let the rubies sparkle bewitchingly in the morning light as she tipped them in. “She said she lost something long ago.” (I’ll be honest: I didn’t remember much else from the ballad, only that the man playing it should have been charged with murdering a lute.) “Do you know of her, the scarlet maiden?”


The rubies skated across the bottom of the bucket as he handed it to her. “There’s a song,” the shepherd said shortly, frowning in thought. “How many stones did you see in the brook?”


The girl made a show of rubbing her stiff red fingers for warmth. “Dozens. Hundreds, maybe. But the blessing—”


“Yes, yes,” he interrupted, waving a hand. “I don’t know much about visions and dreams, strange girl, but it’s clear there’s a Low God’s summons here, and I know better than to shirk it.”


Within the hour, the horrible girl had a steaming mug of broth between her mitts and a nice view from the bank as the hardier townsfolk took shifts fishing for her rubies. It was too early in the year for snowmelt, so the waters were no higher than Udo’s knees, but the bitter cold drove each villager out before too long. That was no matter; others splashed in to take their place while the previous scavengers warmed by a fire. Udo had gathered enough of the town to make much quicker work than if the girl had tried to find every stone herself.


As for the maid, she just stationed herself by the bucket and answered questions as she collected rubies: She was but a poor woodcutter’s daughter from Bóern who’d set off to seek her fortune after her parents died. She had dreamed of a noble maiden in a fine red gown who promised blessings on the village, and no more could she say. (You have to keep these lies simple. They’ll catch you in the details.) She did not know how many rubies there were, so they would need to be diligent and try to find every last one.


She did not know why the Scarlet Maiden chose her.


By early afternoon, the village—Hagendorn, she was told—had salvaged enough rubies to satisfy the terrible girl. When twenty minutes went by without anyone finding another, she decided the next would be the last, clutching the bucket to her chest.


Udo was the one to find it, splashing back to pass the stone to her. What the people of Hagendorn saw next was fairly typical for a minor miracle and about the best the wicked maid could do with the kind of hangover she was nursing.


She dropped the ruby into the bucket. (It was not the ruby.) There was a small bang and a puff of crimson smoke. (Joniza Ardîm, the bard of Castle Reigenbach, gave me some of her flash powders before I left.) When the villagers crowded around to look, the rubies had all vanished. (Of course they had; I’d been skimming them into my rucksack all along.)


“Surely,” the wicked maid cried, “the Scarlet Maiden’s favor is upon this town!”


She had to give Hagendorn credit: There were plenty of gaping yokels but also plenty of doubtful looks. Not that it mattered. She had every intention of blessing herself right out of this village posthaste, then finding a real bed in a place with a population, at minimum, in the triple digits.


Then someone let out a shout of alarm, pointing to the nearby roof of Udo’s house. An ember had escaped the smoking chimney and fallen to the thatch. A tongue of flame licked up from the straw, coy and deadly.


Udo took the bucket from the wicked maid, scrambling into the shallow brook, but everyone on the shore knew it would not be enough. Nothing would. The thatch was good as tinder, the timbers of his walls kindling and firewood. The best they could hope for would be to save the barn.


Udo was about to lose everything, and they could only watch.


Then—


A bough bent on a great fir tree beside Udo’s house. A heap of watery snow plopped onto the thatch in just the right spot, dousing the fire in a trice and leaving naught but a crooked finger of steam.


That alone might not have been enough to do it. Enough to let the wicked maid leave Hagendorn unscathed, probably, but not enough for . . . what followed.


What really sold it was a young boy running up to one of the women only a moment later, calling, “Mami, come quick! The milch-cow’s had twins!”


Every eye turned to the wicked maid, each glittering with the same wonder as Udo’s when she’d first held up the fistful of impossible rubies.


She did a surreptitious check for the glimmers of Godmother Fortune’s handiwork but saw none. This was all pure chance.


“The Scarlet Maiden’s blessing!”


“The Scarlet Maiden!”


The girl didn’t know who started the cheer, but it rose faster and more ferociously than the flame in the thatch. Udo’s hand landed on her shoulder. She looked up.


“Would you like to stay for dinner?” he asked.


 


At the time, it seemed a simple enough of a lie. There was no harm in giving Hagendorn that bit of comfort, the illusion of a benevolent god in hard country. I saw the light in their faces, I saw hope.


I knew I was lying when I told myself: It would not matter who, or what, they believed.










Chapter One
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The Miracle of the Bridge


Let me state one thing up front: I wasn’t trying to start a cult.


I know that may be hard to buy. Especially given that I’m currently squinting into a tin mirror and painting stark red diamonds onto my face, robed head to toe in equally stark red, and hurrying to finish before the last dregs of sunset swirl down the drain.


And given that the minute I exit my little half hut, I’ll see pilgrims and penitents and devotees all decked in red, chanting around the shabby wooden bridge now festooned in garlands of anything that blooms crimson.


And given that, when they see me, everyone in Hagendorn will hail me as the Scarlet Maiden’s prophet.


But the important thing is that I didn’t do any of that on purpose, so technically none of it’s my fault.


It’s been a strange two months since the Miracle of the Bridge. (That’s what they’re calling it now.) And you have to understand, I stayed only because they asked.


At first, Udo Ros just wanted to make sure I had somewhere safe and dry to spend the night before I went on my way. But the next morning, Leni’s little girl toddled off while Leni was boiling ashes for lye. There were two sets of footprints in the snow: Leni’s daughter’s and those of a waldskrot, one of the nastier Mossfolk of the forest. When waldskrotchen lead a child away, the child rarely makes it back. Well . . . not in one piece.


Yet Leni’s girl was found safe and sound at the edge of the woods, giggling under a rare holly thicket. Waldskrot blood was splashed new-leaf green on the snow and on the spiked fronds; its trail vanished under the hedge. Just above, dangling like a bribe, hung plump clusters of shockingly scarlet berries.


After that, the villagers of Hagendorn would not hear of my leaving. Not when I’d brought the blessing of a prodigal Low God, and not when there was a chance it might follow me out. Never mind that we all know waldskrotchen are stupid enough to run right into a holly bush, or that the red berries were in season.


What mattered wasn’t whether the Scarlet Maiden was real, but only that they didn’t lose her favor.


And . . . I’ll admit, it was nice to be wanted again. To know I could still be wanted. Even if it was for a lie.


So Udo Ros and his grumpy weaverwitch brother, Jakob, made over the lean-to behind their house for me, putting up rough timber walls and laying straw over the hard-packed dirt. Their chimney runs up the wall I share with the house, and if the chimney stones themselves don’t warm my teeny half hut enough, there’s a little iron door I can crack open to let in heat.


It was no Castle Reigenbach. It wasn’t even mine, not really. But it was made for me, and for a time, that was enough.


Slowly, it filled. Leni collected cloth scraps from around town, enough to make me a warm quilt to spread over my pallet, then a pillow stuffed with dried clover. The pallet was traded for a straw tick. Sonja periodically brought me fresh milk from her cow that had twins. The Ros brothers called me in for breakfast each morning, and in turn I helped Udo with the sheep or Jakob with his witch-work.


And, day by day, each welcome coincidence was chalked up to the Scarlet Maiden’s hand.


I was asked to bless crops, flocks, babies. To choose which lamb teeth to bind into a protection charm. To read ash and bone and speak for the Scarlet Maiden. As you can guess, I made up literally all of it. And that’s when my conscience, fragile in its infancy though it was, started wailing in my ear.


I tried to get out at the end of February, after a crudely hammered iron statue was erected in the town square and the first pilgrims started filling the small inn. I staged a maudlin miracle involving a bonfire, more flash powders, and a goat. (Don’t ask.) Suffice to say it didn’t work (I blame the goat), and instead of vanishing in a pillar of flame, by all accounts, Hagendorn saw me call on the Scarlet Maiden, then walk through fire unscathed.


The town got an uncomfortable number of pilgrims after that.


Which is why I’m embracing this whole prophet thing, at least for one more month. Tonight’s the Vigil of the Weeping Saint, which needs a modest miracle, and then, by the time we get to the May-Saint Feast, Hagendorn and all its pilgrims will be primed for something big. I figure I’ll spend the month hinting about being called to the Scarlet Maiden’s side while rigging more bombastic miracles—you can apply red dye to an astonishing number of uses—and then, after the grand finale of the May-Saint Feast, I’ll vanish into the wind once again.


And it all starts after sundown. The Vigil of the Weeping Saint is an old custom in these hills, always a week after the spring equinox. Most families get ready for bed within the hour after sundown, but we’re all wide-awake tonight. It’s typical for a house to have rough-carved idols of Low Gods and saints for protection. For the vigil, you’re supposed to put them by your doorstep, then stay up with them. If any shed tears, it’s supposed to be a sign of divine favor.


Which is why I’ve hidden balls of red wax behind the eyes of the Scarlet Maiden statues. (Yeah, that’s statues, plural, now.) And why I said she appeared to me wearing a wreath of burning roses; wrought iron roses are above the Hagendorn smith’s pay grade, but a crude iron head with a basin in the crown is not. On festival days, the basin is filled with oil and set alight. It won’t take too long for the wax to melt and run from her eyes, and since it’s a nightlong vigil, by the time the fires go cold, all traces of wax will have burned off.


Minor miracles: easier than you think.


I finish my face paint just as it gets too dark to continue without a candle, and not a moment too soon. There’s a knock at the door.


“Prophet?” Leni’s voice chisels through the oak, pointed in a way that means something’s amiss.


I stand with a dull tin drizzle from the bells around my wrists, then open the door. “I had a vision there might be trouble,” I say. (All right, maybe I’m embracing the prophet thing a little more than necessary.) “What’s wrong?”


“A heretic,” she breathes, wide-eyed, clutching the end of her flaxen braid. “Followed the pilgrims in, asking questions. He said the Scarlet Maiden isn’t a real god. What if she heard and turns her face from the Red Blesséd?”


I hide a wince. I forget who came up with that name, which is for the best, as I’d make them feel a lot less blessed otherwise. But the newly minted devotees of the Scarlet Maiden wanted to call themselves something, and for lack of other options (turns out red tends to be popular in melodramatic names) the absolutely dismal “Red Blessed” caught on. The worst part is, no one can agree if it’s Blessed or Blesséd, and neither party will concede.


“I’ll handle it,” I say firmly, pulling up my robe’s hood as I step outside. Hagendorn is in a hilly part of the Haarzlands, and when night falls, the cold is no joke. “Where is he now?”


“We shut him in Udo’s barn. He kept saying he needs to speak to the head of Hagendorn, but . . .”


There is no head of Hagendorn. None but the Scarlet Maiden. I stifle a groan. “I’ll speak some sense into him.”


If you’ve been wondering how an entire town could so easily tumble under the sway of a seventeen-year-old girl, the answer is depressingly simple: The headwoman died around midwinter, and Hagendorn’s been waiting for the Imperial Abbey of Welkenrode, the principality’s administrative center, to appoint a new one. They have no authority figure, no one to mediate squabbles or make decisions for the town. People are accustomed to off-loading certain choices on someone else, so when those choices suddenly become their responsibility, they get jittery.


Then, one day, in walks a girl, and a god that speaks through her, and that’s all the authority they need.


Jump ahead two months, and that girl is striding across the farmyard to Udo’s barn through the settling twilight, bells chiming, robes billowing, waving to the flock of chanting pilgrims. The Imperial Abbey still hasn’t appointed a new village head, and this isn’t the first “heretic” I’ve rescued from overzealous Red Bless(é)d and gently shooed out the back door. I do wish they’d have shut this one up somewhere a bit farther from the pilgrims’ earshot, though I suspect Udo’s sheep will help in that regard.


“Make sure everyone stays well clear of the barn,” I say ominously nonetheless. Leni nods and retreats to the crowd of people draped in prickle-poppy, viper’s head, spur valerian, wild roses—all red flowers they would swear bloomed early. Drums start punctuating the pilgrims’ chants. I make a show of gathering myself before the doors of the barn; really I’m making sure my boot knife is ready if I need it.


Then I push the doors open and step inside.


Immediately there’s a chorus of bleats from ewes and their lambs, punctuated by a bone-chilling scream from a goat. The doors swing shut behind me.


“Hello?” I call out, pushing through the huddled sheep as my eyes grudgingly adjust to the thicker dark inside the barn. A glut of hay, dung, and unwashed wool sticks in my nose. There’s no answer. I try again. “Hello?”


A soft rustle, then silence.


Someone’s here.


I let out a sigh and lower my voice. “Look, whoever you are, don’t make this harder than it needs to be. All we have to do is walk out together and talk up how amazing you think the Scarlet Maiden is, and then you can sneak off once we start the vigil—”


Cold, colorless light blooms behind me. And hot on its heels follows the last thing I want to hear:


“Vanja?”


It feels like someone just dropped a stack of books on my heart.


Nope. I refuse. This can’t be happening.


See, it’s not that someone in Hagendorn knows my name—unlike in Minkja, they all know me as Vanja here. I hadn’t planned on sticking around long enough to need another identity.


It’s that I know this voice, I know this light, and, if I look back, I know exactly who I’ll find.


Still I turn, because there’s no running now. Not from the boy I asked to catch me.


(Junior?) Prefect Emeric Conrad stands near the barn doors, a pewter coin shining in his hand like a pale beacon, looking almost exactly the same as when I last saw him nearly three months ago. Well, not quite the same. His dark hair’s as close-trimmed and tidily combed as the day he left Minkja, his round spectacles just as ludicrously large on his narrow face, and he still looks like a soothsayer stood over his crib and heralded the birth of an accounting ledger made flesh. But instead of watching me wistfully as his carriage rolled away, now he looks just about as floored as I feel.


I was really hoping that when I saw Emeric again, I could lead the conversation with something like Hello, dear, thank you for your patience; while I was on my journey of self-discovery, I solved poverty. Or I discovered a cure for a plague. Or I invented something so incredible, the printing press was embarrassed for itself.


But you know that feeling? The one where your entire brain melts out through your earholes because your head is on fire, and the rest of your body overcompensates by freezing on the spot, and the only thing left in your skull is a ghost marching in a circle and banging two pots together? That’s about where I’m at.


So the best I can muster is an utterly clotheslined “Scheit.”


Somewhere behind me, another goats lets out a scream, I can only imagine in solidarity.


“You—” Emeric’s voice falters as his eyes rove over me, taking in the robes, the paint, the tinny chimes. A full opera of emotions plays out over his face, overture to curtains in record time. His next words come out strangled: “You started a cult?”


“No! I mean . . . a little?” My hands ball up in my billowing sleeves. “It’s cult-adjacent? Cult-ish?”


“Cult-ish,” he repeats, like each syllable is a personal grievance. Then Emeric carefully removes his spectacles, places them just above his hairline, and runs his free hand down his face so hard, he’s in danger of crumpling his own nose. “Cult-ish. Cult-ish.”


“Hi to you too,” I say peevishly. “I’m doing all right, thank you for asking—”


“I gathered that, since it appears you’ve spent the past three months starting a cult, and furthermore, cultish is already a word,” he seethes. “One that specifically means ‘emblematic of a cult,’ Vanja, such as the one congregating outside! This! Barn! Vanja!”


I mutter, “I’m going to make you put a sjilling in a jar every time you say cult.”


“Ååååååå,” seconds a goat.


“Fine, yes, I may have been creative with a local legend and things got weird,” I continue in a hideously ungainly pivot, “but that’s enough about me, what have you been up to?”


Emeric stares at me with the kind of wordless, whiplashed outrage of someone presented with a buffet of indignities and overwhelmed by their options.


“What brings you to Hagendorn?” I try again.


Emeric presses his hands together in front of his face, closes his eyes, and inhales through his nose. Even his windpipe sounds angry with me. And . . . we both know he has every right to be. All I can do is brace for it.


Then a goat stretches its neck out and bites his elbow.


“GAH.” Emeric yanks his sleeve away only to dodge another attempted chomp for his forearm. “No—get off—”


In response, the goat opens its mouth and emits one more bloodcurdling “ÅÅÅÅÅÅÅÅÅ” before tottering off to gnaw on a support beam.


Emeric shakes his arm, scowling, but some of the wind has left his angry sails. “I’m here,” he snips, “because the Helligbrücke First Office received word of a new Low God potentially emerging in Hagendorn. Verifying and registering new gods falls under the jurisdiction of the prefects.”


“Huh,” I say, cleverly. Of course it does. They’re Prefects of the Godly Courts, investigators for the Low Gods themselves.


“This case is open-and-shut, to say the least.” There’s a bitter note in his voice. He looks away. “I . . . thought you weren’t doing this anymore. It can’t be the easiest way to make a living.”


“Oh no, you’d be amazed, cults are wildly profitable,” I blurt out, then cut myself off at his flinch. “I mean, I’m not—this isn’t what it looks like.”


There’s a tug at my skirt. I look down and find an ewe, with a mouthful of red linen, making direct eye contact as she chews.


“How, exactly, isn’t this what it looks like?” Irritation creeps back into Emeric’s tone. “Did the cult spring into existence fully formed, just waiting for a prophet when you came along?”


“No,” I grunt as I try to pry the sheep off my skirt. “I—”


“Did the Scarlet Maiden descend to you in a vision and say you’d die in a cart accident if you didn’t tell five friends about her by midnight?”


“Now you’re just being ridiculous.” I drag at the fabric. The ewe digs in her hooves.


“Then what is all this?” He sweeps the glowing coin through the air as the shadows of the barn squirm. His voice sharpens to a thorn, but I can hear it draw blood from him, too, on its way out. “What . . . what happened, Vanja?”


We both know he isn’t asking about just the Scarlet Maiden.


I’ve had three months to think about what I wanted our reunion to be like. I’d arrive in Helligbrücke, wealthy and successful and wildly attractive. We would see each other from opposite ends of a bridge on a sunny spring day, flower petals sailing on the gentle breeze, and rush to meet in a passionate embrace sure to gross out the local nine-year-olds.


Instead, there’s a rip of linen, and then the ewe retreats with a significant portion of my skirt. Not enough to be indecent, but enough to be a bold fashion choice.


I let my head hang a moment, feeling the pinnacle of pathetic. Maybe it was stupid, thinking he’d be happy to see me. I didn’t expect things to be the same after I all but ran screaming from the plans we’d made, but . . . I’d hoped his feelings wouldn’t change. Maybe I was wrong.


If we’re going to break things off, it’s not going to be in a barn. I ask, “Can we do this someplace else?”


“. . . Fine.” There’s a taut resignation in Emeric’s shoulders.


I try not to dwell on that, pushing past him as I head for the doors. “I’ll come up with some excuse to get away once the vigil’s started. Just play along.”


“Wait—” Emeric sputters.


I don’t wait. I plaster a wide, jubilant smile over my face and throw open the barn doors.


“Friends!” I call to the crowd waiting for us in the torch-spangled night. Leni’s done her job well, keeping them far enough at bay that I don’t think they could catch a single word over the drumming. “It was all a misunderstanding! Rejoice, for a new soul joins the Blessed!”


There are cheers, of course, as I expected.


Then there is something I didn’t expect: an unearthly hiss that jangles in my very teeth.


“Yes,” it whispers. “Rejoice.”


Shouts and gasps sweep the crowd. They scatter away from the bridge as a brilliant crimson glow wells up beneath it, spreading through the water until the whole stream is an incandescent vein burning from within. Red mist rolls up from the banks. Green shoots pierce the ground wherever it touches, exploding into crimson blooms.


Emeric draws up beside me, brow furrowed. “Please tell me this is you,” he says under his breath. I shake my head.


The crimson haze winds up, like it’s tethered to a giant lazy spindle over the bridge—then, with a damp pulse, it’s no longer a haze but near-tangible carven light.


An ethereal woman floats over the bridge, too tall to be human. Long cascades of crimson hair drift in an unseen breeze, her ice-pale face the vicious kind of beautiful, stinging like a nettle when you look her in the eye. She wears a gown of scarlet and rubies, a pattern of red diamonds dancing over her cheeks just as it does mine. One hand holds an ivory spindle; the other spills rubies from a wound in the palm.


On her brow rests a wreath of golden leaves and burning ruby roses.


The Scarlet Maiden surveys the crowd. Her carnelian eyes find me, pin me to the spot like an insect. A razor smile slices through the bloodless flesh of her face.


That jangling, hissing voice returns. And this time, it says: “My prophet.”


“Uh,” I stumble, “hi?”


“Are you not overjoyed to see me?” The Scarlet Maiden’s voice slithers through the night with the barest flash of fangs.


“Totally! Totally overjoyed!” I try to muster a convincing degree of jubilation. Internally, of course, the ghost in my skull has ditched the two pots and opted instead for the goat scream. “What, uh, brings you to Hagendorn?”


Emeric makes an annoyed noise until I jab him with my elbow.


The Scarlet Maiden’s head tilts, regarding me a long moment before she answers. “I have always been here, my prophet. Long have I slumbered beneath the Broken Peak, but the prayers of your congregation have roused and renewed me.”


“Ah.” Someone explained to me long ago that Low Gods and their believers have a . . . mutually symbiotic relationship, let’s put it that way. But I’ve never heard of a dormant god, nor one woken with a surplus of faith.


This is what I get for appropriating a tragic ballad.


“Hail the Scarlet Maiden!” Leni shouts from the crowd. It echoes through the pilgrims in a chorus of “Hail! Hail! Hail!”


The Scarlet Maiden burns brighter, pleased. “Yes, my children, be merry! My blessings are upon you, and a time of great prosperity!”


The cheers grow louder. Emeric and I trade furtive looks.


Before we can say anything, though, the Scarlet Maiden swells with ferocious, bloody light. “But take heed! We must first have a proper celebration, as in the days of old. A feast for midsummer!”


“Two months from now? I think we can pull a feast together,” I venture. “How do you feel about lamb?”


“No, little prophet, I speak of the old ways,” she says with a laugh like shattered glass. Then she draws herself up even further. “Is there one unclaimed among you who will be the servant of my sacred feast?”


“Your what?” My question goes ignored as the Scarlet Maiden’s head swivels about, peering among the crowd.


Then her gaze passes over me—and halts.


She glides closer, smiling. “You.  You are unclaimed, are you not?”


That hits my gut in a way I don’t expect. “I don’t . . . have a family,” I admit, “if that’s—”


“Not you, Prophet.” The Scarlet Maiden stops in front of Emeric. “Him.”


“Er,” Emeric says.


“Did you not say he is among my blessed?” the Scarlet Maiden coos.


Emeric clears his throat. “I am honored, your divinity, but there’s been a misunderstanding. I’m Prefect Aspirant Emeric Conrad of the Helligbrücke—”


“You will do,” she purrs.


“—Helligbrücke First Office . . .” He falters as she extends a hand, then soldiers on. “Of the Order of Prefects of the Godly Courts. If you don’t mind, I have a few questions—”


“I make my claim.” The Scarlet Maiden plants her hand flat on his chest. There’s another throb of red light, one so bright my eyes water—


And then she’s gone.


“Keep watch over my chosen servant, little prophet.” Her spectral voice slashes through the crowd as luminous crimson mist coils around us. “And remember, my blessing is ever with you.”


My eyes aren’t just watering. Something hot spills down my face. There are cries from the worshippers, then a sudden grip on my shoulder.


“Are you all right?” Emeric sounds strangely alarmed.


I blink up at him. “I’m not the one she just claimed. How are you?”


“I think—I’m fine. But you . . .” There’s another jolt in my belly as he touches my cheek. Then he shows me.


Fresh, unmistakable blood glistens wet on his fingertips.


“Oh,” I say, a bit dizzily.


Shouts of wonder are still ricocheting around town. I look for the cause and find an even more unsettling answer.


Every idol set out tonight, from the statue in the square to the Ros brothers’ oaken Brunne the Huntress, is weeping blood.










Chapter Two
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The Good Proctor


The gravity of this begins to sink in. The Scarlet Maiden started as a lie, one I could control. I don’t know what exactly has manifested tonight, but one thing is clear:


This is rapidly spiraling out of my control.


“Hail the servant!” Leni calls. “Hail the prophet!” That, too, starts echoing through the throng. The Red Blessed press closer before Emeric and I can duck away.


“No—please, give us some room—” I can barely hear myself over the sudden crush of bodies. Hands reach for us, catching at sleeves, hems, locks of hair, even as I try to evade them.


Emeric’s voice rises, a strange sizzling current to his words. “Everyone, please step back.”


There’s a shift like someone smoothing out a bump in a rug, and the crowd is suddenly back by the bridge, as if they were picked up and gently returned to where they’d stood before.


“The might of the gods!” someone cries out. Emeric pinches his nose and sighs.


“That’s a new trick,” I observe. “So you passed your second initiation?”


When last we spoke, he’d been on his way to Helligbrücke to begin the process of graduating from junior prefect to, well, standard-issue prefect. The promotion also meant he’d be able to call upon higher powers, literally and figuratively. Prefects of the Godly Courts can tap into the powers of the Low Gods in addition to wielding more potent magic than the average hedgewitch.


But, to my surprise, he grimaces. “Not quite. It’s—”


“Was that truly necessary, Aspirant?”


Emeric’s face drops further as a tall, steely rail of a woman steps out of the crowd. Her silver-streaked walnut hair is pulled into a severe bun, her icy-blue gaze boring from a once-pale face long since windburned to ruddy tan. She methodically removes a small notebook from a pocket in her black woolen coat—a coat almost identical to Emeric’s but for bands of rank on the sleeves and a gold ring around the insignia of the Godly Courts.


Emeric stands straighter. I don’t know if he even realizes he’s linked his hands behind his back like an eager cadet. “P-Proctor Kirkling. I thought my instructions were to begin the preliminary investigation myself.”


“They were,” the woman—Proctor Kirkling, I guess—says stonily. “But you made the assumption that you’d go unsupervised.” She produces a small, neat charcoal stick, cracks open the notebook, and reads aloud as she writes, “ ‘Needless . . . use . . . of force.’ ”


“That’s a stretch,” I object.


Proctor Kirkling doesn’t look up. “ ‘Reckless . . . assumption . . . Lack of . . . oversight.’ ”


Emeric opens his mouth, then closes it, staring at the ground. His ears are turning red.


Some tinder in my bones catches at that. “I don’t know who you are, and I don’t care,” I say. “In case you missed it, we have bigger problems than—”


The woman snaps her notebook shut and fixes her glacial gaze on me. “Elske Kirkling. Prefect Emeritus of the Godly Courts and designated proctor for the journeyman trial of Prefect Aspirant Emeric Conrad.”


I refuse to be impressed. “Could you repeat that? All I got was Prefect Emeric Emeritus Proctor Prefect.”


“Proctor Kirkling will determine if I pass the second initiation,” Emeric translates hastily. “Proctor, this is Vanja . . .” He hesitates, looking to me. It’s not exactly a secret, but he’s the only person I’ve told outright that I don’t know my birth family’s real name.


“Schmidt,” Kirkling finishes curtly before I can answer. “From the Minkja case. I’ve read the file.”


“Let us speak to him!” someone cries from the throng. “We want to hear from the Scarlet Maiden’s servant!”


“Let him speak!”


Kirkling frowns at me. “Take us somewhere we can talk privately.”


I almost tell her a please wouldn’t hurt but abstain for Emeric’s sake. Instead I weave around her and call to the throng, “Friends, we are going to pay our respects in the chapel! Please let us pass in peace. Celebrate the end of the Vigil of the Weeping Saint as you wish!” Then I tell Kirkling and Emeric, “Follow me.”


I lead them over the bridge and across the Hagendorn town square, up to a small wooden stave chapel that still smells of new timber. The iron Scarlet Maiden statue in the square seems to watch us as we pass, her spindle held aloft. Something’s off, but I don’t realize until I see her statue in the chapel too: Both bleed not just from the eyes, but also from the tip of the spindle and the wounded palm of her empty hand.


Once the empty chapel’s doors close behind us, Kirkling says briskly, “Much better. No interference here. Vanja Schmidt, by the authority of the Godly Courts, I am arresting you for profane fraud.”


“What?” Emeric and I both burst out, voices ringing off the raw timber walls.


“You falsified the existence of a Low God and exploited that belief for your own gain, at the expense of the town of Hagendorn and various citizens of the empire. Conrad, put her in irons.”


My heart jumps to my throat as Emeric looks between the two of us, wide-eyed. He’s been training to be a prefect since he was eight; at eighteen, he’s spent more of his life working for that goal than not. I remember the pained edge in his words when he told me of the bailiff who murdered his father, how the officer abused his station to cover his crime. And I remember his fire when he spoke of being able to hold the powerful to account, despite their wealth or rank.


I don’t know what he still feels for me, if anything. I don’t know if he cares for me more than that dream. But I would never ask him to choose.


Which is why I’m stunned when he says, “I can’t do that.”


So is Proctor Kirkling. After an excruciatingly drawn-out pause, she extracts her notebook and her charcoal stick again, saying thinly, “ ‘Forgot routine equipment . . .’ ”


“No, I have my manacles—” Emeric holds them up as Kirkling narrows her eyes. “But procedurally and ethically, this is all wrong.”


Kirkling’s nostrils flare.


“Procedurally, as a retired prefect, you no longer have the authority to arrest or detain citizens, or to order an arrest,” Emeric rushes on, knuckles tightening on the manacles. “Charter of the Prefect, Article Nine, Subsection Three states that a prefect permanently surrenders that authority upon being decommissioned, even should they assist the Order at a later date. And the ethics . . . the Scarlet Maiden is demonstrably real. Plenty of clergies make their living off donations from worshippers. Unless we intend to charge them with exploiting piety as well?”


Kirkling’s charcoal stick dangles like a dagger over the throat of her page. Then she carefully folds it away with her notebook, a paper-thin humorless smile unfolding across her face. “That was a test. I find your determination adequate, Aspirant. You may proceed.”


As a professional scammer, I smell crap, and it’s not because we tracked in sheep dung from Udo’s barn. But before I succumb to the urge to say so, the chapel door creaks open. Udo himself slips inside.


“Apologies for the interruption,” he says, removing his woolen hat with a quick bow of his head to the statue of the Scarlet Maiden. “It’s about accommodations.”


That’s a wrinkle I hadn’t quite considered yet. Pilgrims have already started packing in for the vigil, and it’s only going to get busier with the May-Saint Feast five weeks from now. And, you know, with the actual god showing up to dispense miracles. We have one longhouse already built for visitors, but the other is still under construction.


The hat twists in Udo’s hands. “We’ve freed up a bed in the pilgrims’ lodge, but that’s all we have. Madame Prefect, Jakob and I can escort you to the nearest inn—”


“You may call me Proctor Kirkling, and I will take the bed in the lodge,” she says in the sort of tone that renders may functionally indistinguishable from will. “You may accompany Aspirant Conrad back to our inn in Glockenberg.”


Udo bobs his head again. “No disrespect, Ma—Proctor Kirkling, but I don’t think the Red Blessed will abide him leaving Hagendorn. Might anger the Scarlet Maiden.”


“Then they will learn what happens when they try to detain a prefect of the Godly Courts,” Kirkling returns.


“Oh, so now we’re all for needless use of force,” I scoff.


She glares at me, unsurprisingly. “I will not be lectured by the likes of you.”


“Don’t speak to Vanja like that.” Udo draws himself up to his full height, and I’m reminded abruptly that Udo Ros is a patient, gentle man up until the moment something prowls too close to his flock.


But Emeric holds up his hands. “Everyone, please. It’s getting late, and we’re all too tired to be doing this right now. Let’s just sort out the sleeping arrangements, then we’ll figure out a plan of action in the morning.”


“I’m staying in Hagendorn.” Kirkling’s frosty tone says she will not be persuaded otherwise. “And I want assurance that Schmidt will not cut and run overnight. An assurance I think you ought to understand, Conrad.”


I feel that sucker punch in my teeth. Emeric goes pale, save for two spots of bright red in his cheeks.


A tide of hot anger rushes up my every vein as an absolutely unhinged idea bubbles to the surface. My voice comes out the fluty, cheery kind of furious. “He’ll stay with me. The Scarlet Maiden herself told me to keep an eye on him, after all, so that solves both our problems.”


“If you’re sure?” Udo says hesitantly, glancing from me to Emeric.


“Quite,” I say before Kirkling can object. “Udo, could you please show the doctor to her accommodations?”


“Proctor,” Kirkling corrects.


I give her a scrunch-mouthed smile like I haven’t made it my life’s mission to call her by the wrong title from now on. “How careless of me. We can reconvene in the morning, after we’ve all had some rest. Emeric, my quarters are this way.”


Then I pull the same trick as in the barn, bolting for the door and leaving no room for argument. I find the Red Blessed have pooled in the town square outside, but they make way at my request. I follow it up with another request for privacy until the morning. I’m less confident in that; they certainly stare as I lead Emeric to the Ros brothers’ house.


Jakob is sponging blood off the oaken idol of Brunne the Huntress by the door. A battered old lantern lights his work. He grunts in greeting. “We’re sending for Helga in the morning. Maybe she’ll know more about this sleeping-god business.”


Helga Ros is Jakob and Udo’s sister, and she normally resides in the forest with Hagendorn’s ancient hedgewitch midwife, Auntie Gerke. She’s training to take up the trade, which calls on older, more-regional magic than Jakob’s methodical textile witchery. That means there’s sure to be one of the fiery debates they’re so fond of tomorrow . . . and that things must be serious if Jakob’s willing to summon his sister for help.


“I appreciate it,” I say.


Jakob gives an awkward shrug and eyes Emeric. “You had dinner, lad?”


“Yes, thank you,” Emeric says quickly, his coin light throwing his face into sharp relief as it kindles. “I apologize for the intrusion.”


“Intrusion?”


I shift my weight. “He’s . . . staying with me. Do you want help cleaning up?”


Jakob drops his rag into a bucket, scowling at the idol, and shakes his head. “Won’t stop bleeding. No use wasting your time.”


You’d think, after spending the better part of three months missing Emeric, I’d be less nervous about being alone with him as I head to the back of the Ros brothers’ home. “Privy’s there if you need it,” I say, pointing to a little closet attached to the house. The coin light spills onto my lean-to around the corner. I reach for the door. “It’s not much, but it’ll beat sleeping in the chapel.”


Emeric doesn’t say anything. He has to be mad at me, I’m sure of it. We were already on shaky ground, and that was before I let him be claimed by a god I made up and then declared a blood feud with his boss.


But once we’re inside the lean-to and I’m fumbling for the lantern so he can put the coin away, he musters words after all: “There’s only one bed.”


“Well, yes, I don’t know what I’d do with two,” I say, flustered. “Sleep with my head on one and my feet on the other?”


“Right. Of course.” He sounds unexpectedly fuddled. I look over my shoulder. He’s leaning against the door, a hand to his brow.


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing. I’m just tired.”


I don’t believe him, but there’s little point in prying. I crack open the chimney’s iron door and hold a piece of straw to the embers inside. “So, Kirkling’s awful.”


“She’s just . . .” Emeric pauses. “She came out of retirement for this, said it ought to be her. She used to be Hubert’s partner.”


“Oh.” No wonder she knows who I am. I’m no longer surprised she’s so eager to have me arrested and rather more surprised she didn’t just throttle me on sight. Hubert Klemens, Emeric’s mentor, was killed in Minkja—and found with my signature red penny in his mouth. The prefects officially (and correctly) determined that I’d been framed, but we all learned that day that grief seldom listens to reason. I can’t say for certain, but I have a hunch which of the two governs Kirkling now. “How long do you have to put up with her?”


“Until I pass or fail a Finding.” He rubs his brow again. “Sorry, er. A Finding is a test case I’ll have to resolve, either by proving no crime was committed or by successfully arguing it before a Godly Court. The proctor assigns it when they decide their aspirant is ready.”


“I thought Justice told Helligbrücke to promote you back in December.”


“She did. I completed most of the second initiation by the end of January. The Finding is all that’s left.”


I shoot a look over my shoulder. “Does it normally take two months for a proctor to assign a Finding?”


Emeric presses his lips together, looking away, and I know the answer before he tersely says, “No.”


There’s a knock at the door that makes both of us leap out of our skins. Emeric answers.


It’s Udo, peering over a heap of fabric. “Jakob thought you’d need extra blankets. If he asks, I said it was my idea.”


“Thank you, sir.” Emeric takes them, then adds uneasily, “Your sheep are very . . . healthy.”


Udo beams. “Let me know if you need anything.”


He’s gone by the time I get the lantern lit. I stand, pulling off the elaborate red robe and tossing it in a corner. The shift and the plain wool dress I was wearing under the robe will keep me warm enough, especially with two people in this tiny space. “You can have the bed. I still need to wash off all . . . this.” I gesture vaguely at the mess of blood and paint on my face.


“I’m not kicking you out of your own bed. I’ll take the floor.”


“You’re my guest!” I protest. Emeric’s mouth twists mulishly. “Fine. We’ll both take the bed.” I yank a quilt for myself out of his arms as sheer panic floods his face. “Just two people, fully clothed with separate blankets, sharing a mattress. That’s all. We don’t have to make it weird.”


“Sure,” he rattles, as if the words I just uttered did not breach bold new frontiers, plural, of physical and emotional weirdness.


“Then go lie down. You look like you’re two feet from the grave.”


“Vanja.” His voice hitches. “We . . . need to talk.”


I’ve planted myself at my washstand under the pretense of soaking clean rags. “I know,” I admit, not looking at him. “But we’re going to yell a lot more if we do it now. Can we wait until morning?”


Maybe I’m just delaying the inevitable. Maybe Emeric just wants that, too, because all he says is “Promise?”


“Promise.”


It isn’t until I hear the rustle of the straw tick that I understand why he wants a promise. It’s not just my saying we will finally face this in the morning.


It’s my saying I’ll be here when the sun comes up.


When I’m done washing my face and wrapping myself up in the quilt, Emeric’s already in bed, his back to me, lying on the far side so I won’t have to climb over him. He doesn’t stir as I stiffly sink onto the mattress.


For a moment, all I can think of is the first and last time we shared a bed, the night before he left Minkja. We were both a little tipsy on glohwein, and more than a little emotional, and there were hands under shirts and bodices—and dangerously near waistbands—but that was it. Neither of us was ready to go further after being together for only a few weeks, and we passed out in a wine-drowsy heap instead.


Neither of us knew three months would pass before we were in the same town, the same room, again.


I would give anything to go back to that night.


I swallow the knot in my throat, then roll onto my side and blow out the lantern. I think, for a moment, I hear my name whispered in the dark. But nothing follows, and I decide I’ve imagined it.


As my eyes slide shut, I think I imagine, too, the dim pulse of arterial scarlet light.


 


“Vanja.”


This time I can’t deny the quiet murmur. My eyes crack open only to find the dark has yielded to soft gray. No, not gray—just the white linen I’ve mashed my face into—no, not just linen—


There is a choked beat as I quickly audit how, precisely, I’ve arranged myself in my sleep, and come up with a wealth of embarrassing answers. Somehow one arm is tangled loosely around Emeric’s neck, it appears I’ve had my face buried in his chest, the separate-blankets strategy has failed spectacularly, and the crowning indignity of indignities: My leg is fully flung, perpendicular, over his hips, my foot almost flat to the wall. The only consolation is that his arms are wound around me as well.


At least until I let out an ungainly squawk and all but leap to the edge of the bed. “Sorry—I didn’t mean—”


“Sorry,” he’s babbling at the same time, scooting away. “I woke up and tried to let go, but you just made—angry noises—and I didn’t want you to—to be upset about waking up like this.”


I rub the crust from my eyes. Judging by the meager light seeping through the cracks in the boards, it’s barely past sunrise. Then my sleep-fogged mind catches up to what Emeric just said, and I squint at him. “Upset? Why would I be upset?”


Emeric props himself up on an elbow. Whatever haze plagued him last night has seemingly passed; his brown eyes are sharp and bright as he unfolds his spectacles and returns them to his face. He takes a deep breath, steeling himself. “Is it time to talk now?”


I shrivel a little, but . . . “We’re probably not going to have another chance for a while.”


“Then first”—he swallows—“I swear, whatever you have to say, it won’t affect what happens with this case. I don’t want you to feel like you won’t be safe unless you lie about what you want.”


I stare at him, bewildered and more than a little preoccupied with what bedhead has done to his hair. “Why would I lie about that?”


Emeric stares back. “Because I’ve been getting the acute impression that you, er, reconsidered our relationship. And have been trying to let me down gently. But—”


“No, I told you in the letter!” I say helplessly. “I need to figure out what to actually do with my life.”


“You said you wanted to find a real way to make a living,” he agrees, “and then left me with no way to reach you and didn’t contact me again. And then three months later I discover you’ve been less than a week’s travel from Helligbrücke this whole time, starting a cult.”


I wilt a little. “Right. I see it now.”


Emeric’s voice softens. “Vanja, if this was just about looking for honest work . . . you wouldn’t still be in Hagendorn. What happened?”


I forgot how casually he sees through my nonsense, sometimes even when I refuse to see it myself. A childish part of me still tries to dodge. “I got drunk and dropped my rubies off the bridge, then made up a story so the villagers would help me fish them out. Then they—”


“Before that.”


My throat tightens. But it’s long past time to stop running from this. I owe him that much.


I roll onto my back, staring at the rafters and gathering my words.


“I kept thinking,” I start hoarsely, “about being in Helligbrücke, or . . . if we went looking for my family, like we planned. And I know this sounds ridiculous, but I couldn’t stop thinking about being introduced. What were you supposed to say? ‘Hi, I’m Emeric Conrad, the youngest prefect in history—’ ”


“Prefect aspirant,” he whispers.


“ ‘—who also just took down a margrave and saved the empire, oh and this is Vanja, no surname, she’s basically a feral maid who used to steal until she was cursed so bad she died. Kind of.’ ” I blow a strand of hair away from my face. “It wouldn’t be fair to either of us. And I was scared that I’d . . . get complacent. Never make more of myself. At least, not before we tried to find my family. And you know the rest.”


Emeric lays a hand on my arm, and I turn my head to look at him. His expression is so intensely open, so serious, I feel even smaller for trying to dance around the truth before. “To be absolutely clear, you weren’t trying to break things off? You still want . . . us?”


I manage a wordless nod.


Then the tension passes as he throws an arm over his face and starts laughing.


I shove him, my cheeks burning as I scowl at the ceiling. “This isn’t funny.”


“No, I mean, I understand, I really do, it’s just—” Emeric presses closer, propping himself up again until he can look me in the eye. There’s a relieved mirth in his eyes, a pardon at the gallows. One of his hands alights on my cheek, and it feels as right as a key turning in a lock.


I catch my breath, terrified to let myself hope this—we—could be salvageable.


“You absolute goose,” Emeric says, softening the words with a chagrined smile. “You know how I would introduce you? I would say, ‘This is Vanja, the bravest person I’ve ever met.’ Or ‘This is Vanja; there’s a statue of her in Minkja.’ Or ‘This is Vanja; there’s a statue of her in Minkja because a god put it there.’ ” He pushes his spectacles back as they threaten to slide off his face. “Or something better that I’ll come up with later, because half my brain has spent the past three months occupied solely by how much I’ve wanted to kiss you.”


Giddy elation swells in my chest. I shoot a tentative grin up to him. “I sincerely doubt it was half your brain.”


“Maybe closer to a third,” he allows. “Diminished capacity regardless. Three months, Vanja.” A fingertip traces a careful circle at the corner of my mouth, and my heart all but stops.


Around Winterfast, when we were first venturing into the exciting world of getting handsy, we also established a . . . system of sorts. Considering I panicked and pulled a knife on Emeric the first time we kissed, we decided to take certain precautions; neither of us wanted to trigger another reaction. If he wasn’t sure, or just wanted to ask, he would trace a circle near where he wanted to touch me and wait for an answer.


Just as he’s doing now, his smile yielding to something more sober, more intent.


“Yes,” I breathe, and reach up to pull him to me.


I’m almost painfully aware of my body and his: the mattress shifting with him as he eases himself over me, a startling shudder below my belly as a knee settles between mine, the exquisite pull of fingers curling into my hair. I feel the warmth of his breath on my lips first, then the softest brush of—


The door rattles with a knock.


We both jump, banging our foreheads together. There’s a quiet flurry of mutual cursing.


“Breakfast,” Jakob calls from outside. “And the proctor’s here.”


I make a noise like an angrily deflating cushion as Emeric hides his face in my shoulder, shaking with silent laughter again. Trust Kirkling to ruin the moment. “We’ll be right there.”


Jakob grunts in acknowledgment. His footsteps crunch away.


Emeric starts to pull back, and I grab a handful of his shirt, a little more desperate than I’d like to admit. “No, we’ll be fast—”


Laughter lingers in his smile as he stills my lips with his fingertips, shaking his head. A familiar, heady heat saturates his words, flush with promise. “Three. Months. When I kiss you, Vanja, we are going to take our time.”


There’s that jolt in my belly again. Damn his knack for getting under my skin. Damn me for liking it so much. I tug on his shirt once more anyway, prepared to sulk prolifically. “But what if we did that now.”


Then—something below his collarbone catches my eye. My stomach lurches in a way that has nothing to do with kissing.


Emeric looks down, flustered, as I start yanking at his shirt buttons. “Vanja. This is, in fact, the opposite of . . .”


Then he trails off as he sees it too.


Across the dead center of his chest blazes a vivid blood-red handprint.










Chapter Three
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Distractions


 It’s clearly dye.”


“Jakob jumping to conclusions, there’s a surprise. If it were dye, I’d sense pigment in the skin.”


“Perhaps your senses aren’t as acute as you’d like to think, Helga.”


“Can I button my shirt now?” Emeric asks a bit plaintively from the bench where he’s been wedged between a neat stack of folded green broadcloth and a bushel of carded wool. His shirt’s open to expose the handprint, though he’s wrung the hems like dishrags from the moment he sat down. Jakob, Jakob’s sister Helga, Kirkling, and I are all crowded in Jakob’s little workroom with him, and while the press of bodies helps offset the chill, it’s not exactly balmy.


Jakob and Helga are nearby, preoccupied with their catfight. “Perhaps the explanation isn’t alchemy and head games for once,” Helga fumes, wiping her hands on her breeches before starting to braid her russet hair back from a pale narrow face. In her early twenties, Helga is Jakob’s junior by something like four years, but they’re equal height, a fact he seems to resent on principle. “I know you’d rather sleep in the barn than admit I’m right, but that”—she points to the handprint on Emeric’s chest—“is too bright, too precise, and too weird to be just a dye transfer.”


I scoot over to stand by Emeric. “They’re going to be at it a while,” I tell him quietly, and start working on his buttons. (It’s only fair, since I undid them in the first place.) “It really doesn’t hurt?”


“I didn’t even know it was there.” A little of his tension wanes as he slips an apprehensive smile up to me. I return it the best I can, a knot in my belly.


I don’t know what the Scarlet Maiden did when she claimed him as her servant. I thought it would be like me being her “prophet,” but . . . clearly there’s more to it. And if I woke her up like she said, it’s all my fault.


The back of my neck prickles. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Kirkling watching me fuss with the buttons.


“It’s not a Low God,” she declares, like she’s issuing a sentence.


Jakob and Helga’s debate pauses. “Pardon?” Jakob says.


Kirkling pushes off from the wall she’s been haunting. “That thing, it’s no god. The prefects have no records of a Scarlet Maiden, and Section Seven of the Accord of Prefectorial and Godly Alliance forbids the Low Gods from claiming a prefect for their rituals in such a way. A true god, even a new one, would be bound to that.”


Helga gives Kirkling a long look. Then she turns to Jakob and asks flatly, “Who is this again?”


“Emeric’s boss,” I answer, then, as Emeric opens his mouth, I clarify, “or supervisor, kind of. It’s complicated.”


After a pause, Helga asks, just as cold, “And why is she still here?”


Kirkling draws herself up, bristling. “As Prefect Emeritus, I am currently the ranking authority in Hagendorn, and I have the right to know about the well-being of the prefect aspirant I oversee.”


Helga, for reasons beyond me—perhaps an abundance of insight—has never taken a shine to me. Yet as her lip curls, she is rapidly becoming my second-favorite person in the room. She produces a plain knotted cord from her practical brown tunic and begins winding her braid into a bun at the back of her head, steely blue eyes glinting. “The Scarlet Maiden wouldn’t be in your records. The Haarzlands are full of old gods”—she cinches the cord brutally tight around her bun—“who mind their own business. Boderad’s Gorge alone is littered with ritual sites and shrines centuries older than your accords.”


“The Scarlet Maiden said she’d been sleeping beneath the Broken Peak,” Emeric says. “That’s part of the gorge, yes?”


Helga nods. “The stream outside starts as a river in the gorge as well. There are legends of a Low God in that area who faded away long ago, originally called the Maid Painted Red, or—”


“The Red Maid of the River,” I finish. I really, really should have known better than to appropriate the tragic ballad, then. “So she could have been dormant when the accords were set, but . . . I called her back.”


“That would be absurd,” Kirkling snaps. “That’s not how it works.”


Helga rolls her eyes. “Just because it’s beyond your comprehension doesn’t mean it’s impossible.”


Jakob and I trade looks as he runs a hand over his short beard. For his part, Jakob seems delighted his little sister has a new person to harry, even if a brawl is brewing in his workroom.


Udo pokes his head around the doorframe. “Breakfast’s getting cold.”


“We’re not solving anything letting it get colder,” Jakob sighs. “If—”


Kirkling doesn’t move, but her voice cuts across the room. “Aspirant Conrad.” Emeric scrambles to his feet. “As the proctor of your journeyman trial, I hereby assign this case as your Finding. You are to investigate the true nature of the being calling itself the Scarlet Maiden and to determine whether it is a true Low God with a valid claim to you.”


Emeric stands a bit taller, curiosity sparking in his face. This is exactly the kind of puzzle he loves, even if the stakes are a bit personal.


But Kirkling isn’t done. “As part of your investigation, you will also determine whether Vanja Schmidt has committed profane fraud by deceiving the town of Hagendorn into worshipping a counterfeit god for her own benefit. Do you understand your orders?”


Udo’s face darkens. “That’s not fair, making him investigate Vanja when they’re . . .” His mouth twists with uncertainty, and he lands on “roommates.”


“It will be a test of Aspirant Conrad’s impartiality,” Kirkling says coolly. “Prefects cannot allow any bias to stand between themselves and their duty to justice. Aspirant Conrad, do you understand your orders?”


Emeric swallows. Then, to my surprise, he takes my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. To everyone else, I’m sure it just looks like a casual, comforting gesture, but I hear exactly what he’s telling me: Whatever we’re facing, we’re in it together.


“I understand,” he answers with a clipped note in his voice that makes me stifle a cackle. I wonder if Kirkling knows exactly what manner of pedantic, punctilious, annotated-within-an-inch-of-its-life beast she’s just unleashed. I know without a doubt that she is about to learn.


I’m not sure where Emeric was keeping the charcoal stick and his notebook, only that one moment he’s letting go of me and the next, they’re already in his hands. A playing card peeks out as a bookmark: the Queen of Roses, the one I left him in Minkja.


“I’d like to begin this investigation immediately, then, and if you don’t mind, I’ll have some questions over breakfast,” Emeric says briskly. “Starting with . . . how far is it to Broken Peak?”


 


“I would just like to remind you,” Helga grunts a few hours later, as she, Kirkling, Emeric, and I drag our way up a steep rocky trail, “that this would have been much easier on horseback.”


“No,” Emeric and I bark simultaneously. He’s harbored a distrust of horses since long before we met, and while I’m mostly equine-neutral, I’d be lying if I said Adalbrecht von Reigenbach’s creative and horrible application of horse monsters in Minkja hadn’t put me off most ungulates for at least a few months after.


But there’s no denying they’d help this hike. Emeric has decided to kick things off by going to the source—that is, the Scarlet Maiden herself. If we can find her, we can directly ask what she wants instead of speculating.


It did, unfortunately, only leave me with enough time to scarf down breakfast, wash up and change, then go reassure the Red Blessed that we’re just heading out to commune with their god. Sonja the dairy farmer was already driving into Glockenberg to sell her cheeses, so she offered to collect Emeric’s and Kirkling’s belongings from the inn. Then we set off for Broken Peak.


It did not leave time for Emeric and me to have a private moment to ourselves to . . . revisit our prebreakfast activities. Which is fine. It’s fine. I’ve only spent the past hour thinking about the way he rolled up his shirtsleeves, well, an hour ago. I’m pretty sure exposed forearms qualify as a personal attack.


At least it’s still relatively shady and cool; the beeches of this forest hold their leaves long into spring instead of shedding in autumn. If we were under the full bore of the midday sun instead of what’s filtering through the withered boughs, I’m sure there would be more sweating involved, and at that point I think I’d wind up staring like a letch until I walked into a tree.


“So, how long has this been happening?” Helga asks, waving vaguely at Emeric and me, as if compelled to increase the personal attacks. “Did you make some staggeringly good first impressions last night?”


We both blush furiously. “Uh, no, we . . . we met back in midwinter,” I say, glancing at Emeric. We haven’t had a chance to discuss this wrinkle either—we’re not exactly hiding anything with the hand-holding and the button-fussing, but I can’t imagine it’s helping Kirkling’s evaluation.


Sure enough, I see the proctor’s expression sour again at the edge of my sight.


“Vanja was the reason I survived a major case in Minkja, which we won only because of her,” Emeric says firmly, ducking under a gnarled branch. “If you think I’m exaggerating, Minkja has a statue of her now. One a Low God put there.”


Oh, the bastard, I think my heart’s going to explode. I seriously might tell Kirkling and Helga we’ll catch up in an hour and haul him off into the bushes.


“Always figured you were holding out on us,” Helga says a bit cryptically. Before I have a chance to ask what that’s supposed to mean, we break through the tree cover and into sunlight.


Boderad’s Gorge yawns before us. The swift-moving Ilsza River has cut seemingly down to the bone of the Haarzlands, leaving stark walls of spotted slate and hornfels striped fancy as a parlor, heaps of greenery collecting on ledges the way dust gathers on mantels. The last traces of morning mist cling to the water some sixty feet below, the divide spanned by an old sturdy rope bridge rising from our side to a higher cliff across the way. Another sixty feet to our right, the head of a waterfall nearly meets our eye level, spilling a pale curtain into the distant churning pool that feeds the river. A second bridge arches far below us, little more than a thread of ancient stone strung much closer to the pool’s surface.


Towering beyond the opposite end of the rope bridge is Broken Peak itself. Unlike the other jagged spurs of milky feldspar or hawthorn-dulled hilltops, this is a great block of mostly barren granite with a summit that looks to have been sheared off like the tip of a broken tooth.


And unlike the timid fringes of buttercup and pale thimbleweed along the trail behind us, violent unbroken red blooms from every crevice at the peak’s base, turning it into a massive bleeding gum.


“Promising,” Emeric says mildly.


Helga steps off the trail, uncorking a small bottle of something sharp-smelling, and sprinkles a few drops over a small granite altar I hadn’t noticed. I see little bundles of dried wildflowers, tallow stains, even what looks like the remains of a straw doll. “Thank you for the safe passage,” she says to the air. Then she calls back to us, “Knock on the post as you pass.”


That’s about when I realize we’re going over the rope bridge. I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me before. And it’s not that heights bother me—at least, not the way they bothered Dame von Falbirg, who couldn’t look down a staircase in Castle Falbirg without getting the shakes.


But there’s a significant difference between a flight of stairs and a sixty-foot plunge.


Helga taps her knuckles to a rune-spangled bridge post and steps onto the planks. I take a deep breath, then rap the post and follow. The hempen guide ropes look ancient and weathered, but they barely give a creak at our weight, abuzz with old power.


“The story goes that, centuries ago, a giant named Boderad wanted to marry Princess Brunne from one of the old kingdoms, and her father was too afraid of the giants to refuse,” Helga explains as she leads us up the rope bridge. I don’t know if she’s talking just to keep our minds off the drop. “Princess Brunne . . . did not appreciate it. She tricked Boderad into teaching her how to ride one of his horses—”


“Why is it always horses?” Emeric mutters behind me.


Helga clears her throat. “And then, the night before the wedding, when everyone was drunk, Brunne stole the horse and ran.”


“No, actually, now I’m curious: What’s the deal with horses?” I ask.


Helga makes an exasperated noise. “I don’t know! It was a special giant horse or something! The point is, Boderad chased her, but when they got to this mountain”—she flaps a hand at Broken Peak—“Princess Brunne decided to jump it instead of going around. The force of the leap split the hills and made the gorge, and her horse’s hoof clipped the mountaintop, snapping it off. Boderad couldn’t stop in time and fell into the chasm, and his dying rage turned him into a hellhound. Brunne became Huntress of the Haarzlands, and Boderad still guards the basin where Brunne’s bridal crown fell.” Helga points to the tumultuous pool at the waterfall’s base. “We call it the Kronenkessel.”


There’s a scoff from Kirkling.


Helga stops in her tracks, and since the rope bridge isn’t very wide and I don’t feel like rolling the dice, I stop, and so do Emeric and Kirkling.


“I get,” Helga says slowly, “that to people who prefer their world neatly measured and registered and codified, this all sounds like superstitious peasant nonsense. But what you need to get is this.”


Helga fishes a rye roll out of the lunch Udo packed for us, then pitches it with considerable effort toward the waterfall. I can barely see it by the time it hits the foaming water of the Kronenkessel.


I have no trouble whatsoever seeing the enormous gaping jaws that surge up from the froth a heartbeat later. They close with a thunderclap we hear even through the roar of the waterfall, and I get a fleeting glimpse of algae-stained gray fur over a monstrous muzzle before the creature sinks below the surface once more.
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