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I wrote A Heaven to Reach For while panicked and anxious about the state of my country. I wrote this still worried about the state of my country, but now pissed off and determined.

Live joyfully, be kind, strive to make the world a better place even in small, simple ways, and you’ll be doing a million times more for the world than anyone in the so-called moral majority.
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The first floor of the inn was not as crowded as it might have been for a more thriving market week, which was unfortunate both for the innkeeper and for Agreeable. Betram would miss the paying customers, but Agreeable had been hoping to hide among the crowd. He was known enough in this town to draw comments even before the ruckus in the market earlier and the bailiff prowling after him now. 

With few other options, Agreeable pulled the hood of his borrowed cowl over his forehead, praying that and the prettily stitched crimson scarf tied over his hair would keep most of his face hidden. Then he skirted the half empty tables near the central fireplace to head to the back stairs that led to the rooms for rent on the two upper floors. 

He nearly tripped on the first stair, startled by the pair of armed figures coming down toward him. Armed guards weren’t all that unusual, not during market week at least, but they usually wore some indication of who they worked for, be it a sheriff, a wealthy merchant, or a lord. These two wore no colored tabards or heraldry. But even with no signs of being the sort of well-trained and higher-earning guards to accompany nobles, they nodded politely to Agreeable and stood aside to let him pass. With manners like that, Agreeable would wager coin he’d never have that they worked for someone very wealthy. 

Perhaps the Count had decided to visit the market. If so, his guards should have been wearing yellow tabards, but all that really mattered to Agreeable was that these two guards were not working for the sheriff or the local bailiff. Although that might change at any moment. 

Once the guards were out of sight, Agreeable darted up the rest of the steps to the second floor, twice stepping on his hem before he realized he ought to hold up his skirt as he had seen some women do. The fabric no longer swished against his ankles that way, but at least he wouldn’t fall. Out of sight of the guards, he poked at his chest where his rolled-up clothing served as a bosom, and then, hearing one of the guards swear and start back up the stairs behind him, ducked into the first room he came to. 

The sun had set only moments before, but a fire in the room’s fireplace was the source of light, not the room’s single, though wide, window. Before the fireplace was a clean hearth, and near the window, a bureau set with towels and a washbasin. Several travel packs and a small chest were at the foot of the bureau, and along the far wall was a high bed, big enough for three at least and covered in fine bedding. 

He had stumbled into the inn’s best room, Agreeable realized immediately, only moments before also realizing that the room had not been empty. 

The guest who should have been downstairs helping himself to ale or a meal was in the shadowed corner nearly hidden from view by a corner of the fireplace mantle, in a chair Agreeable hadn’t immediately noticed, bent over as if to unlace his boots. 

In the firelight, the man had a warm color to his cheeks and dark, dark eyes that stayed fixed upon Agreeable as Agreeable trembled like a rabbit against the door. Then the man stood, as tall and reaching as an oak, his near-black hair curling to fall around his ears and down against his neck. The curls gleamed by firelight almost as much as his eyes did. Together they were lovely, although Agreeable wouldn’t have said they made this fellow a handsome man. Many in the village where Agreeable had been raised regarded Eamon or Wilf as handsome, and they were burly, broad sorts with ready smiles and bodies meant for farmwork or fucking. All the same, Agreeable stared at this man, thinking with some distraction that this man did not look like someone who knew how to plough, but then also thinking that ploughing had come into his mind regardless. 

The man’s dark, snug doublet and breeches were unadorned, nothing at all like what wealthy merchants or even the few minor lords or ladies that Agreeable had glimpsed in his life had worn. The man’s boots might have been dusty from travel but the rest of him wasn’t. Everything on the man’s back looked well-made and not well worn. 

He was perhaps studying Agreeable freckled cheeks the way Agreeable was studying his neatly shaven jaw and upper lip, and then his lips alone, which were not too full but not too slender. A sensible mouth despite the generous curve to it, Agreeable decided, although he couldn’t have said why. At least the man wasn’t someone local. Someone here for the market, most likely. He wouldn’t know who had just stumbled into his room. 

Agreeable unclenched his hands, allowing his skirt to fall to where it should have been if he were truly the sort of woman who took the teachings of the Church seriously and tried to dress like a priest or a priest-mage with skirts that almost brushed the ground. The Church didn’t even let women be priests, so he’d never understood why those women would bother. Plenty of women didn’t. But he really shouldn’t be wasting time thinking of it now. 

He cleared his throat and remembered just in time to soften his voice, although he didn’t have to soften it much. 

“Let me explain.” 

The man didn’t even blink. Agreeable found himself reaching up for the ends of the scarf to run them nervously through his fingers. 

“Or I could leave?” he offered, already turning around, only to jump when someone rapped on the door as he reached for the handle. 

“Sir?” called the person on the other side. Betram the innkeeper, unless Agreeable was mistaken. “There’s a bailiff here looking for a thief who was seen in the market earlier today. Sorry to trouble you, sir, but he’s only wanting to know if you’ve been disturbed by anyone or noticed anything off.” 

Agreeable slapped a hand over his mouth although his squeak was audible to the other man and possibly to the innkeeper and bailiff in the hall. He widened his eyes and looked across the room to the darkened corner. 

“A thief?” The man answered to be heard through the door, expressing the correct amount of shocked decency in a mellow, pleasant voice. “My word.” He moved forward as he spoke, eyes never leaving Agreeable even while he continued to speak to those outside. “What was stolen? It must be serious to have the bailiff hard at work so many hours later.” 

Agreeable opened his mouth, closed it, then dropped his hands in order to hold them both out and show they were empty. 

It was true enough. It hadn’t been his deed today, only his luck to be the one seen as guilty.  

“A handful of coins and a bag of spices from one of the market vendors.” 

At that answer, the man stopped in front of Agreeable to peer down at him from what seemed a great height. The man was not broad, not overly so, but he did stand straight and he did have shoulders. Not that Agreeable would have tried to push past him. He was not one to fight. That had never been his sort of trouble. 

Riley had been the one to take the coin purse; Agreeable had no idea who had taken the spices. None of the lads were cooks of any note, but maybe Wilf had wanted to please his ma. Or maybe someone else in the crowd had taken advantage of the confusion and nicked the spices for themselves. Why not, with a bunch of thieves or Agreeable to take the blame? 

People had seen Agreeable in the market, so he would be the one blamed. He had a reputation that some liked well enough, some thought funny, and some thought deserved all the scorn the Church could heap on him. So he was often noticed, even when just wandering the market to see the sights. The others too but him the most, and he was the easiest caught. The one who wouldn’t fight. 

Perhaps that was why the others had left him there. Perhaps that was even why they’d brought him—an unhappy thought that Agreeable had no time to dwell upon. Anyway, what was there to be done about it? When this was over, if he got out of the soup, he would return to the woods to stay with them and never ask why no one had stayed to help him. That was his only real option if the bailiff didn’t decide to make the punishment more severe this time. Which he might. There had been some... mess. 

“Was anyone hurt?” the man in front of Agreeable called out, still making no move to open the door. 

Agreeable winced. 

“Some stalls were knocked over. A good many bruises were had, I’m sure.” Betram seemed more thoughtful than angry. The bailiff, however, took the matter more seriously. Agreeable supposed that was what bailiffs ought to do. Couldn’t blame the man for that. 

“A priest’s dignity was insulted,” the bailiff huffed. 

Dark eyes seemed to sharpen. Agreeable would have been pinned to the door by them if he hadn’t already been there. He swallowed and finally stopped his legs from trembling but had no answer, even if he could have spoken without being heard. He splayed his hands helplessly. 

“Wouldn’t your thief have run off by now?” the man called out again. Agreeable gazed at him in confused astonishment, noting absently that those eyes were a deep red-brown. In daylight, they would be beautiful. The man might loop red ribbon through his curls and then it wouldn’t matter if he was not broadly, plainly handsome; he would be a jewel. Not that his looks seem to be a concern to him at the moment, his attention on Agreeable, his words directed to those beyond the door. “To the forest or some other near-lawless place?” 

He had an accent like someone who did business in the capital or some other city full of nobles and trouble. 

“This one makes friends, in town and elsewhere.” Betram laughed. The bailiff did as well, hearty chuckles that made Agreeable shut his mouth. 

He had not looked away from the man but was nonetheless startled when the man was suddenly before him and very close. Agreeable was urged to the side before he had time to truly react, and stayed there, frozen and foolish, when his tall, dark-eyed, strangely mild captor stood in front of the door he had just opened, blocking all view of the room from the hall. 

“I believe I saw some of the commotion,” the man remarked, not a hint of anything in his soothing voice. “I thought the thief was caught at the time.” 

“Accused a priest of it!” The bailiff was outraged. “Then ran while everyone was leaping to stop the priest!” 

Agreeable would swear his tall captor’s lip twitched, perhaps amused, perhaps trying not to comment. He didn’t spare Agreeable a glance, but Agreeable shrugged to indicate that he’d had no choice in the matter. And the priest had been fine. Even the bailiff had only been worried over his dignity. 

Agreeable’s captor, or maybe, possibly, hopefully, his savior, raised his chin and murmured, “I certainly hope justice will be done, and wish you both well in the search for it.” He closed the door before Betram or the bailiff could react, then held up a hand, silencing Agreeable who was too stunned to speak anyway. He tipped his head, clearly listening to make sure they were alone before he finally lowered his hand. 

He didn’t give Agreeable a chance to think of what to say. “Why accuse the priest?” 

“I was being chased,” Agreeable explained with only a small moment of stuttering hesitation. He realized he was gazing into the man’s eyes and forced his head down. “I needed a distraction. The priest was mostly a shroud of brown cloth some distance away. He could have been anyone at first glance.” When there was no response, Agreeable looked up. “I knew they’d let him go once they saw his face. A few moments of trouble at most. And priests are supposed to forgive. They say so all the time.” 

One side of the sensible, generous mouth twitched up again. But only for half a moment. “Did you steal the coin?” 

Agreeable was already shaking his head. “No.” 

The lip twitch did not return. “But you know who did.” 

Agreeable noisily caught his breath, glanced away, then glanced back up. “I didn’t see it happen,” he hedged. 

“Who was the coin from?” A strange question. Agreeable wasn’t sure that mattered, but had no choice but to answer. 

“A different priest, I believe.” He mumbled it, then chewed his lower lip. 

Dark eyebrows flew up. “Where did a priest get coin enough to steal?” 

Agreeable scoffed like the fool he was. But the man was a stranger to the area, so perhaps Agreeable ought to explain. Still, as he peered up, he tried to make his words harmless, true though they were. “The priests have a large property here. They sell their excess crops to the Count. He favors them.” 

The man frowned, a ferocious look for a jewel. It set Agreeable’s legs to trembling again. “The priests are supposed to give their excess to those in need.” 

He truly wasn’t from the area. Agreeable nodded, then also shook his head. “If you consider it like that, we—they, the thieves, I mean—were just taking back what should have been theirs to begin with.” 

The man narrowed his eyes, and his lips twitched up only to blossom into a full smile for one fleeting moment. 

“Then the coin was taken to purchase food?” His voice held something in it that said he knew very well that was not the main reason the coin had been taken. 

Agreeable gave him one, then two, suspicious looks, but answered. “For whatever is needed. Likely some ale too. Or are good times only for those who own land?” 

That did not earn him a smile, but though he waited, the man showed no sign of outrage. 

He glanced to the side, giving Agreeable a moment to breathe. “It’s market week here for the neighboring towns, but I noticed the market was... subdued.” He paused and stared back at Agreeable, who probably looked as lost as a fish in a field. “That means quiet.” The man rolled one wrist. “I expected more sellers and a bustling town.” 

“Oh.” Agreeable was only slightly embarrassed to have not known the word but resolved to use it in the future if he could. Subdued. Wouldn’t he be the fancy one? “It costs too much. There’s pretty things in the market but who’s the money to buy them? Or spare goods to trade?” 

The man stepped back. Agreeable, as he had expected, was indeed pinned to the door by lovely eyes alone. His legs trembled again. It wasn’t with fear. 

“If the priests are not sharing, then the local lords should be. They take vows when they claim their titles before the King.” 

Agreeable raised his eyebrows. “I’ve never heard of that.” 

“It’s written in the....” The man cut himself off and looked to the fire. He had a plain-seeming ring on one finger. His doublet had a collar, fastened with one loose button. He wore no lace, and the fabric wasn’t printed or embroidered, but the button looked to be mother-of-pearl. A wealthy traveler, then, likely a merchant. “I apologize,” he spoke suddenly, leaving Agreeable speechless. “I didn’t mean to sound insulting.” 

“‘S fine,” Agreeable mumbled, because he wasn’t insulted. “Don’t need to read to sow or harvest.” 

Those eyes returned to him. “You’re a farmer?” 
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