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    To Julie, who helped more than she knows.

      

    


​

It's getting dark. The villagers, her neighbours, had tied her to the altar at the edge of the swamp at dawn, and now it's getting dark.

It would be fucking laughable if she wasn't aching, terrified, and doomed. Margaret (formerly 'Mags' to her friends, but she didn't have those any more) stretches, trying to find a position that relieves some of the stress on her limbs and joints, but between the harsh ropes and the stone slab under her, there is no relief. The standing water has long since soaked into her long dress where it trails into the swamp and it pulls at her even more. It's only a matter of time before she succumbs, to the elements, to thirst, to some creature.

Superstitious fucking villagers and their fear of the made-up, horseshit gods. She never bought it, even as a child, seeing no proof of their hand in anything. The so-called gods and those that chose to believe in them never affected her life, until three summers ago, when the troubles started. Crops started turning, the animals got sick, and the river that ran through the countryside turned to darkened sludge.

They blamed Thyborh, the god of destruction, and sacrificed all the sheep, burnt the herbs, rang the bells, all to change their luck and appease him.

But nothing changed.

They appealed to Nanhir, the keeper of the keys, to unlock the mystery and help the old diviner find the answer to their troubles, but the water was still in the bowl and the cards only laughed.

Still, nothing changed.

Nellevis, the goddess of tricks and shadows, was pretty far down on the list. They had to pass through the gods and goddess of the ocean, air, animals, the forest, fertility, and the afterlife before they reached her.

But they reach her nonetheless, and do as her rites demand, leaving a virgin offering on her crumbling little shrine in the swamp that no one has visited in decades.

Margaret tries to reason—if it is the goddess of tricks doing this, maybe she's mad everyone's been ignoring her in favour of the louder, flashier gods. Maybe fixing the shrine would appease her.

When all her logic falls on deaf ears, she tries kicking, screaming, biting, and threats. But she's out numbered, more than a hundred to one.

She's tied to the altar and left there for a goddess she doesn't believe in, awaiting a death she knows will surely come.

There's a sharp noise close by that startles her and when she jolts, she slams her head back down against the stone.

She yells out a curse and starts to cry in earnest, truly terrified, alone, in pain, and getting cold.

There's a cooing right next to her head and she cranes her neck to see. One of those monstrous swamp pigeons, all greys and greens and blank, staring eyes, cooing as if it's trying to hush her.

"Go away!" She never thought she'd be the one to scream at pigeons and expect them to mind or understand, but as her death approaches, she doesn't care.

"She's crying? Why is she crying?" The sudden voice makes Margaret yelp in surprise, but she can't see anyone. The pigeon coos again.

"Truly? Who would have told her that?"

"Hello?" Margaret tries, trying to keep the quaver out of her voice. If someone is close enough she can hear them speaking, they're close enough to help her out of this ridiculous mess.

"Hello," says the voice, pleasant enough and sounding likely female.

Margaret feels a surprising flare of hope. "Untie me! Please, help!"

"I'm well, thank you for asking."

"What?"

"I'm well. Thank you for asking after me, instead of leaping straight to what I can do for you. That's very rare in this day and age, you know, a person asking after another instead of demanding something."

Margaret can almost feel the words dripping in mockery.

"I am a little preoccupied," she snarls, yanking her wrists against her bonds. "In case you neglected to realise my current state."

"Oh, I realised. I realise it quite thoroughly." The voice moved, though Margaret didn't hear anything like movement, just the natural hum of the swamp. "You've been left for Little Nell, the Trickster Queen, and you're going to die out here, like a lost, little lamb."

Margaret shivers, the sarcastic tone gone now, replaced with something much darker. She switches tracks, anger fizzling out in favour of fear. "Please, let me up, I'll give you anything."

"Anything? Do you hear, Aloysius? We do like to have anything given to us. If..."

"If?" Margaret prompts.

"If you have something we want."

I'm dead, Margaret thinks. I just haven't stopped breathing yet.

"What could I possibly give you, stranger?" Margaret asks, feeling a sob creeping up. "I am captive. I'm alone. I have only the clothes on my back, and I doubt the swamp will ever come out of this dress."

"She's crying again," the voice remarks. The pigeon coos and steps closer to her head. If it comes any nearer, she swears she'll lose her mind.
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