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​Quintha Thistlewhite lowered her bag to the dirt road, adjusted the brim of her peaked hat, and wiped sweat from her brow. The heat at this elevation stifled her, but she had to make the journey twice a year for the spring and fall fairs. She could see her destination in the distance: the inn of her old friend, Elga Fyske. Elga had become a fast friend when Quintha first moved to this part of the world. She’d stopped at the inn, everything she owned on her back, and Elga had welcomed her like a sister.

Quintha wished she were back at her mountainside cottage in the cool climate of her adopted homeland. If she didn’t attend the fall market and stock up, however, she wouldn’t make it through the harsh winter. She glanced down at the measly bag of wares she’d brought to sell or trade and shook her head. I’ve barely enough for a sack of barley. She couldn’t for the life of her remember what she’d done to waste her entire summer. Daydreaming, most like. She’d been doing more of that lately, as she’d gotten older. She’d have to find another way to scratch together a few coins and supplement her winter stores. Maybe Elga would let her work in the inn, or she could tell fortunes by the fire...

At least Elga wouldn’t charge for room and board. She never did. Quintha’s friends were few and far between. A few mates from her school days that sent a letter here and there but never visited. Quintha didn’t mind that much. She went out of her way to live the life of a hermit, after all, but she did understand the need for a true friend every once in a while. Particularly now, when Quintha had foreseen an especially brutal winter when she’d cast her stones.

Quintha pulled her pipe out of her homespun pinafore pocket, clamped the end between her teeth, and hefted her pack again. Though she didn’t light her pipe, the sensation of it reassured her. It reminded her of hearth and home. If she tried hard enough, she could smell her modest peat fire and roasting goose fat.

She sniffed the air. Or maybe that was coming from the inn ahead?

She resettled her pack and stood there for a moment. A beetle crossed the dusty road in front of her. Its shiny black carapace, caressed in shifting rainbow hues, stood out like a jewel against the dirt.

Quintha believed in omens. They were part of her stock and trade. She tilted her head, chewed on the pipestem, and tried to interpret this specific portent, if it was indeed one and not a coincidence. She heard a rustling in the woods ahead of her and then watched as a large brown bird with a white chest, a thrush, darted out of the leaves and landed on the beetle. The carapace crunched as the bird crushed the insect in its beak.

The bird turned its head and stared with its bright black eyes right at Quintha. She blinked. A single beetle leg, twitching, protruded from the bird’s maw. Then it disappeared down the bird’s gullet. The bird opened its mouth and made a little hacking sound, then trilled its song, incongruously pretty.

​Quintha’s stomach churned, and nausea washed over her. In retrospect, the reaction seemed overly much for the situation. The thrush cocked its head and looked at her. Its black eye twinkled in the sun. Quintha stared back. Generally she liked birds, but this one... A chill went down her spine. She looked away, unable to maintain eye contact. Omen indeed.

Then the bird hopped once, twice, and disappeared with a flapping of wings and a small cloud of dust into the undergrowth.

Just as quickly, Quintha’s feeling of unease departed. She wondered if maybe her sour stomach was from a less-than-fresh breakfast at last night’s inn. She blinked her eyes, shifted her pipe to the other side of her mouth, and let out a huff.

She stood there a moment longer and contemplated the place on the road where the beetle had been. She cocked her head to one side, no doubt resembling the bird who’d just departed—had she been observed, which she was sure, she most definitely was not—and reran the event over in her head, looking for something in it. Nothing came to her. She furrowed her brow for a moment, wondering if she’d lost her touch, but then shrugged. No reason to worry about it too much just yet.

Humming a reel, trying to raise her spirits, she headed down the road, closing the last few yards to the innyard with a renewed spring in her step. Quintha had no idea how she would acquire all the supplies she needed to get through the winter, but she did always have her mushroom cave, her bats, and a good store of firewood. She would not starve, nor would she freeze. Life would just be without flavor or variety for a few months.

The innyard and the facade of the old building had not changed in the half a year since Quintha had last attended the market. A few geese, probably destined for a holiday meal in a couple of months, honked and shuffled beneath the rose bushes lining the fence. Heavy bean vines, their leaves yellowing in the late fall, climbed the lattice along the front of the inn, and its sign still hung slightly askew, the shorter chain squeaking in the light breeze. The green paint on the trim around the windows and the front door was fresh, but Quintha could see no other differences. She smiled at the memories and couldn’t wait for a slice of Elga’s eel pie and a pint of ale.

Though the sign squeaked, the door hinges worked silently and smoothly as it swung open, a very deliberate bell instead announcing the arrival of any guest. In the early afternoon—after the noontime meal and before the after-work ale crowd—a hush filled the main hall. The sound of stacking stoneware and lusty singing broke the silence, and Quintha’s grin widened. Elga was not only known for her eel pies, but also the repertoire of filthy songs she had ready at a moment’s notice.

“And the blushing lad and the willing lass,” came her voice from behind the bar, “did ride to market on a stubborn ass...”

Some piece of pottery fell to the ground and shattered. Elga let forth a mighty oath, and Quintha finally rounded the corner from the entry to take in the entire hall. She could just make out Elga’s bent back over the bar top. Against the wall to the left crouched the mighty hearth, a fire kindled despite the heat outside. All the tables, rough-hewn but clean, stood in neat rows, their benches tucked beneath, ready for the afternoon crowd that would no doubt fill them in a few hours, particularly with the market attendees expected.

A cat approached—an orange beast missing most of its right ear—and wound between Quintha’s legs. Quintha hissed at it and kicked it away lightly. Despite the stereotypes of lonely witches, she abhorred cats. She’d never taken a familiar, and a cat—particularly an unmannered beast like Elga’s Penny here—would have been last on her list.

At that moment, as Quintha jiggled her boot toward Penny in an effort to get him to leave her alone, Elga straightened, her hands filled with broken pottery. She slammed the fragments down on the bar with an exuberant cry. “Quintha! There you are, you old brute!”

This was a running joke between the two of them. Quintha was barely four and a half feet tall. Her schoolmates had taunted her for being half dwarf, but as far as she knew, both of her parents were full-blooded humans. She had not inherited their height, but she had inherited their love of orderly solitude and an aptitude for magic.

But then, the family’s accountant had been a dwarf.

Quintha dismissed any idea of her mother’s infidelity from her thoughts and took her pipe from her mouth. “Elga, may fortune shine forever upon your ass!” She dropped her bag and jogged toward the bar. Elga came out from behind and met her halfway. They embraced, Quintha’s face crushed in the larger woman’s ample bosom. Elga smelled as she always did, of onions, ale, and the straw she used to stuff the inn’s mattresses.

Elga landed a few too-hard pats to Quintha’s back before grasping her shoulders and holding her at arms’ length. Elga’s gaze raked up and down her body, and Quintha felt it as something almost physical.

Elga huffed. “Time passes, and you remain the same.”

Quintha’s cheeks heated at the compliment. She couldn’t return the sentiment to Elga. Each year carved its time in the form of wrinkles and liver spots. Nevertheless, Elga still bubbled with life and humor, possessing the kind of spirit that kept certain types of people thriving despite their chronological age.

Elga grabbed Quintha’s sack. “We’re full up for the market, but I’ve just the place for you. Set it up special.” Elga turned on her heel and marched back toward the entry. Quintha followed with, to her dismay, Penny meowing closely after. Elga led Quintha up the stairs to the second floor where all the rooms were located. She strode down the hall and stopped at a door. From a heavy-looking key ring, Elga chose a large skeleton key and unlocked the door.

She pushed the door open. On the other side was a dark, narrow stairwell.

“Just make sure to get a candle before you come up in the evening.” Elga started climbing, and Quintha followed. Elga stopped before she reached the top of the stairs. “Bit low for me here, but you should be fine.”

Quintha eased past Elga and sighed. The attic was gigantic, with large windows facing south. The vast space had a very low ceiling, which explained why Elga could go no farther. No cobwebs or forgotten belongings littered the area, but a tidy bed had been set up near the top of the steps with a small chest nearby to serve as a bedside table. Quintha placed her pipe on the chest.

There was also a clean chamber pot tucked beneath the foot of the bed and a washstand with towels off to another side. Quintha smelled fresh straw and lemon oil.

Despite the heat of the afternoon creating a stuffy environment, Quintha found the space cozy and appreciated the effort her friend had put into making her quarters welcoming.

“You’re lucky no dwarves have arrived for the market yet, else you may have to share your attic,” Elga mused. “I could fit a good dozen more beds up here, hang some tapestry for privacy...” She trailed off, and Quintha laughed. Elga always pondered how best to make more coin for her own pocket.

“Anyways...” Elga removed the key for the attic door from her laden ring and handed it to Quintha. “I’ll leave you to get settled. Come down for a pint when you’re ready.”

With that, the woman stomped downstairs and closed the door behind her.

Quintha looked around as if there was something else to discover in the attic, but there was not. She removed her dusty, pointed hat and placed it on one of the bedposts. She went to the washbasin, poured some water out, and washed the grime of the road from her face.

After patting her skin dry with one of the towels, she crossed the unfinished plank floor to the windows, opened them to let some of the warm air dissipate, and peered out.

From there she had a view of the road she’d walked in on. It lay empty with dappled afternoon light filtering through the trees which lined the lane. An idyllic scene, really.

Until a figure stumbled into view. He looked to be half drunk already if his movements were any indication. As he drew closer to the inn, Quintha wrinkled her nose. A common hedge wizard. She could tell his ilk with little trouble. They were so...obvious after all.

He wore the customary pointed hat with a wide brim and a brown robe cinched at the waist. No staff, this one, but really he did appear as if he could use one.

Then Quintha saw something else. A movement in the trees at the corner of her eye. She quickly redirected her gaze, but whatever had distracted her was not there, only a puddle of darkness beneath the oak tree.

An unaccounted-for shiver coursed down her spine, the second one today, and the hairs on the back of her neck set to tingling. What is this? So she had not lost her skills then, because something was clearly triggering her sixth sense. The sensation reminded her of an experience in her childhood, the reason, in fact, why she abhorred cats. She didn’t like to think of the incident, but just like that, she was thrown back into the day, and she couldn’t stop herself from reliving the emotions.

Quintha had grown up with her parents in a tiny, tidy cottage in a small village near the seashore. In this paradisal setting, Quintha’s childhood had been filled with nurturing, learning, and joy.

She had never had a pet, but outside the window of her cosy bedroom, her father had hung a bird feeder. Everyday, he baked and sliced the morning bread, and then scraped the crumbs from his board into Quintha’s waiting, cupped hands. She would run back to her open bedroom window and deposit the crumbs onto the shelf of the bird feeder. After only a few moments, her little friends would arrive.

One day, when Quintha was no more than six, a new bird presented itself for breakfast: a fledgling songbird in its downy youth but whose feathers showed the promise of a wonderful rainbow.

The little bird was very shy at first, but after a few weeks, it trusted her as if she’d hatched him herself. When she brought the breadcrumbs to the feeder, he would perch on her hand and eat right from there.

When she walked to the small village school in the morning with her mother, the bird would alight upon her tightly braided and coiled hair and perch there for the entire walk. It would trill happily, as if proclaiming to all Quintha’s presence.

“What a queer little thing,” her teacher said every morning as she swept the school steps of the mud and straw her students tracked in.

“It’s a very special bond, innit?” Quintha’s mother said in return before shewing the bird off Quintha’s head, pecking her daughter on each cheek, and then pushing her past her teacher into the school room.

This went on for several months, until one winter morning Quintha pushed open her bedroom window. Frost dusted the finely cropped grass of the orderly garden outside. A few brown birds perched at the feeder, waiting, but she saw no sign of her rainbow songbird. She whistled for it, which sometimes worked to bring it to her side, but to no avail.

With a huff, Quintha closed the window, threw a shawl over her tiny shoulders, and slipped her leather boots onto her cold, bare feet.

“Maybe it’s gone south to warmer climes,” her father said as she passed through the kitchen.

She ran out of the house, whistling, trying to call her bird, but he did not come. She searched around the entire house until she came to the back, to the dark corner behind the garden shed, against the stone wall that separated their yard from the neighbors.

She knew before she saw anything. That feeling...

There, crouched in the alcove, was a giant gray tom cat. Pinned beneath its front paw was Quintha’s bird, its feathers scattered across the barren ground. Quintha could see blood spattered across the tiny creature’s colorful chest.

Shocked at first, Quintha just stood there, a shiver coursing through her and the hairs at the back of her neck standing up.

Then a great scream ripped from Quintha’s breast. An energy unlike anything she’d ever felt welled up within her. Despite the cold, heat built up, suffusing her from the tips of her toes to the ends of her fingers. She could not control this force, but somehow knew it would find release, targeted toward the murderer in front of her.

The cat rose up on tiptoe, every hair on end, its tail pointed like a lightning rod toward the sky. It seemed to know its end was coming.

She could still remember her mother pulling her away from that horrible old cat, trying to calm her, to talk her down. Quintha’s mother sounded scared, and Quintha couldn’t remember ever hearing that tone in her mother's voice. Quintha had pounded her fists against her mother’s arms and tried to squirm free. But she was dragged back into the house, pushed down into a chair at the kitchen table, and given a mug of tea with milk and sugar.

Her mother had not taken her to school that day. Quintha would have killed the cat, she knew, if her mother had not stopped her.

Snapped back just as quickly into the present, Quintha touched her hair and turned away from the attic window. She remembered the braids her mother had so painstakingly woven into her hair, but now Quintha kept it in a short bob, easier to wash in the cold mountain streams she used to bathe.

Sometimes she could still feel the phantom sensation of the little talons against her scalp, as if her childhood bird had just flown off. The fact that she even still thought of that bird so often surprised her. She wondered sometimes if it was the animal destined to be her familiar, and the fact that it had died meant she’d never have a real partner in her practice.

Quintha went back to the bed and sat down. She kicked her boots off and lay stretched out on its soft surface. The trip from her home had been long, and her feet hurt. A short nap before going down to eat and try to drum up some business couldn’t hurt.

​But as she closed her eyes, she couldn’t shake the inexplicable fear that had slithered over her while she stood at the window.
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Quintha woke to the riotous sounds of the inn beneath in full business. Muffled music and laughter traveled through the walls. Quintha stretched and took a few deep breaths. Her rest had been deep but torturous. Once asleep, the shadow of her past—and the shadow on the road—had refused to leave her. Even now, awake in the warmth of the loft, the feelings would not depart, as if she’d walked through a spider’s web, and she could not pick off all the bits of sticky silk from her skin.

Maybe it was something I ate.

Quintha sat up and swung her legs off the bed. Her feet dangled a few inches from the floor, but then she slipped off and stood on the planking beneath.

Light from the setting sun outside trickled in through the south-facing windows. Quintha washed her face in the basin again. The water was surprisingly warm from sitting in the attic. She was so accustomed to cold water that this temperature shocked her, and honestly she didn’t feel too clean when scrubbing with warm water. Warm water was for washing dishes and clothes and brewing weak tea and little else.

Quintha slipped her boots back on and headed for the top of the stairs. She patted the pocket of her skirt and felt the key to the door there. But she realized she missed her pipe. She fetched it from where she’d left it on the bedside table. Satisfied, she marched down the stairs and opened the attic door. She passed through, turned, closed the door, and locked it behind her. No sense in risking losing the few things she’d brought to sell. She added the key to the coin purse at her belt.

No one loitered in the upstairs hallway, and Quintha steered for the next flight of stairs to descend to the main hall. From one of the bedrooms, however, she heard voices. Voices quietly arguing. The door was cracked slightly. Quintha stood for a moment and listened, her curiosity getting the better of her.

“We won’t be able to pay for our stay,” a male voice said, his voice a raspy whisper.

“You’d best find a way,” a woman, her tone as equally raspy in their shared conspiracy, replied.

“We’re not doing it again here.”

“Why not?” the woman demanded, and Quintha heard a foot land on the floor in a stomp.

“Please,” the man begged. “Not again.”

“I don’t know why I bother with you,” the woman said; loathing dominated her tone. “I should go back to live with my sister.”

Weeping came next. Quintha could not tell from whom, and she couldn’t bring herself to listen any longer. As she passed the door, she peeked inside but couldn’t see either speaker.

After that, I’ll need a flagon of something to get the taste out of my mouth. Shaking her head, she descended the stairs to the entryway and then crossed to the main hall, wondering what nefarious deed the conspirators were planning. She’d need to keep her eyes open.

Elga was holding full court behind the bar, several flagons of beer clutched in each hand. A band of three musicians played a jolly reel from one corner, and customers occupied every bench and filled the standing room. The noise overwhelmed Quintha at first; silence reigned in the mountains. Very few sounds broke the pleasant monotony there: the chirp of a bird, the patter of raindrops, the skitter of a rabbit across gravel.

Here though, sound stacked upon sound and built an almost physical presence beyond the individuals who created the noise. Quintha needed to pause for a moment to adjust. But then she let the swell of human amusement wash over her and carry her away. A smile spread across her face, and she plunged into the fracas. She could enjoy herself, if she just took advantage of the opportunity. She scanned the crowd, trying to read the faces. Who needed a charm for good fortune? Who needed, well, not love, but the semblance of it for a night or two? Who needed a cursed reverse?

Despite her normally solitary existence, she could sometimes enjoy these trips into town, and she relished the community and revelry, once she let herself adjust to it.

And joining in usually included a dram or two of some dark brown liquor in a pewter cup. That helped with the adjustment. Quintha with her small frame had no problem navigating through the press of people. Before long, she found herself at the bar and placed both hands on the top to hoist herself into Elga’s view.

She caught Elga’s eye almost immediately, and as if Elga could read her mind, she immediately supplied a short glass of the aforementioned brown liquor. Quintha lifted it, tapped it on the bar top, and then drained most of the contents. She placed it on the bar and raised two fingers to Elga, who, despite having more and more flagons of ale to fill, topped off Quintha’s own cup with another measure.

Quintha took the now-full container and turned to watch the crowd.

Her height restricted how much she could observe, particularly in the press against the bar. She considered climbing onto one of the barstools, but instead headed toward the back of the house, away from the band and close to the door that led to the kitchen. She pushed through the crowd, guarding her full cup. No one seemed to notice her, to which she was accustomed.

She found an empty captain’s chair at the end of a long table. The immediately adjacent stretches of bench on either side of the table were vacant. From this vantage, Quintha could watch the entry, the bar, the band, and be able to flag down the kitchen boy for a plate of something as soon as he appeared.
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