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To the gremlin girls,


I would like to tell you something inspiring,


but the truth is, when life closes a door for us,


it doesn’t always open a window.


The good news is:


That’s what bricks are for.










AUTHOR’S NOTE 


 


This is a story about many things, beautiful and ugly, painful and true. There are discussions of child abuse and neglect, navigating abusive environments, and trauma from a past attempted assault. For many of us, these are wounds, and I have tried to give them air here without tearing at the hard-won stitches. Still,  I trust you to know your scars.










The little thief steals gold, but the


great one steals kingdoms;


and only one goes to the gallows.


—Almanic proverb 










PART ONE:


The Curse of Gold










THE FIRST TALE


God-mothers










Once upon a time, on the coldest night of midwinter, in the darkest heart of the forest, Death and Fortune came to a crossroads.


They stood tall and unfathomable in the glass-smooth snow, Death in her shroud of pyre smoke and shadows, and Fortune in her gown of gold and bones. More than that cannot be said, for no two souls see Death and Fortune the same way; yet we all know when we meet them. 


On this night, a woman had come to do just that: meet them. Her dull carrot-colored curls twisted from under a woolen cap, her wind-burnt red face as worn as the threadbare cloak over her shoulders. One hand clutched a dimming iron lantern, which smoldered just bright enough to catch the snowflakes flitting by like fireflies before they melted back into the dark. 


Her other hand was locked around the ragged mitt of a little girl beside her. 


“Please,” the woman said, shivering in snow up to her shins. “We’re stretched thin to feed the twelve other mouths already, and this one— she’s ill luck. Wherever she goes, the milk spoils, the wool tangles, the grain spills. Whatever she touches falls to ruin.” 


The little girl said nothing. 


“She’s only . . .” Fortune tilted her head, and the wreath of coins about her brow shimmered and flipped, changing from copper to coal to silver to gold. “Three? Ten? Forgive me, I never know with you humans.” 


“Four,” Death said in her soft, dark voice, for Death always knew. Fortune wrinkled her nose. “Young. The proper age to be spilling grain and breaking things.” “She’s the thirteenth,” the woman insisted, shoving the lantern higher as if to drive her point home like a stubborn cow. Weak firelight 


caught on Fortune’s coin wreath, on the wispy hem of Death’s hood. “Like me. That makes her the thirteenth daughter of a thirteenth daughter. Her luck’s rotten to the core.” 


“You told your other children you’d take her into the woods to seek her fortune.” The Low God plucked a coin from her wreath and let it dance about her fingers, flashing copper and silver, gold and black. 


“In truth, you were seeking me,” Death finished in her dark-velvet voice, and the woman’s features crumpled with shame. “Yet here you have found us both. You have come far, through the dark and through the frost, to ask our favor.” 


“Asking a blessing of the Lady of Luck. Risky. No way to know what that would be.” Fortune’s face slipped between cruelty and sympathy as her coin slipped through quick fingers, flashing day and night, red and white. 


Death, on the other hand, did not stir. “You know my gifts, and so you know though there is plenty I can take, little can I give. But I will tell you: Only one of you will go home.” 


The woman drew a sharp breath. 


Fortune smiled, and her coin flashed like the sun and the snow, like shadow and like blood. “You sought Death in the woods. Did you think the way back would be easy?” 


The woman said nothing. The flame in the lantern burned lower. 


“Ask,” Death commanded. “What will you have of us?” 


The lantern shook in the woman’s hand, her knuckles cracked with callus and cold. “I want what’s best for—for everyone.” 


“Choose,” Death commanded again. “Which of you will return?” 


The woman let go of her daughter. 


Fortune lifted the girl’s chin. She found two eyes of sharpest black in a pale, freckled face, two braids the color of the lantern’s flame tied off in bits of rag. 


“What is your name?” Death asked as the woman turned and fled the crossroads, stealing away the last scrap of firelight. 


“Vanja” was the first thing I said to my godmothers, “my name is Vanja.” 










CHAPTER ONE 


[image: clip0001]


Card Games 


It has been nearly thirteen years since Death and Fortune claimed me for their own, and I have come far enough through winter and cold that almost no one calls me Vanja now. 


Thump- thump. Two raps of gloved knuckles against the carriage roof. The driver’s muffled voice carries down to me inside. “Almost there, Prinzessin.” 


I don’t reply. I don’t have to; I learned long ago that princesses don’t owe their servants answers. 


And for most of the last year, that’s the face I’ve worn: the princess. 


Or to be precise: Gisele-Berthilde Ludwila von Falbirg of the Sovabin Principality, Prinzessin-Wahl of the Blessed Empire of Almandy. Soon to be Markgräfi n Gisele you-get-the-idea von Reigenbach of the empire’s largest territory, the border march of Bóern, once its mar


grave gets around to a wedding. 


Though not if I can help it. 


(We’ll come back to that.) 


I squint out the gilt-trimmed carriage window, studying the timber-and-plaster blocks of Eisendorf Manor as the horses draw us closer. Shadows pass behind the first-floor windows, turning them to rosy eyes winking into the frosty twilight gloom. It looks crowded already, even for a Sunday-night party. Good—a princess ought to be the last of the von Eisendorfs’ guests to arrive. There was a reason I dawdled in my bedroom at Castle Reigenbach: to make sure we hit peak Minkja traffic when we left an hour ago. 


But I have more motive to survey the manor’s scenery than just making sure the Prinzessin arrives fashionably late. Lit windows are fewer on the third floor, but I still spot two bracketing the double doors where the master bedroom lets out onto its telltale grand balcony. 


The real question tonight is whether it’s the only balcony. 


It is not. Balconettes frame it on either side. Lamplight gilds only one of the balconettes, spilling from an adjacent room that looks to share the fat main chimney with the master bedroom. 


That chimney is currently chugging smoke into the dimming sky. One might wonder why the von Eisendorfs would keep a fire going up in their bedroom when they’ll be busy entertaining guests downstairs all evening. 


I’d bet three solid gilden that they’re heating the guest chambers next door instead, in case I—well, in case the prinzessin needs a respite. An opportunity to suck up to the margrave’s bride-to-be can’t be missed. 


One also might wonder why I care about chimneys, balconettes, and suck-ups. It’s because tonight, the von Eisendorfs are handing me an entirely different sort of opportunity. 


And I would loathe for either of those opportunities to go to waste. 


The faint reflection of my grin cuts across the glass. A moment later it vanishes as my breath clouds the pane in the late-November chill. 


I should play it safe, settle back into my seat, resume the serene, graceful façade of the prinzessin. 


Instead I size up the remaining distance between us and the first guard we’ll pass, and quickly draw a simple, distinct set of curves in the fogged glass. Then I sit back and smooth my grin down to a placid smile. 


When we pass the first guard, I see him do a double take. He elbows the guard beside him, pointing to the carriage window, and I’m pretty sure I hear: “. . . an arse!” 


“And no one will ever believe you,” I hum under my breath as the fog melts from the glass. 


The jingle-stamp of the horses stops when we draw even with the manor’s stout oaken front door. I sneak a look under the opposite seat and confirm my satchel, an unassuming toilette bag, is still stowed away. For now, it will stay there. 


Then I close my eyes, swaying with the carriage as the footman jumps off, and think of three playing cards dancing facedown across a table. It’s time to begin my oldest game, Find the Lady. 


There are many tricks to running the game, but the absolutely ironclad one is this: Only one person should know where the Lady is at all times. That person is me. 


I run my fingertips over the string of heavy, perfect pearls around my neck. It’s habit more than anything; I would know if they were unclasped. I would know. 


The carriage door opens. In my mind, I flip the first card faceup. 


The Prinzessin. Silver eyes, pale-golden curls, pristine pearls under glacier-blue velvet and burgundy brocade, a gentle smile with a hint of mystery. Even the name Gisele is an intrigue, shunning sturdy Almanic for the Bourgienne pronunciation, with its honeyed vowels and a butter-soft G. It’s just the sort of pretentious affectation Dame von Falbirg loved to dish out, knowing people like the von Eisendorfs would eat it up. 


This is how the game begins, you see. Step one: Show them the card they’re looking for. 


The prinzessin descends from the carriage like a vision. Ezbeta and Gustav von Eisendorf are hovering in the entrance hall, faces lighting up when they see me finally gliding toward their open door. It’s not just about arriving on my own schedule, of course. It’s about making sure the other guests see Ezbeta and Gustav waiting for me. 


I alone see the surest sign that this night is going to go off without a hitch, for when Fortune is your godmother, you can always see her hand at work. Faint, dull clouds like coal dust are coalescing around the von Eisendorfs as they flutter in the hall. It’s an omen of the ill luck I’m about to bring upon their house. 


The Count and Countess von Eisendorf are celebrating their twentieth anniversary tonight—well, commemorating, at least. “Celebrating” may be too strong a term. All I’m saying is that there’s a reason Komtessin Ezbeta is already ruddy-cheeked and stashing a goblet behind an urn on the entrance hall’s credenza. 


Something about her always puts me in mind of a stork, though I’ve never put my finger on why. She’s pale-skinned like much of the Blessed Empire, with middling brown hair and angular features—aha. That’s it. Ezbeta has a habit of pointing with her chin, and with her long neck and a tendency to cock her head, it gives the impression that she’s scouring the area for a frog to snap up. 


She’s dressed to impress, at least, her wrists and throat gleaming with a small fortune in gold and emeralds. It’s almost certainly the most expensive jewelry she owns. My fingers fairly itch: It’s another opportunity, perhaps. 


“Oh, Markgräfin Gisele, how good it is of you to come!” Her voice carries like a trumpet, and I hear a fleeting hush of anticipation dart through the crowd inside as the countess sweeps her forest-green samite gown into a curtsy. 


“It was ever so kind of you to invite me,” I reply, extending a hand to Gustav. 


He mashes his lips to my doeskin-gloved knuckles. “We’re absolutely delighted.” 


Komte Gustav is a withered ghoul of a man in a tunic pricey enough to feed Eisendorf Village through Winterfast, and yet incredibly it does nothing to help the piss-puddle where his personality should be. Nor does the wet smudge he leaves on my glove. 


I pull free and bounce a teasing finger against the tip of Ezbeta’s nose. “I’m not the markgräfin yet, you know. Not until my darling Adalbrecht returns and makes me the happiest woman in the Blessed Empire.” 


My darling betrothed, Adalbrecht von Reigenbach, margrave of the sprawling march of Bóern, has spent the entirety of our year-long betrothal at his share of the southern and eastern borders of the Blessed Empire of Almandy. He’s been instigating skirmishes like your garden-variety invade-a-kingdom-because-Papi-didn’t-love-me-best nobleman, all while I wait in his castle. And for all I care, he can stay there. 


“Well, you’re already the most generous,” Komtessin Ezbeta simpers as a servant takes my cloak and gloves. “The cushions you sent are positively divine!” 


“I could hardly let such an occasion go by without gifts. I’m just glad they arrived safely.” It isn’t even a lie, I am glad. Just not for the reason they expect. “Was the spiced mead also to your liking?” 


Gustav clears his throat. “Indeed,” he says with a faintly strained air. “I thought to serve it tonight, but my wife took a . . . significant liking to it, in fact.” 


“I can’t help it if Princess Gisele has impeccable taste.” Ezbeta winks. Saints and martyrs, if she’s already soused enough to be winking at me, she might just hand me that absurd necklace herself before the party’s over. “Come, come! Everyone’s waiting for you!” 


I let her lead me into the manor’s main parlor, which is overflowing with minor nobility. Much of the crowd are knights and landed gentry who serve the counts, but the von Eisendorfs have also managed to attract a handful of Adalbrecht’s vassals equal to their own rank. I see Komte Erhard von Kirchstadtler and his husband, and Lady Anna von Morz in a plum satin atrocity that could charitably be called a gown. Even Minister Philippa Holbein has traveled into Boérn from the nearby Free Imperial State of Okzberg. 


I scan for one particular face and find it thankfully missing. Godmother Fortune may have tilted the odds in my favor, or maybe Irmgard von Hirsching thinks she’s too good to get drunk with the von Eisendorfs. Either way, that’s one less problem to deal with tonight. 


“I hope the guards didn’t give you too much trouble, Prinzessin,” Lady von Morz cackles, sauntering up to me with a goblet of glohwein in each hand. She tries to pass one off to me and fumbles a bit until I steady her grip. “Really, Gustav, even the margrave doesn’t post this many soldiers at his front door.” 


Gustav gives a disgruntled wheeze. “No such thing as too cautious these days. They say the von Holtzburgs lost nearly fifty gilden to the Penny Phantom.” 


We all gasp. That’s no trifling sum; a skilled tradesman would be lucky to amass fifty gilden over one season. “I’d no idea the Pfennigeist struck them too,” I say, wide-eyed. 


Ezbeta nods, leaning in closer. “Oh, yes. Holtzburg Manor was robbed back in January, but they didn’t know what the red penny meant until Dowager von Folkenstein said they’d found one after their burglary. We think the von Holtzburgs may have been the first 


victims.” 


“How dreadful,” I murmur. “And their bailiff never found anything?” 


“No. He swears only a ghost or a grimling could have broken in without a trace.” The delight-tinged pity on the countess’s face congeals into syrupy comfort. “But never fear, Princess Gisele. We’ve taken every precaution, just as we promised you. The Pfennigeist won’t get so much as a button off your gown.” 


Lady von Morz snorts into her glohwein. No one has ever caught the Penny Phantom. No one has even seen the Penny Phantom. Not even my betrothed could keep the devil from Castle Reigenbach, where Marthe the maid found my jewelry box cleaned out, with a single red penny left behind as a calling card. 


And if even the margrave’s walls can be breached, what chance do the von Eisendorfs have against such a creature? 


I make my rounds through the crowd, clasping hands and admiring outfits, discreetly emptying my goblet into a vase when the coast is clear, only to make sure everyone sees me flagging down servants for many, many refills. Komte von Kirchstadtler wants to know when the wedding will be (not until Adalbrecht returns), newlywed Sieglinde von Folkenstein natters my ear off about how poorly she’s felt in the mornings (I make a note to commission a baby rattle), and Minister Philippa Holbein offers apologies for her husband’s absence. 


“Kalsang fell behind on paperwork over the sabbath,” she sighs, absently thumbing the tassels of a pair of white silk cords twisted together and draped over her shoulders. Congregants of the House of the High typically just wear the cords for their sabbath prayers, but those among the public officials tend to keep theirs on day and night. 


I suspect it’s for the same reason her husband, a soft-spoken Gharese tea merchant who’s much happier at home with their two little apso hounds, is avoiding this party. Dealing with a bunch of red-faced, competitively self-important Almanic aristocrats would make anyone pray for divine intervention. 


His absence is fine by me. I like Kalsang and Philippa. I know exactly what’s about to befall Eisendorf Manor, and I’d rather their part in it be minimal. 


I spend the rest of the hour making small talk and seemingly chugging glohwein like it’ll cure boils. (Not that Princess Gisele ever gets blemishes. The pearls see to that.) All the while, I keep an eye on Komtessin Ezbeta. 


At last, I see my opportunity and start moving toward the parlor door. 


“Nooo, Gisele!” A hand latches on to my brocade sleeve: Ezbeta has taken the bait. By now, she has had at least one glass of glohwein for every glittering emerald in her heavy necklace. That would be roughly seven more than I’ve had and, judging by her flaming face, about five too many. 


And that is why I waited until now to head for the exit, when I knew she would make a tipsy scene. 


Ezbeta, of course, obliges me. “You cannot leave us so soon! We’ve a five-course supper, just for you!” 


One might wonder why I’m about to visit such misfortune upon my gracious hosts. Why tonight, on their anniversary? Why them, when they’ve been nothing but eager to please? 


And the truth of the matter is this: If they saw me without the pearls and the face of the prinzessin, if they had any idea who I really was, they wouldn’t give a damn if I was staying for supper or scraping it out of the swine trough. 


That’s why. 


I hiccup in her face, then burst into giggles. My billowing skirts rustle as I wobble in place like a ship in an uneasy harbor. “Of course I’m not leaving, silly goose! I simply need . . . I need . . .” I trail off, twirling a pale-blond curl around a finger. The goblet of glohwein lurches in my other hand and spills a few drops onto my bodice. Not enough to ruin it, of course, only to sell the idea that I am at least as drunk as the good Komtessin Ezbeta. 


Sure enough, Lady von Morz shoots me an amused look and mutters something to Komte von Kirchstadtler. 


“What was I saying?” I ask, my gaze sliding dreamily around the room. 


“You should lie down a moment, perhaps,” Komtessin Ezbeta says, “to recover your faculties before we dine. We have a lovely settee in the guest parlor. HANS!” 


Half the room gives a start, staring at both of us. Ezbeta is too drunk to notice. I take the opportunity to pat my cheeks as if marveling how warm they are. In reality, there’s a layer of rouge beneath my talc face powder, and as I dab the talc away, my cheeks redden like Ezbeta’s. While everyone’s eyes are still on us, I let off another round of sloppy giggles for good measure. 


I need every guest here to witness this mess and think it prudent to exile Gisele von Falbirg from the party. To take the prinzessin off the table. I need twenty minutes to myself, and since Gisele cannot leave a party without notice, she will leave with good cause. 


“HANS!” Ezbeta bellows again. A beleaguered man in a servant’s uniform is already at her elbow, wincing at his name being sounded like a bugle. 


“What does m’lady desire?” Hans asks with a bow. 


“Escort the mar . . .” A befuddled look muddies the countess’s face as she tries to remember the proper form of address. You can almost see her doing the math, in fact. Too soon for markgräfin, not officially a princess-elector; you could say I’m in between titles. For now Ezbeta plays it safe. “Escort the princess to the guest parlor.” 


I take Hans’s arm and stumble toward the door, hiding a smile. Ezbeta von Eisendorf has gotten many things wrong tonight: I am not drunk. I do not need to lie down. 


I am not Gisele-Berthilde Ludwila von Falbirg. 


But the countess has gotten one thing correct: As far as everyone knows, I’m still Gisele, not a baseborn peasant imposter. And that means for now, they call me Prinzessin. 


As a final touch, I discard the goblet of glohwein on a table by the door, perched haphazardly on the edge. A moment later a clang tells me it’s crashed to the floor. 


Now everyone behind me will swear to the High Gods and the Low that tonight, Gisele von Falbirg was a senseless drunk, and utterly incapable of the villainy to come. 


Poor Hans endures a lurching stroll with me through the dim upper corridors of Eisendorf Manor as I sing praises of his master and mistress. The sour look on his face tells me that praise is wholly unfounded. I can’t say I’m shocked. 


“Marthe,” I slur as Hans opens the door to the guest parlor. A maid is stoking the roaring fire inside, but she scurries away as he walks me over to the settee Ezbeta had boasted of. It truly is a lovely thing, stuffed spring-green velvet warmed by the fire. 


Even better, it’s been adorned in the gold-tasseled cushions I sent them for an anniversary gift. Just as I’d expected. 


I flop gracelessly onto the settee, flapping my arm at Hans. “My maid, Marthe, fetch her for me. She’ll be in the scullery. Or the chapel, pious as she is. She wears a . . .” I make a vague gesture toward the crown of my head, staring glassily at the ceiling. “A cap. Reigenbach blue. I need her at once.” 


“Right away, Prinzessin.” Hans bows and excuses himself, shutting the parlor door behind him. I wait in place, holding my breath, until the clipped beat of his footsteps fades down the hall. 


Then I roll off the settee and onto the floor. I yank up my skirt to free a tiny knife tucked in one of my elegant leather boots. 


For this first part, I have five minutes at least, ten minutes at most. Last time I hosted the von Eisendorfs, Gustav would not shut up about their new chapel, so I know it’s on the opposite side of the manor from the scullery. Hans, tragically, will not find Marthe in either. And that means I have at least five minutes until he returns to apologize. 


I snatch up one of the cushions I sent and carefully slice it open. Cotton batting blooms from the gash. When I reach inside, I find a small linen drawstring bag, a dark cloth sash, and two slipcovers identical to the one I just slit open, down to the silken tassels. 


I gut the other cushion just as quickly. This one holds a linen shift and a simple steel-blue woolen servant dress, which I stashed inside before gifting the cushions to the von Eisendorfs. Tucked in one sleeve is a dark gray kerchief. Hidden in the other is a modest little cap of distinct Reigenbach blue. 


Five minutes later, the new cushion covers are stuffed with my petticoats, chemise, and expertly folded gown; most of my jewelry; and a respectable handful of other people’s jewelry. Anna von Morz’s slim gold bracelet, nabbed while she passed me the glohwein. Minister Holbein’s earring, to help her avoid suspicion. Rings and baubles picked from the crowd, just enough to let them know the thief passed through their midst. 


There’s a chance they’ll blame the servants of Eisendorf Manor. It’s happened before. The bailiff comes in, lines them up, shakes down sleeping pallets, and turns out pockets. But not so much as a trinket will fall to the flagstones, so they’ll walk away more or less unscathed. 


And I know terribly well that is far, far from the worst thing that can be done to a servant. 


I chuck the ruined slipcovers into the fire, where they catch almost instantly, giving off a faint singed-hair smell from the silk. I try not to breathe it in as I braid my hair and tuck it under the Reigenbach-blue cap. One of the burning cushion covers also has the smears of my face powders on it, for no handmaid would own such things . . . and my time as the prinzessin is waning. 


The final touch, though, demands a mirror—not because I need to see what I’m doing, but because I need to be sure it works. Luckily, Gustav von Eisendorf loves nothing so much as showing off, and expensive full-length mirrors are well in supply in his guest parlor. 


I stand before the nearest one and look my reflection over: From the neck down, I am a maidservant in an unobtrusive Reigenbach uniform, filling it out nicely with curves that would be called ambitious in a maiden of nearly seventeen like myself. From the chin up, a few wisps of platinum hair twist from under the blue cap, and silvery eyes blink back at me from a heart-shaped face. Even without powders or rouge, twin roses bloom in my smooth ivory cheeks, and my pert lips flush with a natural shell-pink glow. 


The hair like sunshine, the eyes like moonlight, they are both key to the image of the girl the march of Bóern knows as Gisele von Falbirg. 


So is her signature string of perfect matched pearls. 


I reach back and unclasp it from my neck. The effect is immediate. 


My face lengthens, thins, mottles with a dusting of freckles; my eyes darken to black; the few loose tendrils of hair burnish rusty orange. The uniform dress hangs a little looser, though I’ve put on weight from a year’s worth of finally eating my fill, and it hangs a little longer, for eating well still cannot replace the inches I lost to years of meager fare in Castle Falbirg. 


I am plain. I am forgettable. I am what I was for ten years: Gisele’s perfect servant. 


I slip the pearls into a pocket and button it tight. I will not risk leaving them hidden in a cushion. Not when I’m so close to being free of them, and of Gisele, for the rest of my life. 


Right on cue, Hans’s footsteps echo down the hall. I hunch my shoulders forward, lower my head, and slip through the door, donning a look of worried vexation. 


In my mind, the second card turns over: Marthe the Maid. 


“There you are,” Hans says. “Marthe, ja?” 


I jump as if he’s startled me, then shut the parlor door and bob into a curtsy. My voice takes on a high, whispery rasp. “My apologies, it seems my mistress sent a few people to look for me in her need. I’m afraid she’s had”—I watch as the smell of burnt silk reaches Hans— “an accident,” I finish with just enough peevishness to suggest this is not an unusual occurrence. Hans’s face softens with camaraderie. “I can’t leave her, but I need my toilette satchel from the carriage.” 


Hans sighs, and his voice lowers. “Fine, I’ll fetch it. And if the von Falbirg brat has any further accidents, try to make sure they’re cheap ones.” 


I curtsy again. “My thanks.” Once he’s started down the hall, I duck back into the parlor and call in my drunken-Gisele voice, “Marthe! What in the Blessed Empire of Almandy is taking so long?” 


It is certainly loud enough for Hans to hear. If he is a dutiful man, he will hurry to the carriage house, which is even farther away than the new chapel. 


But if Hans is as spiteful a servant as I was in Castle Falbirg, he will take his time. 


Ten minutes at the least. Fifteen minutes at the most. 


Marthe the Maid and Gisele the Princess fall back into their dance on the table in my mind’s eye, circling the third and final card I’ve yet to reveal. 


This is how you win the game, you know. Show them what they want to see, let them think they can win, let them follow the cards. Keep their eyes where you want them. 


And never, ever lose sight of the real mark. 


I trade the cap for the dull gray kerchief to cover my inconveniently bright ginger braid. Then I take up the linen drawstring bag and fold it into another pocket, checking one corner for a familiar weight: a single red penny. 


It’s there. And it’s time. 


I turn my final card. It is a shifting shadow, a blur in the night, a faceless specter. It could be a ghost. It could be anything. 


After all . . . no one’s ever seen the Pfennigeist. 


Once upon a time, there was a girl as cunning as the fox in winter, as hungry as the wolf at first frost, and cold as the icy wind that kept them at each other’s throats. 


Her name was not Gisele, nor was it Marthe, nor even Pfennigeist. My name was—is—Vanja. And this is the story of how I got caught. 










CHAPTER TWO 
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The Guest 


Godmother Fortune is trying to get my attention. She’ll roundly deny it, insisting that I would have found the candle on my own with or without the glimmers of golden good luck in my sight. But one of the few benefits of being the goddaughter of Death and Fortune is that I can see their hands at work. 


Fortune’s fingerprints have been all over this party. I’ve seen smudges of good-luck gold when I debated snatching a ring, clouds of coal-dust misfortune warning me not to empty my glohwein into an urn right before a knight turned to look my way. She and Death are supposed to leave me to my own business these days, but when Fortune’s in a mood, she can’t help but meddle. 


I have yet to see Death’s hand at work here, and that’s probably for the best. It’s Fortune’s nature to poke at my boundaries, but when Death has business with you, she never needs an invitation. 


And I don’t need my godmothers’ help. Even if I did, I can’t ask. They saw to that themselves. 


Nine minutes left now. 


I scowl at the luck-shine around the candle, but there’s no time to find another out of spite. I carry it over to the parlor’s balconette door and tip the lit end over each hinge. Drops of tallow run down the brass. I need to remember to check the hinges when I return so I can clean up the hardened fat. When I lift the door’s latch, it swings open glass-smooth and dead quiet. 


I slip out into the night. This is my second-least favorite time of year, all damp and drizzle, with bright autumn leaves now sodden clumps of muck, and soil that can’t decide if it wants to freeze or not. 


It’s still only second-worst. For me, the worst time of the year, despite all its Winterfast festivals and cheer, is midwinter. 


But that’s something for Vanja to deal with; it’s not the Pfennigeist’s concern. 


A blanket of fog has spread over the muddy fields, and the new moon sheds no light. My breath clouds in the chill, but I can only tell when it catches the glow of torchlight two stories below. A murmur of low voices wafts up from the ground level. 


The handful of guards outside will keep their backs to the walls and their eyes on the mist, perhaps looking to the fingerbone boughs of Eiswald Forest beyond. 


They will not be looking up at the manor itself. 


I size up the distance between the parlor’s balconette and the full balcony of the count and countess’s bedchamber. They told me themselves of their precautions against the Penny Phantom, posting not one but two guards outside their solar and swearing it was the only way in. 


They’d even had a priest of Eiswald’s patron goddess bless their chambers to ward off ghosts. 


I could have told them there were no ghosts, just me and a few creative rumors. I could have told them there were several ways into their bedchamber, they’d only ever just walked in through the solar. I could have told them not to squeal about their security measures to anyone, even if they believed Princess Gisele was too well known, too well off, to bother stealing so much as a copper bit from them. 


But I didn’t. Because here’s the thing about stealing from people like the Count and Countess von Eisendorf: Odds are they deserve it. And instead of sitting around gathering dust, their riches can go to someone who deserves to be rich. 


(Me. That’s usually me.) 


There’s a saying in the Blessed Empire: Little thieves steal gold, and great ones steal kingdoms, but only one goes to the gallows. I’m not sure I agree. I’ve little interest in kingdoms, but even less in dancing with the hangman. And I’ve gotten very good—great, you might even say—at stealing gold. 


There’s still more distance between my balconette and their master balcony than I’d like, but it’s manageable. Besides, I did not send the von Eisendorfs so many anniversary gifts just to leave empty-handed. 


I climb onto the balconette’s railing, then inch over to the timber ledge along the wall at my right. It’s not wide enough to shimmy across, but it does offer a small foothold. I steel myself, then half leap into the open air, planting my right foot on the timber and pushing off the final few feet to the master balcony. I collide with the balcony’s sturdier balustrade with a soft oof and wrap my arms around the cold stone, then roll over it as quick as I can and hold my breath, listening through the pounding of my heart. 


There’s not so much as a fracture in the guards’ quiet conversation below. 


I push myself back up to my feet and carefully try the handles on the balcony doors. They’re locked. I figured they would be, this close to Winterfast. 


Hence the gift I knew Ezbeta would keep for herself: the spiced mead. 


It’s no secret that Ezbeta overindulges, and that she loves nothing so much as a good spiced mead on a midwinter night. She’s also in her forties, and likely prone to night sweats. If she’s anything like Dame von Falbirg, they’re worse when she drinks. 


I check the window closest to Ezbeta and Gustav’s bed. Sure enough, it’s been left unlocked. 


No dust on the sill, so she must use it as often as I suspect, and as I gently push the panes open, the silent hinges confirm it. They’ve been well greased so as not to wake Gustav when his wife needs a breath of fresh air. 


It’s child’s play to climb in. There’s an entire solar between the bedchamber and the guards, so I don’t have to shed my leather boots, just step quietly. I did that for years in Castle Falbirg anyway. 


Typically, the bedchamber would be left dark to conserve candles and oil. If I were a servant in this manor, though, I would leave the lamps burning on a night when my mistress was sure to stagger into her bedchamber half pickled in glohwein. 


The Eisendorfs’ servants have done just that, giving me plenty of light to see by. I cross the room to the vanity, barely making a sound. 


I find a story spilling from Ezbeta’s jewelry cases on the vanity, as I often do. An open box of rings to the side, with seven sitting outside it in a heap, all of them extravagant gold to match her gown’s trim this evening. All seven rings removed at once, likely at Gustav’s insistence that she not cover up her wedding band on their twentieth anniversary. Her earrings, bracelets, and necklaces lie in a similar state of disorder, but only a few have been removed from the case, like she’d chosen in a hurry in order to make up for the lack of wealth on her hands. A few precious stones, but the most valuable piece is around her neck. 


She may or may not keep that one. We’ll see if Fortune decides to keep meddling. 


I admire the splendor a moment, noting the angles of the cabinet doors, the tilt of case lids. Then I pull out the linen drawstring bag, slip its lone penny into my dress pocket, and begin the harvest. 


The Pfennigeist has been hard at work all year, picking jewelry off Bóernische gentry like apples from an untended orchard. (They’ve certainly left enough lying around to rot.) I’d never get away with this in the Free Imperial States, where Almandy’s most cunning and ruthless train for years to join the Order of Prefects of the Godly Courts, who serve as instruments of the Low Gods’ laws. 


But in the nobility-governed principalities and border marches, the local bailiff is usually someone’s slack-jawed brother-in-law who won’t fuss when a komte’s tax ledgers don’t add up. So if I get caught in the march of Bóern, it’ll be my own damn fault. 


I still won’t. I can’t afford to. The von Eisendorfs are among Adalbrecht’s wealthiest vassals, and I’d secretly hoped tonight’s haul would be my last, but the sum of my efforts is still short of where it needs to be. I’ve mustered just over seven hundred gilden so far. The magic number is one thousand. 


That will be the price of my safety. Of my freedom. 


You see, there are two things they don’t tell you about having gods for godmothers: 


First, nothing is freely given, even a mother’s love. 


And second, it is very, very costly to run out on a debt to a god. 


I eyeball the gold, silver, and jewels as they slither into my bag. I can’t say for certain—I take what my fence pays—but I’d guess after 


tonight, I should have between eight hundred gilden and nine. 


Not enough, but almost there. 


There’s a trick to it, packing away the little things first so they settle at the bottom, rather than clinking around the bag. Rings, earrings, brooches; then the bracelets, then the necklaces, sometimes a girdle or a tiara if I’m feeling lucky. 


One silver blur tumbles out and rolls off the vanity. I barely catch it before it hits the flagstones. It feels heavy in my hand, heavier than it ought to be. When I unfurl my fingers, I find a ring at odds with the rest of Ezbeta’s collection. It’s not silver but cool pewter wrought like talons, a perfect moonstone nestled in their grip. 


Now this looks like a different story entirely. 


A rumble reaches my ears from the drive outside. At first I ignore it; the ring is much more interesting than the arrival of a late guest. 


Then the rumble grows louder than it has any right to be. Dozens of horses, maybe half a hundred. The Eisendorfs are wealthy, but not nearly important enough to merit a visitor that commands such an escort. 


A horn sounds, and I hear a commotion on the ground level, which means the party has noticed their surprise caller. And that means my window of time to finish this job is shrinking, for that courtyard below is about to fill with gawking guests. 


I don’t have time to ponder the ring or anything else; instead I shove all the jewelry into the linen bag and cinch it shut. I do bother to arrange all the boxes, cases, and lids just as I found them, like a gold-eating ghost simply swept through the vanity. 


No, not a ghost. A phantom. 


I leave the finishing touch in the crushed-velvet lining of an empty case, as I’ve done a dozen times now: a single red penny, crown-side up. 


Then I double-check the knot on the bag and tie it up in my sash. When I climb out the bedroom window, I see banners of fore riders stabbing through the fog. 


A white wolf rears on the banners, collared in gold, stark against an unmistakable field of Reigenbach blue. 


It’s the personal insignia of Adalbrecht von Reigenbach, margrave of Bóern. 


Gisele’s betrothed. 


“Scheit,” I breathe. 


I jerk the window mostly shut behind me, scramble up onto the balustrade, and hurl myself back onto the guest parlor’s balconette before I can dwell too long. My memories of Adalbrecht will strip the Pfennigeist card from my hand if I let them. It’s impossible to think of lockpicks and pennies and clever plans when every bone in my body wants simply to run. 


But there’s one key to getting out of a tight corner, one that never changes. That trick is to not panic. 


I’ve been in worse pinches before. I think. Maybe not. If I blink, I see the dust of ill fortune at the corner of my sight, for my luck has decidedly turned. 


It can’t be too bad, though, for I don’t see the hand of Godmother Death. Yet. 


Don’t panic. 


The hoofbeats are loud enough now that I don’t need to worry about the guards below hearing me barge back into the parlor. I draw the drapes over the balconette door’s glass panes, then untie the linen bag and shove it under the cushions on the settee along with the kerchief. 


The Pfennigeist card slides away; Marthe the Maid comes out. I’m still yanking the blue cap back over my hair as I rush to the parlor door and peer into the hall. 


Hans is just rounding the corner, my trim leather toilette satchel in one hand, the very one I sent him to fetch. He sees me looking and picks up his pace. “You must make haste, Frohlein Marthe, the margrave is coming—” 


I seize the satchel from him, careful to block his view of the parlor. “I heard. Thank you for your help. My mistress will be ready in five minutes.” 


I shut the door before he can protest. I know what he will say: No one in their right mind would ask Adalbrecht von Reigenbach to wait for a heartbeat, much less five minutes. I just need an excuse for the noises about to come from the parlor. 


“Maaaarthe,” I groan in the drunk-Gisele voice, knowing Hans will pass what he hears on to the countess, “make me pretty.” 


Then I tear open the satchel and get to work. 


Inside are clay jars with labels of powders, ointments, tonics—the picture of toiletries a noble lady might call for at any moment. In reality, they’re all just half-full pots of lard, lantern oil, or powdered chalk, scented with whatever oils and vile-smelling herbs I scrounged up. It’s the perfect way to transport stolen jewelry: buried in goo that is heavy enough to muffle clinking, too opaque to see through, and so viciously perfumed that no one will care to inspect it very long. 


Once my haul is stoppered safely in the pots, I pull the rest of my stash out from the cushions and change as swiftly as I can despite the faint sheen of sweat gluing my dress to my skin. The satchel has a false bottom panel, and I pry out a knotted-up bundle of batting and replace it with the rolled-up servant uniform. 


Voices rise in the courtyard as the hoofbeats quiet. Adalbrecht must be at the door. Nausea sours my belly. I suppose that will only help me look sick from wine. 


I can’t quite make out Count Gustav’s wheezing as I cut the batting knot open and stuff the new cushions. I do catch a round of laughter 


from the guests. 


Stall, I beg silently, stall as long as you can. 


I cram the last bit of batting back into the cushions and button them up, then rush to the mirror, pearls in hand. The manor door lets out a tortured creak as it swings open downstairs. 


Do not panic, I order myself, and slip the string of pearls around my throat. Panic would make my fingers tremble, and no one has time for that. Instead I find the necklace clasp and lock it tight. 


My cheeks turn smooth and rosy, my hips and bosom swell, and the color bleeds from my hair as I comb out the braid with my fingers. The platinum locks roll themselves into perfect, sleek sausage curls that I only loosely pin back, since Gisele will certainly have mussed her hair in her drunken stupor. I do one final glance-over: the leather satchel sitting neatly by the settee, the new cushions plump on the velvet, the old cushion slipcovers burned to ash— 


The tallow. I forgot the tallow on the hinges. I swipe the small knife from where I’d left it on the hearth and dash to the balconette door, scraping the telltale fat from the brass. 


Conversation bubbles up from the nearby stairwell, and thunderous boots crack on the floorboards. 


I flick the tallow crumbs into the fire, throw myself onto the settee, and jam the knife back into its sheath in my bootheel. My foot crashes down just as the parlor door shudders with a knock. 


To my surprise, Ezbeta’s voice carries through the wood. “Gisele, come quickly! There’s a messenger from the margrave!” 


I let out a breath like a bellows deflating. Just a messenger? But I have to be sure. “Darling Adalbrecht! Is he here?” Hopefully Ezbeta reads the tremor in my voice as lingering wine-stupor. 


“No, Prinzessin.” Ezbeta opens the door and hurries over as I stifle my relief. “He’s sent a messenger for you. Quick, quick!” 


Ugh. Trust a blowhard like Adalbrecht to send a princely escort with a mere courier, just because he can. Though . . . I saw the warning from Fortune, the coal-dust clouds. There must be some cause for concern. 


I let Ezbeta help me wobble down the flights of stairs. Hans is waiting on a landing, head bowed as we pass. I catch his sleeve and slur, “Marthe went to get me wwwwwater. Take her satchel . . . to the carriage . . . there’s a good man.” I pat him on the cheek. With any luck, he’ll be too annoyed to think about much else. 


When Ezbeta half drags me into the main parlor, Adalbrecht’s messenger has commandeered the room by virtue of his livery alone, the rest of the guests buzzing and murmuring. They’ve already formed something of an audience for the man, who straightens and bows to me, then unfurls two pages of a letter and begins to read aloud: 


“‘From Adalbrecht Auguste-Gebhard von Reigenbach, Lord of Minkja, Margrave of Bóern, High and Noble Commander of the Legions of the South, Loyal Servant of the Blessed Empire of Almandy: Greetings.’” 


Saints and martyrs, that has to be half the letter alone, right? 


“‘It is my deepest sorrow to have kept my dearest treasure, the lovely and gracious Prinzessin Gisele, waiting while I secure our empire’s borders.’” (More like expand them for entertainment.) “‘But our long winter of the heart is at an end. At last, we two shall become one.’” 


Delighted gasps sweep the room, and every eye turns to me. Even the messenger pauses. 


I’m going to vomit. Long winter of the heart? Whatever minstrel he consulted with for this garbage, I need to track them down and strangle them with their own lute strings. 


“Nothing would bring me greater joy,” I say sweetly. No one has to know I mean murdering the minstrel. 


The messenger continues, stone-faced. “‘I myself will be returning to Castle Reigenbach on the morrow, and we hope you all will join us in Minkja for the wedding in two weeks’ time. Guests will be received . . .’” 


I don’t hear what he says after that, too busy trying not to look like I’ve been sucker punched. Two weeks? Two weeks? 


No wonder I saw the warning of misfortune. I only have a fortnight to scrape together the last two hundred gilden and make my getaway. 


Don’t panic. 


It’s harder than it looks. 


No, no, I—I can manage this. I’ll just need to pull one more job, maybe two. I can still get out. 


The manor door belches a hideous squall as it swings open again, admitting a hulking, rather drab fellow. There are two insignias embroidered in silver thread over the breast of his plain black cloak. One I recognize: the three stars of an official of the Free Imperial States. The other I can’t quite place: a set of scales with a scroll on one side, a skull on the other. I’ve heard of such a symbol, but where? 


The courier spots him and shuffles to the other piece of paper. “The margrave also wishes to pass on the following: ‘This is the time for celebration, not sorrow. His Lordship understands Bóern has been plagued by a persistent phantom of late. Now that, too, is at an end.’” 


Oh no. Now I know exactly what that symbol means. Who that man is. 


I may have two weeks to leave Almandy, but I need to get out of Eisendorf Manor as fast as I can. 


“‘By special request, Bóern has received dispensation for the investigation, arrest, and trial of the Pfennigeist, by the Order of Prefects of the Godly Courts.’” 










CHAPTER THREE 


[image: clip0003]


Rubies and Pearls 


There is one key thing that has kept me from being caught until now, and that is the fact that rich nobles don’t know how to handle being robbed in their own homes. 


I’m not going to lie, it bothered me when I robbed the von Holtzburgs and they just carried on like nothing happened. Only later did I realize they weren’t going to admit to being victims. At least, not until it was in vogue. For nobles who have lived their entire lives assured of their own safety, it’s embarrassing that someone—the same someone—keeps breaking through their money and their status and taking what they hold dear. 


(I know why I left my first red penny, but if I’m being honest, that’s why I keep leaving them. I want them to know it’s me, always me, hitting them where it hurts.) 


But the nobility has no way to stop it. That slack-jawed bailiff will just wring his cap at the sight of empty jewelry boxes and mutter about ghosts and grimlingen. They can clap obvious criminals in the stocks, but they’ve no notion how to sniff out wilier culprits like bloodhounds. 


The brute in the entrance hall now has been trained to do precisely that. The prefects of the Godly Courts come from the Free Imperial States, where the people elect their leaders, like Minister Holbein—or at least, whoever the Low Gods advise them to elect. The Godly Courts are their judges, juries, and executioners, and the duty of a prefect is to find all the facts of a case so the Low Gods themselves may render judgment. 


It’s said the prefects know where to look, what to ask, who to listen to; it’s said they wield tools and powers of the Low Gods themselves to uncover the truth. 


I’ve heard of prefects being summoned into the imperial principalities and marches, but it’s for nothing less than the worst of villains, like child-snatchers or doxy-butchers. For one to be brought all the way to Minkja for a mere thief means three things: 


First, Adalbrecht has rattled sabers and tightened fists to make this happen. 


Second, I need to get out of Eisendorf Manor before Ezbeta’s empty vanity is discovered. 


And third, I might be able to pull off exactly one more theft before I have to clear out of Bóern—and hopefully Almandy itself—for good. 


The small crowd draws back to make a path for the prefect as the messenger calls out, “‘My friends, I give you Prefect Hubert Klemens—’” 


“Junior Prefect.” The voice from the entryway is muffled by layers upon layers of wool and fur, but it still reaches us clearly enough to stop the courier mid-sentence. Probably because it sounds a good deal younger than any of us expected. 


A moment later, a doorman helps the prefect—junior prefect—out of his cloak and scarf. It’s like popping an olive pit from the flesh; what looked like a bear of a man is abruptly whittled down to a scarecrow of a boy of no more than eighteen. His dark wool jacket sits loose on his shoulders, a uniform that belongs on someone . . . bulkier. What I can see of a gray waistcoat and dark breeches seem to fit marginally better, though that’s a low bar to clear; his black hair is cut short like a commoner’s, but parted on the side and combed as neatly as any noble’s. All in all, he gives the impression of a collection of billiard cues that unionized to solve crimes. 


From what little I remember of my brothers, this boy looks precisely like someone they would have thrown into the pigpen for fun. The effect is only magnified when he fishes in a breast pocket, removes a set of round spectacles, and places them on his pale, narrow face. 


“Junior Prefect Emeric Conrad at your service,” the boy says, blinking his dark eyes owlishly. Then he seems to recall he’s not in the Free Imperial States anymore, and adds a nervous, “Sir.” 


My panic begins to subside. At least, it does where the prefect is concerned. 


“The margrave requested Prefect Klemens.” Adalbrecht’s messenger says it like an accusation. 


The boy bobs his head in apology, shoulders hunching. With the pearls on, I can nearly look him in the eye. I think he’d have a couple of inches on me if he stood straight, but his primary goal seems to be taking up as little space as possible. “Y-yes, sir, he was held up in Lüdz. I was sent ahead to begin the preliminary investigation.” He produces a small journal and a stick of paper-wrapped writing charcoal from another pocket. “I’d like to begin by taking statements—” 


Komte von Eisendorf holds up a hand. “I doubt anyone here is sober enough to give you a useful account of what happened, Prefect. Won’t you celebrate with us tonight, and save the questions until morning?” 


I see the boy mumble an aggrieved “junior prefect” under his breath before he offers a shrug. “If it suits you. Sir.” 


It certainly suits me, considering that somewhere on this estate, Hans the manservant is unwittingly returning a satchel full of stolen Eisendorf jewelry to my coach. 


The next hour and a half are a blur. I’m only half there as we sit down for supper, but it’s not hard to keep up the Gisele act, bubbly and glowing and still half drunk as she fields felicitations. All the while my mind whirs like a clock. A few brave souls attempt to strike up a conversation with Junior Prefect Emeric Conrad from where he’s glumly rooted himself at the other end of the table, only to give up in short order, looking almost as miserable as he does. 


For once, it’s easy for me to slip away with relatively little fanfare after supper. The rest of the guests are either too busy buzzing about the upcoming wedding, or too gorged and wine-fuddled to notice me quietly asking for my cloak and gloves. (Even Ezbeta is nodding off in an overstuffed damask armchair.) My coachman has been summoned, and a detachment of the messenger’s escort will accompany me back to Minkja, capital of Bóern. All that’s left is to wait in the foyer for the coach to pull around. 


Or so I thought. I’m standing at a window in my cloak of positively angelic mink-lined frost-blue velvet, staring out into the moonless night, when a reflection in the glass shifts behind me. I whirl around. 


Junior Prefect Emeric Conrad hovers a few yards away. This close, it’s easy to see how he’s practically swimming in his oversized uniform. He lets out an awkward little cough. “Apologies if I startled you, er . . . Prinzessin?” 


I nod, gracious. “Can I help you?” 


“I wished to offer my congratulations on your upcoming marriage,” he says very quickly, pushing his spectacles up a thin nose, “and to ask if it would not be too much trouble to take your statement tomorrow morning. The Penny Phantom has stolen from you in the past as well, have they not?” 


“Indeed,” I say, and by that I mean I made sure everyone saw me wearing a couple of Gisele’s most valuable baubles, hosted the kind of party the Pfennigeist kept infiltrating, and then immediately sold the jewelry to my fence. “I will be happy to tell you everything I know,” I lie. Then I let a beatific smile unfurl over my face. Gisele’s face. 


I know what that smile does to people. I was there the first time the enchanted pearls were strung around the real Gisele’s throat; I saw what they made her into. I saw the way her smile seemed to light up the room and break your heart all at once, in just the way you liked best. 


Years ago, while I was mending Gisele’s winter cloak and she was off on a hunt in the woods, I refined a theory about desire. In the world I knew, there were three reasons a person would be wanted: for profit, pleasure, or power. If you could satisfy only one, they used you. Two, they saw you. 


Three, they served you. 


From what I can tell, the pearls complete the trinity. They find what you might want, what you didn’t know you wanted, and make you believe only the wearer can give it to you. You desire their friendship, their company, their approval, and for many, their bed. 


And judging by Emeric’s faintly stunned look now, I surmise even a prefect of the Godly Courts is not immune. 


The wheels of the coach clatter outside on the drive, and the manor door creaks open. That’s my cue. I toss a shallow curtsy Emeric’s way. “Prefect Conrad.” 


As the door closes behind me, I catch an uneven “junior prefect.” 


No, I don’t think he’ll be a problem. 


The footman helps me into the Reigenbach-blue coach, and I glance to the corner. The satchel is there, ceramic jars clinking quietly as the coach rocks from my weight. I seat myself nearby, sweeping my skirts over it, and accept a steaming waterskin from the footman. It’s been filled with boiling water for heat, and I settle it on my lap as the door shuts, then draw a soft, heavy fur wrap over myself to make a cozy cocoon against the chill. It’s going to be a long ride back to Minkja, but at least it will give me time to think. 


The coach lurches forward, and I burrow deeper into the fur. 


The way I see it, I have three problems. 


First: I don’t have enough money to leave right now. A thousand gilden is enough to last a spendthrift countess five months, a shrewd laborer five years. It’s enough to get me out of the Blessed Empire of Almandy, through one of the borders that isn’t a bloodbath, and it will buy . . . I don’t know what. A ship? A storefront? A farm? All that matters is that it will buy me a life far from here. 


And it must be far, if I am to escape my godmothers. Far enough for them to lose their claim to me. 


Death told me once that she and Fortune are different beyond our borders of the Blessed Empire. That the Low Gods and their believers are like rivers and valleys, each shaping the other over time. In other lands, she is a messenger, a black dog, a warrior queen; Fortune is a horn of plenty, an eightfold-goddess, a serpent-headed titan. They wear different forms, abide by different laws. 


So maybe, outside the Blessed Empire, they will no longer be my godmothers. It’s the only way I can think to be free of them. Right now, I have just enough to get past the border as is, but I will be a commoner again, alone and friendless and without a penny to my name, and I know what happens to girls like that. I’d planned to solve this problem, with another theft, but . . . 


Now that Adalbrecht’s on his way back, I have two weeks to handle the money issue and figure out how to flee from my second problem: Gisele’s husband-to-be. 


Ordinarily, the only trouble with solving a problem like Adalbrecht would be deciding between arsenic and hemlock. But that route is cut off by my third problem: the prefects. Well, not Junior Prefect Milksop really, just the impending Prefect Klemens. A full-fledged prefect will be able to trace Adalbrecht’s murder back to me, and convene the Low Gods themselves to decide my punishment. I don’t think even Death or Fortune could save me then. 


It’s a puzzle, like picking a lock, trying to nudge each of the tumblers just right until the way is clear. If I arrange a visit to another noble family . . . no, Gisele is too high-profile, especially with the upcoming wedding, and will surely be connected to the crime. If we host celebrations at Castle Reigenbach? That could be something . . . 


It takes a moment for me to realize the coach isn’t moving anymore. 


I peek out from the furs. The muted drumrolls of hoofbeats have fallen silent, and beyond the coach windows I only see pitch-black night, and torchlight sweeping down spruce boughs. My brow furrows with confusion. We’re deep into the forest of Eiswald, with no need to stop. 


Then I see it. 


The torchlight is steady, unmoving, like the flame itself has frozen. And if I look carefully, I can see the crumbling ash of my fortune taking a turn for the worse. 


There’s no sound but my heartbeat rattling in my ears as the coach door slowly, quietly swings open. 


Nothing is there. 


Prickles run up the back of my neck. This could be the work of a grimling, a wicked, hungry spirit looking for a meal. 


Then again, a grimling wouldn’t bother with these theatrics. I’ve dealt with two Low Gods since I was four; I know when one’s at work. 


And if I’ve learned anything, it’s that there’s only one way to do business with a Low God: Get it over with as soon as possible. I roll my eyes, peel myself from my nest of fur, and draw my hood up against the cold as I climb out of the coach. 


Sure enough, an inhuman figure towers in the road outside, wreathed in the forest’s mists, perhaps twice as tall as a man. The only reason my escort isn’t fleeing is that they don’t see her, or anything at all. Every rider, every soldier, every attendant has gone still, their torch flames stuck in place like lanterns of molten glass. That means whichever Low God this is, they’re at least powerful enough to halt time a moment. 


That does not bode well. 


This Low God has a bear skull for a head, twin red-tinged lights glowing in each eye socket. Two antlers branch from the crest of the skull, their tips blooming into blood-red leaves. A strange shadowy sphere floats between them. Long hair falls around the skull, parted perfectly down the middle, fading from jet-black roots to snow-white ends and laced with bands of scarlet hemp. Two gaunt human arms thrust from a heap of shifting pelts like ribs from a long-dead corpse’s jerkin, bone-pale everywhere but the joints, which blush an unnaturally deep crimson. A raven is perched on one of the branch-antlers, its eyes also glowing red. 


Life and death, beast and vine, blood and bone, the teeth of a predator and the horns of prey. The goddess of this forest, then. Of course Eiswald is strong enough to hold time. Her woods reach nearly all the way to the border itself. 


I curtsy with a bit more sincerity than I had for the junior prefect. “Eiswald. What—” 


“Silence, thief.” It’s a howl, a hiss, a snarl all in one. 


Oh, that can’t be good. 


“It’s Lady Eiswald to the likes of you. Did you think you could come into my lands and take whatever you pleased? Did you think you would never pay?” Eiswald’s voice rises to a shriek. I blink and she’s suddenly closed the distance, looming taller than even the coach, eyes burning scarlet. “Did you think you could steal from mine?” 


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I gasp, stumbling back. 


There’s a bang. A glittering cloud pours from the open coach door: everything I took from the Eisendorfs, hanging in midair like hornets. 


The pewter ring rises above them all, its moonstone shimmering in cold talons. “This,” Eiswald snaps. “This is a token of my protection. It is not yours to take.” 


“Ezbeta and Gustav don’t need your protection,” I fire back. 


Eiswald only gnashes her teeth. “Everyone in my woods needs my protection. They make their sacrifices every solstice. They respect the old ways. They respect me.” 


“Easy to respect a god,” I mutter, thinking of the look on Hans’s face when Ezbeta screeched his name. “Anyway, your token was just gathering dust in the bottom of a jewelry box. They weren’t using it.” 


“But they are far from your only trespass, aren’t they, little Vanja?” 


The sound of my name knocks any answer from my tongue. 


For the last year, I’ve been Marthe, Gisele, the Pfennigeist. I have not answered to Vanja. 


I can’t remember the last time someone called me by name. I’ve forgotten what it feels like. 


Eiswald pushes closer, and I smell night and yarrow and rot. “Do not think your godmothers can help you now. Take, take, take, that’s all you’ve done for the last year, taken whatever you desired. But you have come into my woods tonight, and stolen from those under my ward. So now . . .” 


One pale hand reaches out, knuckles flushed red. My hood falls back on its own, the mink trim coiling around my throat like a noose. I try to move, try to scream, but—nothing. I can’t even breathe, lungs afire, my sight filling with the coal dust of terrible luck. 


A burning-cold fingertip presses to my cheek, just below my right eye. There’s a sharp pain. 


“. . . I will give you a gift,” Eiswald whispers, and glides back. “You will have what you want.” 


I suck in a breath like a dagger in the gut. I can move again. My hand flies to my face—and catches on something hard, no bigger than the tip of my little finger. 


Eiswald does not have lips to smile with, but the jaws of the bear skull crack a little wider. Torchlight slices along her teeth. “Rubies and pearls you shall become, little Vanja, and you will know the price of being wanted. For true greed will do anything to take what—” 


“Wait.” I strip off my glove and run my bare fingers over whatever she’s put on my cheek. It’s too rough to be a pearl. “Is this real?” 


Eiswald tries again. “To take what it—” 


“Is this a real ruby?” I whip out my boot knife and check my dim reflection in the blade. 


Sure enough, a fat, impeccable, teardrop-shaped ruby sits below my right eye. 


“Scheit,” I breathe, and immediately prod at the stone with the tip of my knife. “I could buy five horses with this.” 


“True greed,” Eiswald thunders, “will do anything to take what it wants.” 


I shoot her a pointed look as the blade scrapes against the ruby, perhaps a little too close to my right eye. Admittedly, cutting gemstones out of my own face is not ideal, but . . . five horses. “Do you mind? I’m trying to concentrate.” 


But no matter how I chisel at the jewel, it won’t move, as if it’s grown right out of my cheekbone. 


Eiswald knocks the knife aside anyway, seizing my chin in a grip that makes me squirm. “Out of respect for your godmothers, I give you one more gift.” 


“Pass,” I grind out. 


“You have until the full moon to make up for what you have stolen,” Eiswald growls. “The longer you take, the more your greed will overtake you, until it is all you are.” 


The thing about Low Gods is they’re inordinately fond of talking like a book of doomsday prophecies. You could ask Fortune about the weather and she’d say something like The wind’s loyalty skews, the veil lifts and that would mean “The rain will clear out by Tuesday.” The only way to get a straight answer from them is to spell it out first. “So I’m going to keep breaking out in gemstones?” 


“By the full moon, you will be gemstones and nothing more. The only way to save yourself is to shed your greed and make amends for—” 


“What I took, right, I heard you the first time.” I purse my lips. If I’m sprouting jewels like warts, maybe I’ve solved at least my money problem. “Are they all going to grow on my face, or somewhere less . . . necessary?” 


“Enough. You grow tiresome.” Eiswald flicks a hand, and the raven flutters down from her antlers to alight upon one ruddy fingertip. “My daughter, Ragne, will watch over you until my gift ends, one way or another.” 


“Your curse, you mean.” I eye the raven as the gravity of this situation begins to sink in. 


Eiswald tilts her head, and the leaves on her antlers shiver. “It will be what you make of it, little Vanja.” 


All the floating jewelry falls to the ground, save for the pewter ring, which vanishes. I swear and crouch to begin picking everything up, doing my best to keep the dirt off my pale-blue cloak. The raven— Ragne, I suppose—lands on the road, then hops away as I gather up the Eisendorfs’ jewelry. A moment later she returns, dragging my knife. I tuck it back into my boot. 


“At least your daughter’s helpful,” I grumble to Eiswald. 


She doesn’t answer. When I look up, she’s gone. 


In her place stands Godmother Death, her shroud bleeding into the mists of the road. 


I rise, my hands dripping stolen gems. “Don’t give me that look.” 


Death does not deny it. Fortune can be slippery, but you can count on Death to deal plain. Disapproval is collecting on her like dew on a grave. 


I sigh and jerk my head toward the open coach door. “If you’re going to yell at me, do it in here. We’ve still got a long way to go until Minkja.” 










CHAPTER FOUR 
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Midnight Oil 


“I’m not angry,” Death says in the seat across from me, “just disappointed.” 


I stare out the coach window at the passing trees, mouth pinched shut. The coach jolted back into motion once I’d settled inside, my escort carrying on as if we hadn’t taken a short break for me to be struck with a deadly curse. 


Death waits a moment, then says exactly what I know she’ll say. “It doesn’t have to be like this. You know I can help.” 


And that is when Fortune arrives in a jingle of coins and bones, manifesting into the seat beside Death with a flourish of dust and gold. To me, she looks a little like Joniza, the bard from Castle Falbirg, with skin of deep bronze and glossy, tight black curls. 


“We agreed,” she says indignantly. “If we’re going to discuss her servitude, we do so together. It’s only fair.” Then she reaches over and pats my knee. “Hello, Vanja dear.” 


“I didn’t come to speak to her of servitude,” Death protests, as annoyed as she ever gets. At least, she sounds like it. I get seasick if I look at her face too long. It’s already hard to see beneath her hood, and her features constantly shift, taking on the visage of people about to perish at that precise moment. “I came because she’s going to die.” 


Fortune scowls. “Every human dies. That’s no excuse to break our agreement.” 


“She’s going to die in two weeks,” Death clarifies. “On the full moon. It was a matter of business, not family.” 


Fortune relaxes a bit more than I like, given that we’re discussing my imminent demise. “Oh, I see. Well then. How did it happen? Your luck’s shifted around quite a bit tonight, but I didn’t realize it was this dire.” 


“I don’t want to talk about it,” I grumble into my fur wrap. “I have it under control.” 


Considering I now have two weeks to amass a fortune, escape one of the most powerful men in the Blessed Empire of Almandy, and evade the highly trained criminal hunter headed my way, all the while slowly turning into precious stones, I absolutely do not have it under control. But I’m not going to tell my godmothers that. 


Besides, I have a bad feeling about what breaking the curse might entail. And if I have to make up for everything I’ve taken . . . well, timing is going to be key. 


“She stole a token of Eiswald’s protection from a countess,” Death says flatly. 


“Vanja,” Fortune chides, shaking her head. Her wreath of coins lets out a shimmery ring. “You should know better. It’s much safer to steal from the helpless.” 


(If you have been wondering why I am the way I am, perhaps you are learning now. But I will give Fortune and Death their due: They treat the poor and the powerful with equal disregard.) 


Death continues. “Eiswald has cursed Vanja in retaliation. If she doesn’t lift it by the full moon, Vanja dies.” 


“A killing curse over a little token? Isn’t that a bit extreme?” Fortune folds her arms. “The nerve of some gods.” 


There’s a muted croak from the empty corner of the coach, and then I remember it’s not empty after all. Ragne is huddled on the seat, feathers blending into the dark. 


“Of course not, dear, I’m sure your mother has her reasons,” Fortune says quickly. Then she catches my bewildered look and adds, “I’m afraid Vanja can’t understand you like that.” 


Ragne blinks a sleepy red eye at me and caws, then rolls over. Suddenly a black cat is hunching in the raven’s place. She shakes her head, then says in a strangled, guttural voice, “Better?” 


“I hate it,” I say vehemently. “No. No talking animals.” 


“The Vanja understands now. Better.” She curls up tight, tucking her nose into the end of her tail. “Good night.” 


I bury my face in my hands. I am not going to spend what may be my last two weeks alive monitored by a talking feral shape-shifter. 


Fortune’s voice carries through my fingers. “Will you be able to break the curse?” 


“I said I have it handled.” 


There’s an awkward silence. Then Fortune ventures, “Well, since we’re both here . . . there is a way to get out of it—” 


“No.” I drop my hands to glare at her and Death. “I don’t need your help.” 


“Eiswald would have no claim to you,” Fortune insists. “You’ll have to choose someday. It’s been what, two years? Seven?” 


“Four,” says Death, for she always knows, “in two weeks.” 


“I don’t need your help,” I practically spit, seething. 


The fact is that I do. I desperately need both Death and Fortune on my side. 


But I can’t ask for it, not from them. 


It turns out all their help has a price. 


After my mother gave me up, I lived with them in a cottage in their realm, and what little I recall, I recall fondly. I remember Death telling me bedtime stories of the kings she’d collected that day; I remember Fortune fussing over racks of houseplants that seemed to wilt out of sheer malice. I remember being warm and safe. I think I remember something like love. 


When I was almost six, they could not keep a human child in their realm much longer, so they brought me instead to Castle Falbirg. Fortune meddled as she does, and suddenly I was the von Falbirgs’ new scullery maid. They left me there with their blessings: Unlike other humans, I could see Death and Fortune themselves at work in this mortal realm, and use that knowledge for my own ends. 


When I was thirteen, they came to me again. I was of age, they said; I had been given to them, they said. And now it was time for me to serve. 


Their gift to me was a choice. I was to decide whose trade I would take up: Death’s, or Fortune’s. I would follow and serve one of them to the end of my days. 


My answer was what you would expect of a thirteen-year-old who was asked to choose between her parents: no. 


My godmothers were flummoxed. They were angry. Fortune was the most vocal about it, but I could see the grass withering around Death’s feet, feel the hurt seeping from her shroud. I didn’t know how to tell them I didn’t want to choose which godmother I loved best. 


I didn’t know how to say I wanted to be more than a servant. 


I had no words at all to say I’d thought I was their daughter, not a debt to be collected. 
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