
  
    [image: Missing By Moonlight]
  


  
    
      Missing By Moonlight

      THE SECOND BOOK OF THE DARK GODDESS

    

    
      
        MELISSA MCSHANE

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Melissa McShane

      All rights reserved

      No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any way whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Cover by Etheric Designs

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Ginnevra lay on her back and watched the moon as it hung overhead, mostly obscured by pine branches. One day past full wasn’t enough to alter its perfect shape, like a white pearl in the sky. Its malevolent eye watched her through the trees in return, but Ginnevra wasn’t superstitious about being outside during the full moon. Not much, anyway.

      She resisted the urge to make the warding sign against the evil eye and instead brushed her fingers across the grace nestled into the curve of her throat. The pearl, big as the tip of her thumb and black as night with the faintest glowing gray aura, was warm from her body heat and smoother than silk. Ginnevra touched it again, contemplating the symbolism. The black pearl to counter the Bright One’s white one. Ginnevra had never seen a white pearl, but she’d been taught about them in her instruction to become a paladin. They sounded bland by comparison.

      Distantly, a wolf howled, a mournful sound that threaded through the light wind. Ginnevra smiled. There was nothing to be afraid of, out here in the wilds between the cities, except possibly herself. She’d seen all manner of wildlife in the past three days, nothing big enough to threaten. And she definitely wasn’t afraid of what had made that howl.

      She sat up and poked the fire’s embers. The summer evening was too warm for her to need a fire for heat, and she’d let this one die as the sun set. Now she checked to see that it was fully extinguished. Summer had been hot and unusually dry, and she had no desire to be the cause of a wildfire that would sweep unchecked across the forest to the great plains southward. She was leaving in the morning, and she could endure without a hot meal until her return to civilization.

      Still, the smell of the hot coals roused her, though she couldn’t sleep anyway, not tonight. She stood and paced around her small camp nestled between the firs that grew close together, never harvested. Yes, fire was a real threat here. And yet she didn’t think the place would be all that improved by humans moving in to chop down trees and build a settlement. True, she was a child of the city, and civilization was far superior to scratching a living in the back end of nowhere, but sometimes one needed time alone in the natural world.

      The howl came again, closer now. Ginnevra couldn’t see the stars to guess what time it was, but the moon’s position said she had another five or so hours until moonset, which meant about four hours to sunrise. She returned to the shelter she’d built between two of the bigger trees and sat. Sleep would at least be something to pass the time, but she’d slept most of the day and now she wasn’t tired.

      She sat, hugging her knees with her head atop her arms, listening for the night noises closer to hand. Her extraordinary hearing found an owl swooping high above, barely at the extent of her range, and then the squeak of a mouse or vole as the owl snatched up its prey. Hunter in darkness…she wasn’t the only person that title fit. Owls, and wolves, and all the other creatures for whom the full moon’s brilliant light meant trouble.

      As if on cue, the howl sounded again—and cut off mid-note with a barely audible yelp.

      Ginnevra sat up straight, listening hard. In the next moment, the howl was back, long and loud, followed immediately by two short barks.

      Ginnevra shot to her feet and snatched up her sword. Those sounds meant trouble. She hurried off in the direction she’d heard them, muttering quickly the words “By Your grace I come home.” The invocation set a tiny fire burning in the center of her chest that tugged northward and oriented her to the camp. She didn’t need to be lost in the forest at past midnight.

      Another howl sounded, not as long as the first. She corrected her path slightly southwestward. To her enhanced vision, the world looked clear as day, if less bright, and she discovered the trees were thinning out. She hadn’t explored in this direction before, and she’d assumed the forest looked the same for a hundred miles in every direction. Now she wondered if she’d made a mistake.

      She was sure she’d made a mistake in not strapping on her sword; the great blade, nearly four feet of silvered steel, made running through the forest difficult when it was in her hand rather than over her shoulder. She slowed, thinking about taking a moment to put it on properly, and another howl, very close now, split the peaceful night. She cursed under her breath and ran on.

      The ground sloped downhill now, and the trees were spread very thin, thin enough that between that and the moonlight, Ginnevra could have seen her path clearly even if she hadn’t been a paladin of the Goddess. From somewhere nearby came the smell of fresh water. She listened, and over the sound of her footsteps heard the chattering flow of a stream, nothing big enough to be called a river, but more than a trickle. She also heard something big ahead, breathing heavily. Again, she swore, pushing herself faster, dreading hearing that terrible pained howl again.

      In moments, she saw it: a stream no more than a couple of feet across, cutting a path into the soft ground between the trees and flowing merrily downhill. Beside it, a low, dark-furred shape crouched, still enough to turn Ginnevra’s worry into fear.

      She hurried toward the shape, and the enormous wolf sat up and growled at her, a sound that despite herself she couldn’t help but respond to by freezing in her tracks. She looked around, but saw nothing else moving. “Eodan,” she whispered, “what’s wrong?”

      Eodan settled back on his haunches and let out another howl. This one sounded agonized. Ginnevra knew well he would never vocalize his pain in any self-indulgent way. It was a warning. But a warning against what?

      Ginnevra scanned the ground between them. There was a lot more undergrowth here than elsewhere in the forest, where little more than dead needles covered the ground. Here, she saw plants and ferns and little brambles, blanketing and concealing the earth.

      She took a step forward, and Eodan growled again. “I know,” she told him, “but I can’t see anything under—”

      Her foot prodded something that shifted, and she heard a metallic noise somewhere between a thump and a clang. The undergrowth beside her boot scattered explosively. Eodan let out a warning yelp and surged upright before wavering and falling back onto his haunches.

      Ginnevra bent and examined the thing. “Bear trap,” she said. “A new one. This hasn’t sat out here for more than a few months.” She kicked it aside and jumped as it struck something else with that metallic clonk. Again, the undergrowth scattered.

      Ginnevra felt sick. “Did one get you?” she asked.

      Eodan nodded.

      Ginnevra crouched and examined the ground. There could be dozens of the damn things scattered between where she stood and the stream bank. Maybe later she’d be able to tease Eodan about letting a hunter get the better of him, but first she needed to get him free and get them both out of there.

      She sheathed her sword, then looked around and up instead of at the forest floor. A branch not too far above her head that bore only a few tufts of needles was perfect. She snapped it off easily and used the bristles to clear her path. Twice more, she set off traps, and by the time she reached Eodan’s side, she was breathing heavily from tension and a desire to find the hunter who’d thought more traps were better and force-feed one of them to him.

      Eodan’s breath came in quick, sharp pants, and his eyes were unfocused, never a good sign. His left foreleg bled heavily from skin torn by the jaws of the bear trap. Ginnevra examined the trap, looking for something that would release its grip, but in the end she was forced to wrench the thing apart. She flung it away behind her, only barely aware of it setting off yet another of the vile devices. Gently, she felt along his leg. “It’s not broken,” she said with relief. “Just very bloody, and you’re going to have bruises for a few days.”

      Eodan pressed his head against her chest, and she put her arms around his broad neck. No, she was never going to tease him about this incident.

      Eodan’s body suddenly tensed, and he let out a low growl. Ginnevra, surprised, said, “What’s wrong—”

      “Step away from the creature, miss,” a harsh male voice said behind her.

      Slowly, Ginnevra turned, putting herself between the speaker and Eodan. The man was short and burly, with a thick dark beard and hair barely confined by his flat cap. He looked so much the image of the stereotypical woodsman Ginnevra wanted to laugh. But the arrow he pointed at her heart wasn’t the least bit funny.

      “Put down your bow,” she said, keeping her voice calm. “You’re making a mistake.”

      The arrow didn’t waver. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, miss, but that is a dangerous animal and I intend to kill it.” The man’s voice was as steady as Ginnevra’s.

      “He’s not a dangerous animal. Put the bow down,” Ginnevra said. Behind her, Eodan moved slightly. The arrow’s point immediately shifted to aim at Eodan’s head.

      “Miss, there are bounties for killing werewolves,” the man said. “You’re lucky it didn’t tear into you.”

      Ginnevra stood, still putting herself between Eodan and the arrow. Slowly, she drew her sword. “I am a paladin of the Goddess, and I am sworn to protect humans,” she said, “but by the Dark Lady I will make an exception if you so much as scratch his hide.”

      The man’s eyes widened. “Damn me,” he said. “What is a paladin doing defending the likes of him? He’s a monster!”

      “He’s not a monster, and I don’t need to defend my actions to you.” Ginnevra took a step forward. “Lower your weapon, and we can have a talk about what you were so afraid of that you salted the earth here with traps.”

      “Maybe you don’t know this, not being a hunter, but the badlands are dangerous,” the man said. “This spot is where the big ones come to drink. Bears, wolves. Looks like werewolves, too. I lay my traps thick so they can’t escape no matter how wily they are. That’s how we do it out here. So don’t come over high and mighty on me. I’m not the one protecting a dangerous monster.”

      Ginnevra ground her back teeth in frustration. Of course this would have to happen during the one time in the month Eodan couldn’t change shape voluntarily. It was a lot easier to convince people he wasn’t going to hurt them when he wasn’t a growling, dark-furred menace. “Master hunter,” she said, holding on to politeness with both hands, “do you see this?” She pointed to the grace she wore.

      The hunter’s aim didn’t waver, but his eyes flicked from Eodan to the grace. “I do.”

      “You have a grace as well, don’t you?” Only paladins wore theirs openly; most people, even the anointed servants of the Goddess, wore theirs beneath their clothes.

      Now the hunter looked confused. “So?”

      “So you know that a grace only remains unblemished so long as its wearer does not betray the oaths they made upon receiving it. Which mine is. Don’t you think then, master hunter, that as a paladin in good standing with the Goddess, my behavior should not be questioned even if it seems…unorthodox?”

      The hunter’s confusion deepened as he tried to follow the twists of Ginnevra’s logic. “But,” he said, “werewolves are the creation of the Bright One, made to mock and corrupt humans!”

      “That’s only part of the story. If you’ll put your weapon down, I’d be happy to tell you the rest,” Ginnevra said.

      The arrow wavered. Then the hunter lowered the bow. “What story?” he said, taking a step forward.

      There was a snap. The hunter screamed, a long, high-pitched wail of agony, and collapsed on the ground, clutching his leg. Ginnevra started forward and came up short when Eodan’s teeth fastened on her leg, just enough to keep her from moving. “All right,” Ginnevra said. She used her improvised broom to sweep the ground between herself and the screaming man, then knelt beside him, peeling his hands away from his bloody leg. “Damn it,” she muttered. “Things were going so well.”
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      The hunter keened through gritted teeth, his eyes closed and tears leaking from their corners. Ginnevra forced open the trap and tossed it aside. “And I don’t believe for one minute this is the accepted way to hunt,” she told the man, though he was past hearing her, curled up around himself and sobbing with pain. “Just calm down, I’ll take care of you.” To Eodan, she said, “Can you walk?”

      Eodan got unsteadily to his feet and took a few hobbling steps toward her through the cleared area. Ginnevra took out her belt knife and cut a couple of wide strips from the hem of her long shirt. She used one to bandage the man’s leg, though by the way he screamed louder when she touched him, his leg was broken. With the other, she wrapped Eodan’s foreleg and tied the bandage off neatly. Eodan nodded in thanks.

      Now they just had to get back to camp, and then to civilization. Groaning, she lifted the man over one shoulder and picked up her sword with her other hand. “I’m not sure which of us will be slower,” she told Eodan, “but it’s not like this is a race.”

      Eodan gave her a look she interpreted easily to mean it might not be a race, but you’d better try to keep up. She refrained from sighing heavily. She loved him dearly, but one of the things she’d learned about him in the months they’d been together was that he was fiercely independent when it came to him being wounded and seriously overprotective when she was the one hurt. For a physician like him, it was a strange quirk—or maybe it was because he was a physician he had Views on the care of the body.

      She let Eodan take the lead, reasoning that he would find the way back to their camp more easily than she and that he’d take the lead anyway regardless of her opinion on the matter. With the hunter balanced on her shoulder, she was slowed enough to match Eodan’s limping gait. The hunter still let out a sob now and then, but was otherwise quiet, a gift for which Ginnevra thanked the Goddess. She didn’t need to calm a hysterical wounded man on top of everything else.

      They didn’t bother going silently, but since they were likely the top predators in their part of the forest, it didn’t matter. Regardless, Ginnevra saw no other wildlife on their journey and heard nothing. The hunter’s odor, the sour smell of someone who hadn’t bathed in weeks, filled her immediate world and made her feel sick.

      To give herself something else to think about, she said, “Where’s your camp?”

      The hunter let out another sobbing breath. “No camp,” he said. “Travel light. Just some food and a blanket. Horse.”

      “I guess that’s not much of a loss, then. I’ll see about finding your horse after we reach our camp.” Ginnevra shifted her burden to a slightly more comfortable position. “What are you doing roaming the forest at this time of night, anyway?”

      “Heard the wolf cry. Thought it might be a werewolf. Wanted to get the trophy.” The hunter sounded as out of breath as if he were the one doing the lugging. “No bounty if they’re not in wolf shape.”

      “That’s sick,” Ginnevra said.

      “I’m not the one who’s friends with a monster,” the hunter said.

      Ginnevra managed not to throw the little man on the ground and kick him. The thought of what might have happened to Eodan at his hands infuriated her. She reminded herself of her oaths to protect humanity, even repulsive representatives of humanity as this man was, and didn’t say anything more.

      She welcomed the sight of the little camp with joy she didn’t think it actually deserved—it wasn’t as if it was more than a place to sleep while Eodan roamed the forest under the light of the full moon. But at the moment, it represented something Ginnevra wanted more than anything else: a place to lay down her smelly burden.

      “I need water,” the man croaked when she set him down beneath the shelter.

      “Just a moment.” Ginnevra searched through their belongings for a waterskin and found a half-full one. She drank from it herself before handing it to the hunter, not wanting to put her mouth where his had been.

      The hunter drank greedily and dropped the empty waterskin beside him. “You’ll take me back to Guinio,” he said. “Right now.”

      Guinio was north of Uparde, which was the nearest town to where Ginnevra and Eodan had set up their full moon camp. Guinio wasn’t very far away, but the man’s assumptions that she would drop everything to cater to him annoyed her. “We’re not going to Guinio, we’re going to Uparde. We’ll take you there,” she said, “but your leg is broken, and we’ll need to wait for moonset so Eodan can splint it properly.”

      The hunter glanced past Ginnevra to where Eodan lay with his bandaged leg out in front of him. “That…thing…has a name?”

      “All intelligent creatures have names,” Ginnevra said irritably. “What’s yours?”

      “Pellarius Schiatte,” the man said, after a hesitation that had Ginnevra wishing she could slap him, he so clearly continued to be suspicious of her and Eodan.

      “Well, Pellarius, Eodan is a physician and he’s better at treating injury than I am, not to mention I’m not going to drop everything to transport you anywhere in the middle of the night. You can wait.”

      Now Pellarius stared openly at Eodan, who ignored him. “Werewolves can’t be physicians.”

      “I assure you they can. Now, I’m going to rest, and I suggest you do the same.” Ginnevra got up and walked over to where Eodan lay. Now that the crisis was over, she could indulge in sore muscles and the fatigue that comes after great excitement. She settled down next to him and leaned against his broad back, which reared above her head when she was sitting. He was warm and smelled deliciously of werewolf musk, and she smiled to think there had been a time when that smell wasn’t dear to her.

      Eodan made a sort of snuffling noise and shifted his head closer to her. “I’m glad you’re not badly hurt,” Ginnevra whispered. “When I think of what might have happened if you’d been alone…”

      She stroked Eodan’s fur until he nodded off, then stood carefully so she wouldn’t disturb him and headed back into the forest. When she reached the little clearing by the stream, she used the branch to sweep the area until she was sure she’d sprung all the traps. She couldn’t bear the thought of some animal caught in one and left to die slowly because Pellarius wasn’t around to hunt it.

      From the clearing, she followed Pellarius’s trail, not very easily; he might not be much of a hunter, but he was an excellent woodsman, not leaving much more trace than Ginnevra herself would. It took much longer than she wanted to locate Pellarius’s little camp, where she had an unpleasant surprise: the horse was gone, the ground under one of the trees disturbed. Ginnevra guessed the horse’s reins had been wrapped around a low branch, and the creature had managed to pull free. It might be anywhere by now. Cursing under her breath, she gathered up Pellarius’s scant supplies. No point leaving them so long as she was already there.

      By the time she returned to camp, she was exhausted and in need of sleep. She curled up by Eodan’s side and fell instantly unconscious, waking when the sunlight found its way through the branches to shine directly in her eyes. She stood and stretched. Eodan was still asleep, and so was Pellarius.

      With a yawn, she rooted around in their provisions for food. They never carried much on these monthly trips into the wilderness, as Eodan was an experienced hunter in either shape, but there was cheese, and some smoked meat, and a handful of berries left from a blackberry bramble Ginnevra had harvested. She ate and thought of nothing much until she heard Eodan say, “I ought to punch that damn hunter right in the face. Bear traps. Is there any water left?”

      Ginnevra brought him the second waterskin and sat beside him as he first drank, then washed the deep puncture wounds on his left forearm and rewrapped it. Then he put both arms around Ginnevra and said, “Thank you for coming to my rescue. I didn’t think we’d actually need that signal.”

      “Yes, and wasn’t it good that we considered that eventuality?” She kissed him, then disentangled herself and stood. “Let me get your clothes, and then you can see about Pellarius.”

      “He has a name? Like a person?” Eodan’s sarcasm cut through the morning air like a flensing knife. Ginnevra tossed his shirt and breeches at him, and he caught them out of the air and began dressing. Ginnevra watched, admiring his well-muscled body and the strong, high cheekbones his short beard failed to hide. Blue eyes like nothing Ginnevra had ever seen on any other person narrowed as he contemplated the sleeping Pellarius. “I’m not sure we owe him anything. My arm is going to hurt for a week.”

      “You don’t mean that,” Ginnevra said. “You’re just cranky because you had a bad night and there’s no chance of our usual morning routine with him here.” Another thing she hadn’t known was how very amorous werewolves got after a night of chasing the full moon. It was probably just as well they traveled into the wilderness rather than risk Eodan being caught in a city in wolf shape.

      Eodan sighed. “No, I don’t mean that.” He tied the laces of his breeches and knelt beside Pellarius, gently unwrapping the bandage. “Love, would you fetch some straight sticks for a splint? It’s not a bad break, but it should be immobilized.”

      Pellarius came awake with a start. “Who are—” Realization dawned, and he tried to scoot away. Eodan held him fast by the other leg. “Don’t touch me, monster.”

      “You have no idea how much I would like to leave you for the wolves,” Eodan said without a trace of a smile. “But Ginnevra reminded me I’m not actually a savage beast. Now, hold still and let me look at your leg.”

      Pellarius stared at Eodan. “Werewolves can’t speak,” he murmured.

      “I assure you we do. Very eloquently, at times.” He felt along the leg, prompting a hiss from Pellarius Eodan ignored. “Those are fine, thank you,” he said, accepting the sticks Ginnevra extended to him. With a minimum of fuss and no words, he set, splinted, and rewrapped the injured leg, accompanied by Pellarius’s cries of pain and occasional struggles. Then he sat back on his heels and said, “So, how are we going to get him out of here?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” Ginnevra said. “I have a feeling you’re not going to like it.”

      Eodan scowled. “I have a feeling I’m going to hate it.”

      “Not that much. You’re too wounded to handle it by yourself.”

      “Which only means I’ll hate it on both our behalf.”

      Ginnevra kissed him again. His scowl disappeared, and he grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “All right,” he said. “But don’t get any ideas about me acting as a pack animal later. These are exigent circumstances.”

      “Of course,” Ginnevra said.

      It took her and Eodan a few hours to find the wood they needed for a travois. Then Eodan put it together out of the heavy canvas of their shelter and Ginnevra packed everything else up. Pellarius watched their activities with sullen interest, but he didn’t complain about the delay. When Ginnevra picked him up to carry him out of the trees to where the travois waited, though, he said, “This is the best you could do?”

      Ginnevra paused a moment before setting him down on the travois, controlling an angry retort. The little man was obnoxious and rude and he was responsible for Eodan being hurt. She would never consider leaving him out here to die, but she didn’t have to be nice. “It’s your own fault you’re in this position,” she said. “I’m not sure why you think rudeness to the people who are saving your life is a good plan, but if you’re not going to be polite, I don’t want to hear anything else out of you.”

      “You’re deviant,” Pellarius said, but without any heat behind his words. “Intimate with a monster…how can you call yourself a paladin?”

      “She told you to shut up,” Eodan said, his voice lower and more menacing than before. “Call her names again, and this ride will be a lot more unpleasant for you.”

      Pellarius eyed Eodan. He opened his mouth to speak, and Eodan’s lips curled back in a snarl. That shut him up.

      Ginnevra loaded the rest of their gear onto the travois and settled the makeshift strap across her upper chest. Beside her, Eodan shifted the strap across his chest to lie even with hers. They gripped the long poles, which were slightly gnarled branches with the bark stripped off at the upper ends, and with a heave got the travois moving. Pellarius yelped, but didn’t make any other sound.

      After the first hundred or so steps, they fell into a rhythm, matching each other’s pace and pulling smoothly despite Eodan being five inches taller. “Just like a couple of oxen,” Ginnevra murmured. Eodan let out a short, slightly breathless laugh. The exertion was too great to make conversation comfortable, so they walked in silence, listening to the sounds of birds in the nearby trees and the voice of the wind rustling the branches.

      It was nearly noon, and the sun beat down on them out of a clear sky the color of Eodan’s eyes. Ginnevra didn’t wish for rain, knowing how impossible it would be to lug the travois through sodden ground, but a few clouds might be nice. Sweat ran down her back and pooled beneath her breasts and dampened her hair at the scalp. This was going to take all day, what with having to follow the forest until it opened up into the fields outside Uparde. If they’d been on their own, they could have cut through the woods and saved themselves a few hours.

      And yet as irritating and personally repugnant as Ginnevra found Pellarius, leaving him behind was unthinkable. It was counter to everything paladins stood for. It didn’t matter if he thought she was deviant for loving a werewolf. The thought depressed her anyway. She knew the truth—that werewolves were, for the most part, peaceful people whose Goddess had abused and dominated them for centuries. That they weren’t the same as the true monsters who plagued humanity, the malignae and the krokotta and the lamias and all the hundreds of others of the Bright One’s creations.

      But convincing people of the truth was difficult. Humans were so afraid of werewolves they weren’t interested in listening to a story about why they shouldn’t be afraid. Ginnevra had looked for opportunities to teach humans the truth for the past few months, but nothing had presented itself. Pellarius was the first person she’d told even part of the story to, and he was like everyone else—so wrapped up in fear and superstition there wasn’t room for anything else.

      The Blessed, chief of the anointed of the Faith, knew the truth and wasn’t horrified by it, and she hadn’t stripped Ginnevra of her paladin’s rank and grace. But even she hadn’t had an answer to the problem, other than to assure Ginnevra she would support her in whatever she chose to do. Though Ginnevra’s initial reaction had been to wish the Blessed would make an announcement, over the past months she’d realized what a terrible idea that was. Even the Blessed couldn’t change centuries of hidebound tradition, and she couldn’t stop people being afraid. And if the holiest woman in the world couldn’t make werewolves socially acceptable, what chance did a lone paladin have?

      Abruptly, Pellarius said, “What’s your game?”

      “Excuse me?” Ginnevra panted.

      “Not you. Him. The monster. You trying to trick me?”

      “I don’t care enough about you to work that hard,” Eodan said, as breathlessly as Ginnevra.

      “Then why not tear me apart?”

      Ginnevra inwardly groaned. She didn’t have the strength to spare for this conversation. But Pellarius for once hadn’t sounded hostile, just curious.

      “He’s not a monster,” she said, just as Eodan said, “What you think you know about werewolves is wrong.”

      “I didn’t think you were intelligent,” Pellarius said. “Thought you attacked humans. Tore them apart and turned them into your kind.”

      “A werewolf’s bite or claws don’t turn a human into a werewolf,” Eodan said. “And some of us do attack humans. Just not all of us.”

      “Why not?”

      Eodan drew in a deeper breath. “For the same reason you don’t attack humans. Because we’re not animals. We turned our backs on the Bright Goddess and try to live peacefully.”

      Pellarius was silent for a moment. Then he said, “But paladins kill your kind.”

      “Paladins kill monsters,” Ginnevra corrected him. Her chest ached from the pressure of the strap and her feet were reminding her that strong as she was, there were limits to her endurance. “The werewolves who don’t serve the Bright One aren’t monsters.” No point in saying she was the only paladin who felt this way. That was even more discouraging than Pellarius’s ignorance.

      “Don’t see how you can tell the difference by looking,” Pellarius muttered. “You looked plenty monstrous by the stream.”

      Ginnevra rolled her eyes, but said nothing. Eodan looked annoyed. He also remained silent. So much for that conversation changing a mind.
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      They walked until the sun wasn’t directly overhead and then stopped for a rest and something to eat. Ginnevra had put the food at the top of the pile, and she handed out dried meat and cheese gone slightly runny in the heat. They passed around the refilled waterskins, and Pellarius drank as deeply as Eodan and she despite not having done any work. Ginnevra tried not to let it annoy her, though that was a lost cause as everything about Pellarius annoyed her. They were probably going to need a new canvas after this, too.

      She and Eodan were settling the strap around their chests again when Pellarius said, “You could have left me back there.”

      “Not really,” Ginnevra said curtly. “You don’t know any more about paladins than you do about werewolves, do you?”

      “Never met one before now,” Pellarius said. “I don’t understand you.”

      “Fortunately for you, that doesn’t matter.” Ginnevra braced herself against the lurch as they set the travois in motion. Inside, she was miserable. This encounter only proved that nobody would ever believe Eodan wasn’t a monster. He might save an entire city and it wouldn’t change anyone’s mind.

      They walked on, step after plodding step, until the sun was in their eyes and Ginnevra couldn’t remember a time when life had been more than one foot following the other, over and over again into infinity. Beside her, Eodan’s heavy breathing told her he was working as hard as she was. Blood spotted the bandage wrapped around his forearm. Her resentment of Pellarius deepened. This should have been a pleasant walk. Instead, it was grueling torture.

      She swiped sweat away from her brow. She was getting a bath when this was over. Her Aunt Caterrina, whom they were staying with, had her own bath house with an enormous cistern and plenty of firewood. Ginnevra didn’t care if it was midnight when they reached Uparde. She needed a good, long soak.

      She didn’t notice they’d reached the road until Eodan pointed it out. The raised highway, paved as all roads to and from the holy city of Abraciabene were, was a welcome sign of civilization. She’d never felt so cheerful in her life, Pellarius’s presence notwithstanding. With renewed vigor, she walked a little faster. They might actually make it before sunset.

      Only a few steps south along the highway revealed just how hard the cross-country trek had been. The travois slid more smoothly along the stone pavers, which were flat and even with no sign of wear, not like the many side roads paved only with earth and deeply rutted from centuries of travel. “I think it’s another hour from here,” Ginnevra said. “Aunt Caterrina will be wondering where we are.”

      “We aren’t that late,” Eodan said. Ginnevra gave Eodan a cynical look, and he smiled. “All right, we’re late. I hope your aunt isn’t waiting on us. I hate to inconvenience her.”

      “She won’t mind. It means more time with our horses. I think she was more excited at the prospect of caring for Ginger and Dauntless for three days than in seeing her only niece after two years’ absence.” Caterrina Cassaline was Ginnevra’s favorite relative, a retired paladin who now taught sword fighting in Uparde. She hadn’t asked any questions about why Ginnevra wanted to take off into the wilderness for three days when there was a perfectly good town available, she’d listened to Ginnevra’s explanation about werewolves without trying to take Eodan’s head off, and she’d welcomed Eodan like he was a blood relation. “Besides,” Ginnevra added, “if there are no messages waiting for us at the Uparde chapel, we can stay with her for a few days. Then Devoyenne is another day south of Uparde, on the coast. I say we go there next.”

      “I’ve never seen the sea,” Eodan said. “I like that plan.”

      “Then—damn. Riders. We’d better get off the road.” Ginnevra jerked her head at the oncoming horses, four of them. They didn’t look inclined to slow for other traffic.

      With some effort, she and Eodan got the travois off the road and down the short slope to the grass that grew on the verge, short and spiky and dry from summer’s heat. Rather than continue, Ginnevra removed the strap and stretched. She was going to be sore in the morning. That bath was looking better all the time.

      The riders drew nearer. Then, to her astonishment, they slowed and came to a stop. The lead rider brought his horse to the edge of the road. “You in need of assistance?” he asked. “You look like you had an accident.”

      “Nothing we can’t handle,” Eodan said. “But you have our thanks for your concern.”

      Two of the riders at the back of the group exchanged glances. Ginnevra happened to be looking at them rather than their leader, and their sneering, amused expressions unsettled her. She didn’t think there was anything funny about their situation.

      “Oh, no, friend, we can’t just leave you here!” The leader was smiling now, but his eyes were hard and cold and his smile wasn’t pleasant. “At least let us lighten your load. Say…any coin you have stashed away in there?”

      Ginnevra groaned inwardly. These fools stood between her and a hot bath and a nice bed that wasn’t a pallet on the ground. “You’re robbing us?” she asked wearily.

      “I wouldn’t put it that way,” the leader said. He withdrew a pistol from beneath his jerkin and aimed it at her. “You’ll give us your money, and we won’t shoot you all and take it anyway. I think that’s fair. Now, friend, I suggest you find your purse so I don’t have to shoot your lady.”

      Ginnevra and Eodan exchanged glances. He nodded slightly in the robbers’ direction, a question in his eyes. Ginnevra said, “I guess you’d better do as he says. Get our other valuables, too.”

      Eodan turned and pretended to rummage in the pile of things. Ginnevra took a step back and halted when the pistol’s long muzzle followed her. “I didn’t say you could move, did I?” the robber said.

      “I thought I could help,” Ginnevra said, pretending to be scared. She put a hand on the pile, right above where her sword was strapped on, out of sight of the robbers. A sword against a pistol was a bad match, but he’d only get one shot, and Ginnevra was willing to bet her Goddess-enhanced reflexes against that shot.

      “Stop!” Pellarius shouted. He twisted around in the bottom of the travois. “She’s a paladin! He’s a werewolf! You think you can fight them?”

      “A what?” the robber said. His pistol wavered. Quick as thought, Ginnevra snatched up her sword and swung at the robber’s pistol hand with the flat of the blade. The sword connected, hitting flesh and metal with a resounding crack. The robber cried out and dropped the pistol. Ginnevra pressed the attack immediately, changing her grip and thrusting past his guard until the point of the blade dimpled his thin leather jerkin over his heart.

      Beside her, Eodan had her mace in hand and was advancing on the second robber, but rather than swinging the deadly weapon, he grabbed for the horse’s reins. The horse, smelling a werewolf, wrenched away, and Eodan had to step backward as the horse reared up and dumped its rider on the paving stones.

      The two men at the rear reached for pistols. “Don’t,” Ginnevra warned, and pressed harder with the sword. “I’ll spit him like a suckling pig if you put your hands anywhere near your weapons.”

      “Listen to her,” the robber said hoarsely. “Look, miss—my lady. This was all just a misunderstanding.”

      “The kind of misunderstanding you have often?” Ginnevra said, raising an eyebrow.

      The robber had the good sense to say nothing.

      Ginnevra continued, “I am authorized to exercise justice throughout the Lordagne, and it’s within my mandate that I can try and execute criminals. You, don’t move or Eodan will test his strength on your skull,” she said to the fallen robber, over whom Eodan now stood. The man froze like a terrified rabbit facing a fox. Or, rather, a wolf. Eodan smiled pleasantly at him, but held the mace at the ready.

      “However,” Ginnevra continued, “I’m tired and hungry and holding a criminal trial is more work than I’m interested in doing this afternoon. So—throw down your weapons. All of you.”

      The robber scowled fiercely at her, but withdrew the long knife he wore shoved into his belt and tossed it aside. The others threw guns and knives well to the side. Ginnevra ignored them. “Now, on the ground. Face down with your hands above your heads. Not on the road, on the grass.” She withdrew her sword slightly so the robber could dismount, but stayed poised for treachery.

      Sure enough, the robber kicked at her face before grabbing another, smaller pistol from atop the saddlebag and aiming it at Ginnevra. Ginnevra thrust with her sword, catching the man in the stomach and making him grunt in pain. The pistol discharged, the ball whizzed past Ginnevra’s head, and then the weapon fell from the robber’s hand to crack against the paving stones. The robber grabbed the blade where it emerged from his body, bloodying his hands, and sagged in death. Ginnevra withdrew her sword, making him fall.

      “Do any of the rest of you want to try what that fool did?” she said, her voice wintry cold. The three robbers sank slowly to lie prone on the ground in silence. Ginnevra wiped her blade on the back of the dead man’s jerkin, cursing him mentally. Just because she was sworn to protect humans didn’t mean she couldn’t defend herself or others from evil, even in human shape. But she’d never gotten used to how it felt to take a human life.

      Ginnevra rooted through the pile on the travois, ignoring Pellarius’s wide, horrified eyes, and came up with a coil of rope she’d used to turn the canvas into a shelter. She bound each robber’s hands behind him while Eodan picked up the abandoned weaponry. “Now what?” Eodan asked in a low voice.

      “We take them into Uparde,” Ginnevra replied. “There’s a justiciary there equipped to hold them until trial. Can you ride?” This was directed at Pellarius, who flinched.

      “My leg,” he said.

      “You just have to hold on to the damn horse for a few miles. Can you do that?” She knew her anger should be directed at the robbers and their greed and stupidity rather than at Pellarius, whose only crime was being annoying—well, that was untrue, he’d gotten Eodan injured, but that was the sort of sideways, unintentional evil that paled beside highway robbery—but she’d been forced to kill a man, and that made her both angry and irrational about it.

      Pellarius cringed. “I suppose so.”

      “Fine. Four horses, four of us if you count the body. We can’t just leave it here,” she said to Eodan’s astonished face. “The others can walk. Let’s get the load distributed.”

      It took very little time to load up their gear on the robbers’ horses, get Pellarius into a secure position atop one mount, and tie ropes from the captives to Ginnevra’s saddle. It still felt like an eternity. When they finally rode out, the sun touched the western mountains and Ginnevra felt like screaming at the world.

      They’d gone a few hundred paces before Eodan said, “Ginnevra. You did the right thing.”

      “I know,” Ginnevra shot back. “I know that. I don’t need reassuring.”

      “Not reassuring. But you need to let go of that anger. Stop telling yourself things should have worked out differently. That’s blasphemous.”

      Ginnevra glared at him. “I don’t need lessons in my religion from you.”

      Eodan lost all expression. Ginnevra immediately knew she’d gone too far. “Eodan, I’m sorry. I can’t believe I took my anger out on you. You’re right, I shouldn’t behave as if there was only one right outcome to that situation. I’m sorry.”

      Eodan shrugged, a casual gesture, but he still looked angry, and it made Ginnevra’s heart ache. She cast about for something else to say, anything that might make things right between them. “I hate taking a human life,” she said in a low voice she was sure Pellarius couldn’t hear. “It always feels wrong no matter the circumstances. And since I know that’s the wrong way to feel about it, I want to turn that anger outward. I should have yelled at Pellarius instead. At least he deserves it.”

      “Does he?” Eodan asked.

      “You’re injured thanks to him. I don’t know why I didn’t tear him a new one earlier instead of being forbearing.”

      That made him smile. “I forgive you,” he said. “But I think you owe me.”

      “I do? Owe you what?”

      Eodan smiled wickedly. “I’ll let you know tonight,” he said.
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