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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 but, 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 innkeeper. 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 innkeeper 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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