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 Prologue

She lived in a house. Just a normal, everyday house, so far as she knew, though any of Davillon's citizens who lived outside the Rising Bend district would have told her otherwise. Could have told her that the multiple stories and the high eaves, the glass windows and the broad gardens, all were signs of wealth and fancy. None of them did tell her, however, and she'd spent all of her eleven years in and around the better neighborhoods. She dwelt with her family, in ignorant comfort; just another willful, entitled child of the aristocracy.

She wouldn't be, for much longer.

Her name was Rosemund. Rosemund Seguin.

She wouldn't be that for much longer, either.

Rosemund wore her best that day. Her tunic of peaches-and-cream, vest of dark velvet, a full skirt very much like a grown woman's. And, of course, her favorite pendant, a gleaming silver swan. Wore her best, but certainly didn't act it.

“It's not fair!” It was a shriek, as affronted and accusing as only a child could make it. Through a film of tears that blurred her vision and pasted dark strands of hair to her cheeks, she searched frantically throughout the room, seeking some argument, some evidence, some leverage that would make her parents see reason. She saw only the ponderous old grandfather clock, the shelves of dinnerware and vases, the usual luxury of which, so far as she was concerned, the whole of the world consisted.

Only those, and the disapproving, currently despised faces of her parents.

“You said! You said I could! Weeks ago, you said!”

“That was before you snuck out in the middle of mass,” her mother told her stiffly. “Again.”

“But everyone will be there! I have to go!”

Her pleading gaze turned on her father, normally the easier touch, but tonight he seemed as merciless as his wife. “Maybe after this,” he said in his gruff, pipe-smoker's voice, “you'll keep your promises.”

“It's not fair!” Only the fact that her arm wasn't quite long enough to reach it, from where she stood, saved a fine set of lacquered ceramic tableware from shattering across the floor. “You said! You damn well said—!”

“Language, young lady!” the adults barked in unison.

A fourth, softer voice took advantage of the momentary lull. “What about me?”

Rosemund glanced back and down at a head of tousled hair and an outfit rather less well-kempt than her own. Frankly, she'd forgotten he was here.

“I was going to go, too,” Rousel reminded them. “What about me?”

Their father stepped around the fuming daughter to the earnest son, reaching out to further ruffle his hair. “I'm sorry,” he said. “But you're not old enough to go alone.”

“I am, so! Why do I have to suffer because she—!”

The older sibling drew breath to protest, though whether she would have shouted down her brother for pointing out that she was at fault here, or would have used his disappointment as an argument against her parents, she hadn't yet decided. Nor, as it happened, did it matter.

“This is not open to discussion!” their mother roared. “Rousel, honey, I'm sorry you're caught up in this, but remember whose fault it is. Rosemund, next time you'll think before—Don't you walk away when I'm talking to you!”

And technically, she wasn't. It was really more of an awkward flounce than a walk. The young girl pounded up the stairs to her door, which she rather predictably slammed with sufficient force to shake the shelves below. A moment later, she heard Rousel's door down the hall do much the same.

But Rosemund wasn't quite done; she had one more thrust to get in. Hauling the door wide open, she shrieked, at the top of her lungs, “I hate you!” Again, Rousel was doing the same, following her lead, when she slammed the portal shut once more, satisfied that her parents must have heard that.

They did, of course, and though it hurt them, they salved themselves with the knowledge that it was just something children said. That she didn't really mean it.

Something else heard her, too. Something that reveled, basking in the knowledge that she meant every word.

* * *

She wasn't sure what had awoken her.

Rosemund sat up, rubbing her eyes, to discover she'd dozed off face-down on her comforter, not having even changed for bed. The swan pendant left a faint imprint in her skin where she'd lain on it. Her tunic, vest, and hair were as mussed as she could ever remember seeing them. Not that she could see much, in the room lit only by the puddle of moonlight dribbling in between the drapes.

The house was silent; still. It always was, this time of night, but tonight the hush was heavy, oppressive. Nothing leaked in from outside, no wind or rustling branches, no birds or distant voices. The settling of the foundations, the creaking of old furniture, the mechanical tick of the clock's heavy pendulum—all sounds she'd never consciously noticed before, absences she all too keenly noted now.

Call out for her parents? The words jammed in her throat, throttled by fear, yes, but also a lingering wounded pride. Instead she slid to her feet and, after a minute spent fumbling to light the wick, slowly crept into the hallway with candle in hand.

It seemed…longer than usual, that hall. Her brother's room, mere steps away, was a distant blot, dark against light. The stairs were invisible, swathed in shadow. But of course, the hall couldn't have changed, that wasn't possible, had to be her imagination.

That or the candle's gleam remained duller than it should have. Was that possible? It sounded less preposterous than a growing hallway, anyway.

Bare feet on hard wood, and all in silence. No slap of skin on the floor, no creaking of the occasional loose board. Ghostly step after ghostly step, Rosemund proceeded, breath short, hand trembling. Until, finally, she reached the top of the staircase.

There the silence ended. From there, she could hear, however faintly, a sound from the floor below.

A faint, desperate whimper.

It must have taken a hundred years to descend the stairs.

The chamber below was dimly lit, ruddy embers in the fireplace peeking out from beneath gray coats of ash. Flickers and waves of crimson danced along the walls, casting everything in a nightmarish illumination.

She saw Rousel, huddled beside the old sofa, hands clasped, lips quivering.

She saw her parents, on their knees in the center of the room. Their clothing hung in bloody tatters, from where they had apparently been whipped again and again. Pillowcases covered their heads, and it was from beneath those that the whimpers and panicked gasps sounded. Their hands were bound behind their backs; with what, Rosemund couldn't see from here. And the air…

The air smelled heavily of cinnamon and sweets.

“Mama?” She was a babe again, barely able to speak. It embarrassed her, as only adolescents her age could be embarrassed, but she couldn't help it. Couldn't deepen her voice, couldn't steel her nerve. “Papa?”

The whimpers rose to muffled cries, fearful, warning. They must also have been gagged beneath the pillowcases, she realized, and then wondered why such a thought would even occur to her.

She drew nearer, edging around the room, trying to understand. When she could finally see her mother's hands, however, her confusion only grew.

Licorice. Her parents’ wrists were bound, not with rope or chain or twine, but thick and twisted strands of licorice.

“Oh, you're here! Good. I grew bored of waiting.”

Rosemund squeaked at the horrid voice. No, not voice. Voices. Two, speaking in perfect unison, perfect clarity. One, that of a growing boy, perhaps a few years older than she; the other, the rough, sandpaper rasp of a decrepit old man.

In the distance, as though responding to those voices, a chorus of children cheered her arrival.

He appeared from nowhere, between two flickers of the candle. Tall, lanky, he looked like a young man not quite past the edges of his maturity, perhaps only half again as old as she. But Rosemund wasn't fooled. She never doubted for one heartbeat that he was older, far older, than he appeared.

Dark, greasy hair hung in tangles to his shoulders. His tunic and leggings and vest had once been of finest make, richer even than her own, but now they were crusted with caked-in dirt and bore the rips and stains of careless play.

His right hand, tightly gloved in rabbit fur, clutched an old kitchen knife, nicked and scored. His left…

Oh, gods!

The thumb of his left hand was mundane enough, but the other digits were no fingers at all. Close to two feet long, each was a switch of freshest birch-wood, perfectly suited for welting and splitting the skin of disobedient children.

And his eyes, his eyes were glass. Perfect mirrors, reflecting the room and Rosemund herself, but not the other members of her family.

A single tear rolled down Rosemund's cheek, but she couldn't bring herself to scream.

“You called,” he told her in his twin voices. “I came.”

“Called…?”

“Yes. Both of you. Quite distinctly. You said you hated…them.” The revulsion in his tone was thick and viscous as he waved those fearsome switches at her parents.

Rousel sobbed from his spot across the room. “But we didn't mean it!”

“Of course you did.” So matter-of-fact, now, the creature sounded; almost sympathetic. “All children do. Only for a second, perhaps. Only in the heat of the moment. But you do. You all do. And a moment…”

The ratty old knife flickered in the crimson light, once, twice. Blood stained the pillowcases from within, and the terrified whimpers ceased in a burbling choke.

“…is all it takes.”

The boy shrieked, sobbed, dashed to his mother's side and began shaking her, clutching at her, begging her to rise. But Rosemund?

Rosemund was horrified, of course. Grief-stricken. The tears ran unhindered down her face, now, dripping from her chin. At the same time, though it thrust a blade of shame into her gut, a tiny, hidden part of her offered a chuckle of relief. No more unfair punishments. No more stupid rules.

A tiny, hidden part, but not hidden well enough. That mirrored gaze flashed her way, and the creature smiled—gruesomely, impossibly, inhumanly wide. “Now that's what I love to see!” The fingers of birch reached for her, but rather than lash her skin, they wrapped comfortingly around her, guiding her gently to the stranger's side. This close, the scent of candies was almost overwhelming. “Come, child. Come meet your new family. You'll like them better. You'll fit in so well.”

Another flicker of the light, and then there was only Rousel alone in the room, weeping over the still forms of his parents.

* * *

“Gods damn it!”

Lisette Suvagne, the new master of Davillon's so-called Finders’ Guild—and soon so, so much more—bolted upright, throwing off the luxurious down quilt under which she'd slept. Shaking not with fear but with rage, she swept her autumn-red hair back from her face and wiped the thin sheen of sweat from her brow. She knew the dream for what it was, just as she had the last time this had happened, and the time before. Knew that their connection allowed her to see, and what she saw was real.

Again. They'd done it again. It had been Embruchel this time; who knew which of them would slip the leash tomorrow?

She needed them, reveled in the power they granted, but this wouldn't do. They would kill, spread terror, everything she'd promised them and more, but not this much, not yet! Not everyone, everything, was quite in place.

“Gods damn it,” she growled again, far more softly. “You bastards are immortal. Why the hell do you find it so hard to wait?!”

With a sigh, Lisette rose and began casting around the opulent chamber for her clothes. She needed to compose herself, grab something to eat.

And then to try, yet again, to explain the importance of “patience” to creatures of pure and unchecked whim.

Ah, well. It'd be worth all the aggravation when Davillon—all of Davillon—was hers.

* * *

Lisette was not the only one in Davillon to wake in that moment.

Some distance across the city, in his dwelling chambers within the Basilica of the Sacred Choir, his Eminence Ancel Sicard, Bishop of Davillon, also sat upright out of a horrid dream. Groaning, he ran a few fingers through his pillow-matted beard before laying his head in his hands.

Confusing, unclear; a sequence of images, dark, disturbing, bloody. More a sensation than a sight, a cold and sick certainty that something was wrong, very wrong, in his city.

Not that he needed the dreams to tell him that. The Houses were squabbling, the Guard were dithering, and the rumors making the rounds were as horrid as they'd been last year, when the creature Iruoch had stalked the streets. Plus, Igraine was telling him of ever greater troubles in the criminal underworld as well…. It was no wonder his dreams were unsettling.

Except Sicard had been a priest long enough to know that sometimes the dreams of the clergy were no dreams at all. And if these were omens, signs, then something truly, impossibly, inhumanly awful was at hand.

It had been nothing shy of a miracle that Davillon came out of the last year so relatively unscathed. It seemed almost ungrateful to pray for another one so soon, but that was what his city required: another miracle.

Or maybe, he pondered, as the image of a chestnut-haired and darkly clad young woman floated to the surface of his sleep-addled memories, just the return of a prior one.

Unbelievable that he'd ever entertain that hope. She was rude, insolent, exasperating, unpredictable, and just talking to her was like trying to scoop up a squirming armful of puppies and eels. He'd shed no tears when he learned she'd left.

Still…if she's coming back, I do rather hope it's soon.


Chapter One

The days were oddly chilly, given that the calendar insisted mid-spring wasn't terribly far off. Not ludicrously so, not wrapped in snow as if winter had utterly missed its cue to depart, stage north. Just chilly. The breeze carried a subtle bite, the sort offered when the neighbor's dog was tired of your crap but hadn't yet reached the point of going for your throat. The rain, less frequent, fell in fat, cold drops when it came, liquid spiders scurrying down inside collars and boots.

The woodland creatures were confused, popping out of winter burrows one day and hunkering back down the next. Grasses grew, foliage sprouted, only to be uprooted or torn from branches by the wind and the rain. Along this particular length of highway, one of southern Galice's major thoroughfares, the road was more muck than dirt, and the leaves that had tried to grow on nearby trees lay scattered willy-nilly like a bunch of bleeding, groaning bandits.

A metaphor that would have made no sense whatsoever, had the road and surrounding woods not also been strewn with a bunch of bleeding, groaning bandits.

One solitary figure strode casually away from the human detritus, her boots crunching lightly in the cold muck. A dark hood, matching the rest of her traveling leathers, kept chestnut hair from roiling and coiling around her head in the breeze. For a time, other than those gusts and her own footsteps, the only sound to be heard was the faint jingling of the ratty pouch she weighed and juggled in one hand.

“I don't know, Olgun,” she lamented to, apparently, nobody in particular. “This is barely more than the last group had on them. We really need to get ourselves accosted by a better class of highwayman. What?” She cocked her head to one side, listening to a response nobody else could hear. “Oh, come on! I didn't hurt any of them that badly!”

Another pause. “Well, yeah,” she admitted, “that probably hurt pretty bad. But he has another one that should still work just fine.”

Widdershins—formerly Adrienne Satti, former tavern-keeper, former ex-thief, and soon-to-be-former exile from Davillon—continued along the path she hadn't, until recently, been sure she would ever tread again.

The way home.

“What?” she asked. Semi-violent imagery and an overwhelmed sensation ran through her mind; such was the “speech” of her unseen companion, a god foreign to Galice and who boasted, in all the world, precisely one adherent. “Well, how the happy, hopping horses am I supposed to know what's ‘normal’ here? We've only ever been on this road once before, and that was in summertime. Maybe this is the normal number of bandits along here. Or maybe, I don't know, maybe it's bandit season. That'd explain why we haven't seen many other travelers, yes? If the locals know when to stay off the highway.”

With a frisson of both bemused and amused reluctance, Olgun pointed out the logistical paradox regarding the notion of a “bandit season” in which travelers remained home.

“Oh. That's a good…well, maybe it's dumb bandit season!”

Widdershins chose to interpret Olgun's subsequent silence as meaning she'd won that particular exchange. Olgun chose to let her. They were both happier that way.

Still and all, as the day aged and the road unwound beneath her feet, Shins had to acknowledge that something was definitely off. This was a major thoroughfare; even allowing for the unseasonable cold, even if the threat of banditry was higher than usual, such a total dearth of travelers was odd. They should be fewer, but they should not have been absent.

It was…off. And after the previous, oh, bulk of her entire life, the young woman had developed a healthy distrust of “off.” Nothing about her posture visibly changed, but her steps grew softer and more deliberate, her attentions more focused on the world around her.

As she was so heavily alert for danger, however, it took a subtle nudge from her divine companion before she noticed the changing aroma in the air. The lingering breath of northerly climes and the first faint perfumes of buds and blooms gradually gave way to wood smoke spiced with roasting meats.

She was still a couple days from Davillon, so what…?

“Ah.”

A small cluster of buildings made itself visible as she crested a shallow rise. Nothing even remotely impressive, just a squat structure of wood with a couple of smoke-belching stone chimneys, and a few even squatter structures scattered around it.

Now that she saw it, Shins remembered it from her way out, last year, though only barely. At the time, she hadn't been in much of a mental state to notice anything at all, even had the place not been so forgettable. A simple trading post, taking advantage of the traffic Davillon normally received, distinguished only by its indistinctiveness.

Except…“Shouldn't it be empty? I'm almost positive that a road without travelers doesn't provide many customers. There could even be a proverb about it. Like the one about not licking a gift horse's mouth, or however that goes.”

Olgun could only provide one of his “emotional shrugs.”

It wasn't as though the trading post was packed to overflowing, but it clearly did a reasonable amount of business. Several horses—none of them having been licked, presumably—were tied at a post outside the main structure. A small gathering of people here, an isolated pair there, stood around talking, smoking, generally enjoying the evening's lack of rain. Shins received her share of curious glances, if only as a young woman (apparently) traveling alone, but otherwise nobody seemed inclined to acknowledge her arrival.

Not until she stepped up onto the rickety porch at the front of the central building. “Excuse me, mademoiselle?”

The man who'd addressed her was teetering on the precipice of old age, ready to fall at any moment, and clad in the sort of heavy, colorful fabrics that said “I'm a merchant who wants you to believe I can afford better than I actually can.”

Shins's hand didn't drift to her rapier, but she suddenly became much more aware of precisely where it was. “Yes?”

“I'm just…if you've come this far traveling alone, does that mean the roads have grown safer again?”

She wasn't sure what “safer” meant, what she was supposed to compare to, but, “No, I don't think so.”

“Still rife with highwaymen, then?”

Now she did allow her fingers to close on the hilt of her weapon. “Fewer now than before.”

“Ah.” The merchant's patronizing smile said, as clearly as any message from Olgun, that he didn't believe a word of it. “Well, thank you for your time.”

A nod, and Shins pushed through the door, where the scent of cooked foods—as well as substantial amounts of travelers’ sweat—dove into her nostrils like they were seeking shelter.

“How do you like that?” she asked, voice pitched so softly that nobody else could possibly overhear. “A girl could start to feel a bit mistrusted.”

Olgun snorted, or made whatever the abstract empathic equivalent of a snort might be.

Square room. Square tables. Even squareish chairs. All creaking with years of use, all having absorbed so many odors in their time that they were probably made up of smells as much as wood.

It looked almost nothing like the common room of the Flippant Witch, but Shins still felt a pang of homesickness deep in her gut.

Soon.

It wasn't a tavern, precisely. The large common room was connected, via a wide doorway, to something of a general store. Drinks and food were made available here, yes, but as an adjunct to the shop rather than its own separate business.

About half the chairs were occupied, and about half the occupiers paused their drinking, chewing, or conversation—sometimes two or all three at once—to briefly examine the newcomer. Again her youth and sex drew a few second looks, but most of the patrons turned back to their own affairs readily enough.

Shins moved to the small counter beside the interior door, presuming that the young girl behind it served as barkeep. “Hi.”

A saucer-wide stare and a breathy “Uh, welcome” responded.

Then and there, Widdershins firmly decided that the girl did not remind her of Robin. Mostly because Shins had no intention of allowing her to. Sliding two fingers into one of the many pouches at her belt, she produced a couple of the coins she'd, ah, liberated as compensation for the bandits’ attempts to harm her.

“A mug of your best whatever this will pay for.” Two thin smacks of metal against wood, and then Shins dug out a second pair. “And a plate of the best whatever this will pay for.” Clinks rather than smacks, as she laid those two atop the others.

Blink. “Oh. Um…” Blink, blink. “Okay. Coming right up.” Blink.

Widdershins wandered away from the counter, scooted a chair out from an empty table with one foot, spun it by the back, and dropped perfectly into it as the seat whirled past her. Studiously and smugly ignoring the bemused glances that brought her, she tilted the chair back, balanced on a single leg, and crossed her ankles on the table's edge.

“What? Oh, I am not showing off!” she protested. “I just…want to make it clear to everyone here that I can take care of myself. Can't be too careful, yes?

“No, it is not the same as showing off! The idea isn't to impress people, it's to…differently…impress people. For different…Oh, shut up.”

For the next several minutes, Shins occupied herself by spinning her rapier and scabbard, balanced with one finger on the pommel, tip on the floor, just daring Olgun to say something about it. He didn't, but as she'd told him in the past, she could feel him laughing at her.

“If you don't stop that, I'm tying you to the post outside, with the horses.”

The serving girl, or owner's daughter, or whatever she was, finally appeared beside the table with flagon and plate in hand. Here, in the open, her resemblance to Robin was rather lessened. She might have shared a slender build with Shins's friend, but the ruffled skirts and braided hair were about as un-Robin as one could get.

That didn't make the prodigal thief feel any less homesick, though.

“So,” she asked just as the server made to leave, “what's with the crowd? I hardly passed anyone on the way here, and yet…”

“Oh! That is, um…” The girl earnestly studied the floor as she answered, perhaps expecting the flowers of spring to start blooming inside in an effort to escape the weather. “I really don't know if I should be spreading rumors on shift.”

“Well, I'm not on shift,” Shins explained patiently. “And it takes at least two people to spread a rumor, yes? So even though you're on shift, the rumor's not spreading on shift—or only half on shift, at most—and nobody can accuse you of anything inappropriate.”

Olgun dizzily retreated to a far corner of Shins's mind and quietly threw a fit.

As for the barkeep, after a moment of slack-jawed gawping during which she couldn't find a single word—as they were, most probably, hiding in the corner with Olgun—she finally decided either that Shins's argument was convincing, or (more likely) that it was easier just to go along than try to unknot it.

“It's the monsters,” she admitted in something of a stage whisper.

Shins's rapier stopped spinning. “Sorry, what? Say again slowly, in small words.”

“I know how it sounds,” Not-Robin said, her head bobbing like a cork in boiling water. “But that's what we've heard. The road between here and Davillon—all the roads around Davillon—are cursed or haunted with monsters!”

“Look, there's apparently been a lot of banditry lately, yes? I'm sure that's—”

For the first time, the other's face lost all uncertainty, becoming a stiff, confident mask. “We know all about the bandits,” she insisted. “Highway's lousy with them. But some travelers, some merchants, they'll chance it, you know? Robbers can't be everywhere, and some of the caravans are pretty well guarded. Many of them get through, come this far. But almost nobody's come back who tried to continue on to Davillon in the last few weeks, and those who did? Wasn't bandits who had them scared.

“So these days, travelers get this far and then start hearing the stories. Some try to keep on, and we mostly don't see them again. The others? They wait around here for a while, doing what business they can with us and with the other merchants, before risking the long road back to wherever they came from.”

“If there are monsters on the roads,” Widdershins said carefully, “why hasn't anyone dispatched any soldiers to deal with them?”

Not-Robin shrugged and headed back to her counter. “Rumor has it most of Galice's standing army's gathered at the Rannanti border,” she said over her shoulder. “As far as soldiers from Davillon?” A second shrug. “Gods know what's going on in that city. Enjoy your meal.”

Shins watched her go, then idly poked at the slabs of roast on her plate with a fork, as though trying to prod them into moving. “You don't even have a face,” she groused, “so stop looking at me with that expression.”

The tiny deity wafted a question across her mind.

“How the figs would I know? Doesn't really seem likely, though, does it? I mean, monsters haunting the highways of Galice? Come on.”

Keeping his lack-of expression utterly neutral, Olgun dragged a pair of images through his young worshipper's vision. One demonic, one fae; both truly, deeply horrible.

Any appetite Widdershins had remaining dried up and blew away like a desiccated earthworm. “I didn't say impossible, Olgun. Just not likely.”

The surge of feeling she got in response was apologetic, but not very. And if Shins were being honest with herself—something she tried to avoid doing too much these days, as a matter of policy, but couldn't seem to help—she had been a bit quick to pooh-pooh the notion. Often as she'd been scoffed at for trying to warn people about Iruoch, she ought to be a bit more generous with the benefit of the doubt.

On the other hand, she was smarter and less superstitious than most people, if she said so herself.

And she had, on more than one occasion.

“I'll be careful,” she assured the fretting god. “Won't take anything for granted. But I'm pretty sure we can deal with whatever it is.”

We are going home, gods drum it!

Widdershins attacked her food, then, more as a point of emphasis than because her appetite had returned. For some time, she knew only the clatter of tableware, the taste of beef not too badly overcooked and not too heavily over-seasoned, and the background buzz of conversation.

It took her a moment to recognize Olgun tapping on her emotional shoulder. When she did, she felt his attention directed at a specific table behind her.

“Is it safe to turn and look?” she asked under her breath.

No mistaking the negative in his reply.

“All right.” She examined the table before her. The plate was wood, the utensils unpolished. The ale?

Widdershins tapped the flagon with one finger. “Is the light right? Can you make this work?”

A very tentative yes, and an admonishment that he couldn't for long.

“It'll do.”

Carefully, she gripped her drink, waited until she felt the familiar tingling in the air that heralded the god's limited magics.

This is going to be cold, uncomfortable, and really embarrassing if Olgun's not able to manage it. She thought of pointing that out aloud, then decided not to give him any ideas; he just might decide it'd make an amusing prank.

When the prickling sensation reached its apex, Shins lifted the flagon to eye level and tilted it completely horizontally.

For a few seconds, against all natural laws, the liquid within held fast rather than spilling, creating a dark pool into which she gazed. It wasn't much of a reflection, but it was enough for her to get the gist of what Olgun had wanted her to see.

A lone man sat at the indicated table, and—since her back was to him—he made no effort to hide the fact that he studied her intensely.

“Oh, for pastry's sake!” Shins sighed and lowered the beverage. “Ah, well. It's been a couple months since anyone tried spying on us. Guess we were due, yes?”

She wondered briefly what the stranger had seen of her trick with the ale, what he thought had just happened. Doubtless he'd assume the cup was empty, that any sense otherwise was a trick of the light.

A few more mouthfuls of supper, just to keep everything nice and casual looking. Next, with a deliberately inflated sigh of contentment, she leaned back, once more tilting the chair until it balanced precariously on its back legs.

And then she allowed it to topple.

The room jumped around her as her perspective plummeted, but vertigo and Shins were old colleagues. She'd fallen into a backward roll and was again on her feet before the chair stopped bouncing. A quick pivot followed by a spin of the empty chair opposite the spy so that it faced backward, and she was settled again. She straddled the seat, arms crossed on the back of the chair, and looked straight into the man's ever-widening stare.

“Hi.”

Then, under her breath, while the stranger struggled for words, “Yes, I could have just stood up and walked over, but where's the fun in—? Please, I didn't draw that much attention, only…oh. Well, there aren't that many people here, anyway. Besides, we caught him off guard, yes?

“You know,” she continued, once more in a normal tone, “I'm pretty sure you're doing it wrong. If you mean to be eating, you should be putting something in your mouth, and if you mean to be talking, there should be sounds coming out. This empty chewing is just odd. You look like a fish.”

“Uh…”

“A confused fish.”

“I—”

“Trying to ask for directions.”

“What are you doing?!” he finally managed to squeak.

Shins studied him, unblinking. Mousy brown hair, drooping mustache, clothes that wouldn't stand out even if they were on fire…basically, the sort of person who was so average, it made him distinct.

“I,” she said finally, “I'm waiting for you to explain why you've been watching me.”

“I—I don't know what you're—”

“Oh, for fig's sake, can we just not? How about you give me clear answers, and you won't have to live with all the mockery you're going to suffer after you've been beaten up by an adolescent girl in public.”

His jaw clenched, causing his mustache to bristle as though it were an angry cat. Shins almost hurt herself swallowing a snicker. “What makes you think you'd be able to beat me?” he demanded.

Widdershins's answering smile was not only welcoming, it bordered on dainty. “Would you care to find out?”

Apparently he wouldn't; the stranger's entire posture slumped. “Would you believe I'm just taken by you?”

“Flattered, but no. You're not subtle enough to do anything less overt than leering, and I've been leered at. I know what it feels like, and you haven't left nearly enough slime on my back.”

Olgun snorted, radiated mischievousness, and sent a crawling sensation of sticky wetness down the young woman's spine.

“Quit it!” Very tricky, getting the weight and emphasis of a shout into a whisper so soft it was barely a breath, but it was a trick she'd mastered a long time ago. Pretty much out of necessity.

Her divine partner's answer was, more or less, a chuckle.

The stranger hesitated a few seconds more. Then, with a resigned sigh, he reached into a pocket of his ragged coat and removed a worn sheet of parchment.

Squished, battered, folded, and refolded so often the creases were almost worn through, and soaked in the aromas of lint and stale sweat, it remained clear enough, once opened. The both of them took some time to contemplate, first the sketch and then one another.

“It's missing something,” Shins said finally. “I don't feel it truly captures the inner me.”

“Certainly didn't tell me what to expect,” the man confirmed.

“Hmm.” Again she turned her attention to the parchment, not the portrait but the text below. Her name, a brief list of the sorts of activities in which she might be involved—“Petty theft?!” she protested to Olgun. “There's nothing petty about them!”—and the promise of a small reward for any sightings or information regarding her, to be delivered to…

“The Finders’ Guild? Oh, figs.” Last she knew, Shins wasn't in any trouble with Davillon's thieves, but she couldn't readily come up with any good reasons they'd want to keep an eye on her.

“Where did you get this?” she demanded.

“Uh, been circulating for a couple months, now. In Davillon and all the surrounding towns. Actually were some going around earlier'n that, even, but those said deliver any information to a particular address in the Ragway District, rather than the Guild in general.”

She was only half listening, now, her attentions fixed on a point hundreds of miles distant and a season gone by. The bustling city of Lourveaux; the strangers loitering about the tomb of Archbishop William de Laurent, as though waiting for someone; the spy she had believed, only learning otherwise much later, to be watching her on behalf of House Carnot.

Again she pitched her voice for divine ears only. “What do you think?”

Worry, suspicion, but tentative agreement. Someone watching for her on both sides of Galice? It seemed far too much to be sheer coincidence.

Snapping back to the present, Shins clunked a couple of coins onto the food-stained table. “It's not as much as they're offering,” she said, tapping a finger on the parchment, “but you don't have to face a road supposedly full of monsters—or me—to collect.”

Grimy hands twitched toward the silver, but the stranger stopped himself. “And, uh, what am I doing for this reward?”

“Finding any more of these that might be floating around this little trading post and burning them.” It wouldn't accomplish much, she knew, but it might render this particular spot a tad safer if she had any need to come back this way.

Not that she planned to.

“Oh. All right.”

“Incidentally,” Shins added, interrupting him in mid-scoop, “it's probably crossed your mind to just take the coins and then not bother looking for any more of these posters. I mean, how would I know, right?”

“Um…”

“I suggest you consider the lengths that someone's gone just to keep track of me. And then wonder why.

“And then…ask if you're really sure I wouldn't know.”

With that, she swept from the chair and the table. It was all nicely melodramatic and threatening, and she almost ruined the whole effect by bursting into laughter when Olgun suddenly filled her head with ominous operatic music. Fortunately, she managed to hold off until she was back outside.

“Was a little overwrought, wasn't it?” Still chuckling, she checked the overcast skies. Deciding she could still get a few hours’ travel in before bunking down for the night, she turned her heels on the trading post and swiftly left it behind.

In the nipping winds and the shadows of the trees, however, her mirth scattered along with the stillborn leaves of early spring. Something was clearly wrong in Davillon.

“I mean,” she told Olgun, “when isn't something wrong in Davillon? If nothing was wrong, we'd know for sure that something was wrong! But who the hens is so hot to find me? We didn't leave that many people still pissed at us! And even I can't irritate people from all the way across the nation.”

A sigh, and then Shins stuck her tongue out at apparently nothing at all. “I set you up for that one, didn't I? Yes, I'm sure.”

Olgun would have to have been a god of cats to be any more smugly pleased with himself.

“Yeah, yeah. Well, keep your eyes open. Or my eyes open, or your not-eyes open, or whatever it is you actually use to see. If you see. Did you know that, even after all this time, you can be very confusing?”

When no response beyond more amusement was forthcoming, she continued, “Whatever. Be alert. There's something wrong at home, and there's supposedly something nasty on the road to home.

“I seriously doubt it's really any sort of ‘monster,’ though. I mean, most people go their entire lives without meeting one, yes? It's a pretty safe bet that you and I aren't going to encounter three.”


Chapter Two

“If you happen to think of it,” Widdershins dully suggested to her unseen companion, “could you remind me, in the future, never to gamble? Or maybe talk?”

Olgun solemnly assured her he would take steps to ensure the former, but that the latter was beyond even divine intervention.

Shins nodded absently, having fully expected the retort; having invited it, even. The banter kept the both of them centered while taking in the tableau they'd stumbled over.

What had once been a large covered wagon lay beside the road, reduced primarily to planks and kindling. Here and there, though, protruded recognizable bits; a largely undamaged wheel, half of the driver's bench. The canvas tarp that had protected the vehicle's contents hung limp from a spur of wood, the heavy material rustling modestly in the wind.

It had, when intact, required a two-horse team to pull. One of those horses lay, still partly harnessed, as broken as the rest of the wagon. The abnormally cool spring meant that relatively few insects were out and about, but those that had found the equine buffet buzzed in offensive contentment.

Of the other horse, or any riders and drivers of a more bipedal nature, there was no sign.

Well, no sign other than the wide swathe of disturbed dirt and crushed underbrush where something had been dragged from the road.

Between that, and the almost comically large puncture wounds in the dead horse—it looked like it had been shot with multiple ballista bolts—Shins had pretty well given up on her earlier skepticism.

“Right. So. Monster it is, then.”

Grudging agreement from her partner.

“But, hey, the timing couldn't be better. This had to have happened pretty recently, yes? So whatever it is, it's off somewhere. Busy. Probably not hungry.”

Less grudging agreement.

“Perfect time for us to just continue on by, be on our way home in safety.”

Emphatic agreement, now.

“No reason whatsoever for us to get involved.”

Olgun continued to agree. Shins continued to stand at the edge of the road, gazing at the trail, and very obviously not going about her merry way.

“Yep. Going any minute now.”

Air wafted over them. Insects buzzed. Feet failed to step.

Oh, figs. “We're both really, really stupid.”

And back to grudging agreement again.

She hesitated a moment more, long enough to dig through her gear and recover the heavy pistol she'd confiscated from the first of the robbers who'd interrupted her travels. A quick juggle of powder and ball to load the weapon, and she was off, creeping low through darkening woodland.

Not her preferred environment, no, but avoiding protruding roots or loose leaves wasn't too different from creaky floorboards or crunching gravel. Between her own aptitudes and Olgun's assistance—warning her of an obstacle here, muffling the sound of a cracked twig there—her advance was quiet enough.

Her first hint that she was drawing near was the scent of smoke; rich, woody, redolent with roasting meat. It actually smelled pretty good, though Shins didn't have much of an appetite under the circumstances.

“Guess we know what happened to the other horse,” she muttered.

Flickering lights, glimpsed through the foliage, guided her closer. Widdershins ducked beneath a pair of crossed branches, dropped even lower so her crouch was more of a duck-waddle, and peered around a pudgy thumb of a stump.

A large campfire crackled angrily away, feeding on moist, snapping tinder that belched thick plumes of smoke in its death throes. Over the fire hung a primitive spit, little more than a branch on two rough Xs of wood. Shins couldn't clearly see the hunk of horse flesh dripping grease to sizzle in the flame, as it was already heavily blackened and veiled in smoke.

From across the encampment, a frightened whinny drew her gaze. The missing horse—a speckled roan, bits of its torn harness still wrapped around its chest—tugged frantically at the rope that bound it to a neighboring tree.

But if the horse was over there, then what…?

Widdershins's gaze flickered back to the roasting meat, and she felt her stomach turn inside out.

“Olgun…” Barely a croak.

She felt the god's power tingling in her gut, settling it enough that the nausea wasn't overwhelming so that she could bite it back and not give away her presence with a loud retching. Even so, it was a near thing.

Then the thing whose camp this was tromped into view on the far side, actually shaking the nearby branches with each step, and Shins forgot about everything else.

It was no demon she'd heard described in sermons; no fae she'd run across in any fairy tale. More or less humanoid in silhouette it might have been—if overly, even obscenely, muscled—but it was anything but human. A single eye peered from furrowed brow; above, a lone horn curved upward, tearing leaves and twigs from the branches. Although difficult to tell in the firelight, it seemed the thing's skin was a deep russet; on a person, it would have suggested an exceedingly painful but slowly fading sunburn.

It smelled, even from this distance, of soured sweat and rotten breath. It wore only leather breeches, carried a primitive but brutal-looking spear, and none of these were the detail that first stole a reluctant gasp from her throat or set her gut to quivering all over again.

“Gods! The frog-hopping thing's got to be twice my height!” And that wasn't even counting the creature's horn. “What in the name of Khuriel's codpiece is it?!”

It was, in some ways, a useless question. Communicating through sensation and imagery as he did, Olgun couldn't really offer her an actual word for what they were seeing even if he knew it.

What he could convey was a sense of time. Of age.

Great time and age.

Before Galice and Rannanti and the other modern nations, a lengthy age of barbarism had engulfed the continent, perhaps the world. For centuries, violent tribes warred for territory, for supremacy of culture. It had been from these tribes that the 147 gods, those who would eventually make up the Hallowed Pact and bring about the rebirth of civilization, had come.

And earlier even than that, a millennium and more before Shins's own time, an age of myth. Legend spoke of great empires and warring kingdoms, magics far more potent and more common than today, and monsters the likes of which had never since been seen.

Shins didn't believe much of it. Nobody really did. But one tiny bit was true, apparently, since Olgun seemed pretty emphatic that this sort of creature was indeed that ancient.

“You don't believe this one's actually lived that long, though?!” she demanded.

No. No, he most assuredly did not.

“Then where the happy hens did it come from?” And then, “How do you even shrug without shoulders?”

To which, of course, Olgun only offered a second shrug.

“Whatever, then.” She watched as the creature squatted beside the fire, winced as it poked at the cooking flesh, perhaps to see if it was done. Even crouched, it was markedly taller than she.

“I really don't want to fight that,” she confessed. “So let's make this count, yes?”

The tingle in the air flared up as Shins raised the flintlock. Carefully sighting along the barrel, between grasping branches and the shadows cast by the dancing fire, she took a single, deep breath….
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