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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





Chapter Eight
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Crystal and Glass

Emeric opens his mouth, and I can see the gears in his head creaking into motion. I know what happens when you give him a puzzle: He’ll drop everything until it’s solved.

I cough. “We’re actually here to register me as a consultant, so maybe that first?”

Vikram starts, as if he forgot I was here. “Oh! Sure. Er, I think I know where Linn keeps the forms . . .” He produces a sheet of parchment from a cabinet and slides it over the counter to me, along with a quill. “Fill out everything except for this bottom section, and sign on this line, not that one—that one’s for the authorizing prefect. Conrad, I’ll catch you up on the library situation in a moment. What the devil are you doing here, though? Last I heard, you were still in Helligbrücke, pining over some floozy.”

I look up from the form, startled enough to keep from laughing. “Oh, was he?”

Vikram doesn’t bother hiding his own smirk. “Apparently he met her on a big case over midwinter and spent all of January—”

“Vikram,” Emeric starts tightly.

“—and most of February looking out the nearest window and sighing.”

“Vikram.”

“I heard it got so bad, he wrote poems.”

I pause in the middle of drawing a pair of gleaming buttocks under Please list any specialized or relevant skills and glance sidelong at Emeric. “Poems, plural?”

He’s beet red. “Will you just fill out the form.”

“Was this the Minkja case?” I ask innocently, adding stink lines to the butt. “I’ve heard about that one.”

Vikram’s face lights up. “It was. Wildest file I’ve read in years. The whole order was in an uproar that a wee junior prefect brought down the margrave of Bóern by himself.”

“I had significant help,” Emeric protests.

“Entirely on his own,” Vikram continues blithely, ignoring Emeric’s muttered “Again, incorrect.” “Completely unaided, particularly not by some mysterious absent floozy.”

I scoot the form over to Emeric along with the quill, resting my hand on the parchment for strategic buttock concealment. “Sign, please.” He obliges me, scowling at Vikram the whole time. I push the completed form over to Vikram.

“Thank you, Miss . . .” His eyes land on my name and widen.

“It’s me,” I say serenely. “I’m the floozy.”

His mouth purses for a beat. Then Vikram says, with a remarkably straight face, “Conrad, you didn’t tell me she was an artist.”

Our eyes meet. In that moment, an unspoken ironclad alliance is forged, and I know we are a united front with the sole objective of haranguing Emeric.

“What do you mean—” Emeric cranes to look at the form and sees my creative contribution. “Vanja.”

A heavy and official stamp thuds onto the bottom of the page before he can swipe it.

“Entered into record April third, 760 Blessed Era,” Vikram says briskly, whisking the parchment away. “Now let me grab a decent coat and you can see this library problem for yourself before it gets dark.” He vanishes down the hall again, only to thrust his head back out. “Oh. Miss Schmidt, I’m Vikram Mistry, journeyman research officer for the Order of Prefects of the Godly Courts. You’ve probably figured out the ‘Vikram’ part on account of Conrad saying it so much. Lovely to meet you.” He disappears again.

“I’m shocked,” I say to Emeric. “I thought the first rule of your prefect charter was I solemnly swear to keep a stick up my ass, permanently, no takebacks.”

“Article One is ‘A prefect is bound to investigate and resolve any case they are assigned by their superiors, to the full extent of their ability,’ and you know that,” he grouses. “Vikram and I were in the training academy together. I wound up taking the track for field investigators, and he went into the research and engineering division. He was one of the few people who would actually spend time with a ten-year-old know-it-all.”

“We were both little outcasts.” Vikram returns, pulling on a heavier uniform coat, much like Emeric’s but embroidered in striped black-and-white trim instead of silver. “Him for being a literal infant, me . . . Well, some of the Almanic cadets had strong opinions on a Surajan joining their ranks. Any path to authority is going to attract bullies, and the prefects are hardly an exception. Lot of spares-to-the-heirs who saw a little smartass and a son of silk merchants as safe targets.” He holds the door open for us with a wink. “Hence why I was also the first person to teach this lout how to throw a proper punch.”

“Which was great,” Emeric says darkly, “until I got stabbed.”

Vikram rolls his eyes. “What eleven-year-old hasn’t been stabbed, honestly.”

Emeric turns to me for backup, and I hold up my hands. “Don’t look at me, Junior. I did very much try to drown you.”

“Ah, romance,” Vikram hums. “But wait—‘Junior’? I thought you’d be fully ordained by now.”

I pull a face. “It’s a nickname. If I call him ‘Aspirant,’ I sound like Kirkling, and I think that’d traumatize us both.”

“Kirkling is your proctor?” Vikram whistles. “High Gods and Low ease your way, friend. What’s your Finding, then?”

Emeric provides a recap as best he can, including Kirkling’s embargo on what I’m allowed to know, as we wind through the lanes of Dänwik. Our path slopes gradually upward as we pass manicured hedges and tidy little street markets. They’re mainly for tourists, given how many stalls hawk souvenirs, from novelty stoneware mugs to wooden toy ducks and somewhat incongruently elegant glass goblets. As we walk, a set of sharp steeples starts poking over the rooftops, marking a building at least as large as the prinz-wahl’s hunting lodge. The closer we get, the more popular the goblets become, with vendors shouting something about replicas.

“What’s the deal with the glassware?” I ask, only to realize I’ve fallen a few steps behind Emeric and Vikram.

“. . . weren’t many signa available when I did it, but I picked the Alembic,” Vikram’s saying as I catch up. “Seemed fitting. Did you take up the Oak from Klemens?”

Emeric shakes his head. “Hubert was always adamant I follow my own path, so I chose my own signum.”

“Your what?” I pipe up behind him.

Both boys look back at me, chagrined. “Stop neglecting your lady,” Vikram scolds.

I make a noise of indifference but am secretly delighted when Emeric hurries to loop an arm around my shoulders. “What’s a signum?”

“It’s part of the second contract mark.” He ducks his head. “I can show you when we get to the Book and Bell.”

Considering he has to be shirtless to do that, I find the idea extremely motivational. “Right. So. This library problem isn’t going to take long, is it?”

Vikram sucks in a breath through his teeth. “Ah, we’ll see soon enough. Some particularly nasty grimling got into the Library of the Divine last week, and it’s been attacking anyone who sets foot inside ever since. The Merchant League and the Artificers’ Guild are blaming each other since they can’t access the spell registry for negotiations, and neither Mathilde nor I have the field prefect training for wrangling grimlingen.”

The Library of the Divine begins to fill in under its steeples as we draw nearer, looming even larger than I’d originally thought—and too large to be unprotected. “Shouldn’t there be a kobold to keep them out?”

“The library has its own guardian entity called the Armarius. Some kind of spirit or the like, I don’t know.” Vikram shrugs. “I do gadgets, not ghouls. But no one’s seen the Armarius since this all started. A few local hedgewitches and warlocks have tried to put the grimling down with no luck either. It’s not enough of an emergency to call in backup, but since a field prefect happens to be in the neighborhood . . .”

“Prefect aspirant,” Emeric and I correct at the same time.

Then he pulls a face at me.“Oh no, that’s horrible. It really does make you sound like Kirkling.”

“But if I use ‘Junior,’ it’s going to bother you, since it’s outdated.”

Vikram grins. “She does know you.”

We turn a corner, and the full bulk of the Library of the Divine breaches our view for the first time, crouching, ancient, at the crest of a hill. Unlike most of Dänwik’s prim and posh façades, it’s a monolithic granite gargoyle of a building that predates the others by at least two centuries. Baring fangs of turret and spire and collared in blocky trim, its darkened windows leer like dozens of vacant, hollowed eyes. The double doors are shaded by a massive ribbed archway, and the lane ends at the front steps, imparting the impression of a lolling stone tongue.

“As you can see, huge tourist attraction,” Vikram drawls.

I spy a padlock on the door as we approach, one unlike any I’ve seen—for starters, there are two keyholes instead of one. “I’m not sure I can pick that. At least, not fast.”

“No need.” Vikram flashes a key ring. “I made it. But”—he correctly interprets the excitement that sparked in my face—“I would love for you to take a crack at it later. Always room for improvement.”

Vikram makes me turn around while he removes the padlock, “just to preserve the mystique,” but Emeric stops him before he can push the doors open.

He eyes the dark windows warily. “There’s no need for you two to put yourself in harm’s way. I’ll—”

“Handle the grimling while I search for your records,” I finish.

Emeric sees the stubborn jut of my chin and sighs, then turns to Vikram, who’s donned a similarly obstinate frown. “I suppose there’s no convincing you either. But . . .” He winces apologetically. “Vikram and I should find the records, to avoid any issues. Vanja, you can be our lookout. You’ll notice if our luck’s turning.”

I squint at him. It sounds like a flimsy excuse, but it beats waiting outside. “Sure.”

Emeric squares himself to the arch, lays a hand on the oak, thinks better of it, takes a step back, and prods one door with the inexplicably spotless toe of his boot. It swings inward with an arthritic creak, and all three of us freeze, bracing for a monstrous onslaught.

Nothing happens.

Emeric runs a hand through his hair. “Vikram, tell me this isn’t a very elaborate joke—”

The door slams shut so hard, it rattles on its hinges.

“It is not,” Vikram deadpans.

A line appears in Emeric’s brow. (It’s actually a little cute, but I don’t feel like that would be a helpful observation right now.) He reaches for his belt and draws a dagger, plain but for the copper coating on the blade. It’s one of a prefect’s set of five, the others being gold, silver, steel, and iron; they’re each wrought to be effective against different sinister things, but I always forget which. That is, save for copper. Copper I saw enough of in Minkja to remember: best against grimlingen.

Emeric’s lips move in some sort of incantation, and a gust of silvery light wrenches the doors open, straining against an unseen force. “Hurry.”

The doors bang closed again moments after we three scuttle inside, snipping off the last umbilical of light until Emeric digs out his prefect coin and ignites it.

Vikram is also scrounging in his satchel. “Hold on, I’ve been working on something . . . Here.” He emerges with what looks like a fistful of marbles, only to toss them into the air. They kindle with the same colorless light as Emeric’s pewter coin and hover around us like a cloud of sedate but extremely potent fireflies, casting an easier, wider glow than the coin’s.

Emeric whistles in appreciation. “How is that not standard-issue already?”

“Single use, and lasts only five minutes for now,” Vikram says. “Save your dirty jokes, Mathilde’s already made them all. Let’s go get your records.”

Emeric holds up a hand, peering beyond the light. “Do you see anything, Vanja?”

I look around, a smidge baffled. We’re in a foyer of sorts; pale light glazes over stone columns and a vaulted ceiling embellished with an iron chandelier long gone cold. There are signs of a hasty exit everywhere, from scattered papers and abandoned cloaks to a forlorn porcelain doll swooning at the foot of a statue. The statue itself bears only the inscription THE FOVNDER on the base, but judging from its old-fashioned robes, I’d say it’s meant to be a friar, the kind who goes by something like Sextus and entirely deserves it.

I don’t know what Emeric expects me to find, but nothing’s leaping out. “No.”

We pause for him to quickly consult the floor plan and directory posted on a nearby wall, then head into the library itself. Given the size of the building, I expected it to be separated into different chambers. Instead, the only partition is a ring of waist-high walls that section off something like an open-air rotunda at the main floor’s center. That area’s crowded with chairs and sturdy tables, some still bearing open books, parched inkpots, and half-written notes.

Radiating out from the rotunda’s rim is a towering forest of cylindrical columns—no, not columns, bookshelves, like massive tree trunks with scrolls and manuscripts for bark, rising all the way to the chandelier-dotted ceiling three stories above. Each one is spiral-bound with spindly staircases, and ruffs of narrow balustraded walkways offer brief respite before the next steps climb higher. Most of the shelves are bare above the second story, a few patches of books and scrolls clinging like lonely barnacles, but there’s clearly room for the various collections to grow.

“This way.” Emeric cuts an unyielding line across the rotunda, allowing only a wobble or two for avoiding furniture. “Vanja, you’ll have the clearest vantage in the middle. We’ll be just over at that section.” He points to one of the nearest columns. It’s still far enough away that I won’t be able to see what he’s searching for.

It can’t be easy for him to balance between Kirkling’s insistence on my exclusion and keeping me from feeling utterly useless, and for that reason alone I repress an eye roll. “Right then, lookout it is.”

Emeric passes me his coin. “Here. The grimling should show up before Vikram’s lights run out. Just shout if you see our luck change.”

I suppose that’s one way to say, Holler if we’re in mortal peril. The boys continue on without me as I scan the area and conclude only that there are probably about a thousand pounds of cobwebs in the unlit chandeliers.

Emeric’s voice floats over to me: “. . . looking for . . . before 398 BE . . . Hagendorn or Boderad’s Gorge.” There’s a formless query from Vikram, and I catch in reply: “. . . prefect accords.”

I shouldn’t eavesdrop, not if it could put his case in jeopardy.

But I really, really want to, is the thing.

I look around for a distraction. There’s a sort of dais in the chamber’s dead center, with a stone pedestal right at the bull’s-eye, and bolted to that pedestal is a very robust-looking display case that stands no higher than my sternum. Something is glittering inside.

Something presumably quite valuable.

I am officially distracted.

I mince over, keeping one eye on Emeric and Vikram to make sure some hellion isn’t descending upon them, at least not unnoticed. When I reach the display case, I’m surprised to recognize its contents: a clear, intricately cut crystalline goblet identical to those the souvenir peddlers are hawking outside. There’s a polished bronze plaque affixed to the pedestal. It reads:

THE MOSTE HOLYCH CRYSTALL GOBELET

BORNE IT OF SANKTVS VVILLEHALM THE SCRYBE

This isn’t a display case, I realize with a start, but a reliquary.

There’s a shuffling rasp from behind me. I whirl around. Some deserted parchment sheets flutter into the air as a faint breeze rings the rotunda. It almost—almost sounds like a whisper.

Then it’s gone.

“We’ve been noticed,” I call to the boys. There’s only a brief grunt of acknowledgment. A little annoyed, I turn back to the reliquary.

Something catches my eye as I move the coin light. I catch my breath and wave the coin from side to side, watching rainbows dart through the goblet.

I check on the area Emeric and Vikram are picking over. No sign of a grimling, though, as I watch, one of Vikram’s glowing marbles winks out and disintegrates. All that hits the floor is a thimbleful of dust.

That’s enough of an all clear for me. I circle the pedestal, scouring the reliquary’s base until I see a narrow keyhole in the dull brass. I crouch for a better look. Sure enough, the coin light sparks on a few bright scratches around the keyhole—too new to have faded, too few to have come from anything but a seldom-used key.

Someone’s unlocked this. Recently.

I send one final glance over my shoulder, this time to be sure Emeric and Vikram are wholly occupied, because Emeric won’t like this and Vikram may not find it as amusing as a butt on formal paperwork. Fortunately, they’re both immersed in the bookshelves. Less fortunately, the remaining light-balls are flickering. Another two go dark. I’ll have to work fast.

I set the shining coin on the pedestal so I can see, then reach into my satchel and slip out my lockpicks.

It’s not a very difficult lock, especially because I’m not worried about leaving a trail. If I’m right, it won’t matter anyway. All it takes are a few prods of the pins and a flick of the tension wrench, and the base of the reliquary releases from its frame with a soft rattle.

“About a minute of light left,” I hear Vikram warn.

That’s enough time for Emeric to stop me, so I try to keep it down as I rock the case, easing it off its base. The light-cloud in my peripheral vision is shrinking, shrinking—the case comes free with a jolt—I hold my breath as I lay it on its side on the nearest table, nearly folding myself in half to do so quietly—

When I straighten, I see my face reflected in the dark glass—

And a twisted, gray, half-rotted face gaping over my shoulder.

I scream.

“LIAR,” a wretched voice shrieks in my ear as I dive under the table, my heart thrashing, every nerve ablaze with adrenaline. “LIAR!”

The table goes flying, crashing somewhere in the rotunda with an ugly splintering sound. The reliquary case falls to the stone floor nearby, cracks spiderwebbing the glass panes.

The grimling hovers above me, unlike anything I’ve seen (and a kobold eating a man-horse monster doesn’t make it into even the top ten weirdest things I’ve seen, so that’s saying something). Its ghoulish face looms in a swirling incorporeal pool of coarse-woven black rags, the ruined features contorted with fury. Threads of darkness twist into two gaunt arms, with long fingers ending in mortally sharp points. “Thief,” it half sobs as I try to crawl away, “liar, get out, bring it home, GET OUT!”

It lunges for me—only to be dragged back, shrieking, as silvery light spears it through. I push myself up and see Emeric halfway across the rotunda, feet planted wide, one fist holding the other end of the spectral light. If I thought the grimling looked furious, it’s nothing compared to the look on his face as he makes a swift, savage gesture. The light frays at both ends, splitting into a dozen ties that anchor to rafters, columns, even the base of the pedestal.

The lenses of Emeric’s spectacles flash as he looks frantically around the room. “Vanja!”

I roll to my knees, keeping a table between myself and the grimling. “Here!”

Relief washes over him. “Are you hurt?”

“No, I—”

“Get clear,” he grits out, then adds a conciliatory “please.”

The creature writhes on the shining hook. “Lies, lies, LIAR, mine, mine, it’s mine—”

I want to get away, but . . . 

The goblet’s still glittering patiently on the pedestal. And if I’m right, it’ll give us just as many answers as the records Emeric was digging up.

Vikram’s voice echoes from behind me: “This way, Miss Schmidt!”

“I need that goblet,” I call, bracing myself to stand.

Emeric twists to look at me, almost offended. “Is now really the time?”

I feel a small little crumple of dismay. He thinks I just want to steal it. It’s not the wildest assumption to make, all things considered.

I just hate that it’s his first.

But we don’t have time to interrogate that. With an unearthly wail, the grimling tears loose. “GIVE IT BACK!”

It strikes like an adder, those needle-sharp fingers darting toward me—

They shatter against a sudden arc of silver light. It yanks its hand away, screaming. Emeric’s saved me again.

It can’t be for nothing.

Emeric ducks another hurled table, squinting up at the howling ghoul with the expression he gets when he’s found the first loose end in a complicated knot. He draws a dagger. To my surprise, it’s not copper but silver—the one meant for the undead. “Poltergeist,” he calls up to it, “tell me what you need to be at peace.”

A poltergeist? Why is a hostile spirit in a library, of all places?

“LIAR,” it accuses, sending a chair his way.

“I can banish you,” Emeric says sternly, “or we can put you to rest, your choice. Why are you here? What do you want?”

In response, the ghost chooses violence. A chandelier rips from its moorings and flies at him as the poltergeist screams, “I want what’s MINE!”

A burst of light knocks the chandelier aside. Emeric scowls and makes a complicated-looking gesture, his mouth moving in an incantation. Wheels of silver light wreath the poltergeist, trapping it in place. It lets out a half growl, half whine.

Now’s my chance. I roll out from under the tables and bolt for the pedestal.

My hand has just closed around the stem of the goblet when I hear Emeric’s incantation stop. I look up. The rings of light are constricting, tightening until they’ve just about sliced through the squirming, screeching poltergeist. Emeric draws his arm back, then flings the silver knife up and into the heart of the dark shrouds.

There’s an explosion of shadow and screams—

—and the poltergeist breaks free.

Emeric staggers, briefly stunned as if by recoil, the silver knife ringing against stone at his feet. A terrible shudder rocks the rotunda. Tables, chairs—anything not bolted down—are pitched into the air. I see Vikram running toward us, see the ghost’s horrible face fix on me; I know what’s coming—

I toss the goblet to Vikram just before a table rams into me like a runaway wagon.

Here’s the thing about a bad fall: The worst part isn’t the impact, not really. It’s the moment you’re airborne a little too long, when you know that once you hit the ground, you aren’t getting back up.

I crash down onto something that crunches awfully beneath me, my arm snaring with another horrid snap. A different, sharper pain blooms all along my left side. Everything fogs red. A tinny scraping sound fills in the gaps: I’ve landed on the shattered glass of the reliquary.

I hear Emeric calling my name. Everything hurts too much to answer in more than a whimper. I’m dimly aware of being picked up, the stagger of an unsteady run, urgent shouting. Rumbling and roars of “GET OUT, LIARS, THIEVES, GET OUT!” echo dully in my ears.

I glimpse the hideous specter behind Emeric, its face twisting even more horribly as it reaches for us—

And then, for a moment, I think I see a shrouded figure drag it back.

The fog lightens. There’s a rush of fresh air and a crack from the doors thundering shut behind us. We’re outside again. I am carefully lowered to the ground. Numbness spreads down my side a moment later, loosening the hurt’s stranglehold on my head.

“. . . my fault.” Emeric’s voice fades in. “I should have gone in alone. Vanja, I’ve stopped the bleeding, and you shouldn’t be in pain. You just have to hold on until we get to the inn.”

My head lolls as I try to look at the damage. I catch a glimpse of a pink splinter jutting from my wrist before Emeric turns my chin. Guilt burns like acid in his dark eyes. “You don’t want to see, trust me. I’ll—I promise I’ll fix it, you’ll be fine, all right?”

“Not your fault,” I croak. “I went after the goblet.”

“I should have known better than to leave you unsupervised around a priceless artifact, then.” He’s trying to force it into a joke, but there’s too much frustration seeping through for plausible deniability.

He still thinks I was just after it for larceny’s sake. I try to gulp down the sudden knot in my throat, my heart still racing a million miles a minute.

“You owe the lady more credit than that.” Vikram’s peering at the goblet through his loupe, turning it in his hands. “I’ll be damned, Miss Schmidt. Spotted it even inside Saint Willehalm’s reliquary. Well done.”

Emeric looks between us. “Spotted what, exactly?”

“What our ghastly nuisance is after, I wager.” Vikram licks the tip of his index finger and runs it around the rim experimentally; there’s only a muted yet audible squawk.

Crystal sings. The prisms cut into it should throw rainbows like the sun after a storm. I handled too much crystal at Castle Falbirg not to know it on sight.

And all I saw in the reliquary was glass.

“That goblet’s a fake,” I push through my teeth. “The real one’s been stolen.”





Chapter Eleven
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The Needle

Helga shows me the park. Then she shows me the nearby markets and the best bakeries, and effectively keeps me occupied until it’s almost noon. I suppose I’ve figured out this much about Helga: She’ll roundly deny doing anything for any purpose beyond self-interest, but that doesn’t mean I should believe her.

She leaves me on a bench by the park’s entrance with plenty of time to mull over what I want to say to Emeric. I’m angry he didn’t tell me about the end date on our relationship. Especially since, well, I’m not sure how I feel about losing my virginity to someone if we’re just breaking things off soon after. It feels like . . . being used.

And I don’t like that we started off talking about why I was upset, but then it turned into me defending myself. Even though he’s right: I did leave him first. And I’ve assumed the worst of him—something that hurt when he did it to me just yesterday. But what else am I supposed to think?

It all feels like too many pans crowded on a stove, some smoking, some boiling over, all too hot to touch. Still, I can at least look at it from above now, instead of trying to talk with one hand in the fire.

The noon bells toll as my stomach growls. Helga and I did stop for some sweet buns, but I didn’t have a proper breakfast, and the smell of sizzling wurst is wafting from a nearby food stall.

By the time bells chime for the quarter-hour, I’m very aware of how hungry I am, my legs swinging impatiently on the bench to keep the early April cold from locking them stiff. There’s still no sign of Emeric. It’s not like him to be this late.

That not-assuming-the-worst thing is getting more and more difficult.

I make myself think about the goblet instead. Or rather, how I’m going to sell Emeric on the idea that I have to steal it because a saint asked me to. Emeric did say he’d try to persuade the prince to return it, but . . . Saint Willehalm appeared to me.

It’s just odd that Prince Ludwig invited Emeric in despite having stolen property on the grounds. Apparently Ludwig’s even hiring performers for the dinner—

Wait. No. Not just tonight, but at least the next two months, Dieter said.

The two months it would take to get the goblet back through the authority of the Kathedra. The prince knows he’ll have the goblet that long no matter what.

It’s a trial run, I realize. He’s testing whether a prefect can sniff out the genuine article, but he won’t surrender it no matter what. If he gets caught, he can claim it was a mix-up with the cleaning and use the paperwork to keep it in his custody for months. If he doesn’t get caught . . . Saint Willehalm will be waiting a long, long time.

And either way, I’d bet every last ruby that Ludwig will throw nonstop parties to show off his acquisition until Alt-Aschel twists his arm.

If we want to get into the library before midsummer, we’ll need more than Emeric asking nicely.

My mind starts lining up the picks for this lock all too easily as I gnaw on the tip of a thumb. I’ve robbed backwater manors that posed more of a challenge, really, when the Pfennigeist was haunting Bóern. It’s the sabbath, so any servants from the House of the High won’t be working, and that means the hunting lodge is likely scrambling to cover staff shortages for tonight’s big dinner. (Not to mention hiring for the next two months.) If I can get in, Emeric can keep the prince distracted for me, and the goblet will be gone before Ludwig is any the wiser. I just need Emeric to play along.

The bells ring out for the half-hour.

Where is he? This isn’t like Emeric. He’d feed his own notebooks to swine before being even a minute late.

The worst-assumption road starts veering in a completely different direction.

Adalbrecht was the last aristocrat to invite prefects to his lands mid-felony, but it was to kill Hubert Klemens for the contract mark inked into his skin. Maybe the prince has sinister intent for Emeric.

Suddenly I can’t shake the memory of the dead man’s tattoo sewn into Adalbrecht’s back, the Scarlet Maiden spearing Emeric through the throat—

I’m on my feet before I can help it. I barely know where I am, but I do remember passing the prefect outpost on our way here, and I can make it back there easily enough. It’s embarrassing; it feels almost like groveling to come to him instead of meeting on neutral ground, but it’s better than letting my own mind terrorize me until he arrives.

I’m nearly at the outpost when an awfully familiar voice carries around a corner: “. . . supposed to do about it.”

I whirl around, yanking up my cloak’s hood, and shift to the hunched shuffle of an old woman picking her way down the street. The reflection in a nearby windowpane shows me what’s going on over my shoulder.

I see Emeric and Vikram emerging from an alley and heading for the prefect outpost. They both carry half-eaten food-stall wurst rolls. It’s harder to eavesdrop as they walk farther away, but I catch one last scrap: “. . . Vanja’s problem.”

His words from this morning burn like bile: You had no problem leaving me.

First my heart sinks. Then blood rushes to my head.

There’s no getting around it. I can’t even pretend that he forgot or lost track of time. He just chose to leave me on my own.

I feel almost unmoored. Even though I keep worrying about the other shoe dropping with Emeric, I wasn’t really prepared for him to choose cruelty. But making me wait on him like a pathetic little fool—letting me hope—

Inchoate, explosive fury overthrows me. I want him to hurt so he learns to never hurt me again.

I don’t even think, just spin on a heel, swipe an apple of horse dung out of a gutter, and throw it as hard as I can. It hits him on the shoulder in a tiny, foul explosion of brown.

That’s about when my brain kicks in again and I realize throwing feces at a prefect (aspirant) was probably not the brightest move.

A confused shout follows me as I bolt around the corner he and Vikram just came from. It leads to a tidy but cramped little alley—more of a polite distance between two buildings. I don’t know if they saw me; I’m not going to risk a foot chase either way. There are decent handholds in the lane’s timber- and stonework, and I definitely scaled worse in my Pfennigeist days. I scramble up the wall until I reach a balcony, then climb it and a window gable until I reach the roof. It’s lamentably steep, built to shed snow, so I scuttle along until I reach a roof with an easier slope. Then, satisfied I’m not being followed, I plop down on the shingles and try to collect myself.

Emphasis on try.

My sight streaks with tears once more. I still have Helga’s hankie, which is even more valuable because, as it turns out, you can’t throw dung at someone without getting shit on your own hand. I mop my face with my clean palm and wipe my other on the wooden shingles as best I can, only to curse when I pick up a splinter. Then I tip my head back and stare into the cloud-patched sky, wishing I could fall into it, if only to feel something uncomplicated.

I don’t know how to fix this. I hate that I don’t. I hate that I want to hurt him. I hate that he keeps hurting me. I want to go back to that final night in Minkja, when I cared for him and he cared for me and it was as simple as that.

All I had to do was follow him to Helligbrücke. All I had to do was trust he’d still want me.

But I ruined it, and now, here we are.

I scrub my face again with the hankie, angry with the both of us, as bells let out one lonely toll for the hour. Whether I like it or not, I still have to get Saint Willehalm’s goblet, and tonight’s going to be my best chance. I just have to do it without Emeric seeing.

Which means I can’t do this as a needle, moved by a saint’s hand.

I’m going to have to do this as a ghost.

 

“Marthe,” I tell the guardsman at the rear gate of the royal hunting lodge, hefting a basket of produce. “From the greengrocer? I have a delivery for Cook Grett.”

The guardsman eyes me suspiciously in the early evening light. Emeric should arrive in an hour, so I anticipated some wariness. “Bit late for that. You got an order?”

I give him a handwritten list on a scrap of parchment. “She said His Highness set the menu only this morning.”

He scans it, still frowning. I know the list will pass muster, because I pickpocketed it off a scullery maid I tailed around the produce market a few hours ago. The maid was full of all sorts of interesting stories for her friends at the stalls: A renowned prefect is coming to dinner tonight, poor Grett the cook is in over her head, the steward is in a hiring frenzy to keep up with the months of parties the prinz-wahl has in store, and so much more gossip. Each insight is as good as a lockpick when it comes to breaking in.

The guard hands back the list and waves me on. “Be quick about your business.”

“Yes, sir,” I lie, and trot over the shallow stone bridge, heading for the kitchens. One thing I learned from burgling the rich is that architectural innovation tends to be reserved for upper stories. Kitchens, larders, laundry—they’re always low to the ground and in the rear, so important people don’t have to see how the sausage gets made.

Sure enough, I can hear a chaotic clatter of pans and frantic voices as I approach an open door near the cellars, where light and steam are spilling out. I make sure my hair’s completely covered by my cap and kerchief, then quickly empty my basket into the slop trough and discard it in a discreet corner.

Then I hover by the door, taking in the kitchens’ pandemonium.

It’s a hurricane of servers with a harried-looking woman at the center: Grett, the main cook for the Golden Bine. The prince’s personal chef, Dorlein, belongs to the House of the High, so Grett covers for her every sabbath. It’s difficult enough to feed a prince from someone else’s kitchen once a week, but Grett’s also been saddled with preparing a dinner much finer than the Golden Bine’s standard fare, and, according to the gossiping maid I trailed, she found out only this morning.

She spies me fluttering on the doorstep and scowls. “What’s your business, girl? Who are you?”

“M-Marthe Schmidt,” I stammer, falling back on my old standby alias from Minkja. “My mother’s a friend of Dorlein? My brother just started as a groomsman today? And Dorlein said you need more maids tonight? I can come back later?” I take a timid half step back.

“No! No.” Grett waves me in. “We need all the hands we can get. Do well tonight, and maybe we’ll keep you on. Pay’s four sjilling a d—Watch it!”

“O-oh,” I say feebly as I step right into a manservant carrying a gravy boat. He leaps back quickly enough to save most of the gravy, but not without splashing us both.

“Damn you, Karl, you can’t serve the prince looking a mess.” Grett lunges for a pot that’s begun to smoke. “Go change, and show her where the uniforms are while you’re at it.”

We pass a stack of wood for the stoves on our way out, and I sneak a dusting of Joniza’s flash powders over the logs. Not enough to hurt anyone—just enough so that, in about five minutes, everyone will forget about Marthe Schmidt.

Karl dourly leads me down a hall to a storeroom with shelves of uniforms in obnoxiously bright red, blue, and yellow, everything from serving maid’s livery to coachman’s waistcoats. I pull the largest dress from a stack as Karl ducks into a nearby changing room with a fresh pair of breeches. I change in another little closet, tucking my own dress and cap into my satchel and securing the satchel itself under the oversized skirt. Once the apron’s tied on, it masks the bump. I keep the kerchief on over my ginger hair; considering I don

























































Chapter Eighteen
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Beautiful

When we return to the Jolly Magistrate in the early afternoon, Joniza is lounging in the little garden partitioned off for tavern patrons who want to eat in the sunshine. She takes one look at the red chalk splattered over us both and bursts into laughter. “What kind of mess have you gotten yourselves into now?”

I figure Emeric and I can take a quick detour before we clean up and figure out how to extract Erwin Ros. “Cultists,” I tell Joniza by way of explanation as I walk over. She nods sagely. “You look like you’re having a better day than we are.”

Joniza raises a glass with a fancy little floral garnish. “Baba knows a decorator here who always makes a big purchase. This time he’s apparently committed to a project large enough to clean out most of the caravan.”

“So Meister Bajeri can start the return trip early?”

“And if we leave in the next few weeks, we can use the summer pass through the Alderbirgs down south, instead of going around.” Joniza grins. “He’ll make it to Sahali with plenty of time before Fatatuma’s due date. We might even stop in Minkja so he can meet Bastiano.”

I remember every long trip Bajeri made through Sovabin, every time he saw how we lived there but didn’t say a word in judgment. “I think he’d like to see you happy.”

“Hm.” Joniza peels one finger from her glass to point at me. “You’ve gone and gotten insightful on me. Maybe this cult thing isn’t so bad.”

“No,” Emeric says sourly, trying once again to brush red powder off his coat. “It is still extremely bad.”

A head pokes around the doorway leading into the tavern: Agnethe. My stomach drops. We still haven’t figured out how to get her paid.

“Please congratulate your father for me,” I tell Joniza. “We’ve got to go handle something.”

We head over to Agnethe. “Did you try the apple cake?” asks Emeric, pulling out a chair at an empty table. Agnethe nods as she sits across from him, fidgeting, but doesn’t speak. “So,” Emeric starts, “we went to see Madame Treasury.”

I plop into the seat next to him. “She’s horrible.”

A flicker of relief darts through Agnethe’s expression. I understand why; when you say a powerful person has wronged you, it’s always a coin toss whether others will decide it’s easier to pretend they didn’t hear.

“When you signed the contract to work for her, what did she tell you it said?” Emeric asks.

Agnethe’s face twists as she tries to recall. “That I’d earn a white penny every day I worked for her. Then she asked me to sign and said it was all right that I couldn’t write my name.”

“Was anyone else there?”

“No.”

“Did she say anything about paying you in spintz? Or a fee to change them out?”

“Not until I asked for my wages. Then she said I was in . . .” Agnethe’s brow wrinkles deeper. “Administration forfeit?”

“Administrative forfeiture?” Emeric’s brow gets a matching divot as Agnethe nods. “That’s not . . . I’m afraid that was a lie. Administrative forfeiture is what happens to someone’s property while they’re serving a prison sentence. Their assets belong to the local government until their sentence is over. In the meantime, they can be sold to anyone for the same amount as the most recent annual tax. But it has nothing to do with wages, or your contract.” He leans back. “I have bad news and good news on that front. Part of your contract does say that if you’re caught spying, you give up your right to any unpaid wages.”

“But I wasn’t spying,” Agnethe protests. “I didn’t know . . .”

“No one in their right mind would have agreed to that contract if they knew what was in it,” he agrees. “Unfortunately, she claims someone witnessed her read it to you, which I don’t believe, but it makes it your word against theirs. And the city guards like her quite a bit. That’s the bad news. The good news is that this seems to be a pattern with her, and it’s very illegal. If we can find others she’s done this to, you can band together and file a civil petition, which I suspect you’d win. That would force her to pay you not just your wages but also fees for putting you through this.”

“How long would it take?” Agnethe asks.

Emeric pauses, the cold hourglass of reality draining to clarity for him. The Godly Courts have the luxury of time—and the literal Low God Time, in fact—on their side; a trial can be summoned in a breath, the rulings dispensed in the next. The only delay is in preparing the case. Time, however, makes no exceptions for the courts of mortals.

“It could be weeks, maybe months,” Emeric admits. “Miss Jenneke did say she could take in you and Marien—”

“But you won’t need it.” I put a hand on his arm, then reach for my satchel.

This was always going to be the best answer. I know how employer schemes work; they’re a lock of their own kind. No one puts a lock on a door to keep it shut. They put the lock there to make it too hard, too time-consuming, for the wrong sort of people to get through. Madame waives her fees for the guards, she fakes her contracts, and she pays in her made-up money, all so she can draw out fights against girls like Agnethe until they can’t afford another round.

I find a handkerchief by touch, then one of my larger rubies, and fold it into the cloth. Then I lower my voice. “Put your hands on the table, together, palms up.” Agnethe does. I set the handkerchief in her open hands. “Listen very carefully. Do you feel that stone? Put this in your pocket like a normal hankie, and don’t let that stone fall out.”

“What is it?” she whispers as she obeys.

“The rent you owe,” I say matter-of-factly. “Do you know where to find a jeweler in Welkenrode?” She nods. “Good. Go to them—not one in Rammelbeck—so no one here sees you. Tell the jeweler your uncle won that in a card game last night and wants it appraised. They will almost certainly make you an offer. Don’t accept less than ten gilden—” Her eyes go very round until I frown. “I mean it, ten and not a gelt less. If the offer’s too low, say you have to ask your uncle and start to leave, and they’ll increase it. Put the money in the hankie so no one else sees, and take that straight to your landlord to pay your rent, then put what’s left somewhere safe.”

“B-but how will we pay you back?” Agnethe asks unevenly.

I give her a wry smile. “By learning your letters, so no one can get you into a contract like that again. Go now, so you’ll be done with all this before dark.”

Emeric waits until Agnethe’s left the courtyard to say, “You shouldn’t have to do that.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” I sigh. “But what am I supposed to do, let her get kicked out of her home?”

He puts an arm around my shoulders. “No. It’s just . . . very generous. And you shouldn’t have to be.”

I lean my head on him. “I’m tired,” I say quietly, “of watching the empire make a thousand more girls like me, every day.” Then I stand. “I’m going to go wash off this mess.”

Emeric pushes to his feet. “Same. I’ll use the common baths. I think you more than deserve the tub in the room.”

I do not bother with even a procedural objection on our way upstairs. I haven’t had a private bath since I left Castle Reigenbach, and now that the prospect’s on the table, I might knife-fight to keep it. Emeric seems to pick up on that, because he gathers a change of clothes and a towel and exits our room with remarkable expedience, shaking rose petals out of his hair as he goes. The petals dissolve after an hour anyway, or we’d be up to our ankles by now. We learned the hard way that they rain from the ceiling every time the door opens and closes.

I shuck my own clothes and wait in a towel while the tub fills up. The clerk was right to brag about the plumbing. Visually it may be a nightmare, but in terms of engineering, it’s a triumph to have steaming hot water spill from a wall spigot shaped like a chubby-cheeked imp.

As I wait, I mull over the Treasury and whether I actually could burn the place to the ground without Emeric catching on. Or without getting Erwin Ros killed. I might be taking this all too personally, considering I keep hearing echoes of Irmgard in it all.

There’s a full-length mirror in our room, and an urge digs at me like a splinter. I walk closer, turn around, and look over my shoulder as I let the towel slide down my back.

The view is still as terrible as I remember. Once, I tried to romanticize the marks as thorns, like I might wield these scars and keep the world at knife’s length. After Irmgard fouled the salve, they healed in knots of mottled gray and purple, not thorns but the barren fingers of a dead tree.

My own voice burns in my ears: No one will ever want me.

I throw the towel over a chair and climb into the tub before I have to look at myself a moment longer.

Irmgard I can’t do anything about. I left her to rot in a dungeon in Minkja. Madame Treasury, on the other hand, is overdue a reckoning, and it’s one I’m going to enjoy handing to her.

There’s a shelf nearby laden with the tinctures, soaps, and perfumes the clerk promised yesterday. After I empty one bottle into the tub, rose-scented foam starts bubbling up. I shook off as much of the chalk as I could earlier, but I still go for a vigorous scrub. Too much of today has left me feeling dirty. When I’m done, I let myself slide down until the water comes up to just beneath my nose, and watch the red silk curtains of the tub’s own canopy shiver in the draft.

It helps me to keep the metaphor going and think of these puzzles like locks. The Treasury is no different; I just have to be careful about choosing my picks. At the end of the day, I don’t need revenge, I don’t need money—I need Erwin Ros alive. And Madame knows we’re looking for him. If I back her into a corner, she’ll use that against me.

I’m toying absently with the edge of the canopy when the door opens and Emeric walks in. “I was just thinking—OH.”

“SORRY,” I yelp, yanking the curtain around the tub, but I’m very certain he got a complete and unabridged look at my frontal, well, everything.

His uneven voice carries through the fabric. “I thought you’d be done already, I’m so sorry, I’ll go downstairs—”

“No, it’s fine,” I babble, “I took too long, I’m done now, you can stay.”

“If—” His voice cracks. I hear the door shut, then a brief curse as rose petals spew from the ceiling. “Vanja, if you’re not comfortable with me seeing you undressed, that’s perfectly all right.”

My toes curl in the bathwater. Part of me does want that, does want to feel his gaze go everywhere his hands already have. Almost everywhere. “That’s not . . . exactly it.”

There’s a moment of quiet; the frenetic energy twists into something more pensive. Then he says, “May I make a guess?”

We were always going to have this conversation. I still want to sink under the water’s surface. I make myself say, “Yes.”

Careful footsteps approach the curtain, and then I hear him sit on the floor by the tub in a shuffle of fabric. Somehow his voice is grave and soft all the same. “I think you may be afraid . . . of me seeing your back.”

My throat closes off. Of course he knows; of course he’d cut to the heart of the matter. I’m just wasting both of our time. Miserably, I draw the curtain back.

He’s facing away, arms outstretched and propped on the knees he’s pulled to his chest. Even if he were to look, from this angle, the walls of the tub are high enough to hide everything below my shoulders.

“There are so many girls out there,” I tell him, my voice scratching on nearly every syllable. “Pretty ones, who aren’t this—damaged. And they’ll be better to you than me. I know what I am. You’re too damn smart to not know it too.”

Wordless, Emeric gets to his feet, picks up my towel from the chair. He unfolds it, holding it lengthwise, his eyes averted as he returns to me, saying lowly, “Come here.”

I’m too startled, too overwhelmed to second-guess. I stand and step into the towel, let him fold it around me—then hold in a squeak when he lifts me up and carries me to the bed. Butterflies practically erupt beneath my belly. “What are you . . . ?”

But Emeric only sets me on the edge of the bed. Then he sits beside me, taking my hands in his. “I’m—I need to say something. I’m going to try not to make a mess of it.”

This is it, the part where we both pretend I’m passable the way I am, pretty enough with his spectacles off. Maybe I just wanted to hear that lie.

“We’re not pretty people,” Emeric says.

That I did not expect.

He’s fighting off a grimace as he continues, “That sounds bad. I mean—there are people who you look at and immediately know, on a purely objective level, that they’re beautiful. And I don’t think that’s either of us. In fact, I’m pretty sure anyone who meets me spends the first five minutes convinced they’re being haunted by a census ledger. But . . .” His shoulders give an awkward little hitch. “You seem to like me nonetheless. I don’t know why. But I have to believe you see something I don’t.”

I’d object, but I’m too busy trying to wrap my brain around the fact that Emeric feels this way in the first place.

“And if you were to ask me if I think you’re beautiful . . .” He releases one of my hands to twist a damp lock of my hair between his fingers. “I’d say sometimes the sun hits your hair when I’m tying your ribbons, and it looks like it’s burning, and I feel like I’m going to catch fire too. And sometimes, when you smile, it feels like my heart is going to explode—” I can’t hold back a watery grin, and he exaggeratedly clutches his chest. “Enough, please, it can’t handle this kind of strain—”

I shove him, but now we’re both laughing. “Stop.”

His tentative grin sobers a little as his fingers trace over my shoulder. “In Minkja, when the pearls first worked on me, really worked, do you know what I wanted more than anything in the world? I wanted to snap the string so they’d never take your face away again, and—” Emeric’s voice catches, turns throaty as his fingertips skim my collarbone. “I couldn’t stop wondering if every one of your freckles tastes the same.”

“Oh” is the best I can manage, because I think I want him to find out.

He lays a hand along my cheek. “I want you to see yourself the way I do, because there is beauty in every inch of you, Vanja. Just as you are. Whatever your back looks like, when you’re ready, I’ll find it there too.”

I want to believe him, more than I’ve ever wanted anything. But there is nothing so terrifying as the thought of showing him the ugliest part of me.

For once I hear his words instead of Irmgard’s: I know bravery is real because I see you choose it every day.

Maybe—maybe I can choose it, here and now, for him.

I take a deep, shaking breath. Then I shift my hips, turning away. For the second time today, I let the towel fall.

I hear his breath catch. Fingertips graze my spine, raising prickles on my skin. He doesn’t speak for a long moment. When he does, his voice is tight with iron control. “Why did they heal like this?”

The scars are as bad as I said, as ugly as I knew they were. “Irmgard put soot and starch-root juice in my salve. We couldn’t afford to replace it.”

“Vanja . . .” There’s a jagged edge to my name in his mouth. I don’t know what to make of it, how to parse this, how to do anything but brace for the ghost of a whip.

This is the moment I have been building myself toward, when the worst truths are confirmed: that the damage goes too deep; that, at best, this part of me will always be something a lover must endure.

Instead, lips brush between my shoulder blades, over the thickest and most gnarled of my scars.

I go completely still.

Another kiss presses against the line of a scar, then another. Against the part of me that makes me remember I am ugly, I do not deserve to be loved, turning them into lies, breaking the memory like a curse.

I don’t realize I’m crying until hot tracks spill down my cheeks. His hands steady my waist as I shudder, slide over my stomach, and I melt—there’s no glamorous way to put it, I utterly melt—into his touch for once. Some part of me has always held back, clinging to the fear that I cannot be both known and wanted, that I will always have to surrender to one.

But he—he has found beauty, somehow, in the worst of me. This isn’t a surrender; it’s a release.

I turn to him, half laughing, half sobbing with relief, the last stones of a dam buckling in the rush as he gathers me up with only uncomplicated desire in his gaze. I didn’t know I was starving for this, to be laid wholly bare and met with this divine hunger. I didn’t know I could feel this way. I want more of this, more of him, more of it all.

We tumble to the sheets in a delirium, hands pulling at collars and hems until there is only skin sliding against skin, like we might strike a fire between us. I—I don’t know where this is leading us, I just want to feel—

Then I remember this morning, in the Green Sleeve. “Wait,” I gasp out, pulling back.

Emeric lets me go immediately, pushing himself away to give me room. “Sorry—that was—intense. Are you all right?”

I huff a feverish laugh, drying my face. “I’m—I’m amazing. I just want to know, am I doing something wrong?”

He stares at me like I’ve grown a second head. “What?”

“At the Green Sleeve. You didn’t want me to hear your question. I thought maybe I’m not . . .”

“Oh. No, you’re—” Emeric straightens his spectacles, contrite. “You said it yourself, you’re amazing. It’s the other way around. I thought I might not be . . .” He ducks his head, searching the linen for answers. (I have never been happier that we got rid of the satin.) “Saints and martyrs, this is embarrassing. I just want to make sure you’re, er, enjoying yourself. And it’s fairly evident when I’ve . . . had a good time? But I don’t always know if . . . if-you-have? So that’s—that’s what I was asking about.”

I blink. It’s true: There’s a definitive sort of conclusion for him, but I hadn’t really considered how—that ought to happen for me. I thought it just felt good and that was all. “What did Jenneke say?”

“That everyone’s different, so it’s normal to take some time to figure out what works best.” Emeric purses his lips. “But she said there’s something we can try, that generally people, er . . . enjoy.” At my quizzical look, he adds, “If I kiss you. Here.”

His hand grazes my knee; then a fingertip traces a circle on the inside of my thigh.

It’s my turn for a stilted “OH.”

“But only if you want,” he says quickly, “if you’re not ready—”

“I think I—I do. Want that,” I say just as quickly, surprising even myself. Then I consider the logistics, asking him to put his mouth—there. “Are you sure you want to, though?”

Emeric reaches for my chin, turns my face so I can look at him full on. “That,” he says a bit raggedly, “is perhaps the silliest question I have ever heard.”

The butterflies erupt with a vengeance as he catches me in one more deep, heady kiss, then starts easing himself toward the edge of the bed. “So that’s a yes?” I squeeze out, still nervous. I mean, I know I just got out of the bath, but what if there’s a smell, or if I—I look strange down there, or—

“I told you, Vanja.” His lips move against the same spot on my thigh where his fingertip had been, and I find my hands already clutching the sheets for dear life. “Every inch.”

Then he’s moving up, closer—and then—and then—

For the first time in my life, I feel—

Beautiful.

 

We spend the afternoon gloriously entangled, testing new waters, until we realize it’s getting dark out. I wind up stealing his breeches and shirt to go put in a dinner order downstairs. (This is also how we find out that’s a thing for Emeric, as he takes one look and promptly delays me for another ten minutes.)

I’ve just ordered our meals at the tavern bar when I feel an acute case of stink-eye burning into the back of my skull. Sure enough, Kirkling is scandalously close to a tipsy slump at the end of the bar, glowering at me like I pissed in her half-empty glass of brandtwein.

Maybe it’s confidence from the afterglow, or maybe I’m just done waiting for her to invent a new pain in my ass. Either way, I find myself marching over to her. “Something wrong?”

Kirkling eyes me up and down, taking in the ill-fitting breeches and my haphazard braid, and swigs half her remaining liquor. “I see Aspirant Conrad’s report today is going to be brief.”

“Look.” I plant my hands on my hips. “I get that you’ve decided to hate me. I can deal with that. But do you think, maybe, you can stop trying to wreck Emeric’s case, since solving it is integral to him not being fed to a hellhound? If not for his sake, then for Klemens’s.”

“Don’t.” The sneer drops off Kirkling’s face, replaced by pure anger coiling like a viper. “Don’t you ever invoke his name. Hubert Klemens was the best of us. He deserved better than to be fished out of a river like a common deadbeat.”

I stand my ground. “You know I was framed for that.”

“Pff.” Kirkling looks away, taking another sip from her glass. “He never should have been in Minkja. Hubert was supposed to retire when I did. Instead he stayed on another five years, just to look after Conrad. That boy is the best recruit the academy’s seen in generations, but it’s up to me to make sure he’s worth the price.” She snorts. “The only disrespect to Hubert is that Conrad’s going to fail his Finding because he got distracted by a little two-penny charlatan with sheep eyes and a sob story.”

I’m briefly speechless; I know she loathes me, but I wasn’t prepared for her to break me off a chunk of uncut vitriol.

That doesn’t mean I’m going to take it lying down.

“You waited for two months to assign Emeric an impossible Finding,” I say coldly. “Let’s just hope you don’t drink yourself into an early grave. You’ll need plenty of time to figure out how to explain that to Klemens when you see him.”

Helga had the right of it: Trying to get through to Kirkling is like bouncing coins off a boulder. She just scoffs into her glass. I start to leave, then catch myself. Emeric said he wants me to see myself the way he does. That means I have one more point to settle.

“And for the record.” My voice rises. “I did more to help a crime victim today than a prefect could. There’s a statue of me in Minkja for a reason. If all you see in me is a two-penny charlatan, it’s because that’s what you want to see.”

I turn to leave for real this time and indulge in a poisonous wink as I add over my shoulder, “I’m a hundred-gelt charlatan at least.”
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