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      Aspen had uprooted and transplanted herself too many times and now she didn’t belong anywhere, least of all the lone tavern in this tiny little town. The public and the troupe of actors packing the tables slung their arms around each other and laughed. They’d come to carouse together, not to drink in silence.

      But Cheyford didn’t boast much choice for beer or entertainment. The play she’d bought a ticket to on a whim had been a religious to-do, something called Calamity’s Dance, not to Aspen’s liking except for the magnetic presence of the actor playing Calamity and a couple of impressive explosions. The beer was bitter as shit.

      All these years living among the People of the Earth and she still hadn’t gotten used to the way they preferred their alcohol. Beer shouldn’t be bitter. No food should be bitter. If she put something in her mouth, her first reaction shouldn’t be to spit it back out.

      This close to the capital, everything tasted bitter to Aspen. It was reckless to drift anywhere near Harstead when she’d last fled it in the dead of night, accused of a murder she hadn’t committed. Aspen had almost forgotten who she was back then. Maybe, by now, so had everyone else.

      The noise of the crowd swelled, crested into a drinking song, and sloshed back down into shouted conversations. She should’ve just found somewhere sheltered by the roadside and gone to sleep after the play. Taverns were rarely worth the trouble. But Aspen had been hoping to see Calamity one more time—the actor.

      According to what had been called out at the end of the play, she was a woman by the name of Charm Linville, but Aspen couldn’t think of her as anything but the role she’d played. She’d been so dedicated to her work. Committed. Purposeful. Every step of the dance, she’d known where she was going.

      Aspen envied that.

      And she wanted to see what the real Charm Linville was like.

      The name of this place was The Full Flagon. Anyone in Cheyford who wanted a drink had to come here, and most of the cast were already raising glasses in celebration. Aspen’s table had a view of the main entrance, the kitchen exit, the stairs to the second floor, and most of the windows. Nothing would get by her—and nothing would keep her here if she didn’t want to stay. The main entrance was too far for a quick getaway, but there was a promising window two tables down if it came to that.

      “What’s a pretty young thing like you doing all alone?”

      It was one of the actors from the play. Not the one Aspen wanted to see, though.

      The actor leaned an arm on her table. They were Sun, tall and slender with yellow, slit-pupiled eyes, wearing a shirt that bared one tawny shoulder and a smattering of green scales. A brown leather cord with a mirror-shard pendant hung from their neck—Earth magic, and an expensive bauble for an actor. They were twenty-five years old at most. A child.

      “I’m not pretty or young,” Aspen said dryly. Pretty had never been her style. Handsome on a good day, maybe. Today wasn’t anything special. She never wore anything but trousers. Her white shirt was patched and worn nearly to transparency, one hard tug away from shredding into an unsalvageable pile of thread, but her snakeskin vest covered the worst of it and was practical besides, full of pockets for money and knives and anything else a woman might need. It made her look more intimidating, too, although Strength and Ayzeh had always assured her she didn’t need any help with that.

      Aspen had, at least, rinsed off in a cold stream before the performance. There was no dirt streaked across her face—nothing to hide the first hint of wrinkles about her eyes. She’d even washed her hair, and there was enough gray in the short strands these days to alert anyone to just how long she’d survived.

      The actor was still brazenly resting a naked arm on the tabletop. Strange choice of clothing for Falland’s damp, cold weather at this time of year, especially since, as a rule, People of the Sun preferred the hot, dry climate of their homeland. They soaked up heat and light like their dragon ancestors. The ancestry thing was probably more rumor than legend, but either way, Ayzeh had never fucking shut up about it.

      Chilly weather or not, People of the Sun also dressed to show off their scales. The actor’s shimmering green ones would be uncommon even in the Sun Realm, but here in the hills they’d be an alluring rarity. Harstead, though, where the theater troupe was based, was a big city, home to all kinds—even Aspen herself for several years.

      “You like my scales?” the actor asked.

      Aspen rolled her eyes. “First I’m a pretty young thing, and now you’re trying that line?” She put her feet up on the chair across from her to discourage any other ideas the Sun might have. Nothing about Aspen, from her severe short haircut to the sharp line of her mouth, said approachable.

      And yet.

      “So?” The Sun, to their credit but Aspen’s frustration, wasn’t so easily scared away. “Oh! Introductions. I’m Anafya Imlama Shefye, but most People of the Earth can’t pronounce it, so they call me Flickering. Flick to my friends. It’s ‘she’ unless these are blue, in which case it’s ‘he.’” She touched her shoulder where the green scales were exposed.

      The name meant “a match to light a flickering torch.” Ayzeh had taught her a lot of Asemnu, the Sun language. A friendlier person might have said so. Aspen took another drink from her mug and grimaced.

      “Earth beer is shit,” Flickering agreed. And then, as if sharing opinions on beverages made them friends, Flickering grabbed a chair from the table behind her and pulled it over to sit with Aspen.

      A good fighter, Integrity had taught her, knew when to push an attack and when to fall back and evaluate. Aspen dropped her feet to the ground, as much of an invitation as she was willing to extend. “Aspen. She. All the time.”

      “And not a pretty young thing.” Flickering grinned as if they were sharing a joke. “You prefer ‘handsome older woman,’ then?”

      “I prefer ‘woman trying to drink her shitty beer in peace.’”

      Undeterred, Flickering’s smile spread into something radiant. She tilted her shaved head toward Aspen. “I could call you lady.”

      “Ugh.”

      “Fine, fine. Just Aspen it is. That’s a Wood name. But you don’t have—” Flickering gestured at her head to indicate antlers.

      Aspen said nothing.

      “Sorry, rude question. Our troupe has a couple People of the Wood and they both have these gorgeous antlers.” Flickering’s gaze turned curious, which made Aspen far more wary than her earlier flirting did. “Anyway, we don’t meet many People of the Wood on the road. And I know you aren’t following the troupe. I’d remember a woman like you.”

      “I’m a wanderer,” Aspen said blandly. Flickering, with her unique eyes and shiny scales, attracted attention. Everything about Aspen, from the dark colors she wore to the drink she’d ordered, was meant to deflect attention. Being unremarkable kept her alive.

      “Watch where you put those hands!”

      Aspen recognized the voice as the principal actor in the play, the woman she’d been privately calling Calamity. Her tone was playful, but there was a note of warning in the words. It was a delicate balance, one Aspen was used to hearing from vulnerable people who wanted to redirect someone’s attention without risking their anger.

      Aspen put a hand on one of her knives as she zeroed in on the scene. In the middle of the tavern, at the big table, Calamity was perched on the lap of a large, hairy person deep in their cups. She was still dressed in the purple bodice and skirts of her costume. Resting in her cleavage was a mirror-shard necklace identical to Flickering’s, the other half of a matched pair. She hadn’t been wearing that during the play. Flickering and Calamity might be partners or lovers. That was none of Aspen’s business, and especially not something she should be thinking about right now.

      Calamity slapped lightly at the drunk’s shoulder, and her pout undermined her scolding. The drunk’s eyes glazed over. They focused on her mouth, but not the words coming out of it.

      Calamity, or the actor who played Calamity, had a mouth worth staring at. Lush, full, deep pink, the upper lip a perfect bow. Her other features were equally as remarkable—smooth, light brown skin, a wide, rounded nose, and large brown eyes with a luxuriant fringe of dark lashes. Traces of black stage makeup lingered around her eyes and gold wire glimmered in her hair. She drew all the eyes in the room.

      It didn’t mean people were allowed to take advantage of her. The drunk found the slit of her dress. Calamity’s thighs, like the rest of her, were thick. It would be easy to train her to crush a person’s head between her legs.

      Not that Aspen had time for that now.

      The drunk crawled one hand up Calamity’s thigh. Aspen shuddered. She’d felt enough unwanted touch for a lifetime, touch that cloaked itself in gentleness when really it was anything bu, and she couldn’t let it happen to anyone else.

      Aspen jumped to her feet.

      “No, don’t,” Flickering began.

      Aspen brushed off her words and then her hand when Flickering tried to slow her. She grabbed the drunk’s hand and removed it from Calamity. “You heard the woman.”

      “Yeah, watch where I put my hands.” The drunk groped Calamity’s breast and stared defiantly at Aspen.

      “Apologies,” Aspen told Calamity before she lifted the woman by those rounded hips and set her on the table. With Calamity no longer keeping Aspen from the drunk, Aspen was free to grab their wrists. She pressed her thumbs against their veins to cut off the blood flow. Their hands twitched, and their face twisted in pain.

      “What are you doing?” Calamity demanded. She grabbed Aspen’s shoulder and jerked it back. Aspen didn’t expect an attack from the victim and she stumbled and lost her grip on the drunk.

      “This drunk was giving you trouble,” Aspen said.

      The drunk sneered at Aspen, bolstered by Calamity taking their side. “The only one causing trouble here is you.”

      The entire tavern’s attention was trained on Aspen, each gaze the point of an arrow. Too much of a scene already. She couldn’t afford more. Slow and with control, she took a step back. The middle of the room was the weakest position. The window exit was looking like a better and better option.

      The drunk puffed out their chest and seized her wrist. “Apologize to the lady for interrupting her fun.”

      The hand on Aspen’s wrist had rough fingers and a tight grip. It almost sent her to a place she couldn't afford to go. She ripped her arm away.

      Her sleeve ripped with it.

      The tear ran all the way up to her bicep. The fabric hung in tatters, exposing the black tattoo on the inside of her forearm. A stylized rendering of a hanging scale in balance. Aspen sucked in a breath, but held all other reactions in check. Being marked by her past was unfortunate, but at least the Hanging Scale operated mostly in the shadows. No one here would recognize the symbol.

      The drunk’s face drained of color. They pointed at her tattoo.

      Well, fuck.

      “You burned my village,” they bellowed. “I’ve seen that tattoo before! The Hanging Scale! You people burned my village to the ground! You’re here to finish the job and make me stay quiet!”

      Shit, shit, shit. “I didn’t. I’m not—I wasn’t there. It was—” This was fucking useless. The entire goddamn tavern glared at her while she stuttered. She wouldn’t believe herself.

      A sweat droplet ran down the back of her neck.

      How many people were here? Thirty? Aspen was good, but she couldn’t fight thirty people. Outrun, maybe, if she could get to the window—

      “Mort, baby,” said Calamity in a soothing tone, still perched on the table, her graceful fingers cupping the drunk’s cheek. Her voice was pitched to carry like she was on stage. “Mortification, sweetie, my dear Mort, you’ve had too much to drink, even for a big strong man like yourself. I don’t know what you think you saw, but that tattoo’s no scale. It’s a Moon glyph that means ‘charm,’ just like my name. It’s an honest mistake, of course, and Moon glyphs are hard to read even if you know them, which almost nobody does, but I promise you I know that tattoo like I know my own name.”

      Aspen angled her forearm toward her body in case somebody in The Full Flagon could read Moon glyphs.

      Charm—her stage name suited her exactly as well as “Calamity”—kept talking to Mort, sort of the way you’d talk to a spooked horse, except Aspen never used such a sensual tone on Mouse.

      Well, Aspen never used a sensual tone ever.

      The tavern’s attention didn’t prickle the back of her neck anymore, but the tension in the room hadn’t gone slack. Everyone was listening to Charm.

      “She got it for me, see? She got my name tattooed right on her arm. You know how you were asking me where I’m from, who my People are, Mort? Well, the secret’s out now. I’m a Moon witch, and that right there is my wife. Her name is Aspen. She loves me so much she got my name glyph tattooed right on her arm.”

      How does she know my name? Aspen tightened her jaw to keep her mouth from falling open.

      “I know, I know, if I’m a Moon witch, why can’t I do some miraculous transformation, like turning you into a newt? And why don’t I have white hair? Well, I’m not much of a witch, really. Just like not all People of the Sun can do fire magic, not all Moon witches can do transformations. As for my hair, well, you know my dedication to the theater, Mort.” She leaned toward him and dropped her voice to a perfectly calibrated stage whisper. “I dye it.” Charm ran her hand down the overflowing river of dark brown curls that poured over her shoulder to rest on her even more overflowing bosom, successfully drawing Mort’s attention downward.

      Aspen’s, too. She looked, felt manipulated, forced herself to focus on Charm’s face instead, and then dipped down for one last appreciation of her breasts. That bodice really did display them to spectacular effect.

      “You see how she’s looking at me, Mort? That woman is head-over-heels in love with me, and don’t tell me you don’t know the feeling because I know you do, Mort, I make my living this way. I’m sorry you got drawn into this silly little game we like to play, but let’s not let any harm come of it. My wife will buy you a drink. My wife will buy everybody here a drink, and then the two of us will be on our way and we can all forget this ever happened.”

      Charm met her eyes, nodded at the barkeep, and Aspen obediently tossed one of several purses of coin she kept in her vest. A cheer went up.

      Charm hopped down from the table—Aspen did not think about how the movement jiggled her breasts, or if she did, it was only so she could effectively play the part of a besotted wife—and sashayed over to Aspen.

      Branch, leaf, and root, her hips swung like one of those little pendulums the Earth witches used to put people in trances.

      Then Charm went up on her tiptoes, wrapped her arms around Aspen’s neck, and kissed her full on the mouth. The soft press of her lips—the soft press of her whole body—undid Aspen. Charm ran her hands down Aspen’s arms and caught her by the waist. The threat, the tavern, the lies, all of it fell away. Aspen pulled Charm close and chased the faint taste of lemon deep into the sweetness of her mouth.

      When Charm broke away and another raucous cheer burst out, Aspen remembered they were strangers. Shit.

      She froze, but Charm clasped her hand—careful not to display the tattoo, Aspen noted—and guided her toward the door. Aspen went.

      “Enjoy your drinks, everyone!” Charm blew a kiss to the crowd and then dragged Aspen into the cold night.

      The Full Flagon’s outer door slammed behind them. The only thing Aspen could think to say, ungrateful and stupefied as it was, was “You’re not a Moon witch.”

      “And that’s not my name on your arm,” Charm snapped. “You have two minutes before Flick comes out here to ask what my little performance was all about, and it’s true what they say about People of the Sun breathing fire when they’re angry, so you’d better tell me you’ve never burned a village in your life.”

      It wasn’t true, actually. At least, Ayzeh had only been able to spit fire with the help of a flask of zhashvis, and even that took years of training.

      Aspen said, “I’ve never burned a village in my life.”

      “Then what’s that tattoo about?” Charm demanded.

      Fuck, there was never any good answer to that. It hurt too much to think about. But Aspen had to say something, so she said, “It’s—it’s not me anymore. Things used to be different. I used to be different.”

      “Sweetheart, didn’t we all. You’re welcome for the rescue. Have a nice life.”

      Charm turned to walk away, but Aspen reached out to stop her. Her fingers brushed the bare skin of Charm’s wrist, warm and smooth. She didn’t grip. She’d never hold an innocent against their will.

      “Why did you help me?”

      The white crescent of her smile rivaled the moon. She walked backward a few steps, farther from the tavern, and Aspen couldn’t tell if it was a playful invitation or just the way she naturally moved. Charm slid one hand into her skirt pocket, retrieved something that jingled, and held it up. A coin purse.

      Aspen’s coin purse.

      “Same reason I do everything else,” Charm called.

      By all the fucking trees in the Wood. That kiss had been an excuse to pick her pocket. What a dolt Aspen was.

      She gritted her teeth and charged. Charm had been smart enough to get a running start, but she was shorter and slower and more encumbered by skirts than Aspen.

      Aspen caught her by the shoulder. Charm pivoted and elbowed her in the stomach.

      In a training room, Aspen would have congratulated her on the force of the hit.

      In this fight, Aspen ignored the pain, grabbed Charm’s wrists one after another, and held them behind her back. Charm fought, but Aspen’s grip was like iron.

      “Give it back.”

      “Can’t do that if you don’t let go of my arms,” Charm said, out of breath. “Unless you want to slide a hand into my skirt? After that kiss, I bet you do.”

      Fuck. Aspen recoiled. The embarrassment shocked her into loosening her hands.

      Charm pursed her lips to blow a kiss over her shoulder, then got free and sprinted into the night.
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      Aspen didn’t lose a lot of fights.

      She didn’t get kissed much, either.

      But Charm had won that fight definitively, if not fair and square. She was still winning it, since Aspen couldn’t rid herself of the lingering sensations of Charm’s wrist against her bare palm, Charm’s tongue gliding over hers, Charm’s breasts pressing into her.

      She headed a mile or so away from Cheyford, far enough that the villagers were unlikely to stumble across her, and walked Mouse into the brush until the road was no longer visible in the dim light, barely a glimmer from the half moon above. She set up her camp, laying out her bedroll and tying Mouse loosely to a tree. No fire tonight—she’d had enough of being seen. Instead, she rolled herself in her extra blanket and her cloak and closed her eyes, head pillowed on her pack.

      Without the distraction Charm had provided, Aspen was left to wonder about the drunk yelling about his burned village. If it was true, things were worse than she’d thought.

      She’d ask around. Maybe she could find the survivors and help them. Refugees from a burned village might not have much use for a swordswoman, but she had to do something.

      Years on the road had taught Aspen to sleep quickly and lightly, no matter how hard the ground or how troubled her thoughts. She closed her eyes and slept.

      A scream split the night air, bright and high-pitched, and Aspen was up in a flash, sword drawn. Mouse had already started pulling toward the sound, because she was a warrior’s horse and the bravest creature Aspen had ever met, despite her name. In less than a minute, they were cantering toward the disturbance.

      She swung off Mouse as soon as she spotted the theater troupe’s circle of painted, covered wagons. The moonlight illuminated several figures, most of them loosely gathered around two people—one tall, one shorter and rounder—pressed against one of the wagons. Why wasn’t anyone doing anything? Aspen drew her sword, striding forward.

      It was Charm and the drunk from The Full Flagon, Mort. He loomed over her, one hand pressed flat to the wagon, the other around her throat.

      Aspen had intervened in plenty of situations like this—an angry man, a threatened woman—that were exactly what they seemed. But maybe this one wasn’t. She slowed her pace and kept to the shadows, listening.

      “Where is she?” Mort slurred. “Where’s your wife?”

      He practically spat the last word on the ground.

      “Or did you lie about that, you little bitch?”

      Shit. Charm had saved Aspen at the tavern and now she was paying for it. “I’m right here,” Aspen called. “Let her go.”

      Mort glared at Aspen but didn’t release Charm.

      “See?” Charm said, no longer screaming. Her voice rasped a little, constricted by Mort’s hand, but nothing could stop her from talking. “She’s right there. All yours, Mort. Go get her. Her and her big sword. That’s what you wanted. That’s why you dragged me out of my wagon in the middle of the night. You can let me go now. You wanted Aspen and there she is.”

      She chatted, inane and cheerful like they’d run into each other on market day, while Aspen advanced on Mort, evaluating possible attacks.

      Charm’s hand, deft and quick, sliding along the side of Mort’s coat, was hard to see in the moonlight, but Aspen suspected it would have been hard to see at full noon. The gesture was almost innocent, affectionate, a brush of fingers. Aspen wouldn’t have known to look for it if Charm hadn’t robbed her.

      It was brazen. Reckless. The man had a hand on her throat and she was picking his pocket. Aspen wanted to yell at her to stop, but then Mort would turn his attention back to Charm.

      His coin purse disappeared into her skirts.

      Impressive. Foolish and illegal, but impressive.

      Charm’s hand reappeared. Aspen saw the quick, sharp glint of a knife, and then Mort yelped as Charm pressed the point into his belly.

      “You were going to let me go, remember?”

      He released her, still staring at Aspen.

      “You wanted me?” Aspen asked. She spread her arms in invitation, moving her sword so the blade caught the moonlight.

      “You’ll get yours,” Mort said and then dashed into the night.

      “Well?” Charm demanded. “Go get him!”

      “And do what?” Aspen asked. “Murder him in cold blood?”

      “It’s not in cold blood, he threatened me!”

      “And you robbed him,” Aspen said. “I’d rather not explain all that to a magistrate. But I will stay the night to make sure he doesn’t come back.”

      “Who are you? Why are people trying to kill me just for associating with you?” Charm asked. “I don’t think I want you to stay.”

      “She did drive off the murderous drunk guy,” said a voice that Aspen recognized as Flickering from the tavern. “None of us solved that problem. I don’t mind if she stays.”

      “All that swordfighting practice and not a one of you saved me!” Charm put a hand to her chest and threw her head back dramatically.

      “Those swords are fake,” one of the actors called.

      “Didn’t want to interrupt your work,” said another. “Delicate stuff, that.”

      Wait, the whole troupe knew she was a thief?

      “Hardly even worth it.” Charm pulled the coin purse out of her skirts and jangled it. Two or three coins clinked together. She turned to Aspen and grinned as sharp and quick as her little knife. “Except for the thrill, of course.”

      “Who are you people,” Aspen muttered. “What did I do to deserve this?”

      A lot, unfortunately, and she deserved worse.

      “Why, we’re the Traveling Harstead Players,” someone yelled.

      People got like this sometimes after a danger had passed. Giddy and raucous.

      The danger hadn’t passed, though.

      To prevent The Traveling Harstead Players from breaking into coordinated song, Aspen said, “Look, this situation is my fault, and I’m sorry. I can’t, in good conscience, leave you all alone tonight. I need to stay here in case Mort comes back.” After a second, for clarity, she added, “My sword is not fake.”

      “Sounds fine to me. I’m going back to bed,” said one of the troupe members.

      “Fuck you, Pulchritude, you traitor, abandoning me in my hour of need,” Charm said. Aspen didn’t think she was genuinely angry. It was hard to tell. “I didn’t agree to any of this. This stranger is not staying with me!”

      “She wasn’t a stranger back at The Full Flagon! We all saw that kiss!”

      “I am an actor,” Charm said, emphasizing every word and biting down on the end of the sentence.

      Aspen didn’t need reminding.

      “Aspen can stay with me,” someone yelled. It might have been Flickering.

      “I will keep watch from outside the wagons,” Aspen said firmly.

      It was a long, mercifully uneventful night and an even longer dawn. The theater troupe did not rise early. Aspen wasn’t accustomed to idling away the daylight hours. She ought to be on the road, perhaps back to Ainbridge, to find another job. It didn’t feel right to leave without saying goodbye.

      Charm exited her wagon, perching one slippered foot on the step and then guiding herself to the ground with practiced ease. She came to stand in front of Aspen with her hands on her hips. There was a faint bruise on her neck where Mort’s fingers had been. Sick with guilt, Aspen gripped her sword hilt until her knuckles went white. She shouldn’t have declined to chase after him and murder him last night. Maybe if she left right now, she could still track him.

      Charm said, “You look like you’re plotting a murder. Is this what you did all night? Lean against the wagon and brood?”

      “It worked well enough. We’re not dead,” Aspen said.

      “We’re not, but I think you owe me an explanation,” Charm said. “And breakfast. Let’s go to The Full Flagon.”

      “It’s nearly noon.”

      “The hour is irrelevant. I am breaking my fast and therefore it is breakfast. Besides, what were you planning to eat?”

      Aspen shrugged. She had some hardtack and dried fruit in her saddle bags, but she saved those for emergencies. Autumn was waning into winter, but the woods were still full of food if you knew where to look.

      Charm narrowed her eyes. “I bet you were planning to scrounge in nature. But pastries don’t grow on bushes. Come along.”

      Aspen took Mouse’s reins, collected her bedroll and blanket from her abandoned campsite, and then they walked to the tavern.

      Last night’s warm firelight had obscured some of The Full Flagon’s shabbiness. Daylight was less forgiving of the crooked, mismatched furnishings, the sticky spots on the bar, and the creaky floor in need of new rush mats and a scattering of strewing herbs. Aspen surveyed the other occupants: one middle-aged, bearded person behind the bar, unarmed but within easy reach of many metal drinking vessels; a well-dressed couple tucking into their shepherd’s pie, unarmed but likely to have a coach driver or other servants waiting outside; three people dressed in roughspun laborer’s clothing at the bar, strong but unarmed; a family consisting of two tired-looking adults, unarmed, and three small children at one of the larger tables.

      And Charm. Aspen didn’t know whether to classify her as unarmed.

      Charm leaned over the counter, smiling at the tavernkeeper. Instantly smitten, they nodded vigorously at Charm’s request for swanflower tea and blurted, “Steadiness. Uh. That’s my name, Honored Friend. He.”

      “A pleasure to meet you, Steadiness. I also want the most decadent pastry you make,” she said. Aspen hung back, haunted by her unwanted intervention in Charm’s last flirtation, but Charm gestured grandly toward her. “And one for my friend here, too, because I’m nothing if not magnanimous and she was so very brave last night.”

      The tavernkeeper blushed, unable to force his gaze away from Charm’s cleavage. She’d shed her short quilted jacket as soon as they’d come inside. The same necklace she’d worn last night, the mirror-shard pendant on a leather cord that was most likely meant for long-distance communication, hung around her neck. Maybe she never took it off. She’d changed the rest of her clothes. This morning’s bodice was a blue-grey one that matched her skirt, contrasted with the bright whiteness of her chemise’s billowing sleeves, revealed an inviting expanse of light brown skin, and lifted her breasts to precarious heights. There was little left to the imagination, and yet Aspen imagined it anyway.

      Stop that, she told herself. You’re no better than Mort or this barkeep.

      “Yes, Honored—uh, Honored Friend,” Steadiness said, tripping as he tried to disappear into the kitchen without taking his eyes from her. “Just—just a moment, I’ll bring it right out, you pick whichever table you’d like.”

      “You’re very sweet,” she replied, and Aspen grimaced.

      “That poor fellow didn’t stand a chance,” Aspen said as Charm settled beside her at the same table Aspen had chosen last night, the one with the best view of all the exits.

      “Few of them do,” Charm said. Her brown eyes lit with wickedness.

      Before Charm could say something about whether Aspen stood a chance, Aspen said, “I’m not sure I meant that as praise.”

      “You didn’t. I chose to take it as praise anyway.”

      Aspen was saved from further conversation on the topic by the arrival of Steadiness, who set down two plates and two mugs between them.

      “Here you are,” he said. “Anything else you need, you come ask for Steadiness. Even if I’m not here.”

      Charm tucked coins into Steadiness’s hand. Aspen saw a familiar swatch of fabric and stiffened.

      “That’s—” she hissed, glancing around to make sure no one was near enough to hear, “that’s my purse, you little thief.”

      Charm beamed at her, tucking the purse into her skirt. “And it’s buying you a lovely mug of swanflower tea and a—” she considered the round pastry in front of her, its surface glistening with butter and sugar, a thick dab of jam shining in the dip at the top, “oh, a cherry sweetbread. So I think that’s fair, don’t you?”

      “And the rest?” Aspen said, anger simmering in her voice.

      “I rescued you and then had a man drag me from my bed and choke me, in case you forgot,” Charm said. “You still owe me an explanation, by the way. What’s the Hanging Scale?”

      “Not what it used to be,” Aspen muttered. She downed some swanflower tea without smelling or tasting anything and wished Charm hadn’t remembered that detail.

      “You have a tattoo of it, whatever it is,” Charm said. “And Mort saw that tattoo on some people who burned his village, people I’m very generously assuming were not you. And then Mort came looking for you last night. Why?”

      “I don’t know,” Aspen said honestly. “Vengeance, maybe—for something I didn’t do. He was drunk.”

      “A mystery,” Charm said, far too intrigued. She ate her pastry in delicate nibbles.

      “Stay out of it. It’s not safe.”

      Charm paused, her half-eaten pastry in one hand, cherry jam threatening to slide out and splat on the table. “What, in my behavior since the moment we met last night, has caused you to think I care one whit for being safe?”

      Aspen put her forehead in her hands. “Nothing. That’s the problem.”

      “You think I’m not safe because I don’t have broad shoulders and big arm muscles and a sword hanging from my belt?”

      Aspen was still wearing the torn shirt from last night. She glanced down at her arm, regretted it, and then glared at Charm. “You’re not safe because you take dangerous risks. Muscles have nothing to do with it.”

      “They look good, though,” Charm said in the kind of low, smoky voice that could melt snow.

      Aspen swallowed and tried desperately to avoid Charm, who was gazing at her and licking jam off her index finger. Frantic, Aspen grabbed the remainder of her pastry and shoved it into her mouth.

      She chewed slowly and catalogued the cracks and whorls in the table. Anything was better than thinking about Charm’s appreciative appraisal of her body. Her compliments. Her kiss. All of that was forbidden. Charm was a thief and a liar and a fool who was going to get herself killed robbing the wrong person.

      She was a thief and a liar and a fool with perfect breasts, though.

      She would probably taste like cherries if they kissed right now.

      Branch, leaf, and fucking root, Aspen had to stop this. It led nowhere good. Her plate had a chipped edge and a streak of red jam clinging to its surface.

      Charm swiped her finger through the jam. “Good, isn’t it?”

      “What?”

      “The pastry. It’s good.”

      “Oh. Yes.” Most Earth food was meat and dense bread, but Aspen had a weakness for their pastries, full of butter and jam and crystals of sugar from the beet fields near the Rispland border. She had weaknesses for plenty of soft, sweet things—hot baths, Rain wine, down pillows, fine wool blankets, kisses—that she didn’t indulge.

      Charm drank her tea and gave Aspen a moment of peace. Then she asked, “So you getting in between me and Mort last night wasn’t a dangerous risk?”

      “That was different.”

      “Doesn’t seem different. Seems like you misjudged that situation and got yourself in a lot of trouble, which I got you out of.”

      If Aspen jumped out the window, she wouldn’t have to have this conversation. But then Charm would never give her another compliment.

      She hadn’t handled the first one well because she hadn’t known it was coming. Next time she’d parry.

      “How about this,” Charm said. “I’m going to excuse myself for a moment, and when I come back, you’re going to unclench and answer my questions.”

      “I am not clenched,” Aspen said.

      “Sure,” Charm called over her shoulder.

      In Charm’s absence, Aspen was able to think again. It wasn’t safe to tell her anything, but silence obviously wasn’t an option. What would make her stop asking questions and go back to performing Calamity’s Dance with her troupe?

      More importantly, why was Mort after Aspen? He’d encountered the Scale—or Pike’s new version of it, anyway, the one Aspen had run from. Was still running from.

      The Hanging Scale she’d joined was about doing good. Righting wrongs. Not for money or fame, but because the scales were not balanced. There were downtrodden people in this world who had no one to fight for them. Aspen had fought procurers who were cheating their workers, scared some city elite in Harstead who were groping their servants, and forced a few landed gentry to lower rents for their tenant farmers. She was just one woman with a sword (and her fists, and a bow, and a collection of knives, and a willingness to use any nearby heavy objects if necessary), but as part of the Scale, she’d never been alone. Anyone who didn’t listen to her warnings had to take on the whole order.

      You’re nothing but a thug, a rich man had once told her.

      But not your thug, she’d replied.

      That was the whole of it. The world was violent, and sometimes violence was required to set things right. Aspen never had to worry about money when she was with the Scale, because Integrity had housed and fed and paid everyone he’d taken in.

      But someone had killed Integrity and the money had dried up. Pike, one of Aspen’s old comrades-in-arms who’d taken over the Scale, had started charging people for the Scale’s services, and then the Scale had started taking jobs because they paid well, not because they were right.

      Aspen had stayed longer than she should have after Integrity died, but one day she’d protested Pike’s decisions a little too loudly, told him that Integrity wouldn’t recognize the organization he’d built. What had been righteous had become purely mercenary.

      Pike had accused Aspen of murdering Integrity. An outrageous lie, but his lackeys had turned on her all the same.

      So she’d broken her oath to her sworn siblings in the Scale and fled.

      And now they were burning villages.

      Charm swept back in through the tavern’s back door and took a meandering path through the tables, greeting people who’d seen her performance last night, accepting their compliments with a smile and sometimes a modest inclination of her head. She paused at the table with the well-dressed couple, gasped, knelt, and retrieved something from the floor.

      “You must have dropped this,” she said.

      “Oh, thank you, I didn’t even notice.” The two of them clasped hands.

      Charm sat down across from Aspen. “So that explanation you owe me.”

      “The Hanging Scale is a secret society,” Aspen said. “It used to be good. Now it’s bad. I left.”

      “You’re a truly captivating storyteller,” Charm said. “Why is Mort trying to kill you, and more importantly, is he going to try to kill me?”

      “Like I said, I don’t know why Mort came after me last night. I’m sorry. I don’t know if he’ll come after you again,” Aspen said. “You did loudly tell a whole tavern full of people we were married.”

      “I didn’t know people were trying to murder you at the time!” Charm said. “Next time I try to rescue a good-looking woman from her own clumsy attempts at heroism, I’ll stop to ask if she’s a former member of any nefarious organizations that might be hunting her.”

      “That seems like it might be difficult to work into your story about how she’s your wife.” Aspen wondered if Charm had ever claimed any other women as her fake wife, and then wished she hadn’t wondered that. The answer was probably yes. Aspen wasn’t special to her. None of this meant anything.

      Charm lifted her chin. “You underestimate me.”

      “Several times now,” Aspen agreed. She lowered her voice. “I wish you’d stop robbing people, though. Eventually one of them is going to catch you and kill you.”

      “I wish you weren’t entangled in this secret-society-burned-village business, and that you hadn’t dragged me into it, but I suppose we can’t always get what we want.” Charm tapped her chin. “I usually do, though. And I never get caught, so don’t worry about me.”

      Aspen objected to that characterization of events, as well as Charm’s blithe disregard for ethics and her own safety, but they’d finished eating and had been sitting at their table a long time. She stood. “Let me walk you back to the wagons. I can travel with the troupe another couple of days to make sure nothing happens, just until you get to the next town.”

      Charm walked ahead of her toward the tavern’s main door. “Please. You’re the one who attracts violence everywhere you go. You should draw Mort and whoever he might be bringing with him away from us. We’ll be fine without you. If worst comes to worst, I know the whole final monologue from Tact and Reverence. It’ll bore anyone to sleep.”

      “You won’t be safe.”

      “You can’t ever be safe, Aspen,” Charm said. “There’s no such thing.”

      There would be if you let me protect you, Aspen thought, which was an absurd thing to think. She couldn’t guarantee anyone’s safety. Besides, she and Charm had done nothing but get into trouble and bicker since they’d met.

      And kiss.

      Charm’s dark brown hair shone glossy as a swift-running brook in the afternoon sunlight. She smiled at Aspen. “Anyway, your explanation was terrible and you’re very judgmental, but I like you. Try not to die out there—it would be a waste of perfectly good shoulders. Thank you for breakfast.”

      She gathered the sweep of her skirts and did a delicate little curtsey. That was when Aspen saw the gold bracelet glinting on her wrist. It hadn’t been there before.

      “Where did you get that?” Aspen asked.

      “Oh, this? It was under my sleeve.”

      “It wasn’t,” Aspen said. Charm had gestured her way through their breakfast and Aspen had pretended, mostly unsuccessfully, not to be studying her elegant, hypnotic hands and wrists. Aspen had spent too much time thinking about how pretty Charm was and not enough time thinking about her perusal of the tavern. She’d stopped at every table. She’d lingered at one table in particular. “You stole it. That well-dressed woman in there—it’s hers.”

      “Their coach is long gone and she can buy ten more of these. She probably hasn’t even noticed it’s missing. I told you, I don’t get caught.”

      Aspen stepped forward and took her by the wrist. The bracelet was only a thin chain, but it was real gold. Discreet, but valuable. Charm had her thinking like a thief, damn it. “I’m catching you right now. Theft is a crime.”

      Charm laughed like Aspen’s touch was a flirtation. “Oh, you care a lot about laws, do you?”

      “I do,” Aspen said. Without Integrity’s guidance, she’d needed some other authority.

      “Well, I don’t, so don’t worry about me.”

      “Too late,” Aspen said. “I just figured out how to keep you safe until I deal with Mort. We’re going to see the magistrate in Ilgate. You’re going to jail.”
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      “Here you go again, trying to rescue me when I don’t want or need rescuing,” Charm said.

      Her body was warm against Aspen’s front as they rode Mouse. Charm had a death grip on the saddle. Aspen held the reins loosely in her right hand and kept her left free in case she needed to draw the sword from its shoulder harness.

      It was better to think about Mort, the Hanging Scale, and possible bandit attacks than Charm’s backside.

      No matter how much Aspen yearned to protect Charm, trust was out of the question. Even if Charm did prove trustworthy—a laughably unlikely prospect—Aspen lived on the road. Her closest relationship was with Mouse. Not counting her horse, the person she saw most often was a cranky elderly Rain woman named Tescui with a talent for healing broken bones. Aspen hadn’t even seen Ayzeh or Strength in years, and they were—or had been—her friends. There was no room in her life for any more people.

      Not even people who kissed like the world was ending.

      They would go to Ilgate, Charm would be safe in a cell for a few days, and Aspen would take care of this problem.

      Aspen had a sort of one-sided professional relationship with Prudence Cade Napier, the woman who kept Ilgate and its surrounding farms in order. She was a good sort, tough but fair. Aspen had once dropped a tied-up wealthy landowner on the courthouse steps, and Napier had investigated the claims that he’d been cruelly overtaxing his tenants and then forced him to pay them back, despite his offered bribes and connections to other wealthy people in the area.

      As a perk, Napier was exclusively attracted to men and might have some defense against Charm’s… well, charms.

      Aspen’s ears burned. Over and over, she’d made a fool of herself.

      But Charm was a master of deception, an actor trained to be whatever was needed in the moment. Aspen had mistaken her for someone who needed help—someone like young Aspen, before she’d picked up the kitchen knife that had ended her marriage. Instead, it was pretend. Charm had never been in trouble from Mort. She’d twisted it into a prop for her one-woman show.

      Aspen gripped the reins tighter. With Charm, it was easy to forget she was dangerous.

      Aspen wasn’t eager to spend the rest of the ride to Ilgate alone with her own thoughts, but she didn’t particularly want to talk either. Charm wasn’t a Moon witch, but she could weave spells with words. Aspen already liked her too much.

      “You know, sometimes stealing is fair,” Charm said conversationally. “Mort pulled me onto his lap, and I wanted payment for the liberties he took. Maybe for you, payment is blood spilled or a finger severed, but I prefer something shiny.”

      “Clearly, I value currency. Or was the purse you took from me full of body parts?”

      “That purse was hardly recompense for all the trouble you’ve caused me,” Charm said, and Aspen had to agree.

      “And that woman’s bracelet in the tavern?”

      “Oh, that was just for fun.”

      Aspen’s training, in the years she’d spent with the Hanging Scale, was in weapons and tactics. One-handed swords, two-handed swords, daggers, throwing knives, muskets, bows, crossbows, spears, anything. She knew how to use her hands, her feet, her head when she had no other weapons but herself. She could evaluate a room for threats, escape routes, and potential allies.

      She did not know how to deal with Charm.

      “Mort’s purse wasn’t fair recompense, either,” Charm said. “There was hardly anything in it.”

      “I suppose that makes sense if he really did lose his farm,” Aspen said. “He didn’t mention anything else to you?”

      Charm huffed, a shadow of a laugh. “Oh, you pure-hearted thing, he wasn’t thinking about his past with my ass snug against his crotch.”

      It was a very nice ass. With her legs bracketing Charm, Aspen wasn’t feeling especially pure-hearted. She could understand Mort’s distraction.

      Aspen didn’t have another horse, so they had to ride like this. That was the only reason. Well, that and also the warmth. It was not an excuse to be close to Charm.

      “You’re thinking about it too.” Charm was smug and Aspen was tempted to haul her off Mouse and make her walk the rest of the way to Ilgate. But one, slowing their progress would leave them open to attack. Two, Charm would probably fall dramatically to the ground and refuse to budge. And three, Charm was only wearing slippers because Aspen had abducted her—Charm’s word—without giving her a chance to pack, and if Aspen made her walk, she’d shred her shoes and get blisters and Aspen would feel guilty. So they had to ride together.

      “So is my horse,” Aspen said. “But she’s grumpy about carrying two humans instead of one.”

      “You could let me go,” Charm suggested but without the honeyed tone Aspen associated with her more persuasive methods. “Since this whole plan is silly and unnecessary.”

      “As soon as I’ve dealt with Mort, you’ll be free to go wherever you like,” Aspen said.
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        * * *

      

      They couldn’t make the trip to Ilgate all in one day. They rode past the road to Taghton, crossed a wide stream running high with water from the autumn rains, and trudged through the marsh to the east of Sottville. At the stream, a farmhouse stood empty, its door hanging open, its fields overgrown. Aspen wondered who’d lived there, and where they’d gone. If she hadn’t had a prisoner, she might have investigated. As it was, she didn’t want to stray from her mission, and it wasn’t as if anyone in the house needed her help.

      When the sun began to dip, Aspen took them off the road. There was old-growth forest here, thick trees spaced far enough apart to ride through with ease—red oaks, valley pines, and cedars a century old or more. Out of respect, she laid a hand on an ancient, gnarled oak. Its rough bark under her palm felt like home.

      Aspen found a clearing close enough to a little branch of the stream that she could still hear the rush of water, but uphill, and set up camp. She unsaddled Mouse, brushed her, checked her hooves, and fed her some oats since the forest floor offered no grazing. Then she arranged a circle of stones, gathered sticks and brush, and started a fire, conscious that Charm had only her short quilted jacket and was beginning to shiver.

      Aspen brought her the extra cloak and Charm took it and wrapped it around her shoulders. Despite the tangled, sweaty mess of her hair, and the dust on her face and her clothes, Charm still managed a regal air. She had not offered any help.

      “You know how to cook?” Aspen asked.

      “Not at all.”

      “I’ll find us something to eat, then. Mouse, you’re in charge.”

      Aspen went down to the stream and came back with walnuts, broadleaf seeds, dandelions, alsan nuts, and cattail roots. They were all edible raw, except for the cattails, but she wasn’t sure Charm would like that, so she used her purification charm on some water from the stream and put together a soup with one of the spice sachets she kept in her saddlebag. Aspen didn’t often bother with any comforts when she was alone. With the sharp, rich scents of the spices layered over the smoke, and the burbling stream and the crackling fire, it was almost a cozy, peaceful evening.

      Almost.

      “If you want to rinse off in the stream, it’s just down the hill,” Aspen said.

      “It’s freezing,” Charm replied. “I’ll pass. You really live like this all the time? I know this isn’t a Wood thing. We performed in Greendell once and everyone there was living comfortably. It’s a you thing.”

      “If I have the money, sometimes I stop at an inn for a warm bath,” Aspen said, slightly embarrassed by this admission. “I do bathe the rest of the time! Just… outdoors.”

      “You gonna brave the stream?”

      Aspen should not have brought up bathing. Charm sounded far too interested. “Um. In the morning.”

      “When it will be even colder?” Charm shivered. “Still, let me know when that happens. I’ll keep watch.”

      The only way to deal with that comment, short of walking into the woods and disappearing, was to ignore it. Aspen passed her a metal cup of soup and she ate her whole portion eagerly. When they were finished, Aspen tended to the fire and then stood to stretch her muscles, which ached from a long day on the road. Then she drew her sword and began the set of exercises she did every morning and evening.

      Charm’s gaze lingered as Aspen moved from one position into another. “Maybe life in the woods isn’t so bad.”

      Aspen was not going to survive this trip.

      After she was done, Aspen dipped a cloth in the water she kept near the fire and wiped away the worst of the sweat. She dug through her bag for a second one, wet it, and offered it to Charm, who took it gratefully and patted her face and neck. The last of the firelight bathed her skin and Aspen had to look away from how lovely she was.

      At least now it was time to sleep.

      Aspen only had one bedroll, but she had an extra blanket in addition to the thick cloak she’d given Charm. She arranged the bedroll and the blanket close to the embers of the fire and gestured for Charm to lie down. Aspen laid her own cloak, a thinner one she used for warm weather, on the ground a short distance away.

      “No tent? What if it rains?” Charm asked.

      “It won’t.” Aspen would have found them a roof or made a shelter if there was impending rain. The scent and weight of the air weren’t right for it. “We’ll be a bit damp in the morning, but the sun will dry us out before midday.”

      Charm raised her face to the night sky, exasperated. “If you wanted to sleep with me this badly, we could have done it in a bed back in Cheyford.”

      “I am sleeping over there,” Aspen said.

      “Your loss.”

      Charm settled into the bedroll. Aspen lay down on her cloak and prayed for sleep. She did not think about beds back in Cheyford, or the curve of Charm’s ass, or the warmth between them when they’d ridden together.

      “I think this is the weirdest first date I’ve ever been on,” Charm said into the darkness. “And I once went out with an Earth woman who gave me a luck charm she’d made, but she wasn’t a trained chanter so it was a bad luck charm. I spent the whole night tripping and having things spilled on me.”

      Aspen pulled a fold of her cloak over her face and shut her eyes. “This isn’t a date.”

      “You cooked for me,” Charm pointed out. “And now we’re going to bed under the stars. It’s misguided romance, certainly, and if you knew me, this wouldn’t be the right approach, but it’s definitely a date.”

      Aspen tugged her cloak away from her face and said, “There weren’t any flowers.” She’d been courted. People of the Earth always brought their would-be lovers cut flowers. Sweet-smelling roses, plentiful daisies, colorful lilies.

      In the early days, when Aspen had thought she was in love, Frugality had brought her flowers by the armful, in spite of his name. It had been so foreign to be given a gift of severed stems, plants with no roots. The strangeness had felt a little like an adventure. She hadn’t understood until later that Frugality intended to uproot her.

      He’d lured her out of Prairie’s Edge to a townhouse in Harstead, and she’d tried to be a good Earth wife. She hadn’t asked for rose bushes instead of a dozen long-stemmed flowers. She hadn’t turned away from the red meat at dinner. She hadn’t stared out the window and wished herself surrounded by trees instead of cobblestone streets.

      “I thought People of the Wood usually gave each other plants with roots,” Charm said.

      “We do,” Aspen whispered, wondering how she knew.

      “But if I need flowers to woo you, I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Don’t,” Aspen said. Flowers were a false promise, and Aspen wouldn’t fall for them again.

      She turned on her side to end the conversation. Charm took the hint and fell silent.
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        * * *

      

      Aspen slept lightly. When she woke in the middle of the night, she checked for threats.

      There was only Charm. “Aspen, you’re shivering.”

      Aspen was hardly shivering. Her cloak had slipped, exposing her shoulders, and they were chilled, but she’d slept through worse. For late autumn, this was mild weather. “Go back to sleep.”

      Unsurprisingly, Charm chose to be stubborn. “You gave me your blanket. Let me share my warmth.”

      “No.” This wouldn’t be Aspen’s best sleep, but it would be enough. When Mort was dealt with and Charm was back with her troupe, Aspen would rent a room and reward herself with a long rest on a real bed.

      “This isn’t a trick.” Charm huffed. She could tell Aspen wasn’t swayed. “This is completely self-serving. I’m cold, too.”

      Selfishness, Aspen could believe, but she hesitated. Liking Charm made her vulnerable. Charm was clever and could catch Aspen off guard. She’d proven that.

      “Curl behind me,” Charm said. “It won’t be that different from when we were riding.”

      Aspen wanted to do it, which was reason enough to be wary. She couldn’t trust anything she wanted so much. Maybe Charm had only offered because she knew how likely Aspen was to refuse. Some kind of a game or an elaborate prank.

      Still, Aspen would be warmer if they were tucked against each other.

      “You said you’d keep me safe, so protect me from the cold,” Charm said. “Besides, who will fight off bandits on the road if you’re tired?”

      “You won’t stop until I agree,” Aspen said. “So much for being worried about my sleep.”

      “Stop arguing and come over.”

      Aspen shuffled closer until she could feel the heat from Charm’s body. And then closer still, until she could curve her body around Charm’s. Despite what Charm had said, this felt different from being tucked against each other all day on Mouse. Maybe it was the darkness, or their intention to sleep, or all Charm’s talk about courting, but this felt weighted. Intimate.

      After a moment, Charm shifted, rolling over so now they faced each other. She tucked her head beneath Aspen’s chin. Her hair, braided loosely for the night, tickled Aspen’s face. Charm didn’t smell fresh like lemons or sweet like her perfume anymore. She smelled like dirt, like the smoke from the fire.

      Aspen still wanted to breathe her in.
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        * * *

      

      “I need a bath,” Charm declared. She pointed a warning finger as Aspen tidied up their camp and prepared for their departure. “And don’t suggest the stream. It is too fucking cold for that.” She picked a dead fly out of her hair and gagged.

      Mouse nudged Aspen’s arm with her head and then tilted her ears toward the pack on the ground. Sticking out of one of the side pockets was the curry brush Aspen used for Mouse. She slid her gaze slowly from the brush to Charm.

      “Don’t you dare,” Charm said.

      Her outrage was enough for Aspen to laugh. It was a rumbling laugh, the kind that started deep in her belly and used her whole body until she had to lean against Mouse to stay standing. She hadn’t laughed that hard in… branch, leaf, and root, forever.

      Charm was staring like she’d never seen Aspen before. “You have a nice laugh.”

      Aspen would have sworn she wasn’t prone to blushing, but Charm was making a liar out of her. She turned her face away.

      “But I’ll never forgive you for interrupting my skincare regimen,” Charm continued. “Do you know how sophisticated and complex it is? Missing these days will turn my skin to onion paper, and then I’ll be ruined. No brush, no lotions, no bath, not even a decent change of clothes. How do you live like this?”

      “You can’t miss what you never had,” Aspen said. Like yesterday, she helped Charm onto Mouse’s back. Unlike yesterday, Aspen didn’t climb up behind her. She took Mouse’s reins and stayed on foot as she led them back toward the road.

      “What are you doing?” Charm asked.

      Aspen allowed herself a brief smile. “You’ve never seen someone walk before? Ah, right, pampered lifestyle. You’re used to carriages? No, litters. You seem like the type to be carried everywhere.”

      “You know me so well,” Charm said. After a few minutes of silence, she returned to her questions. “Why are you down there? Is it because of last night? You slipped and indulged in a small amount of human comfort and now you have to punish yourself for it?”

      “Yes, that’s exactly it.” Aspen dropped Mouse’s reins so she could stretch her arms as they walked. “That and Mouse isn’t used to carrying two people.”

      “I thought I misheard earlier. But you really named your horse Mouse?”

      “Bought her from a horse breeder whose five-year-old daughter named her Mouse. I wasn’t going to change her name.”

      Charm obviously had further inquiry on the tip of her tongue—Mouse’s name was always a good topic of conversation—but she changed course at the last moment. “If we’re really committed to this little bit of theater where you deliver me to the magistrate and she jails me, then shouldn’t I be the one walking?”

      Charm’s embroidered slippers were worse for wear after a mere day of horseback riding. Aspen would bet the feet inside them were just as delicate. “As you’ve said several times, I snatched you away without letting you pack a bag.”

      “Well, I’m certainly not going to talk myself into having to walk,” Charm said. “Why are we going all the way to Ilgate anyway? There are closer settlements.”

      “We passed the turn off for Taghton yesterday,” Aspen said, referring to the small village between Cheyford and Ilgate. “They don’t have the budget for a jail or law enforcement. They still use stocks.” Aspen would never humiliate Charm—or anyone—like that. Mobs of cruel villagers sometimes pelted people in the stocks with rotten vegetables or rocks.

      “We could have gone south to Sottville,” Aspen added. “The town’s big enough to handle your case. But the deputy magistrate there takes bribes and I wouldn’t trust him not to put you in a cell with someone unpleasant.”

      “You’re worried about me,” Charm said, almost a question.

      “Napier, the magistrate in Ilgate, is a good sort. She’ll keep you safe.”

      “If you’re so worried, we could scrap this whole plan and you could take me back to my troupe.” Charm flashed a smile, but it was weak. She wasn’t really trying.

      “I think a short stint in jail will be good for you,” Aspen said.

      “You’re twenty-nine years too late to reform me,” Charm said. “Well, nineteen, I suppose.”

      “You were innocent for the first ten years? Somehow I find that hard to believe.”

      “I was a paragon of virtue. They could have given me one of those really terrible Earth names like Obedience or Modesty.”

      Aspen laughed. “But instead your parents named you Charm?”

      “No,” Charm said softly, in a tone Aspen had never heard her use. “They didn’t.”

      Aspen studied her. Those really terrible Earth names, she’d said, as if it wasn’t her culture. But as far as Aspen could tell, Charm didn’t have the identifying marks of any other culture. Aspen would have recognized a Wood sister even without fur or antlers. Charm was too short and too far inland to be Sea and, from the parts of her that Aspen had seen bare, not scaly enough to be Sun. It was possible she was Rain, since they could be mistaken for People of the Earth. Or maybe she’d lied about not being a Moon witch. Supposedly there were People of the Mist, too, but in all her travels, Aspen had never met one. It would be rude to ask.

      They lapsed into silence again. It gave Aspen time to think about Charm’s thefts and her claim that sometimes stealing was fair. Aspen wasn’t sure about that, but she’d gladly punch Mort in the face for groping and hurting Charm.

      If what Mort had said about the Hanging Scale burning down his village was true, then Charm had stolen the only money he had left. The occasional other travelers they’d passed were all more armed than farmers had any reason to be. Aspen didn’t like it. It boded ill for Mort and his neighbors—and for her and Charm.

      Aspen wasn’t exactly brimming with sympathy for Mort, aggressive lecher that he was, but the Hanging Scale shouldn’t be driving people from their homes. Mort had clearly been terrified of them. And if Aspen could only defend people who were without fault, she might as well melt down her blade.

      Mort had reacted to her with fear in the tavern, but then come looking for her later that night. Something had altered his behavior, some element Aspen couldn’t identify yet.

      Mort had known it was the Hanging Scale who’d set the fire, or so he’d claimed. He’d seen a tattoo like hers somewhere before. When Integrity had run the Scale, their tattoos were always covered, a wordless pledge they made to the organization and the people they served. Gangs and crime syndicates might carve their sigils on walls to mark their territory, but the Scale was different. It was a quiet operation, a name people in need whispered in each other’s ears.

      But the Hanging Scale had changed since Honor Huntsman Pike took over. Pike considered Aspen a traitor. She couldn’t say for sure if he believed the lie he’d told—that she’d murdered Integrity—or if he’d simply used it to exile her. If news of Aspen’s screw-up in the tavern had traveled, then Pike and the Scale might be looking for her. Pike probably wanted her dead.

      If they were harassing local farms and villages, flaunting the symbol of the order as they did it, then Aspen owed it to Integrity’s memory to find them first.
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      In this part of Falland, people resisted the drab, wet autumn weather by painting their half-timbered buildings in bright colors. Ilgate was a tidy little town composed of houses and shops done in yellow, orange, red, and blue that looked especially cheery in the rare noontime sun. Big enough to boast two taverns, an inn, a cheese shop, a tailor, an apothecary, and, most important for Aspen’s purposes, an honest magistrate, Ilgate was quite a change from the bare-branched woods and dry yellow pastures they’d been traveling through.

      The town must be preparing for a late-autumn festival of some kind—there were so many Earth gods and holidays, Aspen could never keep track—because there were fireworks piled in the commons and paper garlands strung in the branches of the few trees at the edges of the space.

      Those trees and their surrounding neatly organized flowers gestured toward the razed forest that had once been here. Aspen had never understood if these commons, which most Earth settlements had, were meant to honor the native flora or to symbolize their conquest. The one time she’d asked Strength, the woman had laughed and said “That is such a Wood question, Aspen.”

      Aspen wondered again about Charm. Did Earth settlements feel foreign to her?

      It didn’t matter. Aspen was trying to keep Charm alive for the next few days—by hiding her in a cell, a plan she’d vocally objected to and complained about many times—and then once Mort was dealt with and Charm was back with her troupe, they’d never see each other again. The Traveling Harstead Players would perform in towns around the capital, and Aspen would continue her wise plan of avoiding Harstead forever. She should never have come this close to begin with. Look at all the trouble it had caused.

      She shouldn’t want to see Charm again. Aspen was already in too deep. Charm was changeable and deceptive and probably wouldn’t even notice if she broke Aspen’s heart.

      Still, maybe Charm would kiss her one last time before they parted.

      Aspen would make sure she held onto her coin purse this time.

      The court was an imposing building in white plaster and dark timber on a street connected to the commons. Attached to the court were the magistrate’s office and the small prison. Mouse’s hooves clacked against the grey cobblestone. Aspen checked her weapons and then helped Charm dismount.

      “Are you sure I can’t persuade you to use a different, better plan?” Charm asked. “That prison is probably disgusting inside. Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve felt properly clean?” Charm scowled at the dirt beneath her fingernails.

      “A single day?”

      “Far too long.”

      Aspen stopped at the horse post. She looped Mouse’s reins over the wooden post. Mouse would never leave without her, but sometimes people mistrusted an untethered horse.

      “Why do you hate this plan so much? All it requires on your part is a day or two of sitting still,” Aspen said.

      “Exactly,” Charm said. “You’ll be out there doing exciting stuff and I’ll be sitting in a cell. Let me help! We can find Mort together. It’ll be an adventure. I’m good at getting people to do things for me and I’m a great liar.”

      “I’m aware,” Aspen said.

      She led Charm into the magistrate’s suite of rooms. A large desk blocked the way into her private office, forcing all visitors to wait in the ink-and-dust-scented antechamber. Behind the desk was a harried young woman lost in stacks of paper, her pale fingers smudged black from work. Aspen knew she was a woman because of the pendant she wore, a white crescent and a Moon glyph signifying “woman.” She’d been to see a Moon witch to realize her true self.

      Not everyone who’d undergone some form of magical transformation wore such a pendant—Aspen wasn’t proud that she’d had the identifying marks of her people removed—but many found joy and community in knowing others like themselves.

      At the sound of their footsteps, the woman raised her head, taking in Aspen, her sword strapped proudly to her back, and Charm, bedraggled but standing like she was on stage about to take a bow. The young woman’s brows drew together.

      “Magistrate!” the young woman shouted, her voice loud enough to make Charm jump at the noise.

      A moment later, a familiar face emerged from the adjoining room. Prudence Cade Napier had her straight grey hair in a severe bun and her legs in dark brown roughspun trousers. Ilgate’s loud conservatives hadn’t succeeded in pressuring her into the skirts most Earth women wore. She was a hard woman to sway. It was why Aspen liked her.

      The magistrate gestured for them to enter her office. She sat down at her desk, but didn’t indicate that either of them should sit. Instead she narrowed her eyes at Aspen and said, “You. I know you from somewhere.”

      Charm perked up, glancing between Aspen and the magistrate.

      “I just have one of those faces, Magistrate,” Aspen said.

      “No,” Napier said. “No, I’ve seen you before. A few years ago, you were passing through right as a wealthy, cruel landowner was left tied up and unconscious on the courthouse steps. I saw you in The Red Fox. I couldn’t let that whole affair rest. I questioned everyone. You were the only stranger in town who could possibly have done it. Ha! That’s it.”

      Charm was biting her lower lip like she wanted to burst out laughing.

      “What’s your name, Honored Friend?” the magistrate asked. “I’m Prudence Cade Napier, but I have a feeling you know that. It’s on the door outside.”

      “Aspen Silverglade,” Aspen said. “And this is Charm Linville.”

      “What brings you here?” Napier asked. “Catching more bandits?”

      “Something like that,” Aspen said. Her next words snagged on doubt. She couldn’t present Charm as a thief—the magistrate might sentence her to a more severe punishment than she deserved. Charm would never speak to Aspen again in that case. Her stomach twisted.

      Asking the magistrate for a favor was a risk, too. Napier upheld the law. She might not like being asked to use her jail for anything other than its official purpose.

      Charm asked, “Did you hear about a farm burning near Cheyford?”

      Napier frowned. “The whole valley’s had a lot of trouble recently, unfortunately. Nothing concrete enough for us to chase.”

      “He said it was the Hanging Scale,” Charm said. By starting this conversation, she’d established herself as Aspen’s partner and equal. She stepped closer to the magistrate’s desk. “Have you heard of them?”

      “The Hanging Scale?” Napier shook her head. “Is it a new syndicate?”

      “I don’t know,” Charm said. “But he was spooked.”

      She didn’t mention Aspen’s tattoo or past connection to the group. Aspen tensed, ready to spin on her heel. Years of training kept the shift in her posture subtle and silent. If Charm exposed her, escaping Ilgate wouldn’t be a problem—it was only a few strides to get out of this building, and Mouse was always prepared to make a quick exit—but she’d never be able to return and she’d lose whatever tenuous good will she had with Napier.

      Fool that she was, she’d handed Charm too much leverage. It would be simple for Charm to blackmail or frame Aspen for the Scale’s crimes. She hadn’t yet, but she was smart enough to have had the idea. Perhaps Charm had some kind of moral code that permitted theft but not blackmail. Not a comforting thought, but Aspen couldn’t come up with any other reasons Charm might spare her.

      They certainly didn’t like each other.

      “We’re in town investigating,” Charm continued.

      “I am in town investigating,” Aspen interrupted. “And my… colleague recently had her life threatened by one of the men we believe is involved in the arson. I brought her to you today hoping you could offer her a safe place to hide for a couple of days. I was thinking a jail cell. No one will look for her there.”

      Charm had kept her silence about Aspen’s tattoo, so Aspen omitted the stolen gold bracelet. It didn’t keep Charm from glaring at her.

      “That’s not what the jail is for,” Napier said. “But I suppose the town of Ilgate could help you out just this once, especially if you’re looking into the recent problems in this area.”

      “I would be very grateful for your help,” Aspen said. “And if you could share the names of all the holdings that have been burned, I’d be grateful for that, too.”

      “Let me show you.” Napier walked over to the far wall where two maps, one of Falland and one of the local area, took up most of the space. The map of Falland was particularly fine, with the Ain flowing from east to west along the bottom edge of the paper, Harstead and its surrounding hills sketched on its northern bank, the valley’s villages detailed in crisp black lines between the hills and streams of the region. The edge of Rispland, south of the Ain, had no details drawn in, but the Seljac Mountains’ peaks filled the southwestern corner of the map, their impassable cliffs and winding paths in spidery, thin lines.

      Aspen didn’t let her eyes drift and further north and west towards the Wood. Instead, she focused her attention on Napier, who pointed to Ilgate on the smaller, more local map and then began tapping nearby villages, rustling the paper. “There have been raids, some hassling. There’s been talk of curfews or village militia.”

      Her mouth twisted into the same frown Aspen’s did. Arming those without training meant more casualties.

      “I’m using red for raids and yellow for more minor altercations,” Napier said.

      Where the magistrate had pointed, there were scattered pins with tiny red or yellow flags. They were nestled in groups. The areas surrounding Cheyford were a bed of activity.

      All except one.

      Why would the bandits leave one particular area unharassed? Maybe that farmer was well-armed—or maybe they had someone protecting them.

      “Do you know anything about this farm?” Aspen asked, indicating the blank spot.

      “I haven’t added a new pin to the map yet, but that one burned down,” Napier said. “You’re right to notice it, though. It was unmarked for a long time.”

      Aspen and Charm shared a glance.

      “Do you know who used to live there?” Charm asked.

      “Wisdom,” the magistrate called to her assistant in the other room. “Can you look up the deed for a farm close to Cheyford? The one that just burned down. It’s on Dellford Creek to the west of the old Cooper farm.”

      “You got it, boss.” There was the sound of drawers opening and pages shuffling. “Says here it belongs to Mortification Cooper Leighton.”

      “That means something to you,” Napier said, studying Aspen and Charm.

      “I’m not sure yet what it means, but it means something,” Aspen agreed.

      Mort had been telling the truth about his burned farm. He was probably telling the truth that someone with a Scale tattoo had set the fire, too. Conveniently for him, he hadn’t mentioned that his farm alone had been spared from the bandit trouble plaguing the rest of the valley.

      Maybe Mort had made a deal for protection and the deal had gone sour.

      Would the Hanging Scale really have stooped that low?

      It could be something unofficial, maybe a former member gone rogue. Aspen wasn’t the only one who’d left after Integrity died. She hated to think of her former siblings-in-arms abusing their skills, but fighters without causes or steady income often turned to crime or mercenary work.

      Aspen had tried to be selective about the jobs she’d accepted since she’d been on her own, but you couldn’t eat principles for dinner. Scruples wouldn’t shelter you from the cold.

      So either a deserter from the Scale or the organization itself was in the area and up to no good. They’d burned Mort’s farm and he was angry and looking for revenge. Mort had Aspen and Charm in his sights. Presumably, after Charm’s public scene in the tavern, any current or former members of the Scale knew Aspen was here.

      They could come for Aspen, but they had better not come for Charm.

      “Is The Hearth Fire still the place to go for a drink and a chat?” Aspen asked.

      Napier said, “Information and a drink that tastes like hot piss.”

      Aspen grimaced. “Great.”

      “I could go with you. Seedy taverns are a specialty of mine. They love me.” Charm squeezed her arms together to show off her breasts.

      Aspen didn’t need that reminder. Branch, leaf, and root, you have got to stop looking at those.

      “I don’t need them to love me.” Aspen touched the cold, hard hilt of her sword. “I do need you not to get murdered, though, which is why you’re in the magistrate’s custody until this is sorted.”

      Napier nodded. “I’ll put my best people on it.”

      “Thank you,” Aspen said.

      “You just can’t help yourself,” Charm said. “Always trying to jump in and save me. Haven’t you noticed that I never need it?”

      “Agree to disagree,” Aspen said. She took her leave before the magistrate could ask any questions about Aspen and Charm’s relationship. Probably Charm would lie to Napier about how they were on a quest together or something, and then Aspen would have to untangle all that later, but it couldn’t be helped.

      Her first priority was information. She needed to know if anyone around here had seen Mort.
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      The Hearth Fire, known for its poor lighting, its poor drinks, and its even poorer company, was as far from the court and the jail as any building in Ilgate could be. The ramshackle half-timbered building had a slouch to it, obvious in the dappled late afternoon sunlight. Even the post that Aspen tethered Mouse to was crooked.

      The tether was for appearance’s sake only. Mouse could break free if needed. She would wait outside The Hearth Fire because she liked Aspen and wanted to, not because she was tied up. She always made that very clear.

      Sometimes People of the Earth got wild ideas about how People of the Wood could talk to animals. It wasn’t like that, at least not for Aspen. She only really bothered to communicate with Mouse—Aspen didn’t care for strangers, whether they walked on two legs or four—and it wasn’t like she heard Mouse’s voice speaking words in her head. They had an understanding.

      “I do appreciate your patience,” Aspen told her. “There’ll be oats and a nice long grooming session as soon as we get a moment to ourselves, I promise.”

      Mouse huffed affectionately as Aspen stroked her face. Then Aspen pulled her cloak’s hood up, patted Mouse’s flank, and slipped into The Hearth Fire through the side entrance.

      Aspen stood in the shadows until her eyes adjusted to the dim interior, and then was glad she’d hidden her face.

      All the trees in the fucking Wood, she thought. Mort.

      He was seated in the back corner of the room, red-faced and bug-eyed with sweat staining his underarms and dripping down his face. Mort’s pale skin had a grey cast to it like he was sobering up for the first time in weeks.

      Or maybe he was afraid.

      Aspen held still as two people approached Mort. They didn’t sit, but instead loomed over his table, closing off his avenues for escape. Both big and muscular, they were in brown breeches, tight fitting but flexible, designed for fighting. They had matching leather vests, and their belts bristled with weapons. Long dagger, two throwing knives, a garrote.

      One of them shifted, and the outline of a sheath showed under their long sleeve. A fourth weapon, then.

      Mercenaries.

      “L-look,” Mort stuttered. “I’ve told you what I know.”

      “We don’t want information,” the one on the left said. Their brown hair was cropped short. “We want payment.”

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t have burned my farm!” Mort hissed at them, but his bravery was short-lived.

      The mercenary on the right pulled his dagger out and made a show of inspecting it. Mort whimpered as they slowly turned the blade over and then tested the sharpness. The movement brought their face into profile, and Aspen almost gave herself away by sucking in a breath.

      Cooperation.

      She knew him from her days in the Hanging Scale. The bump where his broken nose had healed, the silvery scar at his temple, the hard jaw, the wheat-blond hair—his appearance hadn’t changed. Neither had his character. He’d been close friends with Pike, the leader of the order now that Integrity was dead. Aspen had always been wary of him. They had all the same skills and training, but he took too much delight in violence. Helping people wasn’t his purpose. Hurting them was.

      “We believed your sad story once,” the one on the left said. “A bad harvest, higher taxes to help those affected by bandits. But do you know what we found on a spot inspection? Hidden caches. We burned your farm to see what else you were hiding.”

      “Nothing!” Mort said. He was near tears now. “I have nothing.”

      “Not quite.” Cooperation smiled and Mort’s chair legs screeched as he backed into the wall. “You have a debt. And I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that you don’t want to be indebted to us.”

      “I gave you information!” Mort didn’t know Cooperation very well if he thought pleading would help his case. “The woman with a tattoo like yours. And her thieving bitch of a wife!”

      Cooperation tapped the tip of his dagger against Mort’s heaving chest. “See, this is where I doubt your story. I know Aspen, and she isn’t the marrying type. Once burned, et cetera. The other woman isn’t important. A convenient prop, nothing more. If you can deliver Aspen to me, your debt is wiped clean. Of course, your next payment is due in a week, and I don’t think you’ll have a bountiful harvest this year.”

      Mort trembled at the prospect of being further indebted. “What if I brought her to you dead? Would that be worth more?”

      Cooperation laughed, a sharp, cold sound. “She would spit you, roast you, and probably eat you if she wasn’t a tree-hugging deerfucker.”

      Say that to my face, you bigoted asshole. No wonder they’d never gotten along.

      “She’s Wood? I thought she was a Moon witch,” Mort said. He shook his head vehemently. “No! That’s the other one. Wait. Neither one has antlers.”

      Cooperation leaned in to trail the tip of his blade down the side of Mort’s face. “You find Aspen and you bring me to her. Don’t try to kill her, you’ll fuck it up. You know how to contact me.”

      “Y-yes,” Mort said. He started to nod and then froze as Cooperation’s knife nicked his skin.

      Cooperation pulled back. He drew a piece of cloth from his pocket and dabbed at the spot of blood.

      There was something seriously wrong with him, Aspen thought as Cooperation and his lackey left the tavern through the front door. She stayed where she was until they were gone.

      Mort signaled to the barkeep, a small man Aspen recognized from her last stint in town. The barkeep, proving himself to be smart and observant, hesitated. Mort, the opposite, said, “I’ve always been good for it before, haven’t I? Add it to my tab.”

      “Go on, then,” the barkeep said, tilting his head toward the stairs.

      So Mort had an assignation upstairs. If Charm were here, she could play the role—well, Mort would recognize her. But she could trick the barkeep. Aspen would have to rely on stealth.

      She withdrew even deeper into her cloak, waited for a moment when the barkeep’s back was turned, and crept up the stairs.

      Mort’s door was cracked open. She stepped inside. She shut the door behind her and kept her head down as she moved toward the bed.

      Furnished with only a bed and a rickety chest, the small room had no fireplace. Its chill air was no doubt meant to encourage the occupants to hire a bed warmer. Aspen didn’t mind the cold, since the draft came from a window big enough for her to fit through. It opened into the back where she wouldn’t attract too much notice for leaping out.

      As she approached, Mort reached into the folds of her cloak and groped until he found her wrist. His palm was sweaty, and his skin slid against hers.

      She had him pinned on the bed in a moment with her right hand around his throat. He surged up and then coughed as he cut off his own air.

      She pulled her hood back and then drew a knife.

      “Why?” Mort moaned as he recognized her.

      “I heard you were looking for me,” Aspen said. “At the Full Flagon, I thought you were a lecherous drunk. You are, but you’re also stupid.”

      “I know you aren’t working with the Hanging Scale,” he said, an apology and a plea for mercy all at once.

      She pressed harder on his throat. There were a lot of shades of grey between “decent human” and “Cooperation.” After she’d proved her point, she backed off enough for him to breathe easily. But she kept her hand on his neck.

      “I’m not,” she agreed. “But thanks to you, they’re looking for me.”

      “They were looking for you anyway! But they don’t know where you are. You could run. We both know I can’t capture you.”

      They had been looking for her. She’d been right to keep a low profile all these years. Pike must want her dead. Why she mattered to him after her long absence, Aspen couldn’t imagine. She said, “It’s your fault that I’m still here instead of long gone. You got Charm mixed up in all this, and she doesn’t deserve that.”

      “So, is she your wife? I’m still confused on that bit.”

      Civilians were easily distracted and always focused on the wrong things. Aspen had patience for the innocent ones. Mort didn’t qualify. “She isn’t my wife. She’s an actor who, thanks to you, now has unwelcome attention on her. I don’t want to see her dead because of a misunderstanding.”

      “I don’t want her dead either.”

      “Look at us finding common ground,” Aspen said. She smiled unpleasantly. “I bet we can find even more.”

      “Y-yeah?” Mort asked. He squirmed beneath her hold, not because he was attempting an escape but because he was too frightened to hold still.

      “The Hanging Scale is giving you trouble.”

      “Like you wouldn’t believe,” Mort said. “They—” He fell silent under her withering look.

      “Your life is easier with them gone. My life is easier with them gone.”

      “You want to fight them? You’re scary, lady, but there’s three of them and only one of you.”

      Good intel. A third person. Two-on-one would already be a challenge; Cooperation was as skilled as she was and significantly less concerned about keeping innocent people alive and villages unburned. She needed preparation and strategy on her side.

      “I can see you thinking,” she told him. “If you turn me over to those men, maybe you wipe clear whatever payment you didn’t make. But your farm is gone, which means you can’t make the next one. And you wouldn’t make it a day running. The only happy ending this story has for you is if those men are gone.”

      “And woman,” Mort said. “Cooperation, Unity, and Niwa.”

      Niwa Yunon-daughter. Not a name Aspen would soon forget. Niwa was of the Sea, recruited into the Hanging Scale after pirates had attacked her ship. She’d refused to be taken captive and dived into the ocean instead. She claimed to have spent three weeks as a castaway.

      Tough and merciless, she’d survived the worst life could throw at her, and she didn’t respect anyone who couldn’t do the same. It was a wonder Mort didn’t have the imprint of her boot on his face. He was the kind of man she despised.

      Unity couldn’t be underestimated since he had Hanging Scale training, but it was Cooperation and Niwa she had to prepare for. She needed to pick the battlefield, if possible, and set traps.

      Mort quailed under her hand. He could give her information, maybe help set the field, but he wouldn’t be any help in the fight.

      “There are only three?” she asked. To remind Mort why it was important to be truthful, she added, “We need to take care of the whole group harassing you or they’ll target you for revenge.”

      “Three,” Mort told her. “At least, I’ve only met three.” He swallowed and she felt the press of his throat against her hand. “What if there are more? What if we don’t get them all? I don’t want to die.”

      “That’s what we’re aiming to avoid,” Aspen said. “Do they always meet you here?”

      “Or my farm. Before, you know.”

      “But you’ve never gone to them?”

      “No. They find me.”

      Aspen nodded. “Let me see if I understand correctly. Local areas were being hit hard by bandits. These three, Cooperation, Unity, and Niwa, they offered you protection. Or did you approach them?”

      “There had been a few raids, and a group of us were at The Hearth Fire, figuring out what to do when we saw some tough sorts. We asked if they were for hire. We worked out a deal.”

      “But you negotiated from fear. Once the threat was reduced, the terms felt unfair. You wanted out. You stopped paying in full and started stashing some money for yourself. There was probably a warning or two, and then, fed up, they torched your barn in retribution. How am I doing?”

      “Are you a mindreader?” he asked.

      It was a basic protection racket, not an ingenious scheme. “But it wasn’t just you paying them. There must have been others.”

      “Four of us paid,” Mort said. “Those who wouldn’t, uh, things happened.”

      “Punishment for not playing along,” Aspen said. “And I expect you and your friends were rewarded. So they made easy money off your collection of farms. They started expanding to nearby areas, offering protection from bandits for a small fee. And they could use you as an example of what happened to those who crossed them. The good news is, it ends now.”

      “Are you really that good?” Mort asked.

      “I am.” Aspen shifted to lean against the rickety chest. She didn't need a hand around his throat anymore. She had him on her side now. “What I’m going to do is return to your farm and round up your neighbors and whatever weapons they have. Four days from now, when Cooperation and his lackeys arrive, we’ll take them on.”

      “We?” Mort asked.

      “Of course. You’re bringing them to me. They think you’re their man, but I know you’re mine.” It was a lie worthy of Charm. Mort ate it up. Mort would probably run to Cooperation before today was over, which meant a delay was in order. She needed him to tell Cooperation where to find her, but not before she’d set the scene.

      “How about I order you a beer to celebrate our new partnership?”

      “Yes, good,” Mort said eagerly.

      On her way to retrieve the drinks, Aspen stopped to take something out of her saddlebags. She’d paid a lot at an Earth magician’s shop for this sleeping powder, so much that she almost regretted stirring the odorless, iridescent white dust into The Hearth Fire’s sour swill. But needs must.

      By the time she’d finished her beer, Mort was slumped sideways, fast asleep.
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      Mouse’s hooves tapped a regular rhythm on the main road out of Ilgate. They made a sharper sound on stone than their pleasing thud on packed dirt, but still Aspen enjoyed it. They were headed somewhere with a purpose.

      Yes, the affair was messy, and she’d probably get hurt, and she’d dragged Charm into the whole thing, but she knew what she had to do. She couldn’t allow her former colleagues to wreak havoc in the Harstead Hills.

      Mouse stilled before Aspen heard the scream.

      “Please, no! It’s all I have, and I have a family to feed. You aren’t supposed to be here until next week.”

      Aspen needed to ride to Mort’s farm, learn the terrain, and set her traps. She didn’t have time for anything else. But there was someone in trouble nearby. Her choice was already made.

      Mouse diverted from the main road toward the nearest alley, tucked between a cheese shop and a bookbinder. Aspen knew better than to argue with her horse.

      At the mouth of the alley was a pale-skinned person rigid with fear. They were most likely a woman, given they’d chosen to dress in the voluminous skirts favored in Falland. Hidden amongst the folds was a young child. Twin pairs of wide eyes took in Aspen on her horse. They must have spotted her weapons because they shuffled aside to let her pass into the alley.

      Aspen dismounted. About a third of the way down the alley, near the side exit for the cheese shop, was Cooperation. His shirt sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, flaunting his Scale tattoo.

      In front of him, the apron-clad owner of the cheese shop trembled.

      “I’ve had a bad day,” Cooperation told the shopkeeper. “You don’t want to try my temper.”

      “I—” The shopkeeper noticed Aspen, pausing long enough for Cooperation to turn as well.

      Cooperation grinned, unsurprised by her presence. “You’ve always been predictable. I heard you were in the area, and all I needed to lure you in was the grating pleas of the desperate.” He shoved the shopkeeper away.

      The shopkeeper stumbled and then recovered. With a glance and a nod toward the parent and child at the other end of the alley, the shopkeeper darted into the shop. The lock clicked. Their family followed their cue and entered the shop through the front, leaving Aspen and Cooperation alone.

      At least, she assumed they were alone. Were Unity or Niwa lurking nearby? Cooperation could have any number of nasty surprises up his sleeve.

      “How long has it been?” Cooperation asked, as if they were two old friends catching up over a few pastries.

      Aspen evaluated the alley as he talked. Empty wooden crates lined the walls, bookended by a couple of barrels. There was a pile of garbage on the far side of the narrow path. It would be a tight fight, especially with swords. Not enough space for her preferred creativity or his preferred acrobatics. She wasn’t sure which one of them would be hindered more.

      “Not long enough,” Aspen said.

      He laughed and the sound sent shivers down her spine. “You’re easy to catch,” he said. He drew his sword. “Difficult to find, though.”

      “Or maybe you aren’t very good at looking,” Aspen said. She pulled her own sword from the sheath on her back. Its familiar weight settled comfortably in her hand while she waited for him to make the first move. “I’ve been in the area a while. I even made some friends.”

      “Your only friend abandoned you the first chance he had. How is Ayzeh enjoying retirement? The Sun Realm is a dangerous place, you know.”

      The veiled threat didn’t provoke her to action. Cooperation wanted her off-balance, both physically and mentally. She wouldn’t fall for his tricks. Ayzeh was a capable fighter, and she didn’t doubt his ability to handle himself. But if Cooperation and his friends were keeping tabs on him, he might need assistance. When she had a chance, Aspen would check on him. She asked, “As dangerous as Falland?”

      “Have you not enjoyed Falland’s hospitality?” Cooperation grinned as he darted forward, light on his feet, to thrust his sword at her.

      She parried it easily, but she didn’t grow cocky. This was his favorite strategy when they sparred against each other. He would talk nonstop, to distract his opponent while he built their confidence with easy exchanges. Once they believed the fight was theirs, he struck in earnest.

      “The company is a bit lacking.” She went on the offensive, driving him back toward the middle of the alley.

      “You’re the one who left. I thought we were friends.” Cooperation pouted, a truly terrifying expression on his cruel, rugged face. He held her off with his sword even as he bent down to lift an empty crate off the ground. He hurled it at her, and she had to duck to avoid being hit in the face.

      She recovered, but there was space between them again. Part of her was tempted to charge in and demand he fight. Only the knowledge that he wanted her to lose her focus kept her where she was.

      “We were never friends.”

      “We can’t be now,” he agreed. “You’re a criminal. Pike wants you hauled back to Harstead for justice.”

      Hauled back to Harstead? That was more trouble than just giving an order to kill her. Why Pike cared if she lived or died remained a mystery, but at least she knew for sure that Cooperation and Pike were still working together.

      Cooperation took advantage of her distraction and attacked. She got her sword up in time to deflect the point of his blade so it skidded against the wall instead of piercing her shoulder. After ducking to avoid his next attack, she settled into a proper defense.

      Aspen flashed a smile at his irritation. “You need to work harder if you want me fatally distracted. Did you think leaving the Scale made me soft?”

      “You’re a coward and a traitor who never belonged.”

      “So why not just kill me?” Aspen muttered. She thrust her blade forward, knowing Cooperation would parry and send it to the right. Once the tip of her sword was within his guard, she thrust again and pierced his shirt. Flesh gave as she nicked his side. It wasn’t a fatal or even inconvenient wound, but first blood was hers.

      “You’re predictable,” she told him as she danced back to avoid his counterattack.

      “You’re weak,” he said. “I’m the favored one now.”

      He came at her with speed. None of his moves were meant to land, but it took all her concentration to keep him at bay. He drove her backward toward the main road. If they made it there, they’d attract attention and it would work in his favor. He didn’t care about collateral damage. He’d draw a crowd and use it against her.

      She slid her blade along his until their guards locked against each other. It put them perilously close, but she used his surprise to turn them before she disengaged. She leapt back and landed on the balls of her feet as he drew a dagger with his free hand. A moment slower and he would have gutted her.

      The danger made her heart pump harder, but not with fear. She’d missed this. Cobbling together odd jobs, guarding the rich and retrieving their lost goods, that was a way to make a living, but this—she hadn’t had a good fight in far too long.

      What she missed most was a friendly spar. How many times had she and Ayzeh drawn steel and sharpened each other’s techniques between missions? This fight was distinctly unfriendly. Their weapons weren’t blunted—Cooperation would enjoy hurting her—but at least it was a proper challenge.

      It was Aspen’s turn to grab a crate off the ground and toss it. As Cooperation batted it away with his dagger hand, Aspen charged. She drove the pommel of her blade into his throat. He coughed as he stumbled back. She grabbed the dagger from his lax grip and tossed it away.

      He swung at her with his free hand. She took the hit across the jaw. Pain throbbed and she ignored it. She stood her ground and reversed her sword grip in time to meet his attack. She tasted blood in her mouth. A spot of red stained his side from where the wound she gave him bled sluggishly.

      “Thank you for meeting me here,” Aspen said. “It’ll be a short trip to the magistrate once I subdue you.”

      “Subdue,” he mocked. “The Scale ends things with swords, not magistrates.”

      Never the most level-headed of her colleagues, Cooperation let what little discipline he possessed slip away. He was wounded, one of his weapons was out of reach, and Aspen wasn’t cowed. It was his pride she’d damaged more than anything, but with an opponent like Cooperation, pride was the first target.

      Once he was embarrassed, he’d crumble.

      He shouted and ran at her.

      Aspen almost laughed as she met his frenzied thrusts. Soon he’d go berserk. No strategy, all offense. She allowed him to drive her backward. The more successful he felt, the more reckless he’d become.

      She kept an eye out on her surroundings. If she retreated a few steps more, they would be close enough to the barrels for her to guide his blade to one of them. Once the tip was lodged in the wood, she’d have a small window to subdue him before he could free his blade.

      One step back. A second. One more and—

      Aspen’s back foot caught a loose bit of rock. She slipped and fell on her backside. Cooperation saw his opportunity and he drove forward, throwing his full weight behind the attack. Aspen rolled out of the way, and he pierced the wooden barrel rather than her body.

      Before Aspen could press her advantage, a rock hit Cooperation in the back of the head and distracted both of them. It was a small rock, and Aspen groaned when she saw Charm at the mouth of the alley, a second rock in hand.

      “This must be the wife,” Cooperation said with a nod toward Charm. He pulled his blade free of the barrel and skipped out of Aspen’s reach. “I owe Mort an apology for doubting him.”

      Cooperation backed down the other end of the alley. Aspen was going to lose him. “Are you too much of a coward to finish our fight?”

      For a moment, Cooperation’s expression darkened, and Aspen thought she’d goad him into taking another run at her. But he was thinking clearly again, and he didn’t engage. “We’ll finish our fight. You might not be easy to find, but she is.” He pointed his sword at Charm. “I could smell her perfume from Ozhleh Zna.”

      Cooperation darted down the alley and disappeared from view. Resigned, Aspen headed in the opposite direction until she reached Charm. She hadn’t noticed earlier, but Cooperation was right. Charm was wearing perfume.

      How did she find perfume in prison?

      More importantly, why wasn’t she still in prison?

      “Did you really think a few bars would keep me contained?” Charm asked. She was in nicer clothes, a long, patterned skirt and lace-up bodice that covered her entire chest. Charm noticed Aspen’s gaze and she sighed as she patted her breasts. “I couldn’t find something in my preferred style. Don’t worry. Once I have my things again, I’ll show off properly.”

      Aspen didn’t have time for this. Cooperation had escaped. Even worse, their encounter had shortened her window to act. He might get to Mort’s farm before she did.

      And his threatening comment about Ayzeh needled her. It had been years since Aspen had written to her best friend, but she owed him a warning. He’d left the Scale right after Integrity’s murder, before Pike had fully seized control. Why would he be a target? While she was asking questions, why was she a target? She and Cooperation had never been friendly, but it didn’t explain his remark about Pike wanting to haul her to Harstead.

      It had been years since he’d lied and accused her of Integrity’s murder. Had he been searching for her this whole time? Aspen had taken precautions, moved around a lot, but she hadn’t realized the depth of Pike’s obsession. That false accusation had been a political move, designed to disgrace and exile her, not something Pike actually believed.

      “What did you think you were doing?” Aspen demanded, her tone sharper than she intended. She’d had Cooperation exactly where she’d wanted him and then—

      She glared at Charm. “I had it under control.”

      “Under control?” Charm scoffed as she followed Aspen to where Mouse waited patiently for her return. “You fell on your ass and barely avoided being speared.”

      “On purpose. Or did you not notice the way he stuck his own blade in a barrel like an idiot?”

      Charm’s smugness faded for a moment, before she tossed her hair. Her curls bounced, shiny and free of any trace of their travels. Had Aspen been hit in the head during the fight? She swore she’d left Charm in prison, not a luxury inn.

      “And how does it feel, having your plans stymied by a misguided passerby?” Charm asked.

      “You—the situation is completely different,” Aspen said. A thorough check of her saddlebags showed that everything was still safely stowed. Cooperation’s dagger lay on the ground where she’d tossed it. She added it to her collection of weapons, then made a hurry-up motion at Charm, beckoning her toward Mouse. “Are you coming or not?”

      “Last time you whisked me away on a horse, I ended up in prison,” Charm said.

      “Yes, clearly an inconvenience.” She’d have to find out later how Charm had escaped. Whoever Napier’s best people were, they weren’t up to the task. “You know, they were almost convinced you weren’t involved, but after your daring rescue, Cooperation believes you’re important to me. He’ll try to use you to hurt me. We’ll have to stick together.”

      “It’s almost as if we could have done that all along,” Charm said. “You’ve mistaken me for someone useless, and I’m not.”

      “Please take this seriously. I don’t want you dead.”

      “I am as serious as The Tragedy of Queen Justice,” Charm said. “Only I hope this one doesn’t end with everyone on stage dying of stab wounds. Now tell me everything you learned while you were on your own. Did you find our good friend Mort? What kind of trouble are you mixed up in?”

      “Us, now,” Aspen said. Her mouth drew to the side. “My darling wife.”
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      “So Mort stiffed the scary guys he hired to protect him from the bandits,” Charm said.

      Evening was falling, shadowing the fields and forests outside Ilgate in somber greens and greys, so they were on the main road for speed and visibility. Aspen was fairly confident Cooperation wouldn’t pursue them until he managed to wake Mort and find out where they were headed, but she wanted advance notice just in case anyone was following them. Out here, there was only the occasional crunch of a leaf or branch underfoot to interrupt the quiet, so she’d hear if anyone got closer.

      “Yes,” Aspen said.

      “Scary guys who happen to be your former colleagues with matching tattoos.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then he saw your tattoo and freaked out because he thought you were there to finish the job.”

      “Yes.”

      “But you aren’t part of their violence-and-blackmail scheme, so instead Mort decided to turn you over to the scary guys to make up for when he tried to wiggle out of his deal.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re now using Mort to set a trap for these guys, one of whom tried to kill you in an alley.”

      “I was going to win that fight,” Aspen said.

      “Hush,” Charm said. “And I’m involved because I tried to do the right thing by helping you in the tavern and then again earlier today.”

      “I don’t think ‘help’ really covers what happened at The Full Flagon. You did rob me.”

      “You loved it,” Charm said.

      Aspen refused to discuss that. “Do you understand the danger you’re in now?”

      “I will graciously admit that I may have overestimated my own usefulness to you in these circumstances,” Charm said. “Perhaps.”

      “Given that you’re a petty thief, and we’re dealing with mercenary killers, I’d rather you weren’t involved.”

      “I want a divorce,” Charm said.

      “As soon as I handle the threat,” Aspen promised. And then, “We’re not actually married.” Thank the Great Oak that Charm was seated in front of her and couldn’t see her blush. “How did you escape the prison, anyway?”

      She’d most likely flirted her way out, but if Charm could pick locks or dig tunnels, Aspen wanted to know. Well, there hadn’t been time for tunneling, not to mention that Charm would never do manual labor if she could avoid it. Maybe she’d used magic, though Aspen couldn’t think of a kind of magic that would help a person slip out of a guarded cell, at least not one Charm would have had access to. Earth magic required all kinds of specialized ingredients and scholarly chanting. You didn’t need any power of your own if you bought a spell from a shop, like the mirror-shard pendant Charm always wore, but that particular spell was for long-distance communication, so it couldn’t have helped her.

      More mysterious, innate kinds of magic existed, like what Moon witches could do. They just laid their hands on you, or closed their eyes, or sometimes didn’t move at all, and things around them would transform. But if Charm was a Moon witch—and Aspen was pretty sure she wasn’t, since they were so rare—she would never have submitted to coming on this journey in the first place.

      So probably not magic, unless Aspen counted Charm’s ability for persuasion as magic, which she really didn’t want to do.

      “Oh, you know,” Charm began. And then she slumped forward and almost fell off Mouse.

      Aspen caught her, but not quickly enough to keep Mouse from being startled. Her horse halted, concerned by this sudden development.

      “She’s an actor,” Aspen told Mouse, unimpressed. Charm would perk back up in a second.

      Except she didn’t. Either Charm was a very good actor or she had actually passed out. Going boneless was a skill, but staying that way indicated genuine distress.

      Branch, leaf, and fucking root. At any moment, Cooperation and the others might find them. They had to reach safety before Aspen could use her rudimentary healing skills. If Charm required more than that, Aspen had dragged her far from anyone who could provide it. Charm falling unconscious was the last thing either of them needed.

      Why had Charm passed out? Fear? She’d been remarkably calm throughout their troubles so far. For all Aspen knew, it was normal for Charm to be accosted by men at night by the wagon circle. Given her propensity for stealing, it very well might be. And there was a difference between an angry drunk and calculating killers.

      They rode until they reached a bridge over a stream whose waters were still rushing along despite the fallen leaves clogging its steep banks. Aspen checked again to make sure there was no one behind them and then she guided Mouse off the road. She eased Charm onto her bedroll and tucked her cloak under her head.

      She filled her canteen and dipped a spare cloth in the stream. The purification spell was still working—as it should, Great Oak knew she’d paid enough for it. She brought both back to Charm’s side. The cool cloth, Aspen placed on Charm’s forehead. She took a sip from the canteen herself and then coaxed a bit into Charm’s mouth.

      She massaged Charm’s throat the way Tescui taught her, to trigger Charm’s swallow reflex so she wouldn’t choke on the water. Another sip and then a third.

      Charm’s eyelids fluttered, her long lashes on full display. Unlike Aspen, who would come up fighting if she woke to someone’s hand on her throat, Charm didn’t even tense. She smiled, not threatened in the least.

      “I knew you liked me.”

      The sheer ego. At least it was a sign Charm was feeling better.

      “What happened?” Aspen asked. “Were you fed something poisoned at the prison?”

      “If I say no, will you think I’m a weak, faint thing?”

      It wasn’t an answer, but a smooth deflection, only one step above a lie. Having her life threatened and witnessing Aspen’s fight with Cooperation hadn’t made Charm take any of this seriously. Aspen had to get through to her before Cooperation put a knife to her throat.

      The smile slipped from Charm’s face. The teasing glint in her eyes faded. “I’m sorry. I was fine and then I felt dizzy, and I suppose I fainted. I didn’t eat anything strange. No magic that I could tell either. Maybe I do have a weak constitution.”

      “How do you feel now?” Aspen asked. Her hand was still resting on Charm’s neck, far too warm and intimate a touch, so she withdrew and offered Charm the canteen instead. “I have some herbs and a few tonics. I hate to rush you, but it won’t be long before Cooperation catches up to us.”

      Charm propped herself up and took a few sips from the canteen. “Right. The murderous arsonists. Are you really going to take on all three by yourself?”

      “I’ll start with the bow,” Aspen said. “But realistically, I won’t be able to get all three of them that way. I’m a decent shot, but they’ll be quick to react. So I’ll trap the place as best I can and then fight them. Three-on-one’s not the worst odds I’ve ever had.”

      “You can’t say something like that and not elaborate.”

      “Well, it would have been thirty-on-one at The Full Flagon if you hadn’t stepped in,” Aspen said. “It’s not my usual style, you know, lying hidden in wait. I do miss having a trusted fighter at my back. Even a chaotic one. I had a comrade in the Scale who used to stuff rags into bottles of liquor and then throw them at people. Not very precise, but it can be effective.”

      “Is that comrade evil now?”

      “No.”

      “How can you know—oh. Sorry for your loss.”

      “It’s unfortunately common in this life,” Aspen said. “I miss them, though. You never knew what would happen in a fight when Serenity was around.”

      “We have some people in the troupe like that,” Charm said.

      “Do you ever think about what inadequate little summary people will give when they remember you?” Aspen asked and then wished she could suck the words back into her mouth. What a maudlin, ridiculous thing to say.

      “She was the most beautiful, captivating performer I’ve ever seen,” Charm said without missing a beat. “And the best fuck of my life.”

      Aspen blinked. “That’s what everyone will say about you?”

      “Only the lucky ones. And you?”

      “It was a silly question,” Aspen said. “There are maybe two or three people in the world who’ll remember me, if that.”

      “You make more of an impression than you think,” Charm said. “Anyway, my sorrowful and stoic walking arsenal, we’re not dead yet. Though I gather we might be soon.”

      Aspen shifted to pull her knees up to her chest. All she wanted was to stop hurting people. She’d run from Pike’s bastardized version of the Scale for exactly that reason, no matter what accusations Pike had made at the time. This was why she needed Integrity. Left to her own choices, Aspen blundered. She jumped to rescue women who didn’t need rescuing and then put them in even more danger.

      “I’m sorry. I should have done a better job warning you. You asked me about the Hanging Scale when we were still in Cheyford.” Was that only yesterday morning? So much had happened since.

      “They were good and now they’re bad.” Charm smiled and rolled her eyes, both amused and exasperated.

      “I’m a weapon,” Aspen said. She scooted back when Charm reached for her. The woman, for once in her life, heeded a warning and dropped her hand rather than touch. “But our leader, he was a master strategist, and he treated us all with care. When he died…” Murdered. He was murdered, and Aspen had failed to bring his murderer to justice. Instead she’d let Pike blame her and run her out of town in disgrace. “I need direction. You have first hand evidence of what happens when I’m on my own. Botched rescues and the like.”

      “You’re too hard on yourself,” Charm said.

      It was a sweet sentiment. Aspen wanted to believe it, but that was exactly why she couldn’t. Anything she wanted was suspect.

      “At the Flagon…” Charm started and then stopped, her voice low and stripped of all its artifice. “If I’d been in trouble the way you assumed, I would have welcomed your rescue. Your intentions are good. We need to work on your insight.”

      “We?” Aspen asked. She shook her head. Charm’s presence was like one drink too many, impairing her ability to make the right choice. Her first mistake had been lingering at The Full Flagon, besotted, hoping for one glimpse of The Traveling Harstead Players’ most captivating actor. If not for that, Aspen could have avoided all of this.

      Though if she’d done that, Cooperation and company would still be terrorizing the Harstead hills.

      “We’re together until this is solved,” Charm said.

      “Have you already forgotten your misguided rescue?” Too harsh, even if it was true. Aspen adjusted her tone. “You’re right that I didn’t study the scene in the tavern long enough to uncover the truth. Or I didn’t know you well enough to see it. But it goes both ways. You don’t know me or my style either. An unfamiliar team is a bigger liability than a solo fighter. Trust me.”

      How long had it taken before she’d trusted Strength at her back? How many times had she and Ayzeh been in each other’s way before they’d clicked? And they’d had a common foundation. She and Charm were from different worlds. They wouldn’t be able to predict and then complement each other’s decisions. That kind of understanding required time.

      “I understand if you aren’t very impressed with me,” Aspen said before Charm could work herself into a proper outrage. “But this is my realm now. Acting, petty theft, that’s yours. This is arson and murder. I don’t want you here for the fight, but I could use your help. Can you ride to Cheyford and get some constables for the aftermath?”

      “I’m not a good rider.”

      “Mouse can get you there,” Aspen said. It was a huge leap of faith, letting Charm ride Mouse, but at least Aspen knew for sure that Mouse would come back.
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      Mort was many things—a drunk, a lecher, a fool—but he wasn’t a liar. Aspen surveyed the charred remains of his home and felt a stirring of pity in her chest. She knew what it was like to get in over her head. She’d sunk deep, too, but she’d mostly managed to claw her way out. Mort hadn’t.

      The fire had clearly been set and then managed, because some of the walls still stood. They were blackened with ash, and a strong push would knock them over, but the Scale clearly intended to return to make something of this place. Hand the property deed to someone suitably afraid of them so they could profit off the land again.

      She walked through the skeleton of the house, open to the late afternoon sky since the thatched roof had burned, picking her way through mangled belongings. Aspen felt sick from the violence of it all. The pots and pans in the kitchen were dented beyond use, the round table scorched. A fine silt of ash covered the floors. Thatch, probably, or maybe it had once been blankets or clothes. In what might have been a bedroom, one lone shutter hung crooked from its hinge.

      It was a lot of house for one person. Did Mort have a neglected family somewhere? Would they ever get the chance to come back to this place and rebuild it?

      Once Aspen had walked the main house and the small barn, she began to lay traps. On one side of the barn, she knocked the boards loose so the slightest bump would send them crashing down. On the opposite wall, she pried a few free and laid them over a pit she’d dug, leaving just enough room for unwary attackers to fall through the boards and twist an ankle or gouge a leg. She covered the whole thing with a layer of dirt and hay.

      In the kitchen, she used scrap wood and broken furniture to shore up the walls and barricade all the entrances but one. As she worked, she found farm tools—scythes, shovels, pitchforks—and stashed them within easy reach. Anything could be a weapon. It never hurt to have extra.

      As the sun slipped behind the trees, Aspen wiped her wrist over her forehead, grimacing at the dusty streaks of sweat. She was used to being filthy, but these few days so close to Charm had made her notice it anew. Even after a day on horseback and a night on the forest floor, Charm had glowed. Aspen never glowed. Aspen’s sweat soaked her tunic and smelled like hard work. Instead of a glimmer of pink on the apples of her cheeks, her whole face turned red with exertion.

      But Charm wasn’t here. Aspen was. And thank all the trees in the Wood for that, because she couldn’t see Charm digging the holes that Aspen needed to even the odds.

      Aspen stopped once visibility, or the lack of it, became a danger. She ate a supper of hardtack and dried fruit from her saddlebags, not risking a fire, and then she settled inside the fortified remains of Mort’s home. She slept fitfully, waking at every noise, waiting for Cooperation. Mort had to have woken up by now and made contact with him. They’d be on their way as soon as they knew where she was.

      By the time dawn lit the sky, she was grateful to do something other than pretend to rest. She risked a climb into what remained of the barn loft, as rickety as it was, bringing her bow and her spyglass. Next to her weapons, it was the most valuable thing she owned. She scanned the horizon but saw no sign of Cooperation yet.

      But they were coming.

      Aspen had cultivated patience during her training. She still hated the hours before a fight. She ate again, adjusted her traps, checked her weapons (bow, sword, knife on her hips, two small daggers in her boots), stretched, used her spyglass, adjusted her traps one hair’s breadth from how they had been, checked her weapons (no change), and peered through her spyglass.

      There they were. With only a few lines of trees demarcating the fields, Falland’s open farmland and the low angle of the setting sun made it easy to spot an enemy’s approach.

      Three horses. The riders were indistinct. Was Mort with them? Aspen wasn’t sure if she should treat him as a victim or a threat.

      Not for the first time since she left the Scale, she wished for someone to give her direction. What would Integrity do in this situation?

      Eliminate the threat. Set things right as much as possible. Which meant Mort stayed alive and had his farm returned to him. It would take work to restore it, probably more than Mort was capable of, but that was his punishment for the situation.

      A steady trot brought her three enemies toward her. No doubt, Cooperation knew she had eyes on him and was taking his time as a show of how unconcerned he was. If he thought the three of them could intimidate her, he didn’t know her.

      She raised the bow. Her arrows were in easy reach. Once her opponents were comfortably in her range, she had three shots at most before she had to abandon her post. It wasn’t her preferred weapon—she was better on a longbow than a recurve, but the longbow was awkward in a niche like this one. Besides, she didn’t want to hit their horses, and they’d scatter quickly once she started shooting, so a faster weapon was better. The sun was at her back, so she’d have an extra moment while they tried to spot her against its glare.

      Taking a deep breath, she relaxed her muscles. She lowered her heart rate. Finesse work like this required concentration.

      She aimed at Cooperation. Wait for it. Wait for it.

      She fired.

      And missed.

      She hastily nocked an arrow as Cooperation called out a warning and orders. He and Niwa zigzagged to keep her from getting a clear shot. Unity and Mort shared a horse, which made them slower. She targeted them.

      A deep breath and then she released the string, letting it roll off her fingers as the arrow whistled past her cheek like a Wind danger call. This time, her aim was true. The arrow ripped through Unity’s shoulder and then Mort’s.

      Mort shouted in pain and slumped off the horse.

      Aspen couldn’t see if he got up because return fire had her cursing and abandoning her perch. She jumped down to ground level and peered out through one of the spy holes she’d made. Cooperation and Niwa had split so they could come at her from two directions. Cooperation was headed right for one of her ditches, so Aspen unsheathed her sword and waited for Niwa, hidden in the barn.

      A furious shout told her Cooperation had fallen.

      “She rigged it!” Cooperation called to his companions.

      “Yes, she did,” Aspen muttered before she leapt from her hiding spot.

      Niwa was on her guard, and Aspen’s initial attack didn’t land. Niwa dodged and slashed at Aspen with her long knife. Hers was barbed at the end, meant to do even more damage when it was pulled out. Aspen pivoted away.

      “You aren’t enough,” Niwa said as she swung at Aspen. “Even with your little tricks.”

      “I have to be,” Aspen said. “So I will be.”

      She jumped back to avoid the bite of Niwa’s blade. And then she swept her foot out. She caught Niwa’s ankles, and the woman buckled, but she didn’t fall. Still, she was off balance enough for Aspen to press the attack.

      Drive. Block. Swing. Duck.

      Aspen caught Niwa’s wrist. The barbed blade was inches from Aspen’s throat. Don’t think about that. She twisted the woman’s arm behind her back until the blade slipped from her grip. Aspen kicked it far out of reach.

      Niwa whirled. A different blade bit into Aspen’s side, its point slicing through the snakeskin leather vest she wore. Fuck. She stumbled back and touched her fingers to her side. It was a shallow stab, but it would grow more inconvenient the longer the fight went on.

      Aspen charged Niwa, driving her backward into the wall. She shouted as she did it, a wordless explosion of noise, and Niwa crashed into the loose boards. She flattened two as she fell backward. Two more slammed down on top of her. The whole barn groaned.

      Niwa grunted. Alive, then. Aspen picked up one of the boards and bashed her in the face for good measure.

      A footstep captured her attention. Cooperation stood in the barn’s entryway. Aspen jumped to the side and a throwing knife skittered across the dirt.

      Aspen sprinted for the kitchen. She made it into the house, but not all the way into the kitchen. He was hard on her heels. Cooperation was dirty from his fall into the pit, filthy sweat streaked across his forehead and his arms and hair clinging to his hair.

      His gaze dropped to the tear in Aspen’s vest. Blood hadn’t darkened the brown snakeskin, but he was keen enough to guess that she was bleeding. He’d target her left side. Better guard it well. She blinked sweat out of her eyes and then wiped her face on her sleeve.

      “No wife to rescue you this time?” Cooperation asked. “I looked for her when we rode in, but you’re alone again. Mort tried to tell me you were recruiting his neighbors. Clever of you to use him like you did.”

      “That’s me,” Aspen said. “The clever one.”

      Cooperation threw another knife. Aspen ducked, and he charged. He knocked her on her back, and she lost her grip on her sword. He swept it aside and then drew his fist back and punched her in the face.

      She took the blow and grunted at the impact. He drew back again, shifting his weight. She turned to the side, avoiding his next blow and throwing him off balance. She scrambled to her feet as he did the same. This time, she ran at him.

      She hit him in the side, just under his ribs. She hit him a second time and then a third. He got her good, right in her stab wound, and she cried out. She grabbed a fistful of his hair and yanked his head down to meet her knee as she drove it up.

      He bellowed as his nose cracked. Blood gushed. She shoved him as hard as she should, a hand on each shoulder, and he stumbled backward out the front door and collapsed.

      She turned in time to see Unity trying to sneak up behind her. He must have come in the back. She stepped sideways into the kitchen, grabbed a frying pan off the floor, and swung it at his face.

      Unity dodged, but since he was still bleeding from her shot, he was a touch slow. Aspen was brutal in her attack, aiming for his bad shoulder with the frying pan and hitting him with all she had. She thunked him on the head with the frying pan, dropped it, and then drove her elbow into the wound with cruel precision.

      He passed out.

      She tied his hands behind his back and left him prone in the room opposite the kitchen. Someone grabbed her from behind.

      Cooperation.

      He dragged her out of the house. He’d recovered faster than she anticipated, and now she was going to pay for her moment of inattention. His arm pressed against her neck, cutting off her airflow. She gripped his arm in both hands, one above his elbow and one below. She moved until her neck was in the crook of his elbow. The pressure was less there, and she could take a full breath.

      She crouched and threw him so he landed on his back. It was his turn to have the wind knocked out of him. He didn’t stay down for long. He came at her with quick fists and the occasional kick to keep her on her guard. Aspen guided the fight back toward the house. If she could get inside, she’d have the advantage. She knew the space. The walls would curtail his longer reach.

      On one kick, she grabbed his ankle and twisted until she could use a combination of his momentum and her own strength to throw him to the ground. Aspen dashed into the house. Cooperation braced himself on the threshold and coughed a wad of bloody mucus into the ash on the floor.

      She grabbed a charred chair leg, but when she turned to use it, Cooperation was already on his feet and too close. He ripped it out of her hands. She jumped back and he swung at her. The piece of wood was too long to dodge and it slammed into her right side, lighting her up with pain. She staggered backward, and Cooperation advanced. He hit her again, this time because she was too slow.

      He hit her a third time, and she lost her footing. They were in the remains of the kitchen now, and he tossed the wood aside and straddled her body. He fitted his hands around her neck and pressed down.

      She tried to twist him off of her like last time, but he’d learned, and his knees tightly gripped her sides. One of his knees dug into her stab wound so hard that she saw black. Her nails scrabbled against his arms, but he didn’t stop applying pressure to her throat. Shit, shit, shit. She needed out. She needed to hurt him.

      Her hands groped for something she could use. There was no air. She couldn’t think. Cooperation had told her once that he preferred hand-to-hand combat over weapons. He liked the intimacy of the kill.

      He leaned in until their mouths were almost touching.

      “I like to breathe my victim’s last breath,” he told her.

      An explosion, like a crack of thunder except louder and sharper, shook the entire house. Through the missing roof, Aspen could see the shimmer of fireworks as they sparkled and faded into the sky.

      Or maybe that was the lack of air.

      But the explosion startled Cooperation, too. He glanced up. His grip loosened. With his attention elsewhere, Aspen was able to rally and buck him off of her. She stumbled out of the house into a cloud of smoke. When it parted, there was Charm grinning and lighting another firework. She ran away as it started to burn.

      Back toward the wagons.

      The theater troupe. Charm’s theater troupe. Half a dozen wagons loaded with shouting actors and stagehands as they lit fireworks.

      “Spread out! Search the grounds in groups of three!” That must be a constable shouting.

      Aspen had asked Charm to find the Cheyford constabulary. She’d gotten more than she’d bargained for.

      “Niwa’s in the barn and Unity’s in the house,” Aspen called out. She turned just in time to see Cooperation running at her.

      They slammed into the muddy grass and rolled. He pinned her. Aspen tried to knee him in the balls, but his leg took the impact. He didn’t even grunt.

      She worked one arm free and had just enough space to jab him in his broken nose. A liquid burst of red rained down on her, and for one perplexed moment, she thought it was blood.

      She took advantage of the confusion to flip their position. Once she was on top of Cooperation with a hand on his throat, she wiped her face with her free hand and spat. The taste was wrong for blood. Too sweet, not coppery.

      Some Traveling Harstead Player had pelted Cooperation with a bladder of fake blood.

      Both of them were covered, slick and sticky with dirt, sweat, and blood both real and fake. Cooperation bared his teeth, a white gash in all the red.

      “I’m going to kill you in front of them,” he said, his voice a thin rasp, and stabbed two fingers into her wound.

      Aspen roared in pain. She fumbled for the small knife in her boot. There would be no tying him up, no knocking him unconscious, no handing him into the magistrate’s custody. Only one of them was coming out of this alive.

      It had to be her.

      The knife came free. Aspen removed her hand from his throat and killed him with one fast slash. Blood spurted. His hand dropped away from her wound. Cooperation gurgled and died.

      Aspen spat on the ground and then collapsed. Everything hurt. One last firework screamed into the sky and shattered into blue sparks. She closed her eyes.

      Charm’s voice rang out. “Don’t put him away yet, that one’s mine!”

      Aspen squinted into the lingering smoke and the dimness of dusk. Charm marched across the ground toward a small group of people, two standing constables with torches and Mort on his knees with his hands cuffed behind his back.

      “This is for grabbing me in the tavern.” Charm punched him in the face. She shook out her fingers, remade her fist, and punched him again. “And that one is for Aspen.”

      That was sweet. She needed a lesson in good form, but it was the thought that counted.

      “Aspen?” Charm loomed over her. “Oh, thank Gods, I thought you were dead!”

      “Not me. Him.” Aspen hacked up some blood. “S’not that bad. They get the others?”

      “Unity and Niwa are in custody,” Charm said. Her skirts poofed as she sat on the disgusting ground right next to Aspen. “The constables wanted Mort taken to the magistrate in Ilgate, too. I don’t know if they’ll keep him, but apparently he’s got a wife and two kids who’ll inherit this place—whatever that’s worth. The neighbors might take up a collection to help them out. Flick, bring me some water! Aspen needs a healer!”

      “M’fine.”

      “Lying is a sin, Aspen,” Charm said. She’d acquired a wet cloth from somewhere and was sponging at Aspen’s face.

      “You gotta put your thumb on the outside and hit with your knuckles,” Aspen said. She demonstrated weakly. Her arm hurt too much for more.

      “Are you trying to teach me to throw a punch while flat on your back and covered in blood?”

      Aspen’s throat was scratchy and her mouth tasted foul. She wanted to spit again, or maybe throw up, but Charm was right there, so she forced a few words out instead. “Not all mine. If you’re gonna punch people, you gotta do it right.”

      “Correct my form later, when we’re sure you haven’t died of blood poisoning,” Charm said. “I can’t even see where your wounds are.”

      “Worst one’s in my side. Needs one of Tescui’s poultices.”

      “I don’t know who or what that is.”

      “A friend. A Rain healer. She makes good stuff. Keep some in the saddlebags. It’ll stop the wound from going bad.”

      Charm briefly stopped nagging her, so Aspen was able to enjoy her full array of cuts and bruises in all their sharp, throbbing intensity. Underneath, there was the ache of what she’d done. She’d killed Cooperation. Slit his throat. Ended his life.

      He would have killed her, Aspen knew. He would have taken sick pleasure in it. She didn’t regret his loss, exactly—she wasn’t suffering under the impression that he’d ever change for the better—but she regretted the kill. Sometimes you had to. But if you didn’t carry the weight of it, killing got easier and easier.

      Aspen didn’t want it to be easy.

      Charm returned. She sat down again and began to go through one of Aspen’s saddlebags. There was the rustle of fabric and the clink of glass jars. “Somehow you look worse than when I left you. Are you sick?”

      “Just don’t like killing, that’s all.”

      “You don’t?”

      Aspen grunted. Being mistaken for someone as cold-blooded as Cooperation hurt. So did Charm jostling her wound. As Charm deftly undid the buttons of her vest, Aspen said, “M’good at it. Don’t like it.”

      It was a poor explanation, but Aspen’s head was full of drying mortar and her side was on fire. Charm pulled up her shirt and began to clean out her wound, her hand soft against Aspen’s side. Still, Aspen hissed at the sting.

      “Can you sit up?” Charm asked.

      “Yeah.”

      Aspen let Charm pull her upright. She didn’t stop Charm from slipping the vest over her arms and the shirt over her head. The band of linen around her breasts was little more than a rag. Charm carefully cleaned around it. Her touch was gentle. She said nothing inappropriate.

      Charm pressed the moss poultice into Aspen’s side. The magic hummed on contact with her skin. It took a talented healer to craft one of these. Luckily, Tescui was the best. Her poultices could stay fresh for months, and the magic only started working when they touched a wound.

      Charm asked, “Does… Tescui usually do this for you?”

      “I go see her if it’s bad. But usually I clean myself up.”

      “You’re close, you and Tescui.”

      Aspen huffed with laughter and then with pain. “She’s seventy-seven and mean as an alley cat.”

      “There are as many ways to live as there are lives,” Charm said. She was quoting a play, Aspen thought, but not one Aspen knew. “And I don’t know what you like.”

      “Not that,” Aspen said. “Not like you mean, anyway. She’s a friend.”

      It took a long time before Aspen was patched up. By then, some of the constables had dug a grave for Cooperation and the troupe had circled the wagons and started a bonfire. Aspen didn’t feel up to joining, so Charm fetched her a fresh shirt—mustard yellow, far too big—from some box of costumes. She and Charm stayed where they were, side by side, blanketed by darkness, and then Charm fished a metal flask out of her skirts, took a drink, and offered it to Aspen.

      “Don’t know what you usually do after a fight, but this was my best guess,” Charm said. Even with the whooping of the actors a dozen feet away, Aspen heard her soft voice clearly.

      When she’d worked with Ayzeh, back before, she’d usually pressed him into the mattress—or any convenient wall—after a victory. Ayzeh had liked it that way. Hard, fast, a lot like sparring, usually Aspen on top. Charm seemed like she’d be bossier.

      Aspen choked on her swallow of the fiery alcohol in the flask, coughed, and hoped they were far enough from the fire that Charm couldn’t see the color of her face.

      When she could speak again, she said, “Usually I just get back on Mouse and ride away.” That was more or less true for the years since she’d left the Scale.

      “A classic ballad ending,” Charm said.

      Aspen had never heard a ballad wrap up with the hero battered, limping, and hoping the pay from the job would cover the cost of healing as well as food and lodging until the next wealthy widow needed escort or the next rabid bear needed dispatching. Tales rarely represented reality.

      There were a few details from tonight’s story that Aspen didn’t quite understand. “Why did you bring the troupe instead of just the constables?”

      “Are you disregarding our brave contributions to the fight?” Charm asked. “I know my people. I don’t know the constables. I wasn’t sure they’d help. Besides, the troupe had already agreed to get involved.” Charm touched the mirror-shard necklace hanging from her throat. “Flick and I can always talk to each other. When I got out of jail, I let Flick know. They were heading for Ilgate anyway. But I asked them to stay near Cheyford when it became clear we were coming back this way.”

      “And the fireworks?”

      “The troupe always has some powder on hand for special effects,” Charm said, and Aspen remembered the explosions in their performance of Calamity’s Dance. “I may have requisitioned a few other things from the Ilgate commons.”

      “Requisitioned,” Aspen repeated. “Care to explain how you got out of jail, or why you fainted afterward?”

      “Nope.”

      Despite herself, Aspen laughed. The motion hurt. She took another drink, grateful for the numbing burn.

      As she passed the flask back, she examined Charm’s hand, running the pads of her fingers carefully over the scraped knuckles. Everywhere else, Charm’s skin was soft, plump, smooth. “You need salve on those.”

      Aspen pulled a pot of salve out of her bag. She held Charm’s hand and dabbed at her knuckles. When Charm didn’t recoil at her rough, callused touch, Aspen curled Charm’s fingers toward her palm. “Like this. Thumb on top.”

      “You know I don’t intend to make a habit of punching people,” Charm said.

      “It’s good to know how,” Aspen insisted. It was important. Everyone should know how. Sometimes you were your only defense.

      “In your life, maybe. I don’t have time to start fistfights, I have to star in Calamity’s Dance in Ilgate the night after next.”

      Aspen paused at this reminder that they had separate lives. “Right.”

      “Where are you headed?”

      “I don’t know, exactly. I need to stay in the area to investigate all the other pins on Napier’s map. If it’s the Scale causing so much trouble around here, I… I don’t know what I’ll do, but I need to know.”

      “You know, the troupe’s scheduled to perform in Ilgate for the next two weeks. There’s probably lots to investigate around there. And you could see me perform again.” Charm scooted closer and then laid her head on Aspen’s shoulder.

      In the distance, the troupe’s conversation had coalesced into song. Someone was drumming a beat. Some of them were dancing. The fire painted their colorful wagons with long, twisting shadows. Laughter rose into the air.

      Charm was warm against her side.

      “You know,” Aspen said. “I think I’d like that.”
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      The Traveling Harstead Players kept late hours, but Aspen continued to rise with the sun. It was hard to break the habit.

      Besides, her morning stretches and sword practice were more peaceful when Charm was asleep. Aspen was a thirty-seven-year old woman. It should not make her giddy to be whistled at, even if the whistler happened to be stunning. If anybody asked, Aspen preferred to exercise without an audience.

      She certainly did not miss Charm in the hours between dawn and late morning, which was when Charm usually emerged from one of the troupe’s painted wagons demanding pastries and tea. That would be absurd. Aspen was trying very hard not to be absurd.

      Her travel with the troupe was only temporary. They were performing in a few different towns in the valley where it just so happened that Aspen had business. Having worked as a guard for many rich widows journeying alone, Aspen knew the dangers of the road. Syndicates charging exorbitant bridge tolls, bandits, giant ohla birds on rampages—even for someone as skilled as Aspen, it made sense to travel in groups.

      And Charm had suggested that Aspen accompany them.

      Gainsaying Charm was futile. That was why Charm was on the road beside her on this crisp autumn day, riding a cantankerous mare named Ruby, complaining vociferously about the hour and otherwise critiquing all of Aspen’s choices.

      Aspen ignored her. It was the twelfth day of Bare Branch Moon, but the early morning fog had cleared and the sun had emerged. A nice day for a ride if you liked that sort of thing, which Charm, who bumped along on her horse like an especially lovely sack of potatoes, did not. But she’d insisted on coming, even though Aspen’s investigation into the Hanging Scale’s presence in this valley had nothing to do with her.

      Well, almost nothing.

      “I think when we find Hope, you should let me do the talking,” Charm said. “I’m better at people than you.”

      Hope Earby Bingham was a farmer who had been coerced into paying protection to some members of the Hanging Scale. A few days ago, Aspen had violently interrupted the protection scheme by putting two of its thugs in jail and killing the leader in self defense. She needed to know if those three were the only members of her former secret society in the area, or if she’d have to hunt down others.

      It made Aspen sick to think of how low the Scale had stooped. They used to stand for something.

      “What gender is Hope?” Charm asked.

      “Mort said ‘he’ in his interview,” Aspen said. Mortification Cooper Leighton had been another farmer caught up in the protection scheme, though by the end he’d been almost as much perpetrator as victim. She studied Charm. “Are you trying to figure out if you can seduce information out of Hope?”

      “His gender wouldn’t tell me that,” Charm said. “And it’s nicer to seduce people than to loom over them with a sword.”

      Aspen wasn’t sure about that. Using her height and her strength and her sword was honest.

      And here she went, thinking about the kiss again. The wondrous, mind-addling kiss that Charm had used to rob her. Aspen hadn’t been kissed like that in years. The memory stirred longing—followed swiftly by crushing humiliation.

      It was a problem. Aspen thought about the kiss every time Charm curved her full lips into an inviting smile. Every time she twisted them in disgust or mock anger. Every time she opened them to complain that Aspen was impossible, or boring, or impossibly boring. Every time she ate a pastry, which Aspen was convinced she did in a deliberately sexual manner.

      Every time Charm was Charm, which was all the time, and branch, leaf, and root, the woman had turned Aspen’s brain to mush.

      Except Charm wasn’t Charm all the time. She was a professional actor and a thief on the side. Aspen didn’t sleep with people she didn’t trust. She definitely wasn’t going to sleep with Charm, even though Charm suggested it with a frequency and brazenness that Aspen found both enticing and appalling, and by all the Trees in the fucking Wood, Aspen had to stop thinking about the kiss.

      She nudged Mouse into a trot as if her house could carry her away from her thoughts.

      “Hey!” Charm called. “Don’t leave me behind.”

      “Your horse can also trot.”

      “I don’t think she understood me,” Charm said. “Translate for me.”

      Aspen laughed. She slowed Mouse to a walk so Charm and Ruby could catch up. “That isn’t how it works. People of the Wood can’t talk to animals, not the way we talk to humans. We just understand each other. And Ruby knows what you want. She doesn’t accept your authority.”

      “Does she accept yours?”

      “She will,” Aspen said, as much to reassure Charm as to warn Ruby.

      If horses could laugh, Mouse would be laughing. Aspen didn’t give her a lot of orders. They stuck together because Mouse liked her.

      Ruby, on the other hand, wasn’t the type of horse to answer polite requests. But Aspen wouldn’t countenance any funny business. At the first hint of danger, it was Aspen’s instincts that would be obeyed. She said to Charm, “Ask Ruby again like you mean it.”

      Instead of tapping her heel into Ruby, Charm kicked her into a canter. Ruby, who never missed an opportunity for wickedness, obliged. Charm shrieked. Her long dark hair streamed in the wind for an instant and then dropped over her shoulders in curly chaos as she was dumped into the road. She landed safely on her butt.

      Charm groaned, but Aspen was pretty sure it was theatrics. She knew what a bad fall looked like. Charm might have a bruise, but she hadn’t broken anything.

      “Ruby,” Aspen yelled.

      Ruby stopped her gloating little jaunt down the road, turned, and walked slowly back.

      Aspen dismounted and helped Charm to her feet. She did not think about how warm Charm’s hands were even through her gloves, or how they might feel bare, because Aspen had trained for years to develop a warrior’s extraordinary mental discipline and focus. She refused to be undone by one woman’s elegant right hand.

      Charm dusted her skirts off. “You’re trying to kill me.”

      “I’m trying to teach you to ride a horse,” Aspen said. “It was a good fall. You can’t be a good rider without a few falls.”

      “Ugh.” Charm scowled at Ruby.

      “Do you want to ride Mouse instead?” Aspen asked. Mouse had never taken to anyone but Aspen, but a few days ago, in an astonishing turn of events, she’d been sweet and demure for Charm. Aspen still felt duped. You thought you knew a horse...

      “Yes,” Charm said eagerly.

      Aspen let Charm step into her joined hands to mount. Even her boots were pretty. No. Stop that. The proximity of her thighs to Aspen’s face could not be contemplated, not even for a second.

      “I love you, Mouse,” Charm cooed. “You’re a nice horse.”

      Mouse had bitten and kicked too many bandits for that to be true, not to mention her habit of passive-aggressively shitting in the proximity of any human or horse she didn’t care for. But Mouse was preening under Charm’s attention, and Aspen’s toes were too close to Mouse’s hooves to mention any of that aloud.

      “You didn’t have to come, you know,” Aspen said. She mounted Ruby and set off down the road at a sedate pace.

      Both Charm and Mouse glared at Aspen for her rudeness, which was a betrayal of the highest order on Mouse’s part.

      “I’m just saying,” Aspen said. “You’re not a rider.”

      “If you’d wanted to go alone, you would have left while I was still asleep.” Charm smirked.

      Irritatingly, it was true. Aspen could have left when dawn was breaking. She’d even considered it, slipping out while everyone was asleep. But she hated the idea of leaving without seeing Charm. One of these times, it would be the last.

      Besides, if Charm wanted something, she couldn’t be stopped. And she would always do whatever was most inconvenient to Aspen, which meant she would have followed on her own, and then Aspen wouldn’t have been there to help her up after Ruby tossed her into the road.

      It would be a bad idea to say any of that.

      Aspen sighed. “You’re right that you’re better at people than me. You might be of some use when we talk to Hope. Maybe. If you don’t improvise too wildly.”

      “I beg your pardon,” Charm said. “I excel at improv.”

      “I don’t,” Aspen said. “Not with people I don’t trust.”

      Charm’s expression pinched with hurt. Shit.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just—we don’t know each other,” Aspen said. “Not like we’d need to know each other in a fight.”

      “We’re not planning to fight Hope, just talk to him,” Charm said. “I seem to recall saving you with some wild improvisation a mere few days ago.”

      “I’d prefer to avoid anything like that,” Aspen said. Her skin was mottled with bruises from being hit with chairs and thrown through walls. There were dark marks pressed into her throat from where Cooperation had nearly succeeded in choking her to death. It was Charm’s timely arrival, and her troupe’s raucous distraction, that had given Aspen the edge in the fight. “If things go wrong with Hope, I’ll handle it.”

      Charm’s gaze lingered on Aspen’s side where she wore a bandage over a healing stab wound, the worst of the injuries from the fight. She raised the dark arch of one eyebrow in eloquent silence.

      Aspen opened her mouth, searching for the words to salvage this conversation, but they arrived at Hope’s farmhouse too soon.

      Ah well. Maybe he’d be evil and then Aspen could fight him. She was good at that.
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        * * *

      

      Hope was not evil.

      He was also not helpful, not even in the face of Charm’s best persuasive techniques, which Aspen had to admit were more varied and subtle than she’d given Charm credit for.

      But a man couldn’t give an answer he didn’t know, and Hope had nothing to offer them on the subject of whether more of Aspen’s ex-colleagues might be hanging around the valley threatening and extorting innocents—or hunting Aspen.

      They left the farmhouse dejected, and Aspen was faced with a long ride home and another conversation she’d inevitably screw up.

      “You were good in there,” Aspen started. Charm was riding Mouse again. She probably didn’t know what an unbelievable act of generosity this was on Aspen’s part, but Aspen was too embarrassed to explain that. “I’m sorry about what I said earlier about not trusting you. It’s just that—”

      “It’s just that you don’t trust me,” Charm said.

      “I—” Aspen didn’t even get a chance to make her argument before Charm held up a hand to silence her. Worse, Aspen shut her mouth at the nonverbal command.

      “Don’t pretend, you’re not any good at it.”

      “That’s just it.” Aspen took a deep breath in order to sort out her thoughts. “I am, at my core, predictable. If you know me, you can predict what I’ll do. The people I work for, wealthy merchants, trade caravans, they’re predictable. Actors, chameleons who can change at any moment, they’re not.”

      “Predictable is boring,” Charm declared. “So I hesitate to admit this. But I am, in fact, entirely predictable. You already know the only thing you need to know about me: I always do exactly what I want.”

      “You can’t live like that,” Aspen said, horrified for reasons she couldn’t name.

      “I assure you, you can.”

      “But—but there are rules, and right and wrong, and other people, and—” Aspen stopped. She’d been on the verge of saying something she’d never live down, like you can’t trust anything that makes you feel good. Comradeship had made her feel good at the the Hanging Scale, and look how that had gone. Instead, she said, “And I don’t know what you want.”

      “I make that clear every morning and every evening when you do your showing off,” Charm said.

      “It’s exercise,” Aspen said, throwing her hands up. “I stretch to prevent future back pain. How many times do I have to explain this?”

      “Probably as many times as I have to explain what you could do with your superb athleticism,” Charm said.

      Saying outrageous things never flustered her. Meanwhile, Aspen had yet to remain unaffected by a comment on the strength of her shoulders or the dexterity of her hands. How could one woman twist her into all these knots? She wanted Charm’s attention and then, once she had it, she wished she could hide. By now she really should have gently explained that she would never sleep with anyone she didn’t know and trust and preferably have some kind of sworn commitment to. The words stuck in her throat.

      “See?” Aspen said. “We can’t even talk about exercise without miscommunication. And we had plenty of assumptions gone wrong on our last adventure. I don’t know you well enough to guess what you’d do in a given situation. And you don’t know the same for me.”

      “We can learn. And while we’re at it, we can learn from each other,” Charm decided. “I’ll teach you to be better with people and more spontaneous and fun. And you can try to teach me...” She waved her hand in the air as if she couldn’t think of something Aspen could teach her.

      “Order?” Aspen offered. “Structure? How to ride a horse? How to throw a punch?”

      “Psh,” Charm said. “Maybe some of those fancy knife tricks. I could work them into one of our performances. But why do you care so much about order and structure? I thought you fighting types would prefer unpredictability. If your opponent knows you too well, won’t you run into their knife?”

      “I’d have to be incredibly bad at what I did to run into my opponent’s weapons,” Aspen said. “But, to your point, I don’t want to be predictable to my enemies. Only my friends.”

      “Are you saying you want to be my friend?” Charm asked. “It’s a little less carnal than what I was thinking, but I can work with that.”

      Aspen’s mind blanked. Did she want to be Charm’s friend? Aspen didn’t have a lot of friends. When she was with the Hanging Scale, she had her mentor and trainer, Integrity. She had people she worked with like Strength. Her only true friend was Ayzeh. Maybe that wasn’t true anymore. She hadn’t seen him since he left the Scale and she stayed. That was five years ago. A lot of things could change in five years.

      Did she… was she friendless?

      Frugality had had friends, but they’d never been hers. Was Tescui her friend? No, Tescui was a cranky old woman who sometimes set her broken bones in exchange for Aspen fixing stuff around her house. Not a friend.

      She had one friend. Maybe. Possibly. Two, counting her horse. That was depressing.

      “I’m making sure there are no more Scale around causing trouble for the local farmers and then I’m moving on,” Aspen said. This was why she didn’t have friends. She wasn’t in one place long enough to make or keep them.

      “Where are you headed?”

      Aspen shrugged. “Asemnu Eyzo, maybe.”

      “The Sun Realm?” Charm sounded eager, even interested.

      Aspen needed to cut that off at the pass. “You’re part of the Traveling Harstead Players. It means you stick close to Harstead.”

      “The troupe does.”

      “You’re the lead actor,” Aspen reminded her.

      “I have an understudy.” Charm offered a wide smile. “You’re the one who wants to be friends. Friends travel together.”

      “I don’t—” Aspen was saved from saying something horrifying like I don’t want to be your friend by a high-pitched scream. Aspen kicked Ruby into a gallop and they ran toward the sound.

      As they rode around the bend of the hill a thatched-roof farmhouse came into view, sturdy and whitewashed, with flowers in the windows and a tidy yard in front. A person in skirts stood on the doorstep, hands over their mouth, while two people in trousers tussled in the dust of the path up to the door.

      “Stop!” the person in skirts cried, dropping their hands to hug their waist, and yes, that was definitely the voice Aspen had heard screaming moments ago. “Rex, just stop it, please! You’ll kill him—or he’ll hurt you!”

      The fighters were probably men, then. Which one was Rex remained unclear.

      The men ignored the plea. The one on top landed a hit, driving his fist into the other one’s ribs. Reading a fight was one of Aspen’s skills, but this one brought her up short. They could have been twins. The one on top wore a brown tunic and scuffed boots. The one on the bottom wore a white shirt and trousers and his boots were newer. They were both pale-skinned and brown-haired. Maybe their faces would have been distinct if they weren’t squirming in the dust. For now, clothes were the only way to tell them apart.

      White-shirt grunted and kneed brown-tunic in the balls. Aspen had seen enough. She slid off Mouse, dropping the reins, and strode forward, grabbing white-shirt by the scruff of the neck and yanking him to the side, dropping him in the dirt. He went limp, gasping on his back, as brown-tunic scrambled upright.

      Aspen put her hands on her hips and looked from one to the other, then at the person on the steps. They met her eyes, theirs wide and deep brown and brimming with emotion, and burst into tears.

      Aspen took a step forward toward her and was distracted by a flash of movement on her right. She pivoted to catch brown-tunic around the waist as he lunged toward white-shirt, then tossed him back in the dust again.

      The person on the steps wasn’t crying audibly anymore. Charm had embraced them. They were a little taller than Charm and had averted their face from the fight. Charm patted them on the back and gave Aspen a meaningful look.

      Aspen had no idea what its meaning actually was, so she ignored it. “Get them inside,” she said instead. “I’ll find out what’s going on with these two.”
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      Charm could get a life story out of anyone, but with Audacity Granger, she didn’t even have to try.

      They sat on wooden chairs in Audacity’s neat little kitchen. Audacity rested her elbows on her knees and massaged her temples. She had dark brown skin and a soft halo of tight black curls. “I didn’t know he was different,” she said. “I thought he was the same man.”

      “They do look similar,” Charm agreed. She hadn’t gotten much of a look at the two pale-skinned, thirty-something men wrestling in the dirt before Aspen had broken up the fight, but she’d seen enough. Neither of them was handsome enough to deserve Audacity, but then again, Charm really didn’t go in for men. They were fine to flirt with, but she lost interest after emptying their pockets. “Rectitude and Rex.”

      Audacity covered her face with her hands. “I lied. I did know they were different.”

      Far be it from Charm to judge anyone for lying. She waited.

      “Rectitude was… he was a hard man to be married to,” Audacity said. “He drank.”

      Charm reached out and patted Audacity’s wrist. “It’s all right,” she said.

      “When he disappeared—” she swallowed audibly, shook her head. “I was so confused. I thought he’d found some new woman, that he’d stay away. I missed him, but I was glad at the same time, you know?”

      Audacity held both of her hands like her emotions could only be conveyed through touch. Charm let her squeeze. “When did he leave?”

      “Three years ago,” she replied. “And then Rex came back in the spring.”

      “This year?” asked Charm. “And said he was Rectitude?”

      “And he looked like him, and he knew his history, knew about me and about our life and it was—” She closed her eyes and dropped her face into her hands. “He let me be. He was kind. I hadn’t—I hadn’t realized how marriage could be. It was easier to pretend he was my husband. I told myself he was just an extra hand to help the girls and I work the farm, but—it was more than that.”

      “Girls?” Charm asked. There wasn’t anyone else in the house. “Do you and Rectitude have children?”

      “No, no, I, ah—drank a tea against that. Didn’t want him to treat a child the way he treated me.” Audacity raised her head and made eye contact with Charm. “I know I should have left him. Should have tried to prove grounds for a divorce.”

      “You can’t just get one?” Uninterested in marriage, Charm knew even less about divorce. “You have to prove you need one?”

      “You do. The magistrates don’t always grant it, either. And I could have run, but where? And it sounds silly now, but I guess in my heart, I hoped he’d change. I liked the man I married.”

      “I understand,” Charm said. It was what Audacity needed to hear.

      “Anyway, I told Rectitude that my tea was headache medicine and he was never the wiser. The girls I took in after he left. They needed me and I needed them. They’re out today and I’m so glad they didn’t see that fight. Wouldn’t have been able to keep Percy out of it. If Rectitude takes the farm…”

      “They’re not his children, so they’ll have nowhere to go,” Charm finished. “When Rex arrived and you thought he was Rectitude, were you angry?”

      “I was, but he won me over. He’s good to me. Good to the girls, too. It was like a dream. The man I married, but the way I wanted him to be—kind, helpful, loving. I fell in love with Rex.”

      “Only natural. He was everything you wanted,” said Charm, watching Audacity’s eyes flick to the door, still cracked ajar.

      Aspen and the two men’s voices drifted through occasionally, raised but not clear enough to understand the words. Aspen’s tone was commanding, one of the men’s sullen, the other with a hint of a whine. Charm was glad she was in here getting the real story rather than dealing with them.

      “I have to ask,” says Charm. “Does Rex know?”

      “Does Rex know what?”

      “He knows that you know that he’s not Rectitude, right?”

      Audacity was silent.

      “He must know. It’s been months, hasn’t it?”

      “I don’t know,” said Audacity finally. “He—we’ve never talked about it, not really.”

      “You haven’t talked about it,” said Charm. “About the fact that he’s not your husband.”

      “He’s my husband.” Audacity met her eyes, a hint of steel in them. “In all the ways that matter, he’s my husband. I love him, and he’s kept this farm running when I was about to lose it on my own. He’s been good to my girls, when Rectitude would have thrown them out the moment I asked if they could stay. He’s my husband, not the man who mistreated me.”

      Charm sat back in the chair and considered the woman in front of her. On the one hand, she was intrigued. What an incredible story: a man replaced, a woman satisfied, a family and a farm saved. What else could you ask for in a tale? On the other hand, law, the rights of old Rectitude, et cetera, et cetera. In the strictest interpretation of the law, Rex could be jailed for impersonation, for the theft of six months’ production of the farm, for all manner of petty crimes if the judge felt it appropriate. He was lucky they weren’t in Rispland to the south, where he’d be likely hanged for adultery.

      “You know what it’s like to be in love,” said Audacity. “The way you and your wife look at each other—” she sighed, rubbing her hands against her fabric-draped knees. “Rex and I have that. I can’t lose it.”

      Wife? Oh, Aspen. Audacity thought Charm and Aspen were married. Because they traveled together? An easy miscommunication to correct, but also an easy part to play. Charm had already pretended to be Aspen’s wife. There had been a spectacular kiss involved.

      Also a violent mess with Mort and the Scale. Then again, that kiss. And Aspen cuddling her to keep her warm at night, and Aspen kneeling down to help her mount a horse, and Aspen patching her up and chastising her about throwing better punches. Plus, there’d been the triumph of a perfectly hit cue when Charm had arrived on the scene to rescue Aspen. All in all, a grand time.

      And Aspen was hanging around now, which was excellent, because for some reason they still hadn’t fucked. People didn’t say no to Charm very often. The novelty intrigued her. Also, Aspen’s enormous shoulders.

      The way Charm looked at Aspen wasn’t love. It was lust.

      Aspen poked her head in the door to check on them, which was a very Aspen thing to do: a kindness, but a pointless one. There were two men intent on throttling each other outside, full of pent-up rage and aggression, and Aspen was worried about Charm meeting with a sobbing woman.

      “She’s so good to you,” Audacity said with enough envy in her tone for even Aspen to realize what she was saying.

      Aspen narrowed her eyes at Charm, obviously assuming she’d engineered this. Charm hadn’t planted this idea of love in Audacity’s head. If anything, it was Aspen’s fault. The way Aspen had ordered Mouse, and therefore Charm, back as she waded into the fight between the men. She’d chosen Charm’s safety and wellbeing over her own. Audacity had seen that.

      “The men have cooled down?” Charm asked, because teasing Aspen was only fun if there was no imminent threat.

      “Ruby and Mouse have them in hand at the moment,” Aspen answered. She tilted her head, amended her words. “In mouth, I suppose.”

      So literal. So obsessed with things like truth. Quaint and adorable. Also, tall, striking, with short-cropped hair, muscles for days, and the kind of persevering gaze that sent chills down Charm’s back. Even the first night they’d met in Cheyford, hours before they’d spoken, Charm had noticed Aspen in the audience.

      Aspen had leaned toward the stage, toward Charm herself, radiating the attention Charm thrived on. When Flick had told Charm that she had an admirer at The Full Flagon, Charm had eagerly awaited a tumble in the sheets.

      And then, while Charm had been carefully and skillfully divesting Mortification of his purse, Aspen had blundered in and almost caused a tavern brawl. She’d been prepared to fight a man over some light groping.

      It was… sweet. Misguided and unnecessary, but sweet.

      And she’d lifted Charm off Mort’s lap and onto the table effortlessly, and that was hot as hell.

      Charm wasn’t going to marry her over it. Nothing was worth entangling your life with someone else’s so much that you ended up handing someone else the power to break your heart, or trapped like Audacity had been. Risky and miserable. Charm had already lost enough, thank you. And she’d arranged her life just to her liking, and there was plenty of love in it. She loved standing ovations, pastries with sweet jam, and successful purse lifts. People, too: Flick, the troupe, unsuspecting marks, adoring audiences. Herself, of course.

      “Rex is okay?” Audacity asked. She clutched her hands in her skirts, the perfect picture of a concerned wife.

      Aspen, predictably, softened at the sight. This was the fondness Charm craved. The undivided attention. The concern. “The one in the white shirt,” Aspen said.

      Audacity’s curls bounced as she confirmed that with a movement of her head.

      She was a very pretty woman, and the tears were exactly the kind of thing susceptible, noble fools fell for. Audacity already had two men fighting over her in the yard—she didn’t need Aspen thrown into the mix.

      “How could you tell?” Charm asked. The two men were so similar that one had been posing as the other, unnoticed, for months.

      “You love him,” Aspen said to Audacity, who nodded again. Aspen glanced at Charm. “She loves him.”

      “And?” Charm asked.

      “And brown-tunic tried a cheap shot. He was more concerned with continuing the fight. White-shirt asked how Audacity was.” Aspen shrugged as if this was the kind of analysis anyone could do in the middle of a scuffle. To Audacity, Aspen said, “Uh, Rex. Not white-shirt. May I tell him how you’re doing?”

      “Rex is my husband,” Audacity said. “Not the other one. Rectitude.” She rubbed her wrist as she talked.

      It was a nervous gesture because she was lying, Charm assumed. Or perhaps it was a form of self-comfort. But Aspen went rigid. She clenched her jaw and flexed her hands like she wanted to form two fists and hit someone.

      Charm studied Aspen like the veins of her forearms could explain her behavior.

      “May I have a moment to speak with Charm?” Aspen asked.

      Some of Audicity’s fear melted away. She turned a soft, knowing smile on the two of them. “Of course. I’ll put some water on, prepare us some tea. I should have offered before. I’ve been a terrible host.”

      “Extenuating circumstances,” Aspen said with a reassuring smile. As soon as Audacity drifted into the kitchen, Aspen dropped her voice to a whisper. “Why is she looking at us like that?”

      “Oh, that. She thinks we’re married.” Charm clapped a hand over Aspen’s mouth before she could loudly object. “Focus. Why did you come in?”

      “Both men are convinced they are Audacity’s wife,” Aspen said.

      “She says Rex is her husband.” Charm hesitated, unsure of whether to share the whole truth. Aspen could be narrow-minded when it came to the rules. Charm had no desire to see Audacity reunited with a man she didn’t want. But the law and the religion of the area were clear. Rectitude was her husband.

      “Is he?”

      “He isn’t.” Charm’s voice was as low as Aspen’s. She found herself in the unfamiliar, heart-pounding position of hoping her trust was rewarded, and didn’t care for it.

      If this was what it was like to have feelings for someone, Charm was glad it didn’t happen to her often. All of this nonsense with Aspen was only because she was rarely rebuffed. And because Aspen was an astoundingly good kisser, and Charm knew what it was like to rub against the hard planes of her body and wanted to do it again with fewer clothes on. One good night with Aspen to fuck all of this out of her system and then she would be fine. Aspen would leave to continue her crusade of sadness and justice, and Charm would continue to dazzle crowds every night from the stage.

      “We need to go to Ilgate,” Aspen said.

      “We what?” Maybe Aspen was onto something here with friendship and predictability. Charm knew what she intended. “What is your obsession with prison cells? Is this a childhood thing? Why don’t you just kill him?”

      It was the wrong thing to say. Aspen’s expression smoothed out, and she took a step back. She was stiff again, like she’d shoved one of those famous Greendell pine trees up her ass. “This is a legal matter. It isn’t our place to resolve it.”

      “But you—” Charm gestured to Aspen’s whole self. She’d jumped in at The Full Flagon when she thought Charm needed help. She’d waded into the fight between the two men when they arrived. “You should finish what you started.”

      “I kept two men from harming each other.” Aspen’s gaze darted to the kitchen for a moment, where they could see Audacity’s back as she watched the stove. “If we leave right now, they’ll just go back to trying to kill each other. I can’t let that happen, but I don’t have a way to stop it, short of dealing one of them serious bodily injury or death. Whatever you might think of me, I don’t relish the thought of that. We need a magistrate. There’s the property dispute to resolve as well.”

      “Property?” Charm demanded.

      “The farm,” Aspen said. “This isn’t Rispland. If it was, I wouldn’t trust the law. No man in robes can turn a woman into a thing to be owned.” Aspen took a deep breath. “They’ll present their case to the magistrate to determine who is married to whom and who owns the farm. Our part ends once everyone is safely in Ilgate.”

      “I could persuade Rectitude to leave,” Charm mused. “Since we’re not doing things your way.” It wouldn’t take much. A brush of her fingers, maybe a few flutters of her eyelashes. Rectitude had already left once. Charm could play to his flighty nature. It was always easier to convince someone to do something they wanted to do.

      Except Aspen.

      “He would come back, and we wouldn’t be here.” Aspen shook her head. “People like him, they don’t easily let go of what they want. And I’m not staying here. Are you?”

      “At a random farmhouse we happened across?” Charm scoffed. “It’d be hard to continue my theatrical career.”

      Besides, this was a home. Like love and marriage and safety, it was a concept Charm didn’t believe in.

      She wondered about Aspen, though. That moment when Audacity had rubbed her wrist and Aspen had gone so rigid, there was a story there. Aspen’s eyes had darted over Audacity’s face, her arms, seeking something. Charm didn't understand what she’d seen. But she wanted to.

      Aspen still had one hand wrapped tightly around her bicep in a defensive posture.

      Perhaps Charm could get some answers out of her on their journey to Ilgate.

      Aspen cocked her head as if she could hear something Charm couldn’t. With a sigh, Aspen stepped away from Charm. “I need to wrangle the men again. Would you ask Audacity if she feels prepared to accompany us to Ilgate?”

      Charm planted her hands on her hips. “Are you trying to ground me again?”

      “This is about Audacity,” Aspen said. As always, her struggle was evident on her face; her frustration and then the two deep breaths to calm herself. “If she can, I think she needs to come speak for herself.”

      “I’ll talk to her,” Charm said. She had no doubt Audacity would want to come along.

      Charm didn’t have much faith in or experience with the law. She was skeptical that it would help Audacity, but Aspen believed it would. More importantly, Audacity believed in Aspen.

      It was a pretty good performance, Aspen’s steady, reassuring voice and her hand on Audacity’s shoulder. Except it probably wasn’t a performance, because Aspen didn’t do that. There weren’t any heroes outside of plays—and if you read the plays carefully, there weren’t many heroes there, either—but if Charm didn’t know that, she’d believe in Aspen, too.

      The Grangers didn’t own any horses, but they did have an ornery mule that Audacity loaded down with a few changes of clothes after she’d left a note for her daughters. The three girls could fend for themselves for a day—the eldest, Perseverance, was seventeen and used to being in charge of Bluebell and Constance.

      “I hate to leave them for long,” said Audacity as she locked the door. “They’re good girls, but before we found each other they were on their own. They walked to Sottville this morning to order new dresses for the Frost Moon festival, and I don’t like the idea of them coming back to an empty house.”

      “I didn’t realize you had children,” Aspen said. She was doing something inscrutable to all the belts and buckles that went on the horses. “You say you… found each other?”

      Audacity smiled, dimples in her cheeks deepening. She really was beautiful, especially when she smiled like that. “Percy and Connie knocked at my door a few months after Rectitude disappeared, looking for work in exchange for shelter for the night, and they never left. I was lonely and needed more hands—a farm doesn’t work itself, you know.”

      “Of course not,” said Charm, who had no idea.

      “And Bluebell joined us a year later. Rex is wonderful with them.” This was directed at Aspen, a story and a plea all at once. “They’ll be all right while we’re in town, but I know Rectitude. He’ll throw them out if he gets the farm back, and if we leave, I don’t know what we can do on our own, with no land or property.”

      “We’re not going to let that happen.” Aspen knelt to help Audacity onto Mouse’s back, leaving Charm once again stuck with Ruby.

      Not that she would ever admit it out loud, but Aspen holding Ruby’s reins as she walked alongside the horse set Charm at ease.

      Rex and Rectitude had to walk with their hands bound loosely in front of them. Aspen, showing she had sense in addition to her very nice muscles, positioned both horses between the men so they couldn’t try to kill each other again. Rex was allowed to walk beside Audacity, while Rectitude was exiled to Aspen and Ruby’s side of the road.

      “You’re a secret romantic.” Charm laughed. “You’re terrible with secrets, you know.”

      “Of course she’s a romantic,” said Audacity with a lot of conviction for someone who’d met Aspen an hour ago. “She gave you her horse, didn’t she?”

      “That’s because I have more practical footwear,” Aspen said.

      Charm wasn’t the only one to give her an incredulous look. Even Rectitude, whose social astuteness was lacking, could tell she was lying.

      “We should get you sturdier shoes,” Aspen continued, not noticing the attention on her.

      It was completely foreign to Charm, how someone could be so unaware. Charm always knew who was watching her. She tracked their reactions, even if she didn’t return their attention. Aspen, alert and wary in a fight, seemed oblivious elsewhere.

      Another thing to add to the ever-growing list of things that baffled her about Aspen.

      “These boots are perfectly serviceable, I’ll have you know. If sturdier shoes mean I have to walk more often, then I have to decline,” Charm said.

      “That’s an option?” Rectitude looked down at his boots, scuffed and with fraying laces.

      “If you take off your boots, you’re still walking,” Aspen said. “I would rather you and Rex tire yourselves out walking than fighting.”

      “I can think of a few ways to tire myself out,” Rectitude said.

      Charm gripped Ruby’s saddle as the horse took a threatening step toward Rectitude. Aspen only laughed and stroked the mare’s mane as she guided Ruby back to the correct path.

      “Your support is appreciated,” Aspen told Ruby, as if talking to horses was a normal thing a person did. Given the lack of reaction from Audacity and Rex, maybe it was.

      Aspen tugged at the collar of her shirt to show off the bruises still scattered across her neck. Rectitude’s eyes widened. Maybe he realized he was provoking the wrong woman.

      “The man who gave me these?” Aspen touched one of the bruises. “I slit his throat. You don’t want to fight me.”
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      Aspen led the way into the magistrate’s office. She stopped in the anteroom in front of the imposing desk where the magistrate’s assistant sat, causing Charm, Audacity, Rex, and Rectitude to crowd around her. There was hardly space for all of them. A precarious stack of books brushed Aspen’s arm.

      The magistrate’s assistant, walled in by stacks of books and paper, flicked her gaze from Aspen to the tied wrists of the two men. There was a nameplate on her desk that read Wisdom Morton Bard, which was a relief, because Aspen remembered how quickly she’d responded to Magistrate Napier’s called-out demand for a deed to a nearby farm, but not her name.

      Anyone who could find a single document that fast in all this mess was to be feared and respected.

      “Can I help you?” Wisdom asked, setting down her quill. She was as ink-stained as the last time they’d seen her. She had black hair to match her ink stains, olive skin bronzed from the sun, and was surprisingly fit for someone who presumably shuffled paper all day.

      Around her neck hung the same pendant she’d been wearing last time, a white crescent and a Moon glyph signifying woman. A few people in the Traveling Harstead Players wore similar pendants. Aspen envied them the joy and community they’d found in their transformations.

      Wisdom tapped her fingers, clicking her nails against a small open space on the desk that she probably kept clear for the sole purpose of making that impatient sound.

      Embarrassed, Aspen shifted her weight. The wood floor creaked. She said, “These men were fighting in one of the outlying farms. Trying to kill each other. A property dispute. It seemed like the sort of thing you’d want to sort out.”

      “There’s a system, you know,” Wisdom said. “You can’t just wander in here. If you want a trial, we have a schedule with appointments.”

      “You’d rather she let them kill each other?” Charm kept her voice light. She inclined her body toward Wisdom, a subtle change in posture that spoke volumes. You and I, we’re friends.

      Aspen was agile, but she could never make her body do that. She couldn’t suddenly command the room—not unless she unsheathed her sword. Charm could do it with her eyelashes.

      Wisdom remained cool and unimpressed, which put her in the elite ranks as far as Aspen was concerned. Most people melted.

      “We have constables who can intervene,” she said. “Magistrate Napier is a very busy woman. She’s fully booked for the day.”

      “I’m sure she’ll see us.” Charm’s smile lit her face. The warm gold fabric of her bodice made her skin look even more glowingly brown. She was beautiful as always, but in this moment, it wasn’t a beauty for seducing or conquering. There was a sweetness and a softness to her attitude that resembled nothing in Aspen’s experience of Charm, but still rang true. The road dust in the folds of her skirt became part of her plea. Look how far I came to see you. You wouldn’t turn me away now, would you? “The Magistrate knows us, remember? We helped with those bandits last week. My friend here—” she gestured at Aspen— “risked her life to save the innocents of your district.”

      “I remember,” Wisdom said. “The schedule is the schedule.”

      For a woman seated at a desk with five people looming over her, she was implacable. And she had a point about the system. Aspen had been so focused on solving the problem, she hadn’t realized she’d be complicating someone else’s life. Judging from all the papers, Wisdom’s job wasn’t easy.

      Charm, who had probably never waited in line in her life, pouted.

      “The whole thing’s a waste of time anyway,” Rectitude said. “That woman is my wife and that farm is my farm.”

      “She is not,” Rex shot back, furious. “She doesn’t belong to you.”

      “Imposter.” Rectitude curled his lip. “When they sort through all these papers in here and match them up with mine, they’re gonna run you out of town, you thief. This two-timing harlot can cry all she wants, it won’t change a thing.”

      “Stop it,” Audacity hissed.

      “I will not let this intruder speak to you like that,” Rex said.

      “You won’t do shit,” Rectitude said and charged right into Rex.

      He had to dodge around Aspen to do it. She banded an arm around his waist to pull him off before his headbutt made contact. It was too late to stop a sheaf of paper from toppling off Wisdom’s desk. Sheets fluttered everywhere.

      “Enough!” Wisdom shouted.

      Rex, at least, had the grace to look abashed.

      “I’m calling the constables. You will not fight in the magistrate’s office like this. You can spend the next couple of days awaiting your trial in separate cells.” Wisdom rang a bell on her desk and Aspen heard boots coming up the stairs.

      “No,” Audacity said. “No, please.”

      “Daci, I’m sorry,” Rex said. “We’ll figure this out, I swear.”

      Aspen was beginning to have her doubts.
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      Ilgate’s less seedy tavern was called The Red Fox. Charm had been there before for a drink after a show, but even if she hadn’t, she would have known the place. A few windows in the facade lit a cozy interior in dark wood. The middle-aged person behind the sturdy bar was too busy pouring beer to eavesdrop, or at least they worked hard to give that impression. The tabletops were worn smooth from thousands of hands and dishes. The floor was a little sticky.

      Charm and Aspen settled Audacity at a table and got her a cup of tea and some empty reassurances. Even Charm’s best comforting wasn’t up to the task. As soon as Audacity excused herself to the privy, Charm nudged her knee against Aspen’s.

      “You’re worried, I can tell.”

      “Of course I’m worried. I don’t want to condemn her to an unhappy marriage or turn her family out on the street, but our options are all bad. Magistrate Napier is scrupulously fair, but she’s bound by the law. If Rectitude is telling the truth about having matching documents to what’s on file in Wisdom’s office, it won’t go well for Audacity.”

      “You know anything about forgery?” Charm asked.

      Aspen frowned.

      “That was what my people call ‘a joke,’” Charm said. “I know you don’t know anything about forgery. I’m a little surprised you don’t have faith in the system, though. It was your idea to come here.”

      Aspen pushed her fingers into her short, dark hair. Charm caught a flash of pale scar on her scalp before she dropped her hands back to the smooth surface of the table. “I don’t want to be an executioner. I don’t want to take the law into my own hands. But this doesn’t feel right either.”

      “Taking the law into your own hands only felt right when your trusted Hanging Scale leader was giving the orders,” Charm said, remembering Aspen’s confession.

      “Integrity, yes. He knew right from wrong,” Aspen said. “He was murdered.”

      Charm threw up her hands. “You have got to stop burying the important stuff when you tell a story!”

      “At the time, I thought we knew who’d done it. Now I’m not so sure.” Aspen stared into her untouched beer. Her shadowed expression should not have set any parts of Charm tingling, because tingling was a highly inappropriate response to someone telling you their mentor had been murdered, but Charm couldn’t help it. Brooding looked good on Aspen. “I don’t know what’s right anymore. But I know it’s not trapping a woman with a man who hurts her.”

      “She didn’t say that, exactly.” Audacity had said mistreated. There was the contraceptive tea to consider, though.

      “Lots of people don’t,” Aspen said. “But I’ve… seen it a lot.”

      Aspen taking off down the road as soon as she heard a scream. Aspen going rigid in the kitchen when she saw Audacity rubbing her wrist. Those moments started to coalesce. When Charm saw a little farmhouse where a family lived, she thought of how foreign and unlike her own life it was. When Aspen saw the same thing, she feared one of the people in that sweet little house was hurting the other one.

      “Well,” Charm said brightly. “She says she doesn’t want to be married to Rectitude, and that’s good enough for me. Let’s make it happen. I have an idea.”

      “A sentence that fills me with dread.”

      “Hush. It’s brilliant. My last idea saved your ass, remember?”

      Audacity returned to the table then. She’d been crying, but she’d patted her face dry. She pulled out her chair, picked up her tea cup, realized her tea was cold, and put it back down.

      Charm waved a hand at the tavern keeper to get her another. “Audacity, we are going to set things right. Rectitude might have the paperwork, but Rex has been living with you for months. Your daughters love him. The neighbors must love him. Do you have any family around? We can collect some character witnesses.”

      “No family,” Audacity said. “My daughters do love him. Do you think that’s enough? We do have neighbors at the adjacent farms, but we don’t see those people much. They didn’t help me when I was alone, and afterward I was always afraid they’d ask questions. We kept to ourselves.”

      Aspen peered at Charm like she was trying to see into her thoughts.

      “The girls saying they love Rex will absolutely help. I’ll coach them so it plays well,” Charm said. “No neighbors is no problem. It would have been hard to square with the property deeds anyway. Passing travelers it is then!”

      “What passing travelers?” Audacity asked. “We haven’t had any passing travelers.”

      “And that, my friend, is where you’re wrong,” Charm said. “I’m about to find you the most convincing set of passing travelers you’ve ever seen, and they will have nothing but praise for Rex.”

      “I don’t know about this,” Audacity said. “What if it doesn’t work?”

      “It’ll work,” Charm said, radiating confidence.

      Audacity didn’t know how practiced Charm was at deception. Aspen did, and her expression was one of mute horror, which Charm found insulting. Aspen should know better. Everything was going to be fine.
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      The theater troupe had no performance scheduled that evening, so it didn’t matter that Aspen and Charm rode back late after escorting Audacity home to her girls. The troupe had camped just off the road north of Ilgate in a clearing surrounded by tall cedars, the branches giving way to the bright ribbon of stars above. A few of the actors and crew were, as usual, carousing around a large fire they’d made in the middle of the circled wagons, its flames casting flickering shadows on their faces.

      Aspen took the tack off both horses, brushed them, fed them, and left them to rest for the night with the other horses, penned into a temporary enclosure the troupe had built. She was too tired to discuss all her doubts about Charm’s plan to help Audacity. There would be time for that in the morning. So as she had every other night, she unrolled her bedroll outside the wagon where Charm slept and began to do her stretches on the flat, hard-packed dirt, well away from the fire. Aspen was accustomed to moving in darkness. Besides, she could have a little more privacy here.

      “You wouldn’t have to do all those stretches if you slept somewhere better for your back. Not that I’m complaining.” Charm leaned against the wagon and made no effort to hide her ogling. She called to Flickering, who was ambling in their direction. “Neither is Flick. Isn’t that right, Flick?”

      So much for privacy, thought Aspen, but she didn’t truly mind.

      Flickering, whose shoulder scales were green in the firelight, laughed and said, “No complaints here.”

      Flickering had flirted with Aspen that first night at the Full Flagon, so it wasn’t like her interest was a secret. She joined Charm at the wagon. Her yellow eyes glowed.

      In their days together, Flickering’s scales had been green—indicating “she”—about half the time and blue—indicating “he”—the rest. The shifts in color followed no discernible pattern, only her state of mind. Aspen hadn’t met many People of the Sun with this particular ability.

      Flickering wasn’t the only Sun part of the troupe. The wandering band of actors attracted all kinds. There were People of the Sun, like Flickering and Essiyo Vozheh, known to most as Essi. There were People of the Wood, of the Sea, and even one of the Rain. As they were a Falland-based troupe, most of the actors were Earth, but there was enough diversity that Aspen didn’t stand out.

      Aspen touched the top of her head where her hair hid two faint scars. She covered for the action by wiping her sleeve across her face. “I don’t stretch because of current back pain, which I’ve explained several times already.”

      “Flick agrees with me,” Charm said.

      “It pains me deeply that you’d choose this strumpet over my earnest affections,” Flickering said, putting the back of her hand to her forehead as she leaned against the brightly painted wagon. “But what I want most in the world is for you to be happy, Aspen, so I do agree that you could sleep in one of the wagons tonight instead of on the ground.”

      Normally, Aspen would move into her bodyweight exercises, push-ups and sit-ups, some lunges and even squats, but she wasn’t up to performing for an audience. She wasn’t an actor. She was just a swordswoman surrounded by people she didn’t understand.

      “You’re all very dramatic,” Aspen said. She wasn’t sure she’d seen a proportionate, normal response from a single member of the troupe. Just last night, someone had spilled a bit of beer, and two different actors gasped and clutched their chests as if they’d been stabbed.

      Aspen, who had been stabbed more times than she’d care to count, didn’t have the heart to tell them that wasn’t the appropriate reaction to being stabbed.

      “Aspen. Darling.” Charm spoke slowly, as if Aspen was particularly dim. “We’re actors.”

      “I had noticed, yes.”

      “The offer for you to sleep in a wagon is sincere, though,” Flickering said.

      “My wagon, specifically,” Charm said.

      Flickering said, “It’s the troupe’s, you diva. Two other people regularly sleep there, including me.”

      “Not when you’re off on one of your adventures.” Charm’s tone—and the way Flickering had approached Aspen in the tavern that first night—left no doubt what kind of adventures. The two of them elbowed each other playfully.

      Aspen was not interested in adventures. Or she was trying not to be interested. Adventures were not her style.

      Her resolve had held strong over the past few days. Well, nights, really. That was when the temptation was greatest. Despite the offers she received, she didn’t bunk with anyone. She had a perfectly serviceable bedroll. If the need arose, she knew how to build a shelter that would keep the rain off her face.

      “I don’t know why you insist on punishing yourself like this.” Charm made a gesture with both hands that encompassed Aspen, the bedroll, and the ground. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      Silver rings on Charm’s fingers caught the firelight. Were they gifts from wealthy audience members? Bonuses slipped from the hands of unsuspecting marks? Did those people, when they realized, think a kiss was worth whatever Charm had taken in return?

      Did Aspen?

      “Alas, I am not having an adventure tonight,” Flickering said. “Nor am I sleeping on the ground. I’ll go bother Amity in his wagon. Goodnight.”

      In Flickering’s absence, Aspen found the courage to ask about something that had been on her mind. “You and Flickering—”

      “She’s my sister,” Charm said. “Well, some days, my brother. You know.”

      “But Flickering is Sun and you’re…” Aspen wasn’t sure. Charm didn’t have any obvious animal attributes, but she could still be Earth or Rain. And looks weren’t a trustworthy indication. There were People of the Wood with no hooves or tails or antlers—and People of the Wood who’d gone to see a Moon witch to get those things changed. Charm could be anything, though Aspen was pretty sure she didn’t have fire magic in her heritage. “...not Sun?”

      “No, silly. I mean Flick’s my sister because we grew up together.”

      “In Harstead?”

      “In the troupe.”

      Charm had hinted at being an orphan before. Growing up in the troupe confirmed it. Aspen didn’t want to ask about what was likely a painful subject. She said, “So you and Flickering aren’t…”

      “Fucking?” Charm was enjoying this conversation far too much. “In case you haven’t noticed, my sweet little muscular knife-hedgehog, I am not Flick’s type. You are her type.”

      Aspen knew two-and-a-half languages, but zero words.

      “Flick and I are not fucking,” Charm said firmly. Then she grinned. “But you’re my type, too. And I don’t like to share.”

      Aspen deliberately misinterpreted that statement. “You and Flickering share the mirror-shard necklaces, though.”

      Charm touched the silver pendant. “It’s good to have someone who can always find you.”

      “It is.” Aspen hadn’t had anybody like that in a long time. “Sometimes I have trouble figuring out whether people in the troupe are in relationships. You’re all so affectionate.”

      “We are,” Charm agreed. “As for the relationships, it’s not that hard. Flick and I are siblings. She mostly looks outside the troupe for sex. Amity and Pulchritude are in a committed relationship, but they both also sometimes sleep with Tamarind, together and separately, and Tamarind is also fucking Essi and Sorrel, usually together since Essi and Sorrel are basically married, and Tam’s in love with Liberty, who doesn’t sleep with anyone but who’s probably in love with Tam and not ready to admit it. Pine and Sorrel cuddle a lot, but don’t fuck each other as far as I know, since I’m pretty sure Pine and Honesty are, well, pining exclusively for each other. There have been a couple of late nights after we closed a show where everyone sort of ended up in a pile, so that complicates things slightly.”

      “Yes, slightly,” Aspen said.

      “I’ll make you a diagram,” Charm said. “Are you coming to bed?”

      “Charm,” Aspen said as gently as possible. She had to put a stop to this. Even so, she was curiously reluctant. She didn’t want Charm to quit propositioning her. “I don’t do that. Not with people I’ve just met.”

      “We’ve known each other for almost two weeks!”

      “That’s not long enough for me,” Aspen said. “I need… trust. Love, even. Some kind of commitment.”

      Charm’s beautiful lips formed a perfect O. Then she scoffed. “That sounds like a life of never getting laid or always getting your heart broken.”

      Aspen was relieved when Charm bid her goodnight and climbed into the wagon in a sweep of skirts. It saved her from having to admit that Charm was right.
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      In the morning, Aspen kept to her usual routine, and then she took Mouse out beyond the troupe’s encampment. There was no one riding beside her, no troublemakers she was escorting. She finally had a moment to herself, and the quiet was like a balm on sunburned skin.

      She left Mouse to graze as she explored the thatch of woods for something to eat. She was careful, as she gathered, not to take more than the area could handle. It was a lesson from childhood. Sustaining the forest, taking and giving in equal measure, these were Wood virtues. She’d never met an Earth person named Sustainability.

      It spoke to their priorities, or lack thereof. She should have kept that initial mistrust. If she had…

      Well. Her life would be different. All she could do now was learn from that mistake.

      No doubt Charm never brooded on her past. She saw something she wanted, a shiny bracelet, a full coinpurse, an attractive person, and she pursued it doggedly. She was free with her affection and her body. She lived like she had no regrets.

      There were people in love with her in Harstead and every surrounding town. She must have slept with lots of them. She certainly didn’t understand why Aspen hadn’t said yes yet.

      That confusion could turn to bitterness and anger. Aspen needed to leave before she overstayed her welcome. Once the situation with Audacity and her husband was resolved, Aspen wouldn’t be persuaded to stay for another performance. She wouldn’t allow Charm to accompany her on any more investigations.

      Giving up the company would be hard. As wonderful as Mouse was, having other humans to talk to was a nice change. And even though Aspen had declined Charm’s advances, she’d miss them—not how tongue-tied she got, but the butterflies in her stomach, the heat in her cheeks, the possibility that this time she’d say yes.

      Aspen dropped a handful of nuts into her pocket. She remembered how overjoyed Charm had been by the alsan nuts she’d gathered the previous week and made sure to pick plenty, ignoring the sour apples she’d mentioned disliking. “I am a fool, Mouse. A besotted fool.”

      Mouse tossed her head and then she guided Aspen to a thicket of fogberry bushes. Big green leaves hid the last crop of late-autumn fruit from view, and sharp thorns protected them, but Aspen gathered a small satchel of plump, blue-grey berries as Mouse returned to her grass.

      She talked herself into and out of gifting them to Charm when she returned to the troupe. On the one hand, she could give Charm something, and she’d likely receive a smile in return. On the other hand, it sent the wrong message. And watching Charm eat the berries and stain her lips and fingers with juice would make Aspen think about things she couldn’t have.

      The dilemma was neatly solved when Aspen returned and Charm was still in bed. Flick waved her over to the center of the wagons where he was seated on a log in the dewy grass with a man named Amity. Aspen presented her bounty to them.

      When Aspen had first been introduced to Amity, she’d tried to call him “Honored Naismith,” since that was his primary surname, and he’d burst out laughing. “We’re not that formal here,” he’d said. “And I’m not that old.”

      Amity had once been the principal male actor in the troupe, but now he preferred to direct. His short hair had gone silver and he’d collected a few distinguished wrinkles in the tan skin around his eyes. He wore a Moon pendant similar to the one the magistrate’s assistant, Wisdom, had, except the glyph was for “man.” Amity hadn’t returned to the Moon witch to get his face smoothed back into youth. It would be a shame if he did. He was a handsome man, square through the shoulders and the jaw. He moved with leonine grace. The troupe respected and adored him, and she could see why.

      Aspen couldn’t imagine herself at that age. She’d probably be dead. She sat down heavily.

      “Are you all right?” Amity asked. His hand hovered over Aspen’s knee, wanting to offer comfort but unsure if his touch would be welcome.

      That small gesture gave her more comfort than anything else he could have done. The kindness almost caused her to crumble.

      “I am.” Aspen regained her composure and shook her head when Flick offered her a fogberry. “I assume you’ve been filled in on the latest trouble?”

      “A sad story,” Amity said. He withdrew his hand with natural ease. He dropped a few berries into his breakfast porridge. “I’m glad we have the opportunity to help write a happier ending.”

      “We’re asking you to lie.” Aspen picked at a fraying thread on her sleeve. “I’m not—it’s not a judgment of you. You know—you saw, I killed a man when it was necessary. Lying is a much smaller transgression, but it is still one. If you’re uncomfortable or unwilling—”

      “My dear.” Amity spoke with a calming cadence. Only a few consonants and vowels rolling into each other, and he set Aspen at ease. “Do you know why I became an actor?”

      Aspen shook her head.

      “To change lives. Arrogant, perhaps, but I embraced it. For an hour, two, however long the play lasted, I would command the audience’s emotions. If I did my job especially well, they would carry the memory of my performance for days, weeks, perhaps even years. It might comfort them or help them channel their anger. I spit on the moral plays of Rispland, but the theater does teach us. You don’t need to bash the audience over the head with it, but I digress. Helping this family you’ve found is an opportunity for me to do what I love best. I’m happy to use my craft for such a noble cause.”

      Oh. There was a lot to say. Thank you. A mention of moments when the troupe’s performances had moved her. Even a polite affirmative sound would give her a little time to think. Instead, what she said was, “Those Rispland plays are trash, aren’t they?”

      “More like lectures,” Amity said. “A sermon of the most dreadful kind.”

      “Impossible to swallow,” Flick agreed. “Which is saying something, coming from me.” He winked, in case Aspen didn’t realize he was making a bawdy joke.

      All that time spent with Charm and Aspen still wasn’t immune to blushing at innuendo.

      “Have you spent much time in Rispland?” Amity asked.

      “Some.” Rispland was the kingdom south of the Ain River, ruled and mostly populated by People of the Earth. It was a good place to disappear if you were running from life in Falland. Less accepting of anyone who wasn’t Earth and who didn’t conform, Rispland wasn’t a pleasant place for Aspen, but nobody had been looking for her, and there were plenty of people who needed her help. Rispland had harsh laws to match their restrictive social customs, written five hundred years ago when civil war had sundered the two kingdoms and never improved since.

      These days, Aspen avoided Rispland as much as she could. If she lived long enough to go visit Ayzeh in the Sun Realm, she’d take the slow, circuitous path through the Seljac Mountains rather than the main road through Ainbridge.

      “There might still be wanted posters up for me there,” Aspen commented.

      “This is a promising story.” Flick leaned forward. He was in a loose linen shirt, and it kept slipping off one shoulder. His blue scales caught the morning light. Amity’s eyes lit with curiosity as well.

      Aspen tried to wave off their interest. “I was hired to help smuggle two lovers out of the kingdom. Men aren’t allowed to marry or love other men in Rispland. They were protesting the law by publicly expressing their affection, but the law didn’t bend, and they needed an escape.”

      “That was you?” Flick asked. He lightly slapped his face. “You helped the Earl of Tarrow’s son escape? They’d already built the gallows!”

      “Second son,” Aspen corrected. “His brother’s the heir.”

      “Incredible.” Charm made her entrance. She sat next to Aspen on the log, forcing Aspen to scoot closer to Amity and Flick to make room. Then she practically crawled into Aspen’s lap, sitting sideways and draping herself and her burgundy skirts over Aspen in an effort to keep her from fleeing.

      Aspen was too stunned to say anything. No one had ever taken this kind of liberty with her. Usually people were deterred by the sword and the muscles.

      Now that Charm was here, Aspen didn’t want to protest.

      Charm was not a small woman, so Aspen had to work to keep both of them from toppling to the ground. The strain should have kept Aspen from thinking about kisses, or the sweet weight of Charm’s plush ass pressed into her thighs, or what it would feel like to do this somewhere with more privacy and fewer clothes, but no force below the Heavenly Canopy was that strong. Charm’s breasts were right next to her face. Her perfume scented every breath. Aspen could bury her face in Charm and die happy.

      Bad idea, she reminded herself. You’re in public. People are eating breakfast. Also you don’t trust her.

      Oh, but desire made her dizzy.

      Aspen had fought duels and back-alley brawls. She’d been beaten and stabbed and thrown from heights. She was not going to pass out because a woman sat on her lap.

      Ignoring Aspen’s crisis of lust, Charm continued, “Your ability to turn an exciting story dull is unmatched.”

      Aspen’s cheeks, already warm, burned hotter at the teasing. Bracing both hands against the log, she dug her fingers into the bark. Maybe she should get into the forgery business, if only to move up their appointment with the magistrate. Then she could get out of here before she embarrassed herself further.

      “Aspen brought us fogberries,” Flick said. He waited for Charm to perk up before he added, “but we ate them all.”

      “You—”

      Before Charm could finish her insult, Aspen shifted to support their combined weight on one hand, then dug into her vest pocket for the small pouch of berries she’d saved in case this happened. With Charm on top of her, the retrieval was a balancing act, but she managed to do it without dumping both of them onto the ground or groping Charm. She did have to reach around Charm’s back to offer her the berries, and after Charm took them with delight, it just seemed more stable to keep her arm there, one hand resting on the curve of Charm’s hip.

      Flick was giving her a knowing look. Aspen ignored it.

      “This is why Audacity called you a romantic,” Charm said.

      “I knew you’d be in bed, that’s all,” Aspen said gruffly. “Now that you’re finally awake, can we talk about the job?”

      “Of course, my strong-and-silent type. Never fear, I have it all under control.”
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      The day of the trial dawned clear and bright with a biting chill to the air. Charm brought her thickest, most luxurious, deep blue wool cloak to the courthouse. It was cruel of the legal system to make people wait outside, but at least Charm looked good doing it.

      Next to her, Audacity clasped her gloved hands together, running her thumb over her opposite knuckle over and over again. Her shoulders were tight. She probably hadn’t slept well. Charm knew Aspen hadn’t—but that was no wonder, since she insisted on that ascetic bedroll.

      “I always get stage fright, too,” Charm murmured to Audacity. “Don’t worry. You’ll do beautifully.”

      The first part was bullshit—Charm shivered while waiting for the curtains to open, but it was the delicious, anticipatory kind of shivering, her own way of making magic—but the second part was sincere.

      The door opened and the magistrate’s assistant Wisdom gestured for them to enter.

      She led them to a large room in the back, two benches along the walls and rows of benches facing the front of the room. Magistrate Napier sat at the front behind a desk. To the side, a door opened, and a constable ushered the two nearly identical Granger men into the room.

      Wisdom led Audacity to the bench in front of the magistrate. Aspen and Charm followed.

      Prudence Cade Napier surveyed Rectitude and Rex where they stood on either side of her desk, flanked by constables, and then Aspen, Charm, and Audacity. “Honored Silverglade,” she said finally. “Your appearance never heralds simplicity.”

      Aspen looked right at her and said nothing. It was kind of hot.

      Magistrate Napier continued their little staring contest a moment longer than necessary, then huffed. “All right. This is a hearing about the marriage of Audacity and Rectitude Granger. Honored Granger, please stand and state your full name for our records.”

      Audacity, Rectitude, and Rex all stood up.

      The magistrate pinched her nose. “Honored Audacity Granger, please stand and state your full name for our records, though I suppose I’ve already done that for you.”

      Audacity stood, trembling a little. Charm reached out and squeezed her hand. “Thank you, Magistrate. My name is Audacity Granger, formerly Audacity Osterville Cook,” she said. “I’m here for my husband, Rectitude Barlaston Granger.”

      “That will be determined,” said Magistrate Napier. “Now tell me what happened.”

      Audacity glanced down at Charm and Aspen, but Magistrate Napier said sharply, “In your own words, please.”

      “I—I was married young, Magistrate. I didn’t have any family, just my husband. And neighbors…” She shrugged. “Everyone sticks to their own business in our part of the valley. So when there were a few poor harvests, we were in trouble with no one to turn to.”

      Charm touched the toe of her boot to the side of Audacity’s, prompting her to look at Rex. They’d worked through all this together. Aspen had been squeamish about what she perceived as deception, but Charm wasn’t ashamed of the help she’d offered Audacity. It wasn’t a crime to be an effective public speaker.

      In order for this story to have a happy ending, the magistrate had to be convinced that Rex was the true Honored Rectitude Granger, husband to Audacity and owner of the farm. That could be achieved with a moving performance and maybe one or two little lies. Audacity knew the stakes. She’d been a good student.

      “Rex, he said I could handle the farm. He would go to Harstead to make some extra money.” The emotion in Audacity’s eyes was impossible to mistake for anything but love. “I didn’t want him to go. I told him we could face anything if we were together, but he insisted.”

      Rex played his part well. He ducked his head, ashamed he hadn’t listened to his wife. This part of the story was embellished. Rectitude had abandoned Audacity without so much as a note, and Charm had needed something more palatable than that. On the other side of the room, Rectitude unwittingly played his part as well. He grumbled and even stomped his feet a little.

      Magistrate Napier sent him a warning look.

      “He came home to me, though.” Audacity smiled, bright and happy. Her gaze was locked on Rex. “He didn’t bring much money, but he did gain more sense. Together, he promised me. Whether the harvests were good or bad, we had each other, and that was enough for us. We’re happy, Magistrate.”

      “I’m glad,” Magistrate Napier said, not unkindly but without any particular warmth. “What happened next?”

      “It was quite a few months later. My Rex came back for the planting season. We don’t have much by the way of animals so it wasn’t the Lambing Moon. It was the next month, the Rain Moon. We had a lot of rain this year. The time indoors, it was good for us.” Audacity darted a glance at Wisdom, who was dutifully recording the proceedings. “Uh, does she have to—”

      “Yes but these transcriptions are confidential,” Magistrate Napier said. “When did the conflict arise, Honored Granger?”

      “Recently. A few days ago. Rex and I have been busy with the last of the harvest, making sure everything is packed and stored for the upcoming winter. There was a bit to sell off, but it wasn’t a strong harvest. We make enough for our family, barely anything more. We were looking out over the fields when a man arrived. That one.” Audacity pointed to Rectitude. “As soon as he saw Rex, he started shouting.”

      Rectitude curled his hands into fists. Audacity noticed the motion, and she snapped her mouth shut. Fear filled her eyes.

      “What did he shout?” Magistrate Napier prompted.

      “All sorts of nasty things. Mostly that Rex was a thief. Said he stole his face and his name and when that wasn’t enough, he came and stole his farm and his wife. He called me—he called me nasty things too. He said he should have married me in Rispland, because they know how to keep their wives faithful. But he’s not my husband! Rex is. Good, sweet, kind Rex.”

      “Honored Audacity Granger,” Magistrate Napier said.

      Audacity nodded and gathered herself again. “Rex didn’t react at first. Not when Rectitude shoved him or called him names. It wasn’t until Rectitude turned his attention on me. That was when Rex shoved him. Only to put some distance between us. He was afraid Rectitude would hurt me.”

      Audacity’s gaze hardened as she stared at Rectitude’s clenched fists. Magistrate Napier didn’t miss it. Rectitude crossed his arms over his chest, but it didn’t make him any less threatening.

      Magistrate Napier’s profession demanded impartiality, but Charm knew how to read people. Even if she wasn’t convinced of the story, the magistrate knew the truth. Rectitude Granger was a bad man, and Audacity Granger was doing everything she could to cling to a better life.

      If the magistrate was as good a person as Aspen claimed she was, they would succeed. All they had to do was put enough doubt in everyone’s heads that Rectitude was Audacity’s true husband, and the magistrate would side with them.

      Audacity returned to her story, now leading up to the moment of Charm and Aspen’s intervention. “That shove, it escalated quickly. Rex isn’t a violent man. He didn’t want a fight, he only wanted to protect me. But Rectitude, he said he felt cheated. That he had trusted Rex, and Rex repaid him by making a fool out of him. He wrestled Rex to the ground. He asked him—” Audacity’s eyes glistened with tears, but none of this was fake. Not anymore. She was back in the moment on her farm. “He asked him if my—if my—” she gestured downward, “was worth dying for. He punched Rex. He said he was going to kill him. I screamed and then Charm and Aspen arrived.”

      Charm waved and wondered if Wisdom would note it for the record. Charm Linville, lead actor for The Harstead Traveling Players, waved when the witness identified her.

      “Aspen, she…” Audacity’s words were filled with wonder now. Aspen shifted uncomfortably with the attention. “She pulled them apart like they weighed nothing. Charm brought me inside. She promised Aspen wouldn’t let Rectitude kill my Rex. And she didn’t. She protected me and my husband. She suggested we come here to solve the dispute. Magistrate Napier, all I want is to live happily with my husband.”

      “I’m your husband!” Rectitude shouted.

      Magistrate Napier regarded him coolly. “We are here to determine the identity of Audacity Granger’s husband. Thank you, Honored Granger. I’d like to call up the first witness. Honored Perseverance Granger?”

      “Yes, Magistrate,” said Percy, rising from the second row of benches. She bore a strong resemblance to her little sister Constance—warm brown skin with gold overtones, black curls, deep brown eyes, and wide cheekbones set into faces that tapered to a delicate point. Seventeen years old, Percy was short, but strong from farm labor. Today she didn’t have a speck of dirt on her. With her dress pressed and her hair in neat curls, she was the model of a good daughter.

      Beside her sat skinny little eleven-year-old Connie, knee bouncing under the gingham of her skirt, and fourteen-year-old Bluebell, pale freckled cheeks pinked by a nervous flush and bushy auburn hair barely tamed by a set of bows. Charm could see the outline of her tail where it wrapped around her hips under her skirt, twitching.

      “Come up here, please, and tell us about your family.”

      “My name is Perseverance Granger. It used to be Perseverance Lorimer, but after Audacity took me and my sister Constance in, we decided we wanted to be part of her family. Our parents passed from the plague a couple years ago, and we were on our own until Audacity helped us. I was fifteen then. I knocked on her door one night asking to trade work for food, and she said yes. One night of food and shelter turned into another, turned into another, and after a while we were living there. Connie and I miss our parents, but we love Audacity, too. And we love Bluebell, who arrived later, but who’s just as much our sister as if she was born in our family, and we love Rex. He helps so much with the farm and he makes Audacity so happy. She was all alone before we came.”

      Percy, who’d been fierce and serious all throughout Charm’s lesson, blinked back tears. “Please don’t tear my family apart, Magistrate.”

      “Thank you, Honored Perseverance Granger. You may sit down,” Magistrate Napier said. “We will take a brief recess before we continue. I’m told some travelers wish to testify.”
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      Aspen spent the recess checking for weapons she wasn’t carrying. If this were a fight, she’d have something to do.

      When they reentered the room and sat down, Charm pressed her boot over the top of Aspen’s foot to stop her from fidgeting.

      The magistrate reopened proceedings. “Preparation Smith Stoketon, he, please come forward.”

      It took Aspen a moment to recognize the man who rose from the benches and started toward the front of the room. She’d seen the members of the troupe earlier when they’d been getting their costumes ready and laughing about the performance ahead. She hadn’t quite believed it was going to work, but seeing the change in Amity now, she thought it just might.

      Amity was transformed from a solid, confident man in his fifties to an elderly one, drooping from a life of hard physical labor. He’d acquired a wispy white beard and his short, neat silver hair had been replaced with long, coarse white hair drawn into a queue. Deep wrinkles folded the sagging skin of his face. The clothes he wore—an undyed robe over loose trousers and a patched cotton shirt, run-down leather boots and fingerless gloves of grey wool on his gnarled hands—almost didn’t matter. She knew Amity, but this man was a stranger. She couldn’t see the outlines of the actor underneath his cracked voice and stooped shoulders. Liberty, the property master for the troupe, had made him identity papers as Preparation Smith Stoketon, traveling tinkerer and peddler. The makeup artist, Honesty, had given him a makeover so revolutionary that even if anyone had seen him perform recently—and it had been years since Amity had performed in one of the troupe’s plays—they’d have no chance of recognizing him.

      “This man,” he said, indicating Rex with a trembling finger. “He saved my life. And my grandson’s. My boy Harmony slipped and fell into his well, and I would have fallen in, too, if Rex hadn’t come and brought his mule and a rope and pulled Harmony back out.” His face turned thunderous as he pointed at Rectitude. “But that man—I passed him in the hallway just now and he mocked my age!” He withdrew the withered hand, tucking it in his pocket and hunching further.

      Aspen was impressed. Amity was strong and stout, but he’d shed all that to make himself frail. Acting was as mysterious as magic.

      “That old man is a liar!” Rectitude’s eyes were wild.

      “You see? You see how he calls me an old man?”

      “Shut up, old man!”

      “Honored Rectitude Granger!” Magistrate Napier crossed her arms, frowning. “You may not interrupt the witness. One more outburst from you and I’ll have you in chains. One moment, please. Constable Shadwell, were you with Honored Rectitude Granger during the recess?”

      “I was, Magistrate.”

      “And did he mock the witness?”

      “He did, Magistrate.”

      “Thank you, Constable. Honored Manchester, thank you, I appreciate your testimony. Is your grandson here to speak as well?”

      “Oh, no, he’s returned to the apothecary’s college in Harstead. He was only visiting me for the harvest. These old bones don’t thresh wheat like they used to, you know.”

      Napier frowned. “The apothecary’s—how old is your grandson?”

      “Why, he’s twenty-seven, Magistrate,” said Amity proudly. “And a strapping lad.”

      “Hmm.” Her brows went up, and a fleeting smile played at the corner of her lips. “Tell him to stay away from wells in the future, sir.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” said Amity, nodding. “He loves to look in them, find out if he can see his future spouse. You know the old tradition.”

      “These are all lies!” Rectitude pulled his arms free from the constable’s grip. “Can’t you see they’re lying! They’re all in league with that bitch! They’re trying to steal my farm!”

      “I told you, Honored Rectitude Granger, what would happen if you interrupted the witness again. Wisdom?”

      Wisdom stood, grimly satisfied. “Yes, Magistrate.” She hefted the chains, fastening them around Rectitude’s wrists and to the bar in front of him. They were short enough that he wouldn’t be able to stand up again, or point. He watched, dumbfounded, as they clicked shut around him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Is it going well?” Audacity asked.

      They sat in the small room Audacity had rented in The Red Fox. Audacity was seated on the bed and Charm had taken one of the two chairs at the tiny table. Aspen was standing. Charm hid a smile. The room wasn’t big enough to pace.

      Audacity’s daughters were drinking tea in the public part of The Red Fox, enjoying the crackling fire. Charm suspected they knew everything that would be discussed in this room, but Audacity had wanted to talk to Charm and Aspen alone.

      “It’s going very well,” Charm said. “We’ve painted the picture of your husband as a kind, caring man. Rex has been exactly that. And Rectitude…” Charm grinned. “He’s been the opposite.”

      In addition to Audacity, Percy, and Amity, they’d heard from a few other members of the troupe as well as Rex and Rectitude. Charm had been dismayed when Rectitude had adopted her story that he’d left Audacity to find work in Harstead. She hadn’t spun that tale to make him look better.

      The part about going to Harstead was true enough. It was the details about discussing it with Audacity, trying to find honest work, and someday returning that Charm had invented.

      She’d been intrigued by Rectitude’s account of his time in Harstead, though. He’d been a frequent guest at one of the bars. There, deep in his drink, he’d told a stranger everything about his wife. How he’d married too young—to a clingy, needy woman. How he hated farming, but she’d nag him if he didn’t spend most of the day outside. These confessions had allowed that stranger to steal his life, his farm, and his wife.

      So that’s how Rex did it, Charm had thought. And then: I could do that. But she didn’t want a stranger’s life. She wanted a thousand strangers’ lives, a different one every night, always with a cheering audience at the end.

      Rex’s story also started at a bar with a stranger who looked remarkably similar to him. He’d commiserated about the unpredictability of farming and how he’d left his wife at home even though he didn’t want to because he needed to work.

      The truth wouldn’t help Rectitude. It painted him in a bad light. That would be enough. It had to be.

      “I never wanted any trouble,” Audacity said. “I thought Rectitude was a good man, that was my only mistake. He never gave a damn for the house or the farm. I kept the house clean and I learned about farming. I worked that farm. Me and my girls. The property might be in his name, but it’s ours. He can’t win.”

      She gripped Charm’s hands, radiating desperation. All Charm could do was give her words. She understood why Aspen hadn’t wanted to settle this dispute with her sword, but if they’d done that, everything would be solved already. Audacity’s fate wouldn’t rest with a magistrate, someone they couldn’t openly sway.

      After they said goodnight to Audacity and her daughters, Aspen and Charm rode to the troupe’s camp outside Ilgate. Charm was getting better at riding, she thought, though her butt was still one massive bruise. Maybe she could convince Aspen to give her a massage.

      She persuaded Aspen to enter her wagon for a chat, at least. Aspen sat on the floor with her knees up and her wrists draped over them. The pose showed off her thighs to great effect.

      When Charm began to unlace her bodice, Aspen closed her eyes and turned her head. For mere politeness, it was excessive. “Too much to be believed,” as the line in Six Against Ainsbridge went. Aspen said too much trying to say too little.

      Charm didn’t linger as she stripped out of her bodice and skirts. No point in showing off without an audience. The shift she wore beneath was transparent, so at least Aspen would remain adorably in denial about how much she wanted to look.

      Charm said, “We don’t have a strong case. But neither does Rectitude. Do you think we muddied the waters enough?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t like that,” Charm said. “Not knowing.”

      “And you do?”

      “Of course not.”

      “If Rectitude is declared to be Audacity’s husband, we’ll help her file for divorce, and then we’ll have to settle her and Rex somewhere else. They’ll still have each other, and Rectitude won’t lay a hand on Audacity again, but… you heard her today. The farm is hers. Her blood, her sweat, the years of her life she poured into it. Rectitude never cared for it the way she did. I don’t want him to have it.”

      “I don’t want him to have it, either,” Charm said.

      “I’m sure you’ll tell me I could have avoided this whole mess by handling it myself. I wonder if I should have. What’s a bit more blood on my hands?” Aspen turned her palms up as if she could see the stains.

      Aspen had been so hurt at Charm’s suggestion that she kill Rectitude and leave Audacity and Rex to their happy little life. She must have serious doubts about the trial.

      “You killed Cooperation because he didn’t give you another choice,” Charm said. She sat on the floor next to Aspen. She didn’t push too close, or slouch to give Aspen a look down her shift, or cross her legs in order to ruck up the hem. This was a serious conversation, and Charm could respect that. “Unity and Niwa, they were both taken into custody because you didn’t have to kill them. There was a choice here, and it was your choice to make. Not mine, not Audacity’s.”

      Aspen spread her fingers, her attention distant. “I had a little Earth house once. A narrow lodging in a cobblestone street in Harstead, just big enough for a couple.”

      “You were… married? In Harstead?” Charm asked. It was hard to believe. Aspen passed well for Earth at a glance, but after talking to her, it was obvious her home wasn’t Rispland or Falland. She was Wood, in some ways a wanderer after Charm’s own heart. The thought of her settling in a city was unimaginable. “You must have hated it.”

      Aspen laughed, a heavy sound. “Yes, well, that didn’t last long either. We were talking about choices.” Aspen stood, too restless to be still any longer, even though she had to stoop in the wagon. She rested one hand on the last beam of the wagon, poised to jump out the back. “I made my choice. And now I have to trust Magistrate Napier will rule the way we want.”

      “She will,” Charm said, reassuring Aspen the same way she’d reassured Audacity. “She wants to. You can tell by her expression. All we have to do is present enough doubt about Rectitude’s authenticity, and the magistrate will rule in our favor.”

      Aspen pursed her lips. She still didn’t like it. “We’re asking her to compromise her morals.”

      “It’s her choice,” Charm said. She took a chance and approached Aspen so she could lay a hand on her wrist.

      Aspen jerked back at first and then winced. She was the one to extend her hand this time, and Charm clasped it without asking any questions. Aspen’s hands were strong and callused.

      “It’s selfish,” Aspen said. “To make others carry a burden I refused to.”

      “It’s good to be selfish sometimes,” Charm said. She didn’t give Aspen time to argue. “We’re doing a good thing, helping Audacity.”

      “We are. And this time, no one has to die.”

      Aspen jumped down to go sleep on her tragic little back-aching bedroll. Charm oiled and braided her hair. This time. What was Aspen referring to? Last week she’d killed that Hanging Scale brute, Cooperation, but that had been justified. Aspen had acted in self-defense. Nothing to lose sleep over. Maybe Aspen was speaking of something deeper in the past. She identified with Audacity, and now she’d mentioned a home in Harstead she’d shared with someone else. Had that ended in death?

      Charm wanted to piece Aspen’s whole history together: a childhood among the People of the Wood, a home with someone Earth in Harstead, and then the Hanging Scale. Too many gaps. But she was wary of asking questions that could be turned back around on her.

      Charm’s past would stay in the mountains where she’d abandoned it.
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        * * *

      

      Charm was prepared for a verdict. She was caught off guard when Magistrate Napier introduced a final witness. A man named Fortitude Hodder. He used a cane to make his way to the front of the room and confirmed his name.

      “I am Priest of the Hearth Fortitude Hodder. He. I married Audacity and Rectitude Granger,” he said.

      Shit. Next to her, Aspen’s entire body was tightly coiled like a bowstring. Her people had performed well, but the Hearth priest was an unknown.

      Rectitude was bursting with smugness on his side of the courtroom. The chains were missing this morning, but Magistrate Napier had told him he didn’t have any warnings left. Any unseemly behavior and she’d chain him again. Personally, Charm thought the look on his face was unseemly.

      “Would you recognize Rectitude Granger if you saw him, Priest Hodder?” Magistrate Napier asked.

      “Of course I would. He sent me a letter asking me to testify in a property dispute. He’s right there.” The priest pointed to where Rectitude stood.

      Magistrate Napier’s expression didn’t change, even as Rectitude grew even more smug and Audacity slumped in her seat. “Rex Granger, would you please raise your hand to identify yourself?”

      Rex raised his left hand. The priest turned and then audibly gasped. He looked from Rex to Rectitude and then back to Rex. “Harvest God’s sickle! There’s two of them?”

      “And so you see the cause of the property dispute,” Magistrate Napier said. “Are there any details you can give us to help us determine the true Rectitude Granger?”

      “I—I officiate a lot of marriages, Magistrate Napier. I have all the paperwork in order.”

      “Paperwork, we have,” Magistrate Napier said.

      “May I ask a question?” Audacity stood.

      Magistrate Napier hesitated a moment before she nodded. “I’ll allow it, but if I feel you’re overreaching, I will stop you.”

      “Yes, magistrate.” Audacity’s hands shook, but she gripped her skirts to hide it. “Hello, Priest Hodder. I hope you remember me.”

      “Of course, I do.” His smile was warm, almost fatherly. “And I see there’s only one of you.”

      Audacity laughed. “Yes, only one of me. There’s only one Rex, as well. Do you remember the marriage vows?”

      “They’re the same for every couple wedded in Falland. I brought you and Rex together. Your hands will work, side by side, for all the harvests to come, whether they be bountiful or scarce.”

      The priest called him Rex. Years of stage training kept Charm’s expression neutral. He’d subconsciously mimicked Audacity and referred to her true husband as Rex. That would surely be a point in their favor. She wasn’t sure what marriage vows had to do with any of it, but Audacity seemed to think it was a winning argument.

      “You married me to a loving man,” Audacity said.

      “Of course.”

      “To a caring man. To one who would bring joy into my life, not harm.”

      “Yes. Though the sky may grow dark, and the thunder may roll, the strong union will endure.”

      Audacity turned to the magistrate now. “I am married to a good man, Magistrate Napier. I know you heard from strangers yesterday, but they spoke to Rex’s character. And now today, the priest who witnessed my marriage can confirm it. Please, see the truth, and don’t allow this man calling himself Rectitude Granger to ruin my life or my happiness.”

      “A compelling plea,” Magistrate Napier said.

      “No!” Rectitude shouted at the priest. “You married us, you fool! Has the sun baked your brains? I am her husband!”

      The priest pulled out of his slump. He pointed his cane at Rectitude. “The young man I remember would never use that tone with a man of the gods.”

      Charm didn’t care for Falland’s gods, but she thanked every one of them for looking down on this trial. This was the final piece they needed. And Rectitude had brought it on himself. She couldn’t help but throw a little smirk his way.
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        * * *

      

      “Cases like this don’t cross my desk often,” Magistrate Napier said, addressing the room. “It is a difficult business, determining who a person is. But after hearing from the affected parties as well as several witnesses, I have arrived at my ruling. Rex Granger is the lawful husband of Audacity Granger, and the farm and surrounding lands belong to them. Rectitude Granger is an imposter and has no right under the law to what he’s tried to claim.”

      Audacity gasped and then threw herself into Rex’s arms. As they embraced, Rectitude began hurling insults and threats.

      “Honored Rectitude Granger,” Magistrate Napier said. She cut through the noise of the room. “The law has decided. If you should try to take the farm, you will be guilty of theft. If you try to harm Honored Rex Granger or Honored Audacity Granger, you will be charged and tried accordingly. I suggest you return to Harstead and see if your old rooms are still available.”

      “You—” He swallowed back his insult, and Charm admitted she was disappointed. She was hoping to see him in chains again. “Fine. I will return to Harstead.” He turned to Audacity. “The gods know the truth, and they’ll see you punished for being a lying bitch.”

      He stomped out, but Charm noticed that Aspen didn’t relax any. She kept her hands loose in front of her, back straight, jaw clenched—ready to fight, even unarmed. But then again, Charm had seen her fight bare-handed; Aspen’s body was a weapon all by itself. Even as Audacity hugged each of them and Rex shook their hands, Aspen stayed on guard.

      She didn’t relax, even after the official paperwork was signed, and they started on the road back to the farm. Audacity was talking about a small celebration, and Rex was making plans for expanding the farmhouse and maybe planting some new crops so they weren’t completely beholden to the wheat harvest.

      It was enough background chatter for Charm to ride up next to Aspen. “We won. This is when we eat and drink and be merry.”

      Aspen shook her head. “Good things don’t just happen.”

      “You’re fun at parties, I see.” Charm huffed and Mouse echoed the sentiment. “This didn’t just happen. We worked for it. Hard. But we used the law, and we did something good. Audacity and Rex will have their happily ever after. I walked into and out of a courtroom multiple times without being locked up. This is a joyous occasion. Smile.”

      Aspen, predictably, scowled.

      “No, your lips turn the other way when you smile.” Charm tsked. “Once we’re at the farm, I’ll show you.”

      “I don’t need you to teach me how to smile.”

      “Clearly, you do.”

      They squabbled good-naturedly as they continued down the road. At one point, Audacity and Rex were watching them fondly. They’d be so disappointed if they found out she and Aspen weren’t actually married. Charm had meant to confess, but she held back. What was a little more deception before they were finished?
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      “Come in, come in,” Audacity urged. The woman hadn’t stopped smiling since Magistrate Napier’s ruling. Aspen wasn’t keen to be the first to bring the mood down, so she caved at Audacity’s insistence and entered the house. “I’ll make tea.” Audacity flitted over to the hearth, but she paused before hanging the kettle. “What kind of celebration has tea? Where’s the beer?”

      “Oh, we don’t need anything special,” Aspen said. She remembered the testimony from the trial. It hadn’t been a particularly good harvest. She didn’t want Audacity and Rex to put themselves out on Aspen and Charm’s behalf.

      “You saved Rex’s life and then you saved my happiness.” Audacity clasped Aspen’s hands in her own. She squeezed them lightly and then kissed Aspen’s cheek. She did the same to Charm before she giggled and twirled her way to the cellar hatch. “This calls for a celebration.”

      Aspen was prepared to protest again, but Charm’s hand on her arm brought her up short.

      “Let them,” Charm murmured, too quietly for Audacity, now in the cellar, or Rex, still in the kitchen, to hear. It meant Charm’s hand curled around Aspen’s arm, and her mouth was mere inches from Aspen’s ear. It was altogether distracting, and Aspen didn’t have time to come up with an excuse to leave before Audacity reappeared.

      She smiled at the sight of them, and then paused to kiss Rex at the entrance to the kitchen. She giggled again and slipped out of his hold so she could place the three jars she gathered on the table.

      “Tea, acorn cakes, and cherry preserves,” she said. “I know it isn’t much but—”

      “It’s perfect,” Charm said, but for once her persuasive tone didn’t sway its recipient.

      “It is.” Aspen carefully avoided Charm’s gaze as she admitted, “Acorn cakes are my favorite. They remind me of home.”

      “With a name like Aspen Silverglade, of course they do.” Audacity’s smile returned, as if she could sense Aspen’s honesty. “Did you two meet when Charm’s troupe performed for your village?”

      The edge of the Silverglade was four days away on foot, but the forest was dense and impassable for someone without knowledge, and Aspen’s village was far deeper in the Wood than People of the Earth tended to make it. The Harstead Traveling Players would never have found Prairie's Edge, where Aspen was born, unless they’d had a guide.

      “We met in Cheyford,” Aspen said. She was only keeping up the pretense of them being married because to tell the truth now would hurt Audacity’s feelings. A few more hours and then Charm and Aspen would be on their way.

      “And now you travel with the troupe?” Audacity handed Rex an empty bucket. “Would you fill this from the well?”

      “I, uh, yes. I do.” It was mostly true, Aspen told herself as guilt over lying threatened to turn her face a mottled red.

      “It must be different.”

      Charm was still standing at Aspen’s side, her hand resting on Aspen’s arm, a warm presence. One Aspen wouldn’t feel again after she left the Granger farm and then the troupe. This was all temporary. Telling the truth couldn’t hurt anything. “Not as much as you’d think. I’m from one of the wandering villages. I’m used to traveling.”

      As a sapling, she’d learned the importance of mobility. If her people stayed in one place, they risked depleting the forest. Living harmoniously with nature meant moving. Homes were easy to break down and then even easier to set up again. Personal possessions were limited to what she could carry on her back when it was time to go.

      They were lessons she hadn’t needed after marrying Frugality, but they’d been of use after Integrity had taken her into the Hanging Scale’s ranks. On her own, they mattered even more. The nomadic life was the one in her blood. She’d never expected to do it by herself—that was one thing her childhood hadn’t prepared her for—but she’d grown used to it. It was her, Mouse, and whoever happened to hire them.

      Or in Audacity and Rex’s case, whoever needed help. It felt good to be working toward justice again.

      “And you?” Audacity asked Charm.

      “Oh, I’m a wanderer as well,” Charm said. “I need variety. My childhood home wasn’t enough for me. I found the troupe and fell in love, and I haven’t left since.”

      “And now you have Aspen, too.” Audacity sighed happily. “Love stories have always been my favorite. Yours too, I think.”

      Aspen wasn’t expecting to be singled out and she struggled to find a response. “When you see enough bad harvests, you appreciate the good ones even more.” The words were clumsy on her tongue like all Earth expressions. She’d never fully adopted them, even though it had been years since she’d left her people. She’d been in Falland longer than she was ever in The Silverglade. Now neither place felt like home.

      Constance giggled, calling attention to the three girls hovering in the doorway. They stood in order, Perseverance at the front, Bluebell behind her, and Constance behind them both. Constance waved two fingers and then ducked back behind her sisters.

      Perseverance, the eldest and most authoritative, said, “Will you teach us to fight?”

      “Let Aspen rest, girls,” Audacity said.

      “No, it’s fine,” Aspen said. She’d rather teach a lesson on defense than continue this conversation. “Let’s go outside and I’ll show you a few things.”

      Charm didn’t follow, but Aspen and the girls went to a field behind the house. Aspen lined them up and taught them to plant their feet in the flat, short grass.

      “The first thing you need to know is what to do if someone grabs you. Perseverance, may I demonstrate with you?”

      “Please call me Percy, Honored Silverglade.”

      “Of course, Percy. I prefer Aspen.”

      Bluebell grinned at her. “Our people don’t call each other ‘Honored.’”

      “That’s exactly right, little sister,” Aspen said. Bluebell’s freckled, lightly sunburned cheeks went even pinker, and Aspen felt as though the ground had tilted under her feet. It had been a long time since she’d called anyone little sister. She’d been so young when Frugality had lured her away from home, people had still been calling her little sister.

      Like Mouse flicking her tail at a stray fly, Aspen set aside the feeling. She demonstrated various holds and how to break them. The young women took her very seriously, even Constance—Connie, that is—who was only eleven.

      Aspen hadn’t spent much time with children of that age. Her main experience with young people was training Integrity’s new recruits into the Scale, but they’d usually been eighteen or so, closer to Percy’s age.

      Aspen had been twenty. Integrity had found her huddled under the dripping eave of the Temple of the Hearth. She’d knocked three times, but no one had answered, and she’d given up, slumping in the doorway and waiting for the rain, the cold, or the magistrates to take her.  Integrity had found her instead, kneeling down in the wet street before her and holding out a hand. He’d taken her to a tavern, bought her a bowl of stew, and coaxed the whole story out of her. Aspen’s tiny life circumscribed by the walls of the narrow house in Prentice Lane, Frugality’s years of fury and cruelty, the final rage, the kitchen knife she’d wrested from his hands and pushed under his ribs. Integrity had never told her she was wrong to do it. He’d asked if she’d like to help others. She’d said yes.

      Several lifetimes had passed since then.

      “The best thing to do after you break the hold is run,” Aspen told Audacity’s daughters. “Stomp on their feet, elbow them in the gut, and get out. But if you can’t get out, here are a few ways to hit someone.”

      Aspen was just getting into the flow when Charm appeared, framed by the back door, and called, “This is a celebration. Let’s stop hitting each other in the dark and have some fun. Your mother tells me some of you can play music.”

      It wasn’t quite dark yet, but the sun was setting. Aspen hadn’t noticed.

      “I can play music!” Connie yelled. “And so can Bluebell and Percy, but I’m the best!”

      The girls scrambled back into the house to find instruments. Aspen returned to the kitchen with some reluctance.

      Charm nudged her with an elbow. “Dance with me.”

      “Can we at least wait for the music?” Aspen asked.

      “Oh, fine, stall all you want.” To Audacity, Charm said, “We’re performing Calamity’s Dance right now.”

      “The dances in the first act are illegal in Rispland,” Aspen said.

      “Good thing we’re not in Rispland, then. And let me guess, you prefer the third act.” Charm poked Aspen’s stiff shoulders. “Rigid and controlled.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with control,” Aspen said. She took a step back to avoid Charm’s next poke. “I like structured dances. I never know what to do with the freeform ones.”

      Percy, Bluebell, and Connie tumbled back into the kitchen with two stringed instruments and a drum.

      “We know lots of songs,” Connie said. “We can play anything you want.”

      “Very impressive,” Charm said. “Do you know the music for the Wheat Dance?”

      “Yes!”

      Aspen frowned. The Wheat Dance was a lot of swaying and far more touching than was wise. Too late. Charm had set them on this course. She held her hands out, one at shoulder level, the other at waist level, and then waited, impatiently, for Aspen to hold her hands.

      Connie, clearly the leader of the little band, counted off for her sisters and they took up the slow, delicate melody of the Wheat Dance. Audacity hummed along with her daughters and then roped Rex into dancing.

      Charm led Aspen gently through the steps, swaying to the beat. It wasn’t the raucous dancing Aspen was used to seeing around the troupe’s bonfire, after a good performance and a few drinks. It wasn’t even like the dances in the play. It wasn’t salacious enough to be from the first act or tempered enough to be from the third.

      It was something different.

      The song came to a close and the girls began another, a tune Aspen knew but couldn’t place. Charm seemed to recognize it. She moved closer until their two bodies might as well have been one. The dance slowed, and they moved together, leaning back and then forward, taking turns supporting one another.

      Audacity’s soft hum of appreciation snapped Aspen out of it. Startling Charm, Aspen stumbled back and braced her hand on the wall. At the sight of Charm’s full lips and bright eyes, Aspen decided staring at the floor was safer.

      “You know the Dance of the Willow?” Aspen asked.

      “Sorrel taught me.”

      Right. There were People of the Wood in the troupe. They would have learned the way Aspen had, at gatherings full of storytelling, song, and dance. She knew the steps for the willow, the oak, the valley pine. There were others from villages in different parts of the Northern Lands. Aspen didn’t know them all, but maybe Charm did.

      Had Tamarind taught Charm the dances from the Rivergrove? The People of the Wood who lived in distant forests knew different trees and different dances, and Tamarind had left their far-away island to wander with the troupe. They had a beautiful black-and-white furred tail like a lemur’s. Aspen couldn’t look at it without remembering what she’d given up.

      Frugality hadn’t wanted her to stand out so much. Aspen’s scalp itched, but she didn’t dare rub the scars with Charm this close. As casually as possible, she removed her hand from where she’d braced it against the wall. Conscious of everyone staring at her and the pretense that she and Charm were married, she leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to Charm’s cheek.

      Then she said, “I think I need some air.”

      It was dark outside and already much colder than it had been. Aspen ran warm, but she still wished she hadn’t left her cloak inside.

      Hopefully she hadn’t left everyone with the impression that she was a jealous spouse upset because someone else had taught Charm a dance. The cheek kiss should have alleviated that. A kiss on the cheek was a good married-person thing to do, she was pretty sure.

      Great Oak’s roots, how was she so bad at this? She had been married.

      Not happily. But not entirely unhappily, either. That was the hardest part of remembering. The early years, they hadn’t been so bad. Enough for her to know how to act like a spouse. Smiles, affection, eager acquiescence.

      Cheek kisses.

      Aspen hadn’t ruined their story. Charm wasn’t in there frantically apologizing to Audacity for lying about being Aspen’s wife.

      Aspen tried to picture that and failed.

      Mouse, her stalwart companion, met her between the house and the road. If Aspen wanted, she could mount up and gallop as fast and as far as she could. All of her belongings were on Mouse’s back. Aspen didn’t need much, and she traveled light.

      Charm was resourceful; she’d find her way back to the troupe.

      Mouse’s ears perked up. She tilted her head and then butted Aspen’s shoulder.

      “Shit.” It was too dark to use the spyglass, but if Mouse sensed someone approaching, then there was someone approaching. “Shit,” she said again.

      Willing her body to be silent, she listened. There they were. Hoofbeats.

      Two horses. She couldn’t be sure if there was only one rider per horse. She strapped her sword into place and checked her knife sheaths. At least two people, maybe four headed their way.

      Approaching at speed and after dark set Aspen’s teeth on edge. It wasn’t a guarantee they were enemies, but Aspen would bet they were. Rectitude had put on a good show for the court, bowing his head and accepting the sentence. Aspen should have known it was too good to be true.

      Charm wouldn’t let her forget this. She could already hear Charm’s voice in her head. Trust the law, you said. They’ll protect her, you said. Aspen should have done this her way. She could have protected Audacity from the stain by doing it herself.

      She wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

      Light spilled from the front door. Charm stood there, silhouetted. “The tea’s ready.”

      Aspen was wearing her sword and standing next to Mouse. Even in low light, Charm had to be able to see that. To her credit, she didn’t panic. “Should I keep yours warm?”

      “What are the chances you’ll take the Grangers into the cellar?” Aspen asked.

      “Give me a weapon and I’ll do it.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “How many times do I have to prove I’m helpful in a fight before you accept it?” Charm demanded.

      “I have accepted it,” Aspen said. “That’s why you aren’t getting locked in the cellar. But I’m not giving you a weapon you don’t know how to use. If I give you one now, the most likely scenario is it will be used against you. How many times do I have to prove I know what I’m doing before you trust me?”

      Charm snapped her mouth shut.

      Their argument drew the Grangers to the door. Audacity tucked herself against Rex’s side. “Is something wrong?”

      Aspen walked a few paces closer. “We have company on the way. Too dark to see, but I wager it’s Rectitude and a friend. Did he mention any friends in Harstead, Rex?”

      Rex shook his head. “We only spoke briefly in the bar. He didn’t say anything about friends.”

      “All right. There’s still a chance this ends somewhat peacefully.” Aspen patted the hilt of her sword. “He was dismal in your fight, which means he doesn’t have any training. Hopefully he has enough sense not to get into a fistfight with a swordswoman. Once we subdue him and his friend, I’ll bring them back to Ilgate. There’s enough to press criminal charges now.”

      “Why won’t he leave me alone?” Audacity asked. “He left me for Harstead. He was fine there. Why not just stay?”

      “Pride? Greed? Desperation?” She shrugged. Each reason would change her approach to negotiating with him, but she trusted her sword would be the defining argument. Audacity was protected now. If Rectitude was a typical abusive husband, he would shrink away from an actual conflict.

      Aspen didn’t have to strain to hear the hoofbeats any longer.

      “Do you have an extra sword?” Rex asked.

      “Why does everyone want swords?” It was too dark to shoot Charm an aggrieved look, but she’d better be listening to Aspen repeating herself. “You have no training. Even if I had a second sword, I wouldn’t give it to you. You were also dismal in the fistfight.”

      “This is my farm,” Rex said. “My wife. I’m going to protect it.”

      “Not with a sword.” Aspen forestalled his next comment by adding, “Not with a crossbow either. Mouse will bite if you get too close. If you want to be useful, I need rope for once Rectitude surrenders.”

      “You’re very confident,” Audacity said.

      “You’ve spent a lifetime learning the land. I’ve spent mine learning the sword.” Aspen kept her blade sheathed as the two figures approached. There was no need to escalate things until—

      Shit.

      Rectitude’s friend dismounted. His friend wasn’t a friend so much as a hired mercenary. Aspen recognized the scarred face now that he was close enough to the light from the house.

      “Kindness,” Aspen said. She rested her hand on the hilt of her sword, prepared for a quick draw.

      “Aspen.”

      “You two know each other?” Audacity asked.

      “Is he another?” Charm tapped her arm.

      Kindness tsked. “Blabbing our secrets, Aspen?”

      “What secrets? Cooperation was burning farms in the area, and you’re apparently advertising your services.”

      “Times are hard. Rectitude here promised me an easy fight and a good meal. Almost disappointing, but you’ve made things more exciting.”

      “I’m not easy,” Aspen said.

      “No, you’ve never been that. But you’re worth a lot to Pike. If you come with me, I’ll leave the farm alone. If you put up a fight, everyone will pay for it. What do you say?”

      “Sounds like I’m worth more alive than dead,” Aspen said. She still didn’t understand why Pike would want her, but she needed to get far away from him.

      “You are, but Pike’s not here. I won’t hesitate to kill you.”

      “Then I suppose I should show the same courtesy.” There would be no deescalating this situation. Aspen drew her sword.

      “You just signed their death warrants,” Kindness said.

      Aspen whistled sharply. Mouse charged at Rectitude. The man dove out of the way to avoid being trampled. The two new horses threw their heads back and then chased Mouse as she ran.

      In the chaos, Kindness drew his own sword, the moonlight glinting off the blade. Aspen didn’t bother with a defensive guard. Kindness was on the back foot, and she attacked him with speed, forcing him to give even more ground.

      She drove him back to the road. There was enough distance to the house that the Grangers, the girls, and Charm would be safe from the fight. Kindness was never one of the better swordsmen, so that wouldn’t be a problem. Aspen had to be worried about tricks.

      Kindness fended her off as he scooped up a handful of loose dirt. Aspen ducked and spun away as he hurled it at her. Dust clogged her throat, and she felt the grains grind in her teeth. She kept it out of her eyes, which was something at least.

      She felt Kindness move, and she brought her sword up to meet his. Metal clashed, and she opened her eyes. She grinned and then slid her blade down. It was an unholy screech, metal against metal. She jabbed her sword forward and as he jumped back to avoid the tip, she grabbed his wrist with her free hand.

      She pulled hard as he pulled back. He shouted and lost his grip. His sword dropped to the ground and Aspen grabbed it and tossed it behind her, far out of his reach.

      “A weapon you can’t use is worse than no weapon at all,” she told him.

      “Stab me, would you? It’s better than listening to your sermons. You’re worse than Integrity was.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Aspen asked.

      “He’s dead,” Kindness said. “His little crusade died with him. We’re an order reborn. Under Pike, we’ve realized our full potential.”

      “I’m going to stab you so I don’t have to listen to you,” Aspen muttered. She tossed a bit of rope at him. The two ends were looped and wide enough for him to slip his hands through. By pulling tight, the loops would close. She kept her sword pointed at him as she nodded to the rope. “Put it on.”

      Kindness was making it sound like Pike had profited from Integrity’s death. He’d taken over the Scale, it was true. At the time, Aspen had been grateful the burden hadn’t fallen on her, though she’d come to regret that after Pike had forced her out. Had Pike planned it all—the murder, the takeover, her exile? She’d thought he was seizing opportunities, not creating them through violence.

      Kindness put his hands through the loops. Before he pulled the rope tight, a scream pierced the air. Aspen knew that voice. Charm.

      Branch, leaf, and root. Despite not being quite finished with Kindness, Aspen couldn’t stop herself from checking over her shoulder. Charm, the Grangers, and the girls were all near the house, but Charm and Rex were on the ground. There was someone on the ground with them.

      Rectitude.

      Aspen turned back to Kindness. He’d tossed the rope away and was stumbling backward as he whistled for his horse.

      “Aspen!” Charm cried.

      Shit. Did she pursue Kindness or did she run back and help Charm? If Kindness escaped, he wouldn’t come to the Grangers’ farm again, but soon enough he’d come after Aspen. If she didn’t help Charm… Aspen’s chest went tight with panic.

      “Hurry!” Audacity shouted.

      Well, that decided it. Kindness mounted his horse and Aspen let him. She ran to the farmhouse.
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      As Aspen chased the mercenary away from the house, Mouse knocked Rectitude to the ground. It meant Charm, Audacity, Rex, and the three girls only had to subdue one man who was already down. She liked those odds. If they approached this carefully—

      “This ends here.” Rex grabbed the rope Aspen had instructed him to get.

      “You stole my farm! And my wife!” Rectitude got back to his feet.

      “You left!” Audacity shouted. “You left, and I was happier without you. Even before I met Rex! Why don’t you crawl back to Harstead and leave us alone?”

      “You turned my farm into a charity project!” He gestured to the three girls. The eldest, Perseverance, took a step forward as if she was prepared to show off what Aspen had taught her.

      “All I’ve ever wanted was a family. It was never going to be with you. But then you left. I have the girls, I have Rex. I don’t need you.” What started as an accusation became a revelation. Audacity repeated, “I don’t need you.”

      “You are mine! All of this is mine!” Rectitude’s voice shook with rage. Charm had seen men balanced precariously on the edge. She didn’t think Rectitude had enough control to keep himself from tumbling over. Sure enough, he moved, and the sound of metal against leather filled the air—he’d drawn a knife from a waist sheath.

      Audacity shrieked and jumped backward. The two younger girls pulled her away from Rectitude and his knife. Perseverance stayed where she was, evaluating. Rex, too, stood his ground, even though Rectitude had a knife and they were all unarmed.

      It wasn’t Charm’s best moment, but she had a few uncharitable thoughts about Aspen. With some kind of weapon, Charm could do damage.

      She distanced herself from Audacity and the two girls. There had to be something to use around here. She found a bucket near her feet. On the other side of their loose circle was a pitchfork. That would work. There were points on it. How strong did you have to be to run someone through with a pitchfork?

      Aspen and Kindness were still grunting and trading attacks. Charm wouldn’t distract her. Besides, her pride told her she could handle this. Rectitude had a knife, but she and the Grangers had numbers.

      Rectitude swung out, and they all scattered to avoid his blade.

      “Now you’re afraid.” Rectitude’s eyes were wild, a man beyond reason. He stepped toward Audacity. “I should have used a knife years ago.”

      “No!” Perseverance threw herself at Rectitude. She tackled him from the back, and both of them fell to the ground. Rectitude twisted and struck with his knife. Perseverance shouted as the knife pierced her arm.

      “Aspen!” Charm cried, abandoning pride, because there was blood now, and she could admit when she was out of her depth. She didn’t have her troupe, didn’t have any of her tricks to use. She talked at people until they agreed with her, but it wouldn’t work with Rectitude.

      “Percy!” Rex rushed in. He grabbed Rectitude’s hand, the one with the knife, and squeezed until he dropped the knife. Rex drove his knee into Rectitude’s gut. Rectitude coughed and then tossed Rex aside.

      Audacity screamed as Rectitude grabbed a fistful of Rex’s hair. He slammed his face into the ground.

      Heavy footfalls hit the ground behind Charm. Aspen was running toward them, but she wouldn’t be fast enough. Rectitude grabbed the knife again. He had one hand gripping Rex’s hair, tugging to expose his neck. Charm knew what would happen next. The knife across Rex’s throat, blood, more screaming.

      She darted in and grabbed Rectitude’s wrist, the one holding the knife. She braced her knee against his back and then pulled on his arm with all her might. His joints cracked as she forced his body to move in a way it wasn’t meant to. A horrible sound.

      Rectitude howled, worse than any wolf or any storm. He spun to face her, and Charm stumbled backward, because he was a man with murder in his eyes. He grabbed her with his good hand, but his grip was weak with pain.

      She coiled her body the way Aspen taught the girls, and then she shoved Rectitude with two hands. All she wanted was him as far away from her as possible. It would buy enough time for Aspen to arrive. Charm would never mock Aspen for her white knight tendencies ever again.

      Rectitude wasn’t expecting the shove or the force behind it. He tumbled backward. There was a stake in the ground, a place to tie visiting animals. Rectitude fell on it with a wet, meaty crunch, and Charm changed her mind. That was the most horrible sound she’d ever heard.

      She gagged and turned away. Audacity screamed again. This time she didn’t stop.

      “Shit,” Aspen said, making it to them. “Shit, okay.”

      Charm was aware of Aspen at her side, but she didn’t feel the usual warmth at being so close. She didn’t try to snake her way closer. Aspen guided Charm to the other side of the house. Out of sight of the body.

      Oh Holy Esmuste, the body.

      There was a body. Charm had killed someone. She retched.

      “Bluebell! Constance!” Aspen called. “I need your help. Audacity, I need you to make tea. Something to settle Charm’s stomach. Girls, go with her.”

      “Look at you taking charge,” Charm mumbled. She meant it to be playful, a tease, but her heart wasn’t in it. There was a body on the front lawn. She retched again. She wiped her mouth on her sleeve and thought she would have to burn this shift, because she would never wear it again.

      And then it occurred to her she was vomiting in front of Aspen, who was a member of a shady society, who probably had as many kills to her name as Charm had leading roles. Shame prickled at the back of Charm’s neck. Or maybe that was sweat. Cold and clammy, she felt—and no doubt smelled—disgusting. “I’m being silly.”

      “Hardly,” Aspen said.

      “This is—” Charm waved her hand. “I didn’t mean to. If he hadn’t—” It wasn’t often that Charm found herself without words. She tried to complete her thought. When that failed, she tried to recall a monologue, any monologue, simply so she could say something.

      “I know.” Aspen’s hand was heavy on Charm’s shoulder, but it was something concrete she could feel. She didn’t push it away.

      Charm tasted bile and almost threw up again.

      Out of nowhere, Aspen said, “Thank you, Percy.”

      A moment later, there was a cup of water in front of Charm. Aspen held it up. “Little sip, swish, and then spit.”

      Charm covered Aspen’s hand with hers and tipped the cup back. Sip, rinse, spit. She repeated it twice before she felt like she could swallow any.

      That unpleasant business taken care of, Charm was ready to be done. She tried to stand up, but Aspen kept her seated on a small stump. She couldn’t remember sitting down.

      “You don’t need to coddle me,” Charm said. See, she could talk again. Her throat was too dry earlier, that had been the problem. A bit of water and now she was as good as new.

      “I’m not coddling you,” Aspen said.

      “You’re hovering, and I don’t need it.” Charm swept her hair over one shoulder to hide the way her hands still trembled. It was a physical reaction, nothing more. Once her body left fight-or-flight mode, she’d have her composure back. Until then, all she had to do was act. “What were you on about at the Red Fox? Choice. This wasn’t a choice. I didn’t choose to kill him.”

      “You didn’t,” Aspen agreed.

      If she’d sounded condescending, Charm would have slapped her. But Aspen sounded genuine, though sad, her voice heavy with regrets.

      “Does it make a difference?” Charm asked.

      “Not as much of one as you’d like.”

      Charm flexed her hands. She didn’t stab him, didn’t skewer him. She wrenched his shoulder and then she pushed him. He fell on—

      No. She didn’t want to see it again in her mind. She didn’t want to hear it. “When does it stop?”

      “Stop?” Aspen repeated.

      Charm gestured to Aspen, trying to encompass her general competence and steadiness. Aspen wasn’t a wreck every moment of every day. “When will it stop bothering me?”

      Aspen’s face softened, and Charm turned away, because she knew she wouldn’t like the answer. She cleared her throat and stood up. This time, she knocked Aspen’s hand away. Charm didn’t need her support. “We should clean up. Or is this like camp chores? Whoever cooks doesn’t have to do the dishes?”

      This time, it was Aspen who stepped back. Her expression was torn between pity and shock. Charm hated them both. She stomped back toward the house, because, for the first time, she didn’t want to see Aspen’s face.

      Charm was torn between yelling at her, demanding to know why she hadn’t been faster, why she hadn’t handled this from the beginning and clinging to her, desperate for any and every reassurance Aspen could give her. Both impulses disgusted her. This wasn’t Aspen’s fault. It wasn’t Charm’s either.

      It was Rectitude’s.

      Yes, he was a good person to blame. He couldn’t defend himself.

      Because he was dead.

      Percy, Bluebell, and Connie were inside with Audacity. Aspen and Rex weren’t in the kitchen, presumably because they were outside digging a grave. Charm didn’t know where she belonged. On the other side of the world, maybe. She wished it were an hour ago. Yesterday. Two weeks ago—that way she’d never have met any of these people.

      “I have tea,” Audacity said when Charm entered the kitchen.

      “I don’t think I want any.”

      “Perhaps you’d like to take a tray outside?”

      Charm didn’t make any jokes about not knowing the etiquette of gravedigging. It was a task, so she did it. Audacity gave her a large wooden tray.

      Outside, there was a rough cloth draped over Rectitude’s body, held down with a few large rocks. The wind tugged it, but it didn’t move. Neither did he. Because he was dead.

      Charm didn’t drop any of her dishes. Audacity and her daughters followed her out the door.

      Their whole party met in the dark, wide expanse of field, a few paces from the edge of the grave. Aspen and Rex had made quick work of digging, and it was almost done. Charm set the tea tray on the ground, her useless errand complete.

      “He’s going to be in our yard?” Connie asked. She clung to Audacity’s apron and peeked around her to glance at the pile of dirt.

      “He wanted to be back with his farm,” Rex said.

      Percy snorted and ignored the dark look from her sisters.

      “That’s wicked,” Audacity said.

      Rex shrugged and went back to work. “We killed a man today, Daci. I’m not overly concerned with jokes.”

      We, Charm thought distantly, as if this had been a group effort. She supposed it had been, in a way. Aspen who took her fight too far away to help with Rectitude. Percy, who threw herself at Rectitude. Rex who joined the fray. Charm who finished it. But if this was a group effort, why did she feel so guilty? Shouldn’t they carry some of that burden for her?

      Normally, this was when Charm would put on a smile and tell a story to set everyone at ease. She could think of nothing to say.

      “Thank you for the tea,” Aspen said. She poured a cup, added a generous amount of honey and handed it to Charm. It was uncharacteristically rude of her, to take so much, but the final cup that Aspen poured had no honey, making up for her earlier excess.

      This cup, of course, was Aspen’s. She sipped it, and her eyes pinched at the corners at the disagreeable taste. “This is exactly what we needed,” Aspen said, filling the silence that Charm should be handling.

      The tea was needed, but there was a noticeable lack of praise for the tea itself. A tentative sip of her own told Charm the honey was as necessary for flavor as it was for sweetness. Then again, it could have been the finest tea in all the world and it still would have done nothing to improve her mood.

      “Do we tell someone?” Percy asked.

      Charm hadn’t considered that. If the plan was to report this death to the magistrate, she hoped Aspen would give her time to get ahead of the constabulary. They wouldn’t be able to keep her in prison, but escaping was so much trouble. She’d rather run.

      Maybe Charm would kiss Aspen one last time.

      “As far as Ilgate is concerned, Rectitude returned to Harstead,” Aspen said tentatively.

      “If they knew he came here, they would want to know why,” Rex said. “They would dig deeper into the case.”

      “You could face charges,” Aspen said. “Audacity could lose the girls. The magistrate would be subject to scrutiny, and I don’t think further testimony from anyone here would be taken seriously by the law. Our word that this was an accident, for example.”

      Without that, Charm could be sentenced to death.

      “Will the bad man tell?” Connie asked.

      Charm had forgotten about the mercenary Aspen had fought. He’d escaped. She wasn’t the only one who looked to Aspen for answers.

      “He won’t tell the magistrate,” Aspen said. She dragged a hand down her face and seemed to age ten years with the simple gesture. “I have an idea of where he’s gone. I’ll track him after we set your farm to rights. None of this will fall on you.”

      It was a sign of how shaken Charm was that she didn’t protest Aspen’s plan to leave. She didn’t start thinking of how to accompany her either. After all this excitement, Charm was ready to be back with the troupe, with the comforting routines of rehearsal and performances. There, the only violence was scripted, and the only blood was fake.

      “I’m sorry,” Audacity said. Some tea splashed into the grass. Her hand must be trembling. “You tried to help me and—”

      “I—we—” Aspen paused. “I knew there would be consequences to intervening. I didn’t expect this, but it was a possibility.”

      Charm nodded. “It wasn’t your fault.”
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      If Aspen was on her own, she might have ridden through the darkness a short way and camped somewhere by herself. There was enough moonlight to see the wide, flat road, at least for a brief ride. Camping by herself sounded so peaceful compared to spending the rest of this miserable night with someone who didn’t want her company.

      Day after day of Charm in her space, closer than Aspen was comfortable with, and now that Aspen was getting used to it, Charm had pulled away. She had a good reason. Aspen still missed her.

      Aspen hadn’t wanted anyone to touch her after she’d killed Frugality. The event itself was a rush in her memory. His tight grip around her wrist, the frightening intent in his eyes. Her fingers closing around a knife hilt. Blood. So much blood.

      She’d done her best to clean up afterward. He’d always insisted on a clean house. He was worried about their image. Whenever they expected guests, she’d had to wipe down the tables, sweep the floors, and powder her face to hide any bruises.

      Habit and the strange calm of a crisis had carried her through dealing with the body as best she could. She knew now that she’d done a sloppy job, but she hadn’t had those skills in her youth.

      And then she’d been alone in the house and she’d fallen apart. Staying had felt impossible. She’d simply walked out of the house—it had been the second day of Rain Moon, a wet, bone-chilling cold, and she’d gone out with no cloak. That was how Integrity had found her.

      If Charm was in the same place, the best thing Aspen could do was keep her distance. She couldn’t be Charm’s Integrity. It was her fault Charm was in this mess. She needed to return Charm to the troupe, where being surrounded by friends would help her process and then heal.

      It would have to wait for tomorrow. Aspen wouldn’t compound today’s mistakes by making Charm leave the warmth of the house. They’d accept the Grangers’ hospitality and then be on their way in the morning.

      There was only one glaring problem.

      “It isn’t much, but it’s yours for the night,” Audacity said.

      A large bed took up most of the room. A trundle pulled out from under it, and Constance was already under the covers on the smaller bed. Why did Aspen never protest when Charm told people they were married? Well, she knew why. She needed to be stronger. Because this—this—

      “Thank you,” Aspen said after a long silence. Normally, it was Charm who filled those silences, who set everyone at ease with her manners and her voice. But she was still quiet, no doubt wrestling with what had happened. “Charm, I’ll bring your things in.”

      Aspen escaped outside to buy herself some time to think. There was no way she was sharing that bed with Charm tonight. Hadn’t she just thought that Charm needed space from her? She wasn’t about to strip out of most of her clothes and sleep next to her.

      She gathered Charm’s saddlebags and left her own.

      “You aren’t sleeping?” Percy asked when Aspen returned to the shared bedroom.

      Bluebell, who was now seated on the trundle and braiding Constance’s hair, looked up. Constance pulled the blanket up to her chin, hiding.

      “I’m going to keep watch,” Aspen said.

      Charm didn’t protest. She didn’t encourage Aspen either, but Aspen withdrew from the room and went back outside. She settled the horses and draped a blanket over each of them.

      “It’s been a long day,” she told Mouse. Tomorrow would be even longer, especially if she stayed up most of the night.

      She arranged her bedroll and then her weapons. She could hear faint voices from inside the house, and there was still the flickering light from a few candles as the occupants prepared to sleep.

      Aspen stretched out on her bedroll. She’d always loved the night sky. While the open fields around Harstead were disconcerting during the day, the stars were glorious. Back in the Silverglade, she used to climb trees to peek at them. Sometimes, she would even lash herself to a thick branch and stare until she fell asleep.

      It was Ayzeh who could name them. The Sun religion was tied to the sky, and the two of them spent countless nights passing the time by talking about constellations. She remembered the first time he directed her attention to a cluster of stars and how they made a shape. And then he shared the story that went with it.

      On her own, the stars looked like flour spilled across the table. She missed the warmth of Ayzeh’s body next to hers and the deep timbre of his voice as he told her about the days when dragons were as common to see in the sky as hawks.

      She would visit him soon. After she tracked down Kindness and made sure the mercenary wouldn’t cause any more trouble for the Grangers.

      A noise alerted her that she wasn’t alone. It came from behind her, and she recognized the opening and then closing of a door so she didn’t react other than to make some space on her bedroll.

      She was surprised it was Bluebell who joined her. The moonlight provided just enough visibility for Aspen to see the heavy cloak Bluebell wore. The girl also had two blankets in her arms, and she offered one to Aspen. She wrapped herself in the second one and made herself comfortable next to Aspen’s makeshift camp.

      “Shouldn’t you be with your family?” Aspen asked.

      “My family will be here in the morning,” Bluebell answered. “And the morning after and the one after and—you get the picture.”

      “I do.”

      “Besides, Mother and Father are in their room for the night. Percy and Connie are too. Charm is telling them a story.”

      Aspen was glad for the dark so her relief wasn’t quite so obvious. If Charm was well enough to tell stories, there was hope. Aspen brushed aside the hurt that it was her presence that had bothered Charm earlier. She’d had her suspicions—she’d removed herself, after all.

      “I’m not ready to sleep,” Bluebell admitted. “But if you’d rather not have company, I can go back inside.”

      “I don’t mind company,” Aspen said. Bluebell laughed quietly, and Aspen couldn’t help but laugh along. It was a bit silly to exile herself and then invite someone to sit with her. “If you’re worried, you don’t need to be. I don’t expect trouble.”

      “That isn’t why I can’t sleep.” Bluebell sat beside Aspen, and she pulled her knees up to her chest. She wrapped her arms tightly around them, hugging herself. “Mother never talked about him. Not directly, at least. When I first came here, Percy and Connie were already settled in. Percy told me not to ask about a husband so I didn’t. With the four of us, we managed the farm. And then one day Rex arrived.”

      It was true testimony, not the show they’d put on at the courthouse. Bluebell rested her chin on her knees as she continued to speak. “I knew he wasn’t Mother’s husband. We all did, even Connie. She was wary of him at first, and so we were too. But then they fell in love. He became our father. We have a good family. Percy and Connie, the plague took their first parents. I left mine. There were eight of us kids. Too many. There’s space for me here.”

      “Eight?” Aspen asked before she could help it. People of the Wood weren’t known for their large families. One child was common, three tended to be the upper limit. Their families were large because each unit was part of a whole. Aspen didn’t have any siblings, but she had two dozen cousins, in the Wood way, not the Earth way. In Falland and Rispland, family was determined by blood, not choice.

      Well, she amended, thinking of Audacity Granger and her second husband and three children. Sometimes it was by choice.

      Bluebell laughed. “It turns out contraceptive tea didn’t work for her. My family wasn’t bad. Not like Rectitude. And they’re still alive. I visit them sometimes. But I wanted something different. You left too.” Bluebell shifted uncomfortably. “You look at my tail sometimes. Not like most Earth people, who laugh behind their hands or say rude things about what my dad must have been. You look at me like you’re sad.”

      “I did leave,” Aspen admitted. No more candlelight spilled from the house behind her, and when she paused, she couldn’t hear a single sound. “I met a man.”

      “Ugh,” Bluebell said and then, with embarrassment coloring her tone, “I’m sorry. That was rude. But those stories don’t usually end well.”

      “No, they don’t. Audacity and Rex, they’re a happy story.”

      “Yours wasn’t.”

      “You’ve very astute,” Aspen said. “I like to think I’m working toward happiness.”

      “Have you gone back home?”

      Aspen shook her head and then realized Bluebell probably couldn't see the motion. “I’m afraid to.”

      “You? Afraid? I saw you with your sword. You’re so strong.”

      “That isn’t what I’m afraid of. You grew up Wood. You know the saying, right? No matter how far we go, our feet always know the path home?”

      “Oh,” Bluebell said softly. “You’re afraid you won’t know it.”

      “And if I never try, I’ll never have to know.” And wasn’t that a depressing summation of her life. It was her approach to Charm as well. There was something between them, a possibility that could have any number of pleasant endings. But there was enough doubt, enough potential for an unpleasant ending that Aspen preferred inaction.

      Isn’t that what she learned with Frugality? The dream of a husband and shared life was far better than the reality of it. She would keep her dreams in her head where she could sigh at them and enjoy them and never be disappointed.

      Bluebell shifted until she was stretched out on her side. “I miss my hammock. Did you ever sleep in one?”

      “Yes. I still do sometimes. Not as often, because there aren’t usually enough trees for it, but I have what I need to rig one up.”

      Bluebell curled toward Aspen but never close enough to touch. “Wake me up when it’s my turn to keep watch.”

      “You know I won’t,” Aspen said.

      “I know. But saying it makes me feel less guilty.”

      Aspen laughed softly and resumed her contemplation of the sky. “In that case, I’ll wake you up when it’s your turn.”
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      Charm hummed to herself as she made tea in Audacity’s kitchen. Aspen walked into the house—she’d stayed up all night outside—and leaned against the kitchen doorway, one long, lithe stretch of muscle from head to toe. A lock of short dark hair fell forward, just brushing the scarred bridge of her nose, and she dismissed it behind her ear with a casual sweep of her fingers.

      It was enough to make a girl forget how to boil water.

      Aspen raised her eyebrows at Charm, who’d been doing her best to bustle before Aspen had so rudely been attractive and interrupted her train of thought. “You were humming.”

      Right. It had been the Willow song. Charm only said, as airily as possible, “I have decided to be fine.”

      “Let me know how that works out for you,” Aspen said. “By the way, that’s not breakfast tea you’re holding, it’s medicine. Check the other jars.”

      “How do you know so much about Audacity’s kitchen already?”

      “It’s contraceptive tea,” Aspen said. “I recognize the smell. Used to take it.”

      Charm liked to take things in stride, and she had supreme control over her face, but sometimes surprise got the better of her. “You what?”

      “I thought I told you, I was married once.”

      “You are impossible,” Charm said. “You told a cryptic, elliptical little anecdote about a house in Harstead. That’s it! How was I supposed to divine that you know the smell of contraceptive tea? You were married to a man, I suppose?”

      “Yes, a man,” Aspen said. “And there was another one after him. Haven’t you had contraceptive tea before?”

      “Never needed it,” Charm said. She filed away Aspen’s uncharacteristic confession that there had been two men for later interrogation. “My interest in men extends to their coin purses. The literal kind. I only go to bed with women. Of course, a couple of times I did have lovers who could have gotten me pregnant, but I just asked them to use their—”

      Aspen held up her hands in surrender. “It’s too early for this, Charm.”

      “As if there is any time of day that you would ever let me tell you what I like in bed.”

      “As if there is any time of day that you would ever stop telling me what you like in bed.”

      “Are you memorizing it all, my lovely keeper of the night watch? Did it keep you awake for the long cold night you spent outside?” Charm asked.

      “Actually,” Aspen said, “Bluebell came to visit me. We talked.”

      “Oh?” Aspen was clearly in a revealing, conciliatory mood. She’d told Charm three whole things. Prying would ruin it, so Charm busied herself finding the usual breakfast tea. The Grangers’ kitchen was small, but organized, everything in its place, neat and bright in the morning sun. The right tea sat by the stove, on a shelf stacked with jars of herbs, labeled in clear, swooping handwriting. Charm pulled the tea down and put her full repertoire of culinary skill to use by making it, and Aspen came closer to take the proffered tea cup. They sat at the table.

      “Bluebell wanted to talk to someone else from the Wood. I suppose I did, too. She went back to bed just after dawn. Come to think of it, you’re up early.”

      Well, yes, I accidentally killed a man yesterday and couldn’t sleep. No. She had decided to be fine. Charm committed to her roles. She pressed her lips to the rim of the tea cup, then lowered it. “There was nobody to entertain me in my bed.”

      “You were there, weren’t you?”

      “Aspen Silverglade, did you just make a dirty joke? I’m so proud.” Charm touched her sternum, then dabbed at the corners of her eyes. “And in answer to your question, I do my best work with an audience.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Aspen said, no longer in a teasing mood. She wrapped both hands around her tea cup like she wanted to protect it, or maybe like she wanted it to protect her. In her grip, it was tiny. “I’d like to leave as soon as we say goodbye to Audacity and her family.”

      “Me too,” Charm said. “When you say leave…”

      “I’ll escort you back to the troupe in Ilgate. After that, I need to find Kindness—the man who attacked me yesterday. He’ll be easy to ask about, at least. He’s got a very distinctive face.”

      “Mm,” Charm said. It had taken her two weeks to get Aspen to tease her back for one single sentence, and now they had mere hours before it was goodbye forever. All Charm had to show for their time together was an unsettled stomach from killing a man.

      “Rectitude was able to hire him so quickly,” Aspen said. “Kindness must already have been in the area. That suggests the Hanging Scale has a strong presence here, even though I interrupted that protection racket.”

      Charm did not have to say are you going to kill him when you find him because Audacity and Rex came into the kitchen, followed soon after by Percy, Connie, and a very sleepy Bluebell. There was breakfast—eggs from the farm with good brown bread—and, after much pleading from the girls, another brief lesson from Aspen on how to inflict pain or cause chaos or whatever it was she was teaching them.

      And then it was time to go.

      “I can’t say how much I appreciate everything you two have done to preserve our life here,” Audacity said. “You risked your lives for strangers. I’ll never forget that. I know the past few days haven’t been easy. You could have just ridden past us that first day, or abandoned us at any point, but you didn’t. I’m grateful. If there’s ever anything any of us can do for either of you, please let us know.”

      “We will,” Aspen said. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

      She knelt down and let Charm step on her hands to mount Ruby, and then they were back on the road.
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        * * *

      

      Aspen had come to enjoy the theater troupe. She could never have imagined herself saying the words “I like that there are always people around,” but it was an easy, fluid companionship. People gathered and dispersed and gathered and dispersed. There were lively moments of shouting and dancing, but there were also quiet moments.

      Charm had let her have a quiet moment on their ride home, and then Aspen had lingered with the troupe that afternoon on the flimsiest of excuses. Amity had asked her to review some of the blocking for duels in an upcoming play, so she’d spent a few hours correcting stances and demonstrating parries. Even if the swords were wood, it made her nostalgic.

      Then, of course, the sun had gone down and it had been inadvisable to leave for her travel. And she wasn’t entirely sure which direction to go, besides. She ought to go skulk at The Hearth Fire to do some reconnaissance, but instead she was sitting a dozen paces away from the fire pit, next to Charm.

      Next to, not underneath, sadly. Aspen wouldn’t have minded having Charm in her lap again, but she wasn’t going to ask for it.

      She wasn’t sure Charm would say yes.

      They’d had one or two nice moments this morning, but last night had been catastrophic. Aspen had no idea where they stood.

      Naturally, she said the least appealing sentence in existence.

      “I threw up my first time, too.”

      There was a tiny reflection of the fire glinting in Charm’s dark eyes. Nothing like the figurative spark that lit them when she was about to say or do something wildly inappropriate. “Did you? Probably all over his bright and shiny armor.”

      “People don’t really wear plate unless they’re going into battle. There definitely wasn’t any in my kitchen.”

      “In your kitchen,” Charm said slowly. “Holy Es—Aspen. Gods. I don’t know exactly what you’re telling me, but I know it’s bad. This… this was the house in Harstead?”

      Aspen tilted her head up to look at the sky. The fire reminded her too much of the heat from the stove, of keeping house. But the sky. There wasn’t any sky in Harstead. She didn’t leave the house enough to see it. “His name was Frugality. I was sixteen when he came to my village. Eighteen when he married me and I thought we were in love. Twenty when he came at me with a kitchen knife.”

      Charm grabbed her hand. “Aspen. You had to do it. He would have killed you. It was richly fucking deserved. None of that was your fault.”

      Aspen squeezed her hand in return.

      “Oh. Oh I see,” Charm said. “You could say the same to me. And it still feels like shit.”

      “I don’t feel bad that I defended myself,” Aspen said. “I suppose by now I don’t even feel all that bad that I killed him. He hurt me a lot. He would have killed me. And if it hadn’t been me, it would have been some other unlucky woman. I know that. What I regret is everything. I wish I hadn’t been in that kitchen, in that house, in the city. I wish I’d lived a different life, one that wouldn’t have brought me to moments like that one. But I didn’t have that life then and I don’t have it now. I won’t ever have it. You feel it very deeply, how much you can’t go back, when you kill someone.”

      “Fuck, Aspen.” Charm’s voice was thick with tears. She laid her head on Aspen’s shoulder.

      In the distance, someone splashed their wine into the fire and for one second, it roared bright.

      “I also wish I’d done it sooner,” Aspen said. She wrapped an arm around Charm, who was shivering with unreleased sobs and who immediately wet the shoulder of Aspen’s cloak with tears. “I wish a lot of things.”

      “Yeah,” Charm said forcefully. She wiped at her eyes. “That’s what kept me up last night. The million other ways it could have gone. Not even good ways, necessarily. If I was going to kill a man, why couldn’t it have been more on purpose? Why couldn’t I at least have done it with conviction? Or a sword? Can you believe that is what I was thinking?”

      “I can.”

      “Also, I wish it had been less gross.”

      “It’s pretty much always gross.”

      Charm laughed, shaking against Aspen. “Why are we not drunk right now? If I’m gonna cry all over you, I’d like to pretend it’s because I was out of my wits on that absolute rot that Flick pretends will help her breathe fire.”

      “Zhashvis,” Aspen said. She risked kissing the top of Charm’s head. “You can cry all over me while sober. I won’t tell.”

      “I know,” Charm said solemnly. She blotted at her face with her own cloak. “But I want to pretend we’re both really drunk. That way when I tell you I think I might be more upset that you’re leaving tomorrow than I am that I killed a man yesterday, if you think I’m a horrible person and don’t ever want to see me again, we can blame the alcohol and forget it ever happened.”

      “I don’t think you’re a horrible person,” Aspen said. “Flawed, certainly, but all of us are. And selfish, and spoiled, and stubborn, and impulsive, with a tendency to whine, and an utter disregard for other people’s boundaries, and—”

      “Sweet, merciful Gods. Are you planning to list my physical defects next?”

      “You don’t have any.”

      “Aspen Silverglade. That’s two days in a row you’ve parried me. I think I might have taught you something after all. Also, yes, obviously I don’t have any physical flaws. Correct.”

      “Was that a sword metaphor, Honored Linville?”

      “I guess it was. See, you can’t leave yet, I have too much to learn.” Charm let out a luxuriant sigh and cuddled closer. “I don’t want you to leave, but I will be glad for a break from all the violence.”

      Aspen stiffened and pushed away.

      “Stop it, you dirt-for-brains. I can hear you misinterpreting that.”

      “And what is the correct interpretation?”

      “I killed a man and it was awful. The only thing good about this whole experience is you. I want to see you again, Aspen.”

      “Wherever I am, there will be violence,” Aspen said.

      “We’ll work on that,” Charm said, waving a hand so lazily that Aspen doubted her sobriety even though neither of them had touched a drop. “What if I gave you a mirror-shard necklace? Like I have with Flick?”

      “You’d give me that?”

      “Not the same one! A different one. So you and I could talk while you go do secret dangerous things and I go back to shaking my ass on stage.”

      “You’re a superb actor,” Aspen said, affronted.

      “So’s my ass. Come on. Say yes or no.”

      “Yes,” Aspen said.

      “Oh, good. I was worried you were going to say no,” Charm said. “Wait right here, I’ll get it.”

      The air was cold in her absence, but she returned quickly. She curled Aspen’s fingers around a small pendant on a leather cord and then reclaimed her place, the thick wool folds of her cloak falling over Aspen’s knees. This close, no fabric could disguise the shape of her breasts, belly, and hips pressing into Aspen. It would be easy to get used to this.

      Charm murmured, “I don’t suppose I could push my luck and get you to come to bed with me.”

      “I’m very drunk, I can’t seem to remember what you just said.”

      “We have really got to work on your acting,” Charm said.

      They chatted a bit more, Charm yawning in between words, and eventually Charm drifted to sleep. Aspen scooped her up, carried her to the wagon, and deposited her on her mattress.

      She put one hand on the lintel to ease her passage back to the ground, thought better of it, and turned around to lie down next to Charm. They fit together easily, her thighs pressed against Charm’s, and Aspen relished the warmth and softness of her. Last time they’d done this, it had been on the forest floor. A bed was a rare pleasure in Aspen’s life, a bedmate even rarer.

      Aspen allowed herself a few hours pillowed against Charm. The dreamlike little interlude would make a nice memory, but her past wouldn’t let her stay longer. At the first hint of dawn through the slats of the wagon, she rose and slipped out in silence.
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      Whenever Charm and Aspen met in a tavern, catastrophe followed. Aspen should have known that. Instead, when Charm had asked her to come to The Blooming Rose in Orcester, Aspen had allowed herself silly fantasies of quiet conversation at a corner table.

      The corner table was easy enough to find, but Aspen was there by herself.

      They’d been apart for two weeks, which was as long as they’d known each other. Aspen didn’t know what they were to each other, only that she’d ridden hard and arrived early, eager to see Charm again.

      Not like this, though.

      Charm was perched on the bar, resplendent in buttercup yellow. A meadow’s worth of floral embroidery decorated her skirts and bodice, almost enough to make Aspen forget that it was the fourth day of Frost Moon outside the heat of the tavern. Her glossy dark hair spilled over her shoulder, half-braided with a long tail of loose curls, and two ruby droplets dangled from her ears and sparkled in the firelight whenever she turned her head.

      Aspen had wondered if they were cut glass at first, but that was nonsense. Charm would have real rubies. It was a shocking display of wealth, but she was all extravagance: her dress, her hair, her plush lips, the exposed tops of her breasts. She probably smelled like flowers despite having been on the road all day, but Aspen would not be going anywhere near her while she was strumming that guitar. She’d either brought it with her or stolen it from someone in the crowded room, and Aspen wasn’t sure which was more horrifying.

      Worst of all was the song.

      Well. The song itself wasn’t so bad. Charm’s voice curled through the room like sweet, fragrant smoke and her fingers were deft on the strings.

      It was the lyrics that Aspen didn’t like.

      “So sharp her sword, so long her stride,” Charm sang. “So sad her smile, so strong her arm.”

      The interminable rest of the song rendered Aspen’s fight to the death with her ex-comrade Cooperation in unrecognizable detail. Charm hadn’t seen most of that fight, so she’d had to invent all the parts before her own arrival. The focus on Aspen’s butt and thighs seemed unnecessary.

      “Her blood on fire, she dodged his blade, and as night fell, she slayed her foe.”

      A cheer went up. The only good thing about this embarrassment was that Charm had captured the room’s attention, so Aspen could brood into her beer unnoticed. It would’ve been a great time to have the legendary ability of the People of the Mist to dissipate into the air, but the People of the Mist were gone and no one knew if the stories were true, anyway.

      Charm collected adoration and coins from the crowd and then came to join Aspen. She signaled the tavern keeper for food and drink and then nudged Aspen’s foot under the table. “Oh, come on. You didn’t like that even a little bit? I was very flattering.”

      Aspen had once dispatched an aggressive pair of ohla birds from a farm where they’d taken up residence. Ohlas were giant, scary and smart, and once they’d discovered a food source, it was almost impossible to get them to leave. It had taken Aspen two days to evict them. Two sweaty, frustrating, bird-shit-splattered days. One of the farmers, impressed with Aspen, had begged to use the story to write a song. Aspen had negotiated with her until no identifying details remained in the lyrics. In fact, if that song ever made it to the Sun Realm, Ayzeh might be very surprised to hear his ohla-subduing exploits celebrated in verse.

      Aspen was pretty sure she couldn’t afford to buy Charm’s silence or compliance.

      “I’m not sure drawing attention to me is a good idea,” Aspen said. “Since there are people trying to kill me and all.”

      Intrigue lifted Charm’s eyebrows. “Is that so? Well, the song lets them know they should give up and go home.”

      “The song lets them know they should stare at my butt.”

      “Better that than trying to stab you,” Charm said. “Staring at your butt is a worthy endeavor.”

      “I guess I wouldn’t know,” Aspen said. Disappearing would be so handy. She’d only use her power for good—like escaping Charm’s relentless praise.

      The tavern keeper brought them bowls of vegetable soup and hunks of brown bread. Charm apparently didn’t want the beef stew. Aspen had never asked whether she ate meat, but most People of the Earth yearned for it in every meal. Charm might not be one of them. A risky conversation topic. Charm had never said where she was from. She’d grown up in the theater troupe, so she was most likely an orphan.

      Aspen asked, “So what will you do with your weeks off?”

      When they’d spoken earlier, Charm had claimed that The Traveling Harstead Players were putting on The Seamaiden of Kisegyu, a play she didn’t like, so she’d graciously decided to let her understudy have some time as a lead. She was usually a better liar.

      “Travel with you, obviously,” Charm said. “I know you don’t have any money, so you need me. I’m not even going to steal, since for some reason you don’t like that! I came prepared with several more songs.”

      “You what?”

      Charm ignored her wide-eyed stammering. “Did you find Kindness?”

      “I did.” Aspen had fought Kindness, a Scale member, last week. He’d escaped their initial confrontation, but she’d tracked him down eventually. “He’s in Magistrate Napier’s hands now.”

      “You went back to the magistrate,” Charm said. She became fascinated with the remains of her soup.

      “I didn’t mention anything that happened at Audacity’s farm,” Aspen assured her. They’d had a series of misadventures there that had culminated in Charm accidentally killing a very bad man. The law might not be so understanding. “Kindness was mostly working as hired muscle and sometimes a contract killer. It only took me a week or so of hunting to catch him committing a crime.”

      “And did you learn anything from him?”

      “He went back to Harstead right after he saw me,” Aspen said. “He reported my whereabouts to the new leader of the Hanging Scale, a man named Honor Huntsman Pike. Kindness was thrilled to let me know that they’ll all be looking for me now. You’ll be in danger if you come with me.”

      Charm waved a hand. “I told you, I don’t believe in safety. You can get killed sleeping in your own bed.”

      Guilt sat heavy and uneasy in Aspen’s stomach. It was her fault that Charm had been violently dragged from her bed a month ago when they’d first met. Still, Aspen wondered if that single incident was enough to shape a person’s whole outlook. It was a bleaker view of the world than she expected from sunny, quick-to-laugh Charm.

      “You traveled here alone,” Aspen said. The song had been so horrible, and then they’d talked about the Scale, so she’d almost forgotten to mention this. “I thought you’d bring Flickering or another friend.”

      “Am I not enough for you?” Charm demanded.

      “I’ve practically made a career out of protecting rich widows traveling to their summer estates. The roads aren’t safe for women alone. There are bandits. And ohlas.”

      “You travel alone.”

      “I have a sword!”

      “And I have the meanest horse in all of Falland,” Charm said. “I spent my two weeks without you becoming a better rider, you know. Ruby and I took the main roads and nobody even breathed in our direction. And now I’m with you.”

      Aspen wanted to protest that one mean horse was no match for a gang of bandits, but a child in rags wandered close to their table and stuck out a thin, grimy hand. Charm caught their wrist before they could snatch the roll off her plate.

      “Your technique needs work,” she informed the child. To Aspen’s surprise, Charm pressed the bread into the kid’s hand. “What’s your name? And your gender?”

      It was polite to ask in any circumstance. In the child’s case, there was such a crust of dirt on their face, hair, and clothes that Aspen couldn’t even guess their age. The gigantic mass of robes dragged on the floor and obscured the kid’s body.

      They bit a huge hunk off the roll and paused in their chewing to speak. “I’m a boy. He.” The kid’s gaze darted from side to side. “People here can’t say my name right.”

      Not Earth, then, and probably not Wood. Aspen’s people had their own languages both signed and spoken, but almost everyone also knew the language of the People of the Earth. It was easy to translate their given names, which honored plants, so pronunciation wasn’t a problem. She squinted at the kid’s hair. It might have been rose red—as red as ohla feathers—under the dried mud. The lumpy shape of his back began to make more sense.

      “Does your name have a meaning?” Aspen asked.

      He nodded. “The One Whose Scream Echoes Through the Sky.”

      A Wind name. In their language, it would be a long whistle. Charm might be able to imitate it, though the People of the Wind had slightly different anatomy in their throats that allowed them to produce more than one pitch at a time.

      They also had wings. Aspen eyed his dirty robe. Why hadn’t he flown home?

      “Can I call you ‘Sky’?” Aspen asked.

      “Uh huh.” His mouth was full of bread again.

      “Are your people nearby, Sky?”

      He shook his head.

      “You’re hurt, aren’t you,” Charm said. She’d been good with Audacity Granger’s daughters, so Aspen wasn’t surprised that she was good with this younger child. “And lost. We’ll buy you dinner.”

      She raised a hand and got the attention of the tavern keeper again. In short order, she provided a steaming mug of tea and a bowl of stew for Sky. He ate the chunks of beef with such noisy relish that Aspen had to turn away.

      “Do you have a place to stay tonight?” Charm asked Sky.

      “Mmf,” he said through a mouthful of stew. Gestures differed among the world’s cultures, but almost everyone shook their head to mean no.

      “You can share our room,” Charm said.

      Aspen blinked. She didn’t object to helping the child—she’d fully intended to offer him shelter—but she hadn’t been expecting Charm to dive in. The phrase our room raised questions as well. They hadn’t discussed that. Aspen hadn’t yet decided which of Charm’s desires she would agree to.

      With a strange child in the room, there wouldn’t be any desires or even any discussing. Surely that ran contrary to whatever plans Charm had formed.

      “You’re strangers,” Sky said. “And you’re walkers.”

      “I don’t see you flying anywhere, kid,” Charm said. “So that makes you a walker, too, at least for now. You’re right to be suspicious, though. I’d offer you a room of your own, but I don’t think The Blooming Rose has another one available. Here, take this.”

      She took the dull knife from the table—Sky had attacked his stew using only the spoon—and offered him the wooden handle.

      “Now you’re armed. If either of us does anything you don’t like, you can defend yourself.”

      Aspen couldn’t arrange her face into an appropriate expression for how horrifying and bizarrely endearing she found this exchange. The battered point of that table knife wouldn’t pierce her snakeskin leather vest, and if she couldn’t dodge the attack of an injured child, it was time to hang up her sword and lie down in her final planting place. Charm, on the other hand, was dressed to reveal rather than conceal, with acres of lovely light brown skin left vulnerable to the whims of a strange child she’d just armed with tavern cutlery.

      A child who was more likely to hurt himself than either of them. Aspen was taking that knife back at the earliest opportunity. She wasn’t the pickpocket Charm was, but when it came to disarming an opponent, she could be quick.

      The kid gripped the knife so it pointed toward the ceiling. He sized up Aspen. Seated across from her as he was, he couldn’t see the sword sheathed at her waist, but her cloak had been open enough to display it while he was walking around. He turned to Charm and said, “Hers is bigger.”

      Charm laughed. “Some people are always gonna have bigger swords than you, kid. That’s how life works.”

      A rare point of agreement for Aspen and Charm.

      “I know a healer who could help you,” Aspen said. An Earth healer might not know how to treat a broken wing, but Tescui could heal anything. “It’s a bit far—four days on foot—but she’s worth it. We could take you there and then try to help you find your people.”

      The kid nodded, knife still clenched in his dirty fist.
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        * * *

      

      Steam curled from the tub of hot water in the room Charm had rented. She’d had plans for this room involving the bath, the ample bed, and finally getting Aspen out of all of her clothes.

      The bath, at least, would get used, though not in the way Charm had dreamed of. Sky perched on the desk in wary silence. The knife was resting next to his hip. He’d relaxed enough to let go of it, even though his good wing was raised as if preparing for flight. His injured wing hung low. No matter what his instincts wanted him to do, he wouldn’t be able to fly away.

      Sky stared at the water like she’d asked him to submerge himself in poison.

      “It won’t hurt you,” Charm promised. Birds could get wet, couldn’t they? People of the Wind weren’t birds, of course, but they shared some characteristics. Feathers must be able to get wet. Ducks lived in water. But she’d never seen a duck with Sky’s plumage.

      The brilliant, flame red matched an ohla more than a duck. Did ohlas bathe or were they one of those animals that rolled around in dust? This was the problem with children. Sky’s aversion to bathing could as easily be a Wind trait as a child’s obstinance. 

      Naturally, Charm had been precocious in her own love of cleanliness, but she’d known plenty of children who’d hated baths. Little Tiac was the most baffling. He would play in frigid streams and paddle through algae-covered lakes, but he’d hated the bath.

      He might have outgrown that if he’d ever had the chance.

      Charm couldn’t think of that.

      Keeping vigil by the door, Aspen had averted her gaze from Charm and Sky, giving them privacy and protection. On the road, Aspen was unbothered by dirt streaked across her face, dust caked into her boots, bits of twigs and leaves caught in her hair or clinging to her cloak. But she always washed her hands fastidiously before eating. Tonight, she must have cleaned up before arriving in the tavern. Her face and hair were clean. Charm had no proof that Aspen had taken care with her appearance specifically for their meeting, but she wanted to believe it.

      Sadly, Aspen was no longer her evening’s project. Someone else needed her help. Sky had dipped his fingers in the water as if to test the temperature. After a moment, he stepped into the tub. He was careful to keep his wings from getting wet.

      “This looks painful,” Charm said. She didn’t touch his injured wing, though it needed a thorough wash and probably a splint. There were bare patches where he’d lost feathers.

      Sky tried to pull it in and then cried out in pain. Aspen straightened as if there were a threat in the room, but Charm shook her head minutely. There was nothing to fight here. Just an injured kid.

      “I’m not supposed to leave the mountains.” Sky sniffled. He wiped his hand across his face, spreading snot and dirt. Charm produced a clean rag and dipped it in the water so she could wash the boy’s face. “But I did. I got mad and I flew as far as I could.” 

      Charm gently cleaned the boy’s cheeks, the gentle slope of his nose, his wide forehead. “What happened?”

      “I got hungry. Someone left some rabbit out. The good stuff too, the heart and liver. But it was a trick.” Sky looked away, ashamed. “I got the rabbit and then heard a noise. I moved, but I wasn’t fast enough.” His crooked, torn wing trembled.

      “I was scared,” Sky said. Tears spilled and rolled down his cheeks. Charm dabbed them with gentle presses of her cloth. “I called for my parent and my aunt, but they didn’t answer. I knew I was too far away, but I tried anyway. And then I heard walkers coming. I didn’t want to be caught.”

      Charm could easily picture what happened next. Afraid of being trapped, afraid of what would happen when he was found, Sky chose to rip out of the trap. He did enough damage to his wing that he wouldn’t be able to fly home. She hoped Aspen’s healer friend was as good as Aspen claimed or Sky might never fly again. 

      She finished washing his face and then wet the cloth again so she could clean his chest. His skin stretched taut across his spare frame. Charm had met two other People of the Wind, a pair of twins who’d once spent a winter performing in Harstead, and they’d both had deep brown skin and brilliant blue wings. Sky was as pale as milk except for his rose red hair and his matching wings.

      The People of the Wind were small and lightweight—less height, less muscle, less fat. Even their bones weighed less. It gave them a reputation for being fragile. They were reclusive, too, living high up in the mountains or the trees, making their homes where no walkers could reach them.

      “You escaped,” Charm reminded him when Sky’s chest trembled and his breathing grew ragged. 

      “I’m going to be in so much trouble,” Sky said. “I wasn’t supposed to leave the mountain.”

      “Your family will be too happy to have you home to scold you,” Charm promised. “We’ll bring you to our friend in order to heal you and then we’ll help you get home.”

      “You can’t.” Sky poked at Charm’s arm. He poked her shoulder next and then her face. “You can’t fly.” 

      “If your people are like the other Wind I’ve known, they’ll be looking for you. We just have to get close enough for them to see us,” Aspen said, her first contribution to the conversation. “Also, I can climb.”

      Sky startled at the sound of her voice, and splashed water on Charm’s shift. He backed up to the edge of the tub.

      “It’s okay,” Charm promised. She handed him the washcloth. “Do you want to finish?”

      Sky scrubbed his arms with the cloth and looked back at Aspen. “What do you mean, climb?” 

      “You live up high in trees, don’t you?” Aspen asked.

      With great reluctance, Sky nodded.

      “I’m very good at climbing trees. I have to be, since I don’t have any wings.”

      “I have no wings and have still never learned to climb trees,” Charm said. “Do you know where you live, Sky?”

      “It’s called,” Sky paused and whistled a long sound, “and it’s in the mountains.” 

      Charm nodded and even smiled so she didn’t betray her concern. The Seljac Mountains, which the People of the Earth sometimes called the Stony Mountains, lay between the Northern and Southern Ain Rivers. It wasn’t a few scattered peaks. It was jagged ranges as far as the eye could see and then more. Without more detail, they’d never find Sky’s enclave.

      “Our first stop is Tescui,” Aspen said. 

      “Is she nice?” Sky asked.

      Aspen pressed her lips together and then nodded too vigorously, which was practically waving a sign that said “I’m lying.” Charm narrowed her eyes.

      “My aunt says walker witches use our feathers in their spells.” Sky rinsed the cloth and then scrubbed his neck. 

      “Tescui is a Rain witch,” Aspen said. “She only does magic with plants. She’ll help you, not hurt you.” 

      Charm relaxed, but made a note to question Aspen about her friend once Sky was asleep. 

      Sky touched the long red feathers on his good wing. People of the Earth did use Wind feathers in spells, but there were strict laws about buying and selling them. It was one thing to catch an ohla and pluck it. To do the same to a person was something too horrible to contemplate.

      “My aunt said walkers are all bad, but you two have been nice.” Sky smiled and then finished washing.

      They put him to sleep in the room’s only bed. With wings, he took up almost all of it. Charm mourned her lost night in bed with Aspen as she sat down in the room’s wooden rocking chair. “I had such grand plans.”

      Aspen leaned against the doorjamb, so solid that the building could have rested on her. “You don’t know that I was going to say yes.”

      “Oh, obviously you weren’t going to say yes tonight. You were going to say something sad and brooding about your dark past and how you never allow yourself any fun. Why do you think I took a leave for the whole run of The Seamaiden of Kisegyu? My plan is delicate and complex and has many stages. This represents only a small setback.”

      “Is one of the stages embarrassing me with a song?” Aspen said. “You should rethink that one.”

      “That song paid for this room and more, I’ll have you know. Which is good because I think we have to buy Sky different clothes tomorrow so he doesn’t freeze to death on our way to your mean friend’s house.”

      “She’s not mean, exactly. Just old and cranky and sharp-tongued.”

      “Mean, in other words.”

      “Tescui’s fixed broken bones for me before. She can help.”

      “If there’s one thing I can guess about you, it’s that you’ve broken a lot of bones.”

      “Mostly not my own,” Aspen said.

      Charm should probably not find that smile alluring. She should especially not find it alluring when she was about to spend an uncomfortable night half-awake in this rocking chair without so much as a kiss for her troubles. But where Aspen was concerned, it was too late for Charm.

      “It was kind of you to offer him so much help,” Aspen said, inclining her head toward Sky’s sleeping form.

      The praise made Charm’s heart beat faster, but it was embedded with a barb. Aspen was curious. She didn’t know about the little girl who had come down the mountain barefoot nineteen years ago. Didn’t know about the cuts on her feet or the tear tracks through dirt on her face or the rubble of her village. Nobody had ever protected that girl except for Charm, and she wasn’t going to stop now.

      “I knew you were going to offer to help him,” Charm said, “and it would have hurt my feelings to watch you try to wriggle out of our precious time together by doing good deeds, and then of course you were going to feel guilty about hurting my feelings, and that was all going to be unspeakably tiresome. So I did it first to save you the trouble.”

      “I’m not sure I follow that logic.”

      “Well, that’s no surprise. You wouldn’t know a delicate plan if it wore its favorite dress and serenaded you in a crowded tavern,” Charm said.

      “Again, I’m not sure the serenading is the best approach.” Aspen’s face softened into a smile and she murmured, “But the dress is very pretty.”

      “Mm,” Charm said. She wasn’t tired, but gradually, over a suitably long period of time, she let her eyelids droop and her head loll to the side. A convincing impression of sleep stole over her. After that, there were no more questions and no more answers.
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