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Author’s note

 

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




BLESSED BE THE CROWN

SACRED BE THE BEARER

RIGHTEOUS BE THE SPIRIT

AND HOLY BE THE TERROR

—Inscription over the Blessed Throne of the Empire of Almandy




Chapter Eight

Permanent Marks

Lilje turns out to be wrong about one thing: Her family does want to see her.

Just . . . on their terms.

The delivery arrives—or rather, begins—at noon the next morning, and it comes to my door, not hers.

First it starts with a trunk emblazoned with the Kaarz-Wälft-Rhendt coat of arms. When it proves to contain fine undergarments, a few elegant kirtles, and tasteful jewelry, Lilje irately asks the sweating footmen to move it into her room.

That’s probably for the best, because what comes next are the gowns. Sky-blue and dove gray samites, buttercup silk, rosy brocade, black velvet, all suitable for a lady of a cadet branch of a royal house. They’re carefully hung on my walls, but Junior has to be shut into Lilje and Emeric’s room after his second attempt to climb the brocade skirt.

Lilje herself is finally handed a slip of parchment. Her already-pinched face pinches more as she breaks the seal, scans the message, and crumples it. “Thank you,” she tells the footmen, then goes into her room and closes the door.

Two hours later, we have twenty minutes until Lilje’s due at the reception in Saint Berthilde’s garden that Steward-Palatine Reinald mentioned. I’ve already donned the Default Servant wimple-and-kirtle getup, and secured lockpicks, a knife, and other essentials out of sight but within reach. I also hear Emeric pacing in the hall . . . and absolutely nothing from Lilje.

I step out of my room. Emeric gives me what neither of us want to be a pleading look; I suspect for every minute’s delay, he’s developing a new rash.

There’s fashionably late, and then there’s incompetently late. I knock on the other door. “Lilje? Can I come in?”

There’s a muffled sound I extrapolate into a yes. I slip inside.

She’s sitting in her shift at an improvised vanity, leaning over a tiny mirror propped against a book stack on top of the trunk, chin shaking as she tries to smudge a grease pencil along her lashes. The rest of her cosmetics are similarly amateurish, and her hair looks like it’s been tortured for state secrets. She says thickly, “I’ll be—I just need a few—more minutes—”

I can’t hide my dismay fast enough as she glances over. She promptly bursts into tears.

“Oh—no, no, hold on.” I grab my kerchief, soak it in water, and pass it to her. “We’ve got plenty of time. Clean your face first.”

“You shouldn’t have to do this for me,” she sniffles.

I know that instinct, desperately needing help and keeping it at arm’s length still. I don’t know if it’s distrust like me, or if she’s trying to spare me the work of a handmaid.

This would all be so much easier if I could hate her.

“If it looks like your lady’s maid can’t do her job, people are going to ask why you hired me,” I fabricate with a sigh. “Do you know what you want to wear?”

She gestures to a dingy lambswool kirtle on the bed. Junior is currently attempting to suplex it.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbles into the kerchief. “They sent those dresses so I wouldn’t embarrass them any more than I already have. And I wanted to at least try to look like I didn’t need their help.”

“You don’t,” I say shortly. I understand that more than I want to. I reach for the comb. “I’ll teach you some basics later, but the first thing to know is, start with the hair. How long have you been without a lady’s maid?”

She sighs as I start picking out pins. “Almost three years. I . . . eloped, partially, with a commoner when I was sixteen. My family caught us before we left and disowned me, but after we ran away to Quedling . . .”

“He got bored?” I fish out a final pin and start braiding.

“She,” Lilje clarifies, “liked the fairy tale of stealing away a princess more than the reality of life with a newly penniless healer’s apprentice. She left before the wedding, and I made my own way.” Her fingertips brush the engagement ring on its chain. There’s still a touch of melancholy even as she tries to lighten the mood. “I’ve been more concerned with my work than looking presentable, and, well, here we are.”

Junior is still battling the kirtle on the bed. I try not to wince at the idea of her showing up to the reception covered in cat hair and loose threads. And I know exactly how the scorn awaiting her can burn.

“I think,” I say, steely, “we can do better than presentable.”

Lilje’s in the gray samite when she finally steps into the hall, her deep brown hair braided into a simple crown threaded with gold ribbons that secure her black lace mourning veil (immaculate this time, thank you). I’ve taken a light hand with her cosmetics, just enough to set off her features, but Emeric still looks thunderstruck at the sight of her.

I would like to say my stomach doesn’t plummet to the floor in that moment, but . . . I knew what I was doing when I knocked at the door.

“We should get moving.” I start walking down the hall.

Brother Arnoldus’s tour yesterday was brief and utilitarian, but enough to give me the rough lay of the land. Saint Berthilde’s garden is on the north end of the Palace of the Heart, so we have to walk around the royal residences to reach it. The grounds around the Palace of the Heart are perfectly manicured and trimmed with ornamental hedges, sweet stone benches, little fountains, but the garden of Saint Berthilde of the Wilds is impossible to miss once we round the corner. For one thing, people are milling about the area in a cornucopia of mourning grays, as colors will be unseemly until after Frieda’s funeral on Wednesday.

If that wasn’t enough of a tip-off, though, the giant marble fountain with a statue of Saint Berthilde and her beasts would probably do the trick. Black gauze has been draped over her head, and though the flower beds are mostly fiery chrysanthemums, white lilies spill from tastefully arranged urns and dangle from garlands strung between more statues of rearing stags, bears, lynxes, even a fox.

As we approach, I see a ripple of cursory glances and whispers, but it passes quickly. Once we’re closer, the only lingering looks and furrowed brows come from people sporting twinkling topaz earrings, or a yellow silk krebatte, or a lapel pin in the shape of a golden hound—the color and symbol of House Wälft. Clearly I’ve done a fair job, if they’re taking notice.

I’d also bet they’re not the only ones using ornaments to signify family while everyone’s bound to funerary monochrome. I should mark which houses have arrived. I turn to Lilje, who’s gripping Emeric’s arm so tight he might lose circulation. “Shall I fetch you a drink, my lady?”

“What?” she asks faintly. “Oh—yes. Do whatever you need to, Miss Ros.”

We’re going to have to review how to give orders to a servant in public too. “Right away, my lady.”

I won’t admit it aloud, but it’s easier to breathe once I leave them behind and weave around the crowd, headed for a refreshments table. The only other royal houses I can identify by themed accessories are the sapphires and crossed axes of House Dominitz and the black pearls and lions of House Aschelin. No one in House Aschelin looks familiar, which isn’t too surprising; Alt-Aschel is their seat of power, and I never came this far west.

The empress and the imperial steward were von Aschelins, though, so in addition to the ubiquitous razor-edged cordiality of high-strung hosts, they’re united in imparting who’s really grieving the most here for both victims. The only one who stands out can thank her golden elector’s circlet for that, and perhaps her age. The new prinzessin-wahl, Elinor von Aschelin, is a pale-faced brunette girl I’d guess to be no more than fifteen, but it’s hard to tell behind an elaborate floor-length mourning veil glittering with jet beads.

I also spy a tall, rangy man in his late fifties, who’s sporting a sapphire-studded circlet in salt-and-pepper hair; he’s sneakily stripping a leaf from a chrysanthemum to more closely study the veins. That has to be Prinz-wahl Anton von Dominitz. I’ve never met him, but House Dominitz is known for its academic patronage, and the prince for his greenhouses. A person I take to be his heir, Aloyse, is keeping one shrewd eye on their father as they chat with a steward, pushing their graying ear-length brown hair back.

The House Wälft attendees are similarly benign. I’ve bedeviled more than one here, but never directly targeted any of them as the Pfennigeist, and none of them knew my past.

Except for one, an annoyingly persistent voice jabs.

And when I return with a lemonade for Lilje . . . I know exactly whose back is to me as he’s speaking to her and Emeric. The gold circlet’s the real giveaway, sitting in his tidied curls. He must have come in while I was surveying the crowd.

Scheit. Of course Benno would make a beeline for the only member of House Wälft he can stand. But if he sees me . . . 

There are a lot of ways Emeric could find out I used to sleep with a prince-elector, but I’m pretty sure this is the worst.

“. . . running behind,” Benno’s saying as I slow my walk. “Wait—do I know you?”

Emeric’s turning colors again. He starts shaking his head. “I don’t believe we—”

“OH.” Benno completely misses the sheer panic flooding Emeric’s face. “Sloppy Jofrid. How’s the tattoo?”

Tattoo?

Lilje looks from Benno to Emeric. “. . . What tattoo?”

I come to a full stop.

Benno, however, does not. “It was, what, a year ago? I was still bartending at the Gilded Rose, and this poor fellow had a brutal night out and wound up with one of Sloppy Jofrid’s masterpiece tattoos.” Benno gestures to his lower back. “Can’t forget it if I tried.”

I can practically hear Emeric’s blood pressure rising. “It’s removed,” he says hastily, “I never—”

“Shame, I think it was the first time he ever did a centaur,” Benno blithely continues. “I think it was a centaur. The, uh, bosoms might have been legs, I’m not sure—”

“I’m going to get a drink,” Emeric croaks.

Unfortunately for everyone, Emeric’s gaze then passes over Benno and lands on . . . me. His unadulterated horror spurs Benno to turn and see what he’s looking at.

Benno’s eyes meet mine and widen. Suffice to say my wimple isn’t fooling him.

But because Benno, sweet Benno, won’t be slowed down by a little thing like reading the room, he looks from me back to Emeric, does the math, and goes, “Oh, you’re Emeric Conrad?”

I start walking very fast.

Emeric’s eyes narrow. “Yes,” he says stiltedly, “how did you . . . ?”

Benno rubs the back of his neck. “Come on, man. The centaur even had the braids—”

“Cousin Benedikt,” Lilje interrupts, taking the lemonade I hold out. Her face could iron wrinkles out of linen. “I would like to introduce you to my betrothed.”

Benno freezes. He looks between me and Emeric again, then to Lilje, then back to me, and with the subtlety of a landslide, says, “I should go get a lemonade.”

As he walks away, Emeric asks very quietly, “Why does Prinz-wahl Benedikt von Wälft know my name?”

“I want to hear more about this tattoo,” I try to deflect.

It was a doomed effort. “How does Benedikt von Wälft know you?”

“Conjugally,” I snap. Maybe it’s time Emeric learns he’s not the only one who moved on. “It doesn’t matter.”

He goes pale. “It doesn’t—how much does he know about you?”

Lilje squeezes his arm. “Dear, is this the time?”

“Does he know you’re the Pfennigeist? Does he know about the von Falbirgs?” Emeric’s face darkens when my silence confirms it. “That’s exactly who we’re looking for—why would you—”

“Because I know exactly where he was the morning after Prince von Falbirg died,” I hiss back, only to realize how that sounds.

Emeric looks like I kicked him in the gut.

A murmur sweeps through the gardens before he recovers. Two familiar figures are approaching: Margravine Gisele-Berthilde Ludwila von Falbirg of Bóern, and Ragne.

Gisele’s done well for herself since becoming margravine, regaining the weight she lost living as a commoner in Minkja, and she’s grown in both height and confidence over the last twenty months. Her simple dark gray gown is the only concession to mourning, her dark blond braided crown bare save for a stark gold circlet, making a statement all the bolder considering her own father is among the dead. Though her chin is high, the shadows under her eyes betray her.

Beside her walks Ragne. I haven’t seen Ragne in her human form in months, but she looks more restrained than usual, no feathers growing in her combed hair, her eyes closer to brown than red; I think even her teeth are human. Her black gown is plain as Gisele’s, her face as stern. Something about how she carries herself feels . . . older.

Something’s wrong.

Fortune’s usually straightforward: gold shimmers for good luck, coal clouds for bad. But she doesn’t seem quite sure how to show herself now. Bizarre, wavering spirals of bad-luck coal dust are coiling around both Gisele and Ragne, flickering in and out of view. I’ve never seen anything like it.

“We need to go offer condolences,” I say under my breath.

“Now?” Lilje asks.

“Now,” I confirm.

We wind up stuck behind a knot of well-wishers, some more cutthroat than others. I think we’re all trying to figure out how exactly she’s the Falbirg princess-elector; becoming a margravine almost two years ago meant giving up a future place among the Kronwähler, the voting members of the Imperial Conclave, as well as eligibility to be elected herself.

But Prince von Falbirg died without another heir, so I suppose they’re making an exception. A princeps-elector’s conclave vote is heavily weighted, and securing it usually requires navigating an entire family’s labyrinth of ego and agenda. However, House Falbirg’s cadet branches dried up decades ago. Gisele is the last of her name. Their vote will be decided by her alone.

And I can see she’s about to be in high demand.

By the time we reach her, almost everyone else has gone. Gisele almost sags with relief when she sees me and Emeric.

“Markgräfin, I am sorry we’re meeting under these circumstances,” Lilje says, dropping a curtsy, “but it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, and that of your . . . ?”

“The Gisele is my wife,” Ragne fills in pleasantly. “I am the Ragne. And you are?”

Lilje straightens. “Lady Sofia Liljenne von Kaarz-Wälft-Rhendt. I’ve heard so much about you both.”

“And I see you’ve retained the services of my former maid.” Gisele plucks at a wrist. “Might I borrow her a moment? I’m afraid I have a tear in my sleeve, and I recall her skill with a needle.”

That’s how she always got us out of dull events or bad situations when we were younger—claiming her gown needed mending. Before Emeric can protest (and I know he’s bristling) I say, “I have my sewing kit with me, my lady.”

“Very well, take all the time you need.” Lilje’s getting better at this. She turns to Ragne. “So I’ve heard you’re from Eiswald?”

Gisele leads me over to a particularly thick hedge stand as I babble about seams and make a show of digging in my apron pockets, phantasmal coal dust still trailing from her. Once we’re safely out of sight, to my astonishment, her eyes fill with tears.

The rate I’m going through kerchiefs is getting alarming. I pass one to her. “What’s wrong?”

Gisele scrubs at her face. “Sorry, it just—all hit me.”

“Your father?” I try not to sound doubtful. My memories of the prince aren’t anything to cry over.

Gisele shakes her head and takes a deep breath. She points behind her, the way we came.

And then I see it: wisps of Fortune’s coal dust still cling to Gisele, but the erratic spirals are concentrated . . . elsewhere.

“That,” Gisele says, wretched and furious, “isn’t Ragne.”




Chapter Eleven

Contingencies

 So we all know it’s Irmgard, right?”

I’m huddled with Emeric and Lilje, the better to maintain the guise of a lady’s maid, but also to hear them over the racket. The great hall’s seating arrangement has been abandoned for clusters of gossip; Dame von Falbirg is deep in debate with five Kathedra officials, half of House Aschelin, and Senior Prefect Dursyn of all people; and Leopoldine is getting rowdier by the second, every one of her toasts coming home to roost. Irmgard herself merely hovers at the edge of the fray, looking like she’s daydreaming about pulling wings off flies.

Emeric’s lack of a response surprises me, though. When I look at him, he’s pinching his nose.

“Seriously?” I start counting on my fingers. “Irmgard knows I’m the—you know what—and she knows my history with the von Falbirgs, and she’s clearly maneuvered into benefiting from the murders, AND the last time I saw her, she was in a dungeon and I was bragging about putting her there.”

“You—are—correct,” Emeric says, threading his words through a needle, “but . . . would she know your history with Ludwig von Wälft? Because your breakup with Prince Benedikt may not have been as amicable as you—”

“This is exactly why I didn’t say anything before.” A fire climbs up my scalp. “I knew you were just going to fixate on him for no reason, when the answer is right in front—” I pause.

I don’t see Irmgard anywhere.

“Miss Schmidt?”

I just about jump out of my skin. When I wrench around, Irmgard is only a few paces away, hands clasped, face . . . tentative.

“I would beg a word with you,” she says carefully, “in private.”

Emeric snaps around, practically breathing frost. Suddenly he’s between us. “I can provide you with a word: Leave.”

My traitorous stomach flips. I don’t know if it’s panic or cool calculus that makes me say, “No, I’ll hear her out.”

“Your grace is appreciated, Miss Schmidt.” Irmgard bobs her head as I step around Emeric. “I thought we might take a turn about the garden just outside.”

A hand snares my elbow: Emeric. His eyes dart to Irmgard, then back to me. His voice is barely audible. “There are better ways for you to prove me wrong.”

Lilje’s stare turns sharp.

“Prefect Conrad,” I coo, pretending I can’t feel the warmth of every fingertip through the linen, “it’s been a long time since I’ve done anything for you.”

I pull free and follow Irmgard to a side corridor. It leads us out into the promised garden, glowing with chrysanthemums in the midday sun, a fountain gently bubbling under the shrouded gaze of another marble saint, sparrows pecking at a bowl of seed in the statue’s hands. We’re within view of the Kathedra guards at the door into the hall, and a few nuns weeding a raised bed nearby.

Every inch of me is still ready to run for my life.

I don’t trust Irmgard. I don’t believe Irmgard, not a single thing that comes out of her mouth. I believe the scars she left on my back and her poison-laced words in Castle Falbirg.

But she sought me out for a reason. This is one more of her games. And if I play along, she may tip her hand.

Each crunch of gravel underfoot feels louder than the last, until finally Irmgard asks, “Do you remember what you said to me, in Minkja? When I was in the cell?”

Well, Emeric was right, she definitely wants to kill me. How annoying. I lie, “Not really.”

“ ‘You’re in there,’ ” Irmgard recites, “ ‘because you never believed someone like me could be a match for someone like you.’ Did you know I have a near-perfect memory, Miss Schmidt? I can recall much of my life in extreme detail, like each moment is walking through rooms of a house. So your words . . . they haunted me. Because you were right.” She turns to look me in the face. “I was reprehensibly cruel to you when we were younger. And when Gisele asked me to apologize, I could not for the life of me fathom why I owed anything to a servant.” One fingertip brushes a chrysanthemum in early bloom, its petals still a crown of tight spikes. “I resented having to ask the forgiveness of my inferior. And then—you bested me.”

I might have bought into her little monologue, if not for one glaring, bloody gap.

But Irmgard’s glossed right over the part where she framed me for theft, watched my back whipped to meat, and worsened the wounds whenever she could, just because one single time, she had to pretend she was sorry.

So I borrow Joniza’s “Hm,” and say no more.

“I know the Week of Reaping begins Thursday, but I wanted to settle my debt today,” Irmgard continues. That much is true; the Week of Reaping is the time to make good on what you owe before the real festivities kick off. “As part of my sentence for . . . Minkja, I did service with temple clergy, helping commoners. I saw for myself how my life might be very, very different—how I might find the best version of myself in the grace of the gods. How much of my hardship was solely due to my own failings. So I wish for you to know I do regret my treatment of you.”

“I appreciate you saying that.” It’s only half a lie; I’ll be picking this conversation apart for hours.

Her lips tilt. “And if I may be so bold, congratulations.”

That catches me off guard. “What?”

“Your engagement to Prefect Conrad. I saw his ring.” Irmgard moves a hand to her throat. “I assume yours is under the wimple.”

And there it is, the moment she had to be prowling for, the needle slipping under my nail.

My own failings. In another life, maybe I would be wearing his ring. If I’d taken another road—

“Vanja.” Footsteps crunch swiftly closer at my back. Damn it, Emeric couldn’t leave it alone. “Lilje needs you.”

“Right.” I try not to wheeze.

Irmgard inclines her head and starts toward the hall, pausing only to lay a pale hand on my elbow, rings of amethyst and gold glittering against my plain wool sleeve. Her crystalline blue stare bores into mine, a mercy stroke of a smile flexing over her face; a wall of perfume slams into me, my nostrils burning with amber and bergamot. “I will pray for you, Miss Schmidt.”

Then she carries on.

Emeric waits until we’re inside and Irmgard is out of earshot. Then he gruffly asks, “So?”

“You mean, did I learn anything in the single minute before you barged in?” I retort. I can’t stand his concern or how hard he’s fighting showing it, can’t stand the relief of him saying my name for the first time since he declared he had no need of me. If things were different—

“I knew you’d let her get in your head,” Emeric says, stung. “And she’s going to keep needling you, whether or not she’s involved in the case. Can you honestly say you got anything out of that but mind games?”

“Emeric.” Neither of us realize Lilje’s joined us until she touches his shoulder with a faint hint of reproach. “Perhaps you should let Miss Ros do her job.”

A bell rings, cutting us short as the hall quiets. “There is a conflict of inheritance for the title of House Falbirg’s princess-elector,” Elinor von Aschelin proclaims. “We will now hear proposals for resolution.”

Prince Sigismund von Winterburg stands. “House Winterburg demands a complete review of the lineage archives to see if there is any precedent for adrogation into the rank of princeps-elector. House Falbirg’s meager showing is no reason to pollute the legitimacy of the throne.”

If Irmgard has any thoughts about being described as pollution, she’s keeping them under her mask.

“You are heard,” Elinor says. “Yes, Princess Leopoldine?”

“Let the—” Leopoldine hiccups, swaying in place. “Let the Klathler—Kathel—Klathedra sort it out.”

There’s a pause until Elinor realizes that was the sum total of the proposal. The House Aschelin training shows through when she says diplomatically, “You are heard.”

“Kvelhaupt’s crawling with prefects!” Pleasant von Letz shouts. “Why not have them verify the paperwork?”

Aloyse stands. “I believe this is uncharted territory for the Kronwähler. Before committing to a course of action, it would be wise to discuss every possible advantage, disadvantage, and consequence, with care—”

The bell rings again. This time it’s Archcardinal Erasmus.

“Stop,” he creaks. “All of you, enough. We are relocating to the Karolische Chapel, immediately. Royalty only, your attendants will wait here.”

An utterly flummoxed murmur sweeps the hall as the various houses rise from their chairs. Lilje lets Emeric go. “I suppose that’s me too. How odd. I’ll be back soon, I think?”

As she joins the crowd trickling out the main entrance, I make an executive decision: I, too, would like to know what’s going on. I head for the garden exit.

“Wait—” Emeric lurches after me. “Where are you going?”

I don’t answer, partially because he knows, and partially because if I confirm, he’s going to stop me. Instead I lead us down the walkway, around a corner, and into a secluded niche, all the while ignoring his blustering.

Once we’re out of sight, I promptly hike up my kirtle and shift and pull them over my head, taking the wimple with it. Emeric lets out a sound like an alarmed duck as I toss them at him, his burning face turned away.

“I’m clothed, you complete fencepost.” Admittedly it’s a lightweight gray shirt and breeches, but I wasn’t about to leave home this morning without being dressed for more action than a luncheon. I uncinch my charcoal cowl from around my waist and secure it over my hair. “Be a gentleman and hold on to those for me while I go eavesdrop.”

“The archcardinal said it was for royalty only—”

“ ‘The archcardinal said it was for royalty only,’ ” I mimic, making a droopy face. “That’s why it’s called eavesdropping, darling.”

The word slips out before I can catch myself, clinging to us both like static.

I elect to pretend it didn’t happen, and spin on a heel. There’s a reason I waited for this part until Emeric was stuck with an entirely improper armful of a chambermaid’s clothing. “Don’t wander off, now.”

Then I think of the shimmering crimson veil I drew around myself in Death’s temple in Lüdz, and call on the Pfennigeist once more.

Scarlet wraps around me, and I know it’s working when Emeric sucks in a breath. “Where—Ambroszia said this was dangerous—”

I ignore him and take off, headed for the basilica. When I make it up the sweeping stairs, I’m able to fall in with the tail end of the mass royal migration and let their footsteps cover my own. Grumbles of “highly unusual” and “deviating from protocol” nip at our heels, though you’d be hard-pressed to spot the gripers among the stone-faced von Aschelins bringing up the rear like shepherd dogs.

The throne of the Blessed Emperor almost emanates an air of expectation as we pass its dais in the apse, waiting beneath a half dome painted in stars, clouds, a blazing sun and demure moon. There’s an inscription chiseled and gilded into the marble around the dome’s base:

BLESSED BE THE CROWN

SACRED BE THE Bearer

RIGHTEOUS BE THE SPIRIT

AND HOLY BE THE TERROR

I find that to be . . . also optimistic.

By the time we exit through the back of the apse, my skull’s starting to pound with the effort of holding the invisibility. I weave through the crowd, swift and careful, each step fragmenting my glittering cloak further as I cross the short colonnade over the brilliant teal waters of the Urkvela, and finally reach the Karolische Chapel.

Red pulses through my sight. I can’t hold this much longer.

The eight-sided chapel is capped with a dome of black-and-gold mosaics three stories above, two levels of galleries ringing the walls above the ground floor. I bolt for the nearest stair and make it up to the empty gallery before the invisibility shatters like glass. It sucks the breath from my lungs, but I make myself stumble up to the next gallery anyway, just to be safe. Then I crash to the floor and let the chill of the marble slow my spinning head.

Something hot pulses against my hip: the alert signal of my message-mirror. I drag it out of my pocket, up to my face, and flick it open.

Unsurprisingly, there’s a little symbol of a lantern above the traced words:

COME BACK

RIGHT NOW

I write back: Sorry, who is this?

Then I push myself to my knees, and inch as close to the gallery’s edge as I dare. The tile-lined dome catches sound like a fishing net, little minnows of conversation darting up to me.

The mirror pulses again.

You know who

this is. If you get caught you

could jeopardize

There’s a pause. The limited writing space of the mirror is probably driving him up a wall this very moment. It’s an extremely gratifying thought.

jeopardize the

entire investigation, and we

would lose you

Another pause. My chest tightens.

as an asset.

Whatever asinine notion was going through my head just now sours. I trace out, If I spit off the edge of a gallery do you think anyone will notice, and wonder how red he’s turning.

Archcardinal Erasmus’s voice rolls up from below: “Is that everyone?”

The message-mirror pulses. I glance down.

This is why

I didn’t want you involved

with this case.

For some reason, the rebuke hits harder than I expected. I can only stare at the mirror as the words fade and reappear, a raw crackle between my ears.

“Seal the doors,” calls the archcardinal.

In my fanciest script possible, I methodically scrawl Bitch.

Then I close the mirror and set it on the floor next to me, so I can’t feel the heat of an answer.

“We do not have the luxury of time, so I will be direct.” Erasmus is cutting straight to the chase. “This cannot leave this chapel, or we will have a riot on our hands. A new emperor must be chosen within twenty-eight days. Not as a matter of politics, but of survival.”

What?

I risk a look down. The royalty below seem as bewildered as me, whispering and shaking their heads. There’s a row of seats for sixteen other people I don’t know—no, wait, I recognize one, Abbess Sibylle von Eisz of Welkenrode in her halo of silver eyes. She and the other seven clergy must be the Kathedra delegates of the Kronwähler, able to cast ballots but not to be elected themselves. The remaining eight people are representatives for the five Free Imperial State regional alliances, and three advisors to the emperor, each of whom get a vote as well.

“The role of the Blessed Emperor,” Erasmus continues, “a dignity beyond measure, is also key to the integrity of this empire. They serve as a conduit between the Low Gods and the mortal world, connected to both, allowing the divine to speak through them as needed. But without an emperor, that connection is open-ended. When the Phantom Sabbath begins, the veils between worlds will be weakened, and if the Blessed Throne is still empty . . . we do not know what manner of being may fill it.”

I don’t realize I’m biting my lip until blood stings my tongue.

Death hates the Phantom Sabbath, she always has. It starts on October twenty-ninth, continues through the thirtieth, and ends on the first day of November, and for three solid days everything is a little—weird. Not your standard-issue grimlingen weird, but faces-at-the-edge-of-your-vision, messages-from-the-dead kind of weird. She’s tried to explain it as “if infinite eclipses happened over



















Chapter Eighteen

Couplets

 Well,” Emeric says a bit queasily, “it’s certainly . . . atypical.”

I try to maintain my façade of a garden-variety maid as we stand in the atrium of the Palace of the Heart, but no one’s looking at us anyway. Judging from the deserted garlands of gentian, poppy, and wheat, the servants are supposed to be putting up Week of Providence decorations, not gawking at the great moving fountain. Despite the early hour, the scene’s gruesome enough to tempt out even some royals in dressing gowns. A von Aschelin is heaving on the third floor; I allow myself a grimace. “Did you ask them to stop the fountain?”

“The stewards are looking into it, but they said the enchantment’s extremely, er, old.” Emeric puts his hands on his hips, looking green. “I might have to just climb up.”

Leopoldine von Skanja reels past us, a shocking splash of green, gold, and blood in the fountain’s slow ballet of white marble, glass-eyed and slack-limbed. There’s a gash on one temple, but if I were to guess at the cause of death, I’d say it was probably falling into the fountain. Technically, onto the fountain. Well, technically, onto the mountain in the fountain, which I’m refraining from joking about by only the most tenuous of threads, and that thread is that Leopoldine wasn’t the worst candidate.

“It’s like a fried egg landed on the wrong end of a funnel,” I muse aloud instead.

Emeric runs a hand over his face. “Don’t.”

“I mean, she’s sunny-side up and everything.” I frown. “Would you class that as a broken yolk, though?”

“You could go drop off your . . . things,” Emeric suggests/pleads.

I relent. “Fine. Don’t barf on the body.”

I scurry off to the Falbirg wing with my basket of mead, honey, goblets, and the boxwood bowl. If people can stop breaking off engagements or getting murdered for one night, I should finally have a chance to try luring out a kobold. Behind me, I hear Emeric ordering the Kathedra guards to clear the atrium of onlookers; the bloodhounds among the royals will have to seek entertainment elsewhere.

I find an awkward scene in the Falbirg parlor. Gisele, Ragne, and Joniza are all silently eating breakfast at the main table, while Dame von Falbirg swoons dramatically on a chaise, head to toe in mourning weeds, surrounded by bouquets of mourning lilies. As I walk in, she’s blubbing, “I just don’t understand! She was so young and beautiful, and now she’s gone! How could this happen?”

Ragne blinks over a mouthful of pumpernickel. “Someone put a knife in the Irmgard,” she explains patiently. “That is how.”

“She was like a daughter to me,” the dame bawls, oblivious to Gisele’s flinch. “Gisele, tell your wife not to be so crass! It’s positively ghoulish.” Then she finally notices me through her full-length black veil. “Oh, Rohtpfenni! I’ve barely seen you all morning! Where is my tea?”

“Vanja is no longer in the service of House Falbirg, Mother,” Gisele corrects.

Her mother waves a hand. “I’m sure she won’t mind for old times’ sake.”

She’s still playing her old games. If I refuse, she’ll make a stink. She doesn’t want tea, she wants the certainty of my obedience, something to control.

I move out of her sight and say, “Right away, my lady,” while shaking my head no. Joniza barely turns a snort into a polite cough. I set the basket of kobold bait in an unobtrusive corner and quietly tell Gisele, “I’ll see you tonight.”

As I leave, the dame calls, “Remember, just a splash of cream!”

She’ll be waiting on that tea for a while.

On the way out, I pass a footman bearing a tray heaped with messages, every one gleaming with royal seals. Bóern’s regency was enough to sway almost a quarter of the votes; now that Sovabin’s regency is also up for grabs, and Leopoldine is out of the way, all eyes are on Gisele.

I can’t smother a frown as I exit into the atrium. Someone’s still playing for the throne, but with Irmgard off the board, who—

Felizian. Felizian von Winterburg. He and Irmgard were both missing from the vote yesterday.

I need to tell Emeric. Unfortunately, though the atrium’s mostly empty, he’s too far to talk privately: I find him hazarding climbing into the fountain himself. It’s already a miserable task with a hangover, made worse with the Falbirg mountain still indolently wheeling through the pinkening water; every so often, he has to wobble around the marble wing of the Letz eagle or Dominitz axes. It’s like watching an extraordinarily seasick bedpost do a very slow obstacle course.

“Finally. I need—ulk.” Emeric stops short, gulps, squeezes his eyes shut, and holds up a hand.

I keep pace as best I can, walking along the edge of the fountain. “Take your time. Though . . . did Ghendt say you could investigate this on your own?”

“She’s the one who notified me,” he says tightly.

Maybe she is doing takebacks, then. I don’t like the idea of a stranger replacing him as primary investigator. “Look out.”

Emeric opens his eyes in time to narrowly avoid being clotheslined by the Winterburg Melusine’s trident. Once he’s in the clear, he fishes out what looks like a coin purse and tosses it to me, then looks like he immediately regrets the movement. “I need you to go up to the top floor and try to drop a coin on me. No—don’t—”

I’m already sifting through the contents. “Saints and martyrs, what is this, a hundred sjilling? You just carry this around all the time?”

“Will you just go upstairs already?”

“Please Tax,” I say archly, making a show of pocketing a coin. “I’m charging you every time you forget to ask nicely.”

“Please,” Emeric grinds out like a death threat, “go upstairs.”

“Better.” I traipse up all four flights of stairs and reach the top floor walkway under the great stained glass dome, its inner edge scalloped with seven balconies, one for each wing. I emerge at the Skanja balcony, but when I look to the fountain below, I see an issue: Every marble element is moving in a specific course, engineered down to the second so as not to collide. The grisly peak of Falbirg mountain never moves under this specific balcony . . . so Leopoldine couldn’t have fallen from here.

Emeric is looking up at me expectantly. I shake my head, studying the route, then move to the Letz wing balcony. When I drop a sjilling, I see there’s still a good five feet between where it lands and the nearest part of the mountain’s track.

I try from the other side of the atrium. The mountain swerves away from the coin at the last minute, but . . . I move one wing over to the Dominitz balcony. Emeric looks well and truly dyspeptic by the time the mountain carries him into range. That changes to relief when I manage to nail him on the forehead with a sjilling.

A minute later, he’s joined me up on the balcony, although neither of us want to pay too much attention to the trail of wet pink footsteps he’s left. “So she fell from here,” Emeric thinks aloud, rubbing his chin. To my confusion, he crouches by the crest of the railing’s curve, squinting. Then he waddles along the arc of it until he’s nearly at the shared support column with the Winterburg balcony.

“Do you see something?” I ask skeptically. From what I can tell, he’s staring at plain marble.

Emeric pushes his spectacles up into his hairline and leans even closer to the stone, until his nose is nearly touching it. “What color and fabric is Leopoldine’s dress?”

“Green silk.”

He licks a fingertip and presses it to the marble, then stands, finger extended. “Hold your breath.”

I pinch my nose and lean closer. Tiny, frail green threads are coiling on his fingertip.

Emeric brushes the fibers off, returns his spectacles, then traces a straight line up, peering at the support column. “So here, she met the railing hard enough to abrade the gown. And . . . here.” He points to a small dusting of red speckles a little higher than his shoulder. “The wound on her temple.”

“The gap between the balconies isn’t large enough for her to fall here,” I point out. “And she couldn’t have landed on the mountain. But you didn’t see blood or anything on the railing over where I dropped the coin?”

“No.”

The head injury certainly seemed like it would leave more than a faint smudge. Maybe there’s a trail. It’s my turn to squat and study the marble tiles. Sure enough, there’s a thin smear of red, like bloody fabric scuffed against the stone. Another dried droplet is nearby, and another streak, but they don’t seem to draw a clear path. “Look.”

Emeric stares at the marks, then at the railing, and purses his lips. “I . . . need to visualize this. Can you be Leopoldine for a moment?”

“As long as my yolk doesn’t get broken.”

Emeric makes a quiet hrk that I take for a no. He points to a spot a few feet from the railing. “Stand here.”

I wordlessly remove another sjilling from his coin purse.

“Please,” he adds tartly, then plucks the purse from my hand. Once it’s returned to his coat pocket and I’ve taken up the position, he narrows his eyes. “Leopoldine would have fought back if she saw her attacker. So she was likely facing away”—he rotates me by the shoulders—“and pushed into the column.”

I take a step forward, toward the column. “She hits her head, stunning her. But how does she get over to the balcony?”

Emeric steels himself. “Bear with me, please.” This time he wheels me in a series of loops, until we’re in the middle of the balcony.

It clicks. “That’s why the trail is so weird. She was spun around.”

“Precisely,” he mutters. “To disorient her. Then from here, the attacker picks her up, moves to the edge—”

“I get the idea,” I say quickly. “You think Leopoldine wasn’t just pushed over the railing, she was thrown.”

Emeric walks over to the edge. “Which is why she landed faceup on the mountain.”

“On the mountain in the fountain,” I say with as straight a face as I can manage. “Do you think that part was planned?”

Emeric gives me a long look. Then he says, artificially casual, “Are you asking me if I think the assailant was accounting for the mountain in the fountain?”

“I’m asking if you suspect the assailant, post-assailing, did the murder by ejecting an elector off the railing,” I lob back, “and if the attacker, in choosing this location, had accounted for the mountain in the fountain and its placement, or if by your conjecture the pacing of the ejection was selected by chance—without premeditation.”

“How long have you been working on that?” he asks exhaustedly.

“Since we saw the body.”

“You saw a mangled corpse, and landed on rhyming couplets?” He catches himself and grimaces. “Do not make ‘landed on’ into a punch line.”

“Please.” I hold up his coin purse and extract another sjilling. He didn’t even try to hide which pocket he put it in, which is honestly as good as painting a Free Coin Purses sign on his lapel.

Emeric swipes the purse from my grasp. Then he winces as a prolific bellow rings through the entire atrium: “ARE YOU OUT OF YOUR GODS-FORSAKEN MIND?”

“Race you,” I tell Emeric, knowing full well his top speed for the descent will be a brisk crawl. His maddened sputter follows me down the stairs, though it’s swiftly drowned out by more shouting. The source of the commotion is on the ground floor: Cordula von Wälft, drawn up to her full height and jamming a finger into the face of a Kathedra official I place after a moment. He’s the archcardinal’s chamberlain, Korwinias, normally at Erasmus’s elbow.

I grab bundles of wheat and yellow bedstraw from the abandoned Week of Providence decorations, then start arranging them in a nearby urn so I can eavesdrop.

“. . . can summon us every hour on the hour until Winterfast,” Cordula is ranting, “but House Wälft will not be setting foot outside this palace until the Kathedra provides us with real security, do I make myself clear? Erasmus has done nothing but sit around sucking his thumb while we’re being butchered!” She points to the bloody fountain. “For the gods’ sake, Leopoldine’s still—still rotating!”

“All the more reason for a swift election, my lady.” Korwinias has the soft-spoken, ironclad demeanor of someone who has seen enough horseshit in his life that three assassinations in a week isn’t even in his top ten crises.

“He has a point.” Benno’s voice carries down the corridor of the Wälft wing. He emerges a moment later, face drawn. I see other doors opening around the atrium, various royals peering out and cringing at the sight. Prince Heinrich the Lethargic looks particularly disturbed as he watches Leopoldine’s body wheel around the fountain.

There’s a faint huff behind me. Emeric has finally caught up, looking unimpressed.

Cordula shoots Benno an icy glare. “Nephew,” she simpers like he’s a child on the verge of a tantrum in the market, “your inexperience leads you to speak out of turn.”

“Do I?” His words smack off the marble columns. “Because if two houses had picked the empire’s good over their own agenda yesterday, Leopoldine would be empress. Instead two more people are dead, and for what? Another week of playing this stupid game? Who’s winning anything like this? Why can’t we just vote someone onto the throne now and go home?”

Emeric scoffs again. I know he’s not exactly Benno’s biggest admirer, but I still discreetly swat him with a spray of bedstraw. “He’s not wrong.”

“No,” Emeric grumbles, “but he doesn’t know what he’s talking about either.”

Aloyse von Dominitz has crossed the atrium to join the conversation. “Prince Benedikt, an early election can only be initiated by complete unanimous vote.”

Their implication is clear: The Kronwähler is not ready for that kind of commitment.

Benno looks around at the other open doors. “Are we not unanimous in wanting to survive the Phantom Sabbath?” he asks, incredulous. “The sooner we elect an emperor, the sooner we get out of this glorified deathtrap!”

Prince Sigismund von Winterburg towers at the gallery balustrade one floor up. “There’d be nothing to fear if the Kathedra did its job,” he thunders. “Instead they’re letting the Pfennigeist pick us off like flies!”

Emeric stiffens. “Wait,” he says under his breath, “I need to . . . look at the body again.”

He scurries over to the fountain as Archcardinal Erasmus himself storms in, flanked by Prefect Ghendt. Erasmus’s voice booms through the entire atrium. “What is the delay?”

“The delay is your neglect!” shouts Lethargic von Letz. “You’ve left us completely vulnerable to a murderer—”

“You will proceed to the Karolische Chapel, and if you do not do it of your own accord within the next ten minutes, I will dispatch the Kathedra guard to escort you, in your bedclothes if need be!” Erasmus roars back. “I have impressed upon you that there is no time for this folly! Less than three weeks remain!”

Prefect Ghendt coughs politely. “Your Holiness—”

Erasmus unfortunately turns on her next. “And where by all the saints and martyrs is Prefect Dursyn? Why have you made so little progress in this case? I was told Counselor Schiller had sent her best!”

“HRRRGHK.”

The muffled retch comes from the fountain, where Emeric has scaled the Falbirg mountain once more. His stomach, unfortunately, did not keep up. On the plus side, he’s managed not to barf on the corpse; on the downside, he’s hit the Winterburg Melusine’s face. Extensively. Prince Sigismund looks ready to break off the trident and add to the crime scene.

Prefect Ghendt’s lips press thin. “I’m certain Prefect Dursyn will be here shortly, Your Holiness. But I wished to offer an escort to the Karolische Chapel from the prefects, if it would reassure the assembly.”

I don’t know Ghendt that well, but . . . that almost sounds like she doesn’t know where her partner is.

Erasmus harrumphs. “Very well. I want them in the chapel within twenty minutes.”

“It will be done, Your Holiness.” Prefect Ghendt bows stiffly as Erasmus whips around and strides out. (I’m pretty sure he wanted the excuse to do a fun twirl with his robes.) Ghendt pulls out her message-mirror, scribbles something into it with a scowl, then looks up to the fountain with barely contained disgust. “Conrad, get down here.”

Emeric clambers down inelegantly and then stumbles to Ghendt as I keep tactically arranging the decorations nearby. “There are signs of a struggle upstairs, on the uppermost Dominitz balcony. I’d like to interview the servants before—”

“You,” Ghendt says tightly, “are to assist with the escort, then wait for orders from Dursyn before acting on your own. You are no longer the primary investigator, so he’s in charge of assigning your tasks now. And frankly, you might benefit from a day to clear your head.” Her voice lowers. “If you are extremely lucky, I’ll be able to convince Dursyn to deny your resignation, because you’re going to make us all miserable otherwise.”

“Thank you,” Emeric mumbles, abashed.

She sighs. “Miss Ros—yes, I see you—can you find out if anyone among the palace staff saw anything?”

“I won’t give you names,” I warn.

Ghendt shakes her head. “I’ll take any lead we can get right now.”

“I’ll try.”

“Thank you. Conrad, let’s . . .” Ghendt pauses. “Conrad.”

Emeric isn’t looking at her; his face has fallen as he stares over her head, toward the Wälft wing. I follow his gaze to Lilje stepping through the doors. She’s wearing the sky-blue gown today, with a delicate black mourning ribbon tied around her throat, and from all appearances the chambermaid now in charge of her upkeep is doing a passable job. She briefly stiffens at the sight of Emeric.

Then she sails by, serenity defined. “Happy Week of Providence, Miss Ros, Prefect Ghendt.” She shoots Emeric a sidelong glance, up and down. “Prefect Conrad,” she says mildly, “you look like shit.”

And then she keeps walking.

Emeric makes a rather horrid noise behind me, like mud sucking at a stuck boot.

“Forget the escort, Conrad. Just take the day. And . . .” Ghendt’s nose wrinkles. “Take a bath.”

She sets off, presumably to round up more prefects, and Emeric starts to slink off too. I catch his sleeve before he gets far. “What were you checking the body for?”

He pauses to make sure no one else is in earshot before answering under his breath: “We’ll have to wait for the coroner’s examination to be certain . . . but this time, there’s no penny.”

`

Firelight limns the goblet of mead in the Falbirg parlor hearth late that evening, blanketing the bowl of grits and honey in orange-gold as I huddle in a blanket on the floor, mead goblet at the ready.

I don’t know when, exactly, a kobold should show up, just that it ought to happen before midnight. Gisele sent me a mirror-message when her mother retired for the evening, and she and Ragne just headed to bed too. With Joniza out in Alt-Aschel for a romantic excursion with Bastiano, I have the parlor to myself. Well, myself and, ideally, a kobold.

A kobold who is taking his sweet time to show up.

Perhaps I should have brought a book.

The message-mirror pulses in my pocket. To my surprise, when I flick it open, the dial is set to the symbol of the lily.

Thank you for

sending your friends to check

on me last night.

—Lilje

I muffle a laugh. I think she’s the first person to sign her message. Of course, I trace. How are you doing?

For a long moment, the mirror only scrawls my words again and again. I peek at the fireplace. The kobold bowl is untouched.

The mirror pulses.

This is going to

sound terrible, and I really

am still very angry

Pause.

with Emeric.

But . . . I also have

the strangest sense

of relief.

—Lilje

I stare at the words, and just write back, Relief?

Is that awful?

—Lilje

No, I scribble, just surprising. And you don’t have to keep signing these.

Right.

There’s another pause, which is how I know I’m in for a multipart message.

I don’t think

I was really ready to be

engaged again.

And if I was . . . 

It still probably shouldn’t

be with Emeric.

I think he wants

someone who keeps him

guessing.

But I want something

simple. Like Gisele and Ragne.

No games, just love.

It’s my turn to take time answering. I know exactly what she’s talking about.

The problem is, it’s why I fell for Emeric in the first place.

I liked being outfoxed. I liked not knowing if I was two steps ahead, or playing right into his hands. I liked our games, because he never made me afraid to lose.

I liked our games, because they felt like love.

It never occurred to me that to someone else, they could be a performance to review.

Finally, I write back, That’s fair.

The vile, treacherous thought from last night returns with a vengeance. I need to believe that Emeric went to these wretched lengths just to nail the coffin shut himself.

I needed to believe that he would find someone better for him.

But if I’m wrong—

You catch fire for her.

The hearth gives a pop—but it’s just a log.

I run a finger around the rim of my mead goblet, trying to think with my head, not just my heart. It would be easier if they didn’t both catch fire for Emeric too. I don’t know if what he feels for me now is love, loathing, bitterness, obsession, all of it or none.

But I do know that a starving man can be won with mere crusts.

I already feel dirty thinking about this the day after his engagement ended. I would feel even dirtier coming to him now, at the rock bottom of his fall from grace, when he would be desperate for any scrap of solace.

Just then, wood scrapes against stone.

I venture a sidelong look to the hearth. A squat, fiery little man, no higher than my knee, is crouching by the bowl of grits and honey.

I was right. At least one kobold never left.

I slowly raise my goblet. “To your health—”

The kobold leaps back with a shout.

One foot clips the bowl, which hits the goblet meant for him. Grits and mead splatter over the hearth as the kobold stares at me, wild-eyed and teeth bared.

Then he vanishes in a twist of spark and flame.

“Sche-e-e-it,” I exhale. Whatever House Aschelin did, it’s going to take more than mead to undo.

As I’m wiping down the hearth, heat pulses in my pocket. Lilje must have responded. But when I flick the mirror case open, the dial is pointing to the flag symbol. My nose scrunches until I place it: Prefect Ghendt, sign of the Flagbearer.

Emergency meeting.

All hands cease current operations

and report immediately.

The last emergency meeting was after Frieda’s assassination. What could possibly merit one now?

The mirror pulses again as I’m packing up the goblets. This time, it’s Emeric.

Are you still in

Falbirg wing? I’m escorting

you to the meeting.

I skip my routine bedevilment. I am. What’s going on?

Emeric’s reply comes swiftly: Dursyn is dead.

Dead?

First Irmgard, now Dursyn—two people I’ve suspected might be aiding the Architect. Was I wrong?

Or did they die because I was right?

Dursyn’s audit with Justice was supposed to be in a day and a half. That can’t be coincidence.

I leave the parlor quietly so I don’t disturb Gisele and Ragne. I’m halfway down the grand hall when a gap like a missing tooth catches my eye:

An open door.

I slow. A faint arc of light wobbles over the floor, no more than a candle’s worth. I can hear drawers pulled open, paper rustling.

Someone’s here.

I call on the Pfennigeist—and the invisibility balks again.

Scheit. I’ll figure out why later. I flatten myself to the wall instead, inching toward the open door.

The goblets shift in my basket with a telltale clink.

The rustling stops. A head pokes out into the hall—and a gaze lands on me.

It’s the maid from the Winterburg parlor.

She gasps and sprints for the wing’s exit, faster than I can break into a run. I make a halfhearted attempt anyway, but she’s already gone by the time I reach the room.

Even if she’s just headed back to the Winterburg wing, I can’t exactly barge in and demand to see her. I can see what she was rummaging through. And if I hurry, I can do it before Emeric gets here.

I duck into the room, only to be slapped with amber and bergamot.

Irmgard’s room? Did Felizian send her?

The maid left her candle on the desk, and the dim light flickers over a plush carpet, drawn velvet bed-curtains, a fine evening gown and matching slippers hung by the wardrobe.

I can’t help a shiver as I eye the desk. The drawers are nearly all ajar, the desktop strewn with opened messages, ribbons, even one of Irmgard’s amethyst rings. The maid left empty-handed; clearly she couldn’t find what she was after here.

I can’t shake the feeling of eyes on me. No, not quite—I just don’t feel alone in this room.

Maybe it’s the perfume coiling in the air. Maybe it’s the jars on the vanity, how easily I can picture Irmgard’s reflection in the mirror.

Maybe it’s the velvet drapes closing off the bed, and what could be waiting behind them.

Is it me, or is the perfume . . . stronger?

The back of my neck crawls. I turn to the bed-curtains. Reach out, even though I know it’s impossible, even though I saw the body myself—

I rip them aside.

Nothing is there.

I don’t know why that makes me so angry.

Then a shift of the candlelight catches on something, and I pause. My hands slip under the pillow and graze stiff, cold leather.

I pull out a journal, not entirely unlike Emeric’s. But there’s no name, no enchantment for secrecy, and when I flip to the last page, it just contains cramped, tidy notes about a species of waterfall moss.

Anton von Dominitz’s notebook. The one Princeps Aloyse said was stolen after his murder.

Vindication soars through me. Irmgard is—well, was—involved. I was right. I was right all along. I’m going to make Emeric say You were right all along, Vanja, and I should trust your instincts implicitly every morning until it bores me, which is probably never.

I hear the wing doors groan open, and the timely clip of prefect-issue boots down the hall. “I’m in here,” I half call giddily over my shoulder, thumbing through the pages to see if I can tell why it was taken in the first place. “You won’t believe what I found. Actually, first you have to say ‘You were right all along, and . . .’ ”

I pause. The shadows pressing in aren’t shadows. I’ve missed it by the meager candlelight, but coal dust is flocking to me, darker and darker by the heartbeat.

The floorboards creak at my back.

I know, even as I breathe “Emeric,” it’s in vain.

A hand clamps over my mouth, forcing something smooth and hard between my lips—

And everything goes black.
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