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Chapter One
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Satina could smell the paper from the street facing entrance. She stood just inside the stone arch and inhaled the crisp, slightly-musty aroma of old knowledge. Outside the nook, the sea still dominated the evening air, tangy and full of salt and fish and other slippery creatures. Here, however, she could block out the tide for a moment and enjoy the smells of home. Stories lived here, and any town that boasted an archive, that still cared about what once was, was worth her time—even a port town.

Even one that belonged to the Shades. 

She ignored that mark, glowing faintly over the doorway inside and out, and lifted her skirts and cape hem enough to enter the main room. It wasn’t quite three stories, and the scrolls that rested on the rickety shelves had long gaps between them, empty spaces where the stories stopped, where history paused and waited to be filled in by the knowledgeable—or the creative. Still, books were books, and she felt her shoulders relax instantly in the presence of these. 

The late hour had brought only one other wanderer to the stacks. A woman in a green dress and ratty shawl slumped at one of the reading desks. She’d found a proper book, neatly bound in leather that frayed at each corner, and she lifted the pages with  a soft hand, so focused that she failed to give any sign that she noticed Satina’s entrance.

The custodian, however, did not fail to notice. He stumped across the floor boards with the help of a slim cane. His back hunched as much as the woman’s, but it had the permanent curl of long years behind it. A sparse patch of white hair waved at the back of his bald head, and his eyes were barely visible between wrinkles that looked more than a little like old leather. Satina imagined him as a book as well, worn but still brimming with information. 

She brushed her cloak back behind her shoulders and marched out to meet him. Reading tables stood to either side, and behind those, the shelves rose all the way to the high ceiling. The old man didn’t come straight at her. He wandered in a serpentine between and around the tables, muddled perhaps, or maybe driven by long custom to a well trodden path. Either way, the center aisle was clear and yet he drifted around to her left side and approached between the rows. 

“Hello?” 

“Eh?” His cane thumped a final, reverberating clank against the boards, and he leaned forward and titled his head to the side. “You want to read something?”

“Yes, no. I mean I do, but...” But I need a place to hide out. But they’re after me, and your archive felt safe and homey. “I was just hoping for a quiet moment.”

“Well, quiet we can do.” He chuckled, and his old shoulders bounced with it. The gesture went a long ways toward calming her as well. His lips shifted into a smile. Friendly. Here where the paper smelled better than the sea, she’d found exactly what she’d hoped. “This way.”

Satina followed him to the front of the room. They went straight on the return trip, as if his sideways ritual had been appeased. Each step brought a thump of the cane, rattled the shelves and sent a soft whisper of papers rustling. Very nice. 

“You’re a goodmother.” His voice was low to begin with, but facing away from her, it dimmed even more, and she had to stretch to catch his words. “Aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Not something you see every day.”

“I can imagine.”

“You grant wishes too?” He stopped beside a tall podium. It faced out across the tables, allowing him to watch the doorway and read at the same time. But she hadn’t seen him behind it when she entered, had she? 

“Sometimes.” She’d missed the second tag too, the glowing Shade symbol etched and also painted across the podium’s front.

“I got me a wish,” he said. 

Satina took a step backwards. There was only open aisle behind her, and she could run well when she needed to. “Oh?”

“Oh yes.” His old hand shot up, and Satina heard the woman at the table move. She heard the pattering footsteps that would put her directly behind and right in the center of the aisle. “It doesn’t pay well, reading books.”

“You want money?” She could work with that. She’d done it before, but the woman he’d ordered to block her exit suggested this wouldn’t be quite that simple. 

“There’s a reward for her.” The lady’s voice rasped more from hard living than age. She probably drank, but then, living in a gang town did that to you. “I seen the flier.”

“I can get you more than that.” Satina stepped back quickly, heard the woman come forward and saw her answer on the old man’s face. Her fingers slipped inside her cloak, and her eyes scanned the building, tried to peer back farther, behind the stacks. “I can grant bigger wishes than that.”

The custodian came forward, nodding his head until the white fluff danced madly. When he stopped, his eyes stretched wide enough she could almost make out their color. “Except, we’d rather just have the reward. You see, we’re a Shade town, goodmother, and you are worth more than money here.”

Satina had no answer to that. There was no answer to it. She bolted straight for him instead. His arms snatched at her cloak, but he was by far the feebler of the two Shades, and she pressed past him, dodging enough that his fingers only brushed the fabric. She threw a handful of powder back over her shoulder, igniting it with a thought. The flash would earn her only a few strides lead, but a few strides would help. 

The custodian shouted to the woman, and the clatter of feet chased her to the back wall. No exit there, but she’d seen a glint of moonlight to the left. She spun and slipped behind the shelves, leaping a pile of books and an old crate and making for what she prayed was an unbarred window.

“Stop her!” The man screamed from his podium, too feeble for the chase even. 

Satina paused at the open sill, threw a leg outside and looked back to find the woman way too close behind her. She shoved off, fell the short drop to the brush below the window and thanked her goodmother luck for an archive in an old enough building not to have glass panes, not to have its shutters locked. 

“She’s here!” Her luck ran out when the woman started screaming. “The Granter is here!” 

Lights moved in the streets. Feet pounded against paver stones and even the distant wharfs shifted their attention to her, to the criminal in their midst. Satina bolted uphill, not by the wide road but out across the fields. She ducked through a slick, wooden fence and ran out through the moonlight toward the nearest stand of trees and the pocket hiding in their shelter.

Her cloak billowed like a shadow behind her. She held her skirts high and churned each step closer to safety. They’d spotted her, of course. Men with torches at the fence, slipping through, following her. A dog bayed, and she ran faster, ran until her chest tightened.

The forest drew her in, but the Shades would not stop at its edge. She fled through a thin strip of brush, leaped a fallen log and skidded to a stop beside a tree like any one of the others. The dog growled, just on the far side of the log. Satina stopped to face it. She watched the flames drifting into the woods, saw the torches come. 

She should have known better than to try this town. Too many nights sleeping on cold ground had softened her good senses. She’d only thought the archive, thought that a town with an archive, might see past gangs and affiliations. A stupid thought. Now the Shade town faced her, a ring of anger and flame. The dog snarled, and the goodmother Granter stepped one pace to the side and vanished. 
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Chapter Two
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The staircase ended in mid air. Moss caked the stone surface, crowding into the cracks and lending a spongy, green pattern to the ruined structure. The steps turned once, bent as if they still followed the wall that had long since crumbled around them. They rose to a second story that no longer existed, continued to climb and then stopped on nothing, as if one might find some hidden doorway there, hanging in space, some portal to a world long lost.

Satina huddled in the shadow beside the structure, pulled her heavy cloak tighter and pondered the stairway. Pretty. That arch of stone whispered of the Kingdoms as they once were. They sang of the time when the world still embraced magic and the Gentry races mingled freely with humans. A time when she would have been welcome anywhere. 

Ironic, the dramatic illusion, the thought of ancient portals hanging in space. She squinted, made her eyes shift to a subtler vision and eyed the authentic portal, the genuine door she’d slipped through only moments before. The one that had just saved her skin. The real thing shimmered twenty feet away from the elegant ruin, but it marked a spot of little visual import, a bush, a stretch of mud like any other—except for the pocket of Old Space hiding behind it. 

She sniffed and pressed her back against the mossy stones. For the moment the pocket didn’t matter much. Satina let her eyes drift, still seeing what she could. The portal had brought her here, and now she needed to know where here was and, more importantly, who held sway over the area. 

A muddy road wound through the forest only a short trot from the staircase. Deep ruts, where a wagon had passed not so long before, gleamed in the moonlight. Rain had fallen recently, though long enough past that the foliage had already dried. The woods themselves were thick and shrouded, offering only hints of the terrain beyond between thin tree trunks and dense shrubbery. Farmland, no doubt, with a well-traveled roadway. She’d find a village close by, a cluster of hard-working souls seeking nothing more than health and safety. 

Maybe she could help them.

Convinced the pocket had delivered her where she could do some work, Satina settled her attention on the stairway’s arch. She’d been on the run too long to remember safety, the warmth and promise of a permanent residence. No matter. Her lot rarely found a long-term welcome among civilized folk anyway. Even without a price on her head, her trace of Gentry blood set her forever apart. 

These stairs made a perfect boundary, a lone sentinel and reminder of the Old Kingdoms. Had she been affiliated, she might have tagged them herself, and so she circled it now, convinced that either gang would agree with her assessment. The soft ground made little sound under her steps, and her cloak hung in a wave the same color as the night so that she feared little of detection, little compared to the knot of unease that would not rest until she’d made certain she hadn’t landed amid the Shades. 

But the old stones held no tag, no mark of any sort visible to her sight, mundane or otherwise. A second circuit produced the same results, and she had to concede. The area, by some miracle, had escaped notice, though she’d long believed not an inch of these lands hadn’t been divided and tagged to one affiliation or the other by now.

She’d heard rumors, tales of places still untouched by Shade or Starlight, but doubted, even here in the face of the unmarked stair, that she’d been lucky enough to escape that noose. She had found shelter though, tagged or not, and the wind bore enough trace of moisture and chill that she’d soon be grateful for it. 

Satina scooted into the shadow beneath the stones. Her hand followed the surface, squishing pillowy moss and guiding her steps until the arch sheltered her completely. Then she dropped into a squat, tossing her cloak open and rummaging in one of her many leather bags with her free hand. The ground was too damp for sitting, but if she wedged her back against the structure, she could relax in some measure of comfort. The device she withdrew would do the rest. 

She’d recovered the metal disks at different locations. The lower of the two, she suspected had been a sword hilt once, the sigils cast into the bronze were meant to repel evil, and it was for that factor that she’d hoarded the scrap. When a later dig produced the brooch, the idea for her device solidified. She’d bartered for a simple spindle, mounted the repellent disk half an inch below the brooch, which still harbored an attraction enchantment. The flowery carvings on its face led her to suspect a love spell, some trick of a courtly lady long before the Final War. 

Love or luxury, the attraction was all that mattered for her purposes. Using opposing magics, one to draw and one to repel, her theory had borne fruit with only a little tweaking. Now she stabbed the long end of the spindle into the soft earth until it stood without tilting. Her fingers swung the lower disk sunwise adding the impetus of her own, faint magic until the metal spun smoothly on its circuit. Then she twirled the brooch in the opposite direction.

Heat burst from the device, warming her hands in an instant. The two spells fought with one another, and Satina smiled at her ingenuity. She never got tired of it, of feeling the heat build. In moments the ground would dry and she could sit and pass the night in comfort without need of a fire. 

A twig snapped. Her heart jolted and she looked, instinctively, toward the pocket. She saw nothing but the shimmer, knew exactly how little that meant. Her warmer made no noise, but the energy it expelled could be sensed by the right eyes...maybe the wrong eyes. She listened and moved one hand out very slowly to stop the dual spin. 

If someone had opened the pocket, they still may not have spotted her. They might not have sensed the magic unless they’d been looking for it, unless they’d been on her tail the entire time. She peered into the night. She watched the bushes, scanned the empty road and almost missed the shadow slipping toward the stairs from the opposite side. 

As it was, her hand grabbed at her cloak only a breath before the figure reached the bottom stair. She listened to its steps, felt their tremble through the stone even as she tried to merge her body with it, to blend into the arch. The vibrations followed the structure to its pinnacle. Satina held her breath, snuggled further into the cloak and watched the open space at the stairway’s end. 

A pair of boots dropped into view. They were sewn of soft leather, tightly stitched, and painted along both soles with liquid magic.  She knew its language. Squinting at the script, she picked out at least one sigil for stealth glowing among the charms for protection, luck and speed. He either practiced the Old Arts, or he’d stolen those boots. 

Something about the way his legs swung back and forth, relaxed but speaking of absolute confidence, suggested the former. The owner of these boots would be well-versed, possibly even Gentry or of that blood. Not the last person she wanted to see on a dark night on unfamiliar ground, but a danger all the same. 

She didn’t dare move. The ensorcelled boots swung, first one leg and then the other. The clouds wandered away from the moon, which lit the road like a silvery ribbon. The invader above her whistled a long trilling note against the silence. It wandered into a soft tune. He knew she was there. The swinging boots, the song—all too casual and meant to tell her exactly how little he cared. 

Her skin prickled. She lifted her eyes to the stones over her head, as if she could gaze through them and catch some small advantage. A flare of iridescence shimmered beneath a layer of moss. She squinted at the sigil, followed the lines with her eyes and let her frown deepen. The mark was old, but then moss no doubt took root quickly here. 

The tag claimed the ruins for the Starlight gang. Bound by the rune and the magical paint, the affiliation would hold until the sigil wore away or a contrary ward supplanted it. She’d been right all along. Not an inch of their world had remained undivided. Satina turned away from it, away from everything it represented, and a squeak escaped her. A man’s face hung over the stair’s edge. His eyes sparked like the sigil once, a flare of power, before his thin mouth stretched into a smile, and he winked at her. 
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Chapter Three
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Dread coiled inside her belly. She watched the face pull back, the legs swing over again as he dropped like a leaf to the ground in front of her. Not Shade at least, not that it helped her much. Still, whatever he was, Shade would have been worse. Shade would have meant the end of her. 

“Nice night for it.” 

“Excuse me?” She squinted and made her voice tremble. Her hand slid under a fold of cloak, fumbled for the bag of soft powder. 

“Nice night, lovely moon, a little magic.” His voice matched his build, wily, lithe and never quite holding completely still. A lightweight cloak swirled at the back of his knees, and though the moonlight beyond made him a swath of shadow, his eyes sparked yellow with the word, magic, and she knew she’d been right about his blood.

“I suppose it would be.” How much had he seen? She shrugged and squatted in her original position. Her fingers pried the bag of dust open, and she waited for his next move, mustering her best innocent smile. 

“That’s a neat trick.” He hopped forward and put up both hands, palms facing out. His head tilted to one side, and his features caught an angle of moonlight. Sharp nose, high cheekbones and a wide, thin grin, Gentry if her eyes could be trusted, and not just a trace of it. “How’d you do it?”

“I’m sorry, what?” He hadn’t seen the device, only noticed the warmth, possibly smelled the subtle tint of magic in the air beneath the staircase. Hard to deny, that, and she fell back on her only other option. “You mean the heat?” She blinked, widened her eyes to the point that only one with her special talents—with her sort of blood—might achieve. “That’s nothing. A toy I purchased in the south.”

“Sure it is.” His voice rose and fell more than was ordinary. Not unpleasant, but enough to mark his difference. He ducked under the stones and dropped into a pose that mirrored her own. Cocky, not at all concerned with hiding what he was. “May I see it?”

“Why?”

“I have an interest in trinkets.”

“And why is that?” The dust felt smooth and warm against her fingertips. It surged with potential, gave her the strength she needed to feign confidence. She stared back at him, waited, and the moment warbled. It could go in either direction, magic in its own right, a crossing place. 

He shrugged and laughed higher and shriller than any human should. Satina let out a long breath and nodded. She allowed a smile of her own. He meant her no direct harm. Not tonight at least. 

“I own a shop,” he said. “Not far from here. You might say trinkets like the one you’re hiding in that lovely cloak are my specialty.”

“Then there’s a village nearby?”

“Not much of a walk, even.”

“Starlight?” She pointed to the sigil with the hand not buried in her dust. His face shifted, followed the gesture, and he cracked a wider grin. 

“Not much use for either here.”

“And yet, the tag.”

“Maybe it’s old.”

“Maybe.” 

They stared again. She found him charming, in a fashion. He was quick to smile and unabashed to the point of brazenness in his refusal to be ordinary. Yet his dramatics hid a sharper edge. He had an aura of danger. It flared every time his eyes shifted. 

In the distance, the soft rhythm of feet squelched against the muddy road. Someone trod that ribbon path, and at this hour, she guessed they had a good reason to be out. The stranger in her shelter didn’t look, but his cheek twitched, and his smile curved at a sharper angle. 

“You’ll have to excuse me, I’m afraid.”

“Oh?”

“A little business to attend to.”

“For the shop?”

“Perhaps.” He jumped backwards, straightening and landing on his feet in a patch of moonlight. “Come to town, my dear. The place is impossible to miss.”

“I just might do that.”

“You can show me that trinket.”

He knew more than she would have liked. His voice pegged her lie. It said he knew exactly what she was. Satina smiled and shrugged. The squishy steps grew louder. The stranger bowed, swirled his cape and tilted his head, eyes flashing one last time before he scampered toward the road. If her presence gave him any pause, he didn’t show it. 

He reached the roadside and hesitated. His head turned left and right and then he leapt into the air, landing on a boulder that stood a few feet higher than the rest. He perched there, posing, if she’d judged him correctly. The moonlight outlined his figure, the cape swirled, and his eyes flashed once in her direction before his business came shuffling around the bend. 

A young boy. Satina frowned and leaned a little forward. Not her matter, whatever he was up to. Not at all. She sniffed and pulled her fingers from her powder, brushing them together to dislodge as much as possible back into the pouch. No good to waste it here. Not with a whole moon cycle ahead. 

The boy stopped in the middle of the road. He wore coarse clothing, a hood but no cloak, and shoes that hadn’t been built to weather mud like that. She judged him to be somewhere near his eleventh or twelfth year and very nervous. He turned and took a step toward the stairway. The stranger stood abruptly. Satina heard the soft cadence of his speech, but the words drowned in the boy’s squeal of alarm. The child staggered back into the road and wobbled, nearly sat in the mud when the man jumped down from his rock and swirled into another bow. 

Showmanship. She had to give him that much, though the situation made her fingers twitch toward her dust again. The conversation happened in whispers, but she knew the score. She knew, when the boy handed over a sack of something, what her stranger was. A Skinner, and one with Gentry blood. He offered the boy his prize, a small object, possibly a book, and then he sprang back to his rock, bowing low before leaping into the trees and out of sight. 

Damn. Satina cursed her luck and Skinners everywhere. She watched the boy and told herself to stay out of it. She didn’t need trouble, didn’t need a reputation so quickly. The pocket had only just landed her here. Maybe just for this reason. She frowned and scanned the tree line. He wouldn’t have gone far unless that sack held something particularly valuable or dangerous. No. She knew a thing or two about Skinners. He’d want to watch and see his handiwork unfold.

As if on cue, the boy howled. Satina closed her eyes and counted. Not her business. Not so soon. She hadn’t even found a place to settle. But the bawling from the road wormed under her skin. The child was in distress. She peeked out from under her arch and let out a very long exhale. Her dust would never last the whole moon, not at this rate. Not with a Skinner handy. 

She didn’t really even need to use it. She could just march out there and fix things. Still, her hand slid to the pouch again. A smile found her lips, and her eyes flashed. Her fingers slid back into the powder. The Skinner wasn’t the only one who could put on a show. 

Satina dug into the silky contents, her fingers pulsing with the dust’s power. She drew them out, took a breath to watch them shimmer even in the deep shadows under the ruin. Then she ran them through her hair, wiped a smear along the collar of her cloak and patted a touch at each invisible symbol stitched into the hem. Silence. Safety. Grace. The cloak had more of magic to it in embroidery than a trace of dust, but the powder made it glow, let ordinary eyes see what ordinarily was hidden. 

If the Skinner still hid inside the trees, he gave no hint. No eyes flashed in her direction when she slid into the open. She believed he was there, just the same. Satina imagined him slunk low in the shadows, very interested in what she might do next. She tiptoed closer to the ribbon road, running both hands down the sides of her gown, over her waist and hips. The gesture left a glowing accent under the cover of her cloak.

She inhaled and closed her eyes, found her center of power and pulled at the tiny spark that was her blood right. It responded with a flood of warmth. Her fingers tingled. Satina let the power build. She nudged it into the symbols, into the powder and felt her body flare with magic. The sobbing from the roadway stopped. Her cue. She threw her arms wide and spun. 

The dust lit her like a candle. She sparkled, a swirl of power and fabric and long, silvery hair. Her arms lifted over head, undulating and enhancing the spin. When she stopped, they drifted down and threw her cloak back over her shoulders. The boy in the road gaped at her. 

His face streaked where his tears had cleaned away a layer of grime. His wide eyes were still shot with red, and he sniffled loudly and held up his hands. They were stuck fast to the Skinner’s trap. 

“What is that thing?” The trouble he grasped between his palms didn’t look like much, a thin box, not a treasure worth risking a midnight encounter with a Skinner for. 

“Don’t hurt me.” His lower lip trembled. 

“Why would I do that?” 

“You’re magic.” He labeled the obvious. “Like him.”

“Maybe not so like him as you think.”

He didn’t believe her. She’d grown used to that, the taint of suspicion, the nervousness. He’d take a little convincing—most of them did. 

“What is that thing?”

“It’s supposed to be a game.” He held it up to the wan light and sniffed again. “I can’t let go of it!”

“And I suppose you paid him for it?” He only nodded and trembled, hands caught fast in the Skinner’s binding spell. “I hope it wasn’t too much.”

“Everyone in town has one.”

“A booby-trapped box?”

“No.” 

“I didn’t think so.” She made her sigh heavy enough to carry as far as the woods. “Well, let me see what I can do.”

“Y—you’re going to help me?”

“If you wish it.”

“I don’t have any more money.”

Satina scowled hard enough the boy stepped back. She softened quickly, waved him forward and surveyed the damage. The sigil was a simple thing to undo. The Skinner had dusted the rim with something, not the generic stuff. She leaned close and sniffed it. 

“Can you make it stop?”

“Yes.”

“My dad could pay you.” She heard the fear in his words. No doubt his father didn’t know about tonight’s transaction. 

“There’s no charge.” She ran her finger over the charm and felt for the release. At least, he hadn’t meant to hurt the boy, not in any real way. 

“Why?”

“Why what?” A surge of power and the binding fell apart—the box became a normal thing again. The boy dropped it in the mud, then bent as if to retrieve it. “Best to leave it alone,” she warned. Who knew what secondary spells it hid?

“I know what you are,” the boy whispered. 

Satina ignored him. Her plans had not included this, but she’d adapt. She smiled, held one finger to her lips. It still glowed enough to make his eyes stretch again. “Best be heading home, now.” 

He snatched at the suggestion and took off running. 

She waited till he’d scrambled out of sight before turning toward the woods. No Skinner. No flashing glance. The trap still lay in the rut, harmless if she could trust her sight. The boy who’d wanted it enough to risk a Skinner’s bargain left it behind without a glance back. Satina bent and lifted it. He’d pegged her as easily as the Skinner had. 

Granter. 

Her story would reach the village long before she did. 
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Chapter Four
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At least she knew which way to go. The morning held a promise of heat that had already dried the road ruts into hard ridges. Her cloak would be a burden long before noon, but now, as the sun whispered through a soft sheen of cloud cover, she kept it on, only folding the wool back to hang behind her shoulders. 

The boy had come from this direction, had darted away toward home in this direction. He had her secret, and she didn’t doubt he meant to spread it, had probably spread it already. If she’d a brain in her head, she’d be walking the other way, even if the tag had been a Starlight mark. 

Satina squinted at the horizon. The road bent yet again, but the trees already parted to display the fields that would ring the town with crops. Like the Skinner, she had no use for either gang. She preferred no affiliation. She had her own reasons to avoid the Shades, and she was clever enough to know that hiding among Starlights threw her in the path of danger. Where else would the rival gang search for her? 

Still, she followed the boy’s path toward a village where the Skinner kept his shop. How that worked, she couldn’t guess. A town full of victims and no one had lynched the man? How had he done it, settled in one place? A Skinner of all people. He had that charm about him, she supposed, the grace of a dancer, though she doubted that would get him far with your ordinary townsperson.

Maybe it wasn’t an ordinary town.

She lifted her chin, shooed away an early midge and tramped through the ruts toward the rustle of wheat. The crops fanned out to either side of the road. Satina marched between them. Wheat, corn, potatoes—beyond these a few lumpy pastures with sheep or goats, even one fat cow. You could read a town by the things it grew. There would be families here, close-knit groups and neighbor’s well-versed in one another’s business. 

There’d be a chapel, an inn that was friendly enough to welcome travelers, but not enough to encourage them to stay. There’d be a blacksmith, possibly a weaver. She’d seen her share of farming towns, of goats and even of fat cows to know this one. Any way she looked at it, her Skinner didn’t fit the picture. 

The stables backed the last pasture. Beyond them, the village proper clustered. The steeple of a crisp, white chapel peered over the lower roofs, confirming her suspicion at the same time it passed silent judgment on all her kind.

How did a Skinner fit in here? How did he stick a boy’s hands fast to a box and not incite an angry mob? Had he watched her from the shadows last night? 

“Beg pardon, please.” A soft voice spoke from the stables’ side of the road. “A moment, Granter.”

Satina stilled her feet and peered between the railings. A swish of skirts appeared from inside the shed. A stout woman crossed the paddock, carrying a bundle wrapped in thin cloth. She tried to smile. Her eyes crinkled at the corners for a moment before the fear wiped her face back to neutral. Her hands shook when she held the parcel out, but her voice was clearer, bolstered by a moment of bravado. 

“My son told me what you done.” She thrust the fabric over the fence. “Breakfast.” 

“Thank you.” Perhaps she should argue. The woman’s gratitude warred with her distaste for magic kind, making her face a battleground of conflicting emotions. The food inside the cloth smelled fresh, however, and Satina’s stomach insisted it was fair payment for helping the boy. 

The woman shuffled away as soon as she took the parcel. She wore coarse homespun skirts over a pale chemise. Her dark hair bunched in a knot at the back of her head, held by a long pin. Satina squinted at it, shifted visions, and saw the sigils painted on the wood. Interesting. She examined the stable more closely. A horseshoe over each paddock bore protective marks, painted in magical ink. She could guess whose hand had drawn them. 

And yet, he’d tricked the boy. 

She passed the stable and the street smoothed. Satina turned her shifted vision on the town. Like all the other towns, she saw the faces peeking, the curtains shifting and the heads ducking back behind a door or corner. Unlike other towns, she saw the traces of her Skinner’s work here. The fountain in the town square misted through a metal grate, twisting with ornate patterns that screamed Old Magic. In addition to whatever properties the relic held, the Skinner’s paint had added health and prosperity for the entire town. 

He’d gone and made himself indispensable. 

She found the inn, exactly as expected, the blacksmith’s opposite the stables, but no weaver she could see. The town was small and its tidy buildings had survived the years amazingly well. Whether due to the charms or the townsfolk’s diligent attention, she couldn’t guess. Either way the boards had held, the stones still rested tightly together, and the thatch—well, the thatch looked fresh. She’d give the villagers credit there.
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