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			I must regretfully inform you that the dog dies.

			But not for very long.

		

	
		
			

			Act One

			Blackmail and Bed Sports

		

	
		
			

			Hilde

			Death slipped in at the end of a perfectly ordinary day, creeping over the threshold of evening as if it might go ­unnoticed—as if the consequences of it would not shape all that was to come.

			Just before supper, Lady Hildegarde Croft descended into the root cellar. Cook had informed her that the last basket of beetroots and onions she’d brought up to the kitchen were going mushy, which was only natural, given that it had been a long winter.

			But nature, in this matter at least, was not something that Hilde was inclined to indulge.

			Sure enough, all the beetroots had a slight squish when she pressed her fingers against them. Her Charm, cast when the manor’s stores were being put up for the cold months, had worn off. It was a problem easily remedied, just so long as she remained unobserved. She raised up her hands and focused. Then, one by one, she touched each beetroot and onion.

			As her fingers pressed against them, they became as sound as they had been when they were first pulled out of the ground. And if, after her ministrations, the beetroot was both sweeter and more earthy than it had been, and the onions so strong that Cook would have to use only half as much as her recipes called for . . . well, at least they didn’t go to waste.

			

			Before she had become the Lady of Croftholde, Hilde had been a farmer’s daughter and a maidservant. She had grown beetroots and onions, and she understood their value far better than any fine lady could, especially when a portion of every crop was sent to feed the endless war between Eldmere and Relance. What was left was never quite enough, so wasting food seemed to her to be a far greater sin than working a little ­Charm—no matter how reviled Charmers might be. That she was careful about how clandestinely she worked her Charm was a simple matter of common sense.

			She emerged from the root cellar, brushing an errant cobweb from her face. Han, her sister, was striding across the yard ­toward her.

			“Where’s his Lordship?” Han asked, scraping her swoop of cropped black hair back with one hand.

			“Thorgoode went into the village to talk to the new farrier.”

			This farrier was not inclined, as the old one had been, to take promises of future chickens or as-­yet-­ungrown sacks of barley as payment for his services, and Thorgoode was determined he rethink this position. The village ran largely on goodwill and trust, and the sooner the new farrier learned to trust his neighbors, the better.

			“He hasn’t returned?” said Han.

			Hilde squinted at the sky. The sun was already sinking down below the walls of the Croft.

			Han was right. He should have been back.

			“He probably got caught up drinking an ale at Jak’s, or stopped to help deliver a calf or some such. You know how he is.” Thorgoode was the sort of man who had ten jolly conversations before breakfast.

			

			Han’s scowl deepened. “We’re supposed to go over the plans for the new well.”

			“I’ll fetch him. Will you please tell Cook we’ll have supper a bit late?”

			Han nodded. Hilde tucked her skirts up into her belt and set out to find her wayward husband.

			 

			By way of the main road, it took little more than a quarter of an hour to walk from Croftholde down into the village. Croftholde was essentially a keep. It had once been a fortified tower, built almost a thousand years back—­before Eldmere had been unified under one ­king—so that some little northern lord could sleep dry and safe. With its tall outer walls and rough-­hewn stone, it still looked formidable upon the hill, though its function had changed over the years, from fortress to hunting lodge to glorified farmhouse.

			For many centuries, the village had existed within Croftholde’s walls, but time had passed as it was wont to do, and slowly the threats that made walls necessary waned. Some enterprising soul built a mill in the nearby valley, several little houses soon joined it, and within the span of a hundred years, the whole village had migrated down the hill. So now there was Croftholde and there was the village, and they were no longer quite the same place.

			Both were home to Hilde. She could easily have walked the road between them blindfolded without so much as a stumble, but on this day, her eyes were put to good use. She searched the tracts of farmland that she passed, peering through hedgerows and around boulder-­built walls to see if she could catch a glimpse of Thorgoode. The long, slanted light of the sun going down turned the fields to golden furrows, then faded into the pale pink of twilight.

			

			There was no sign of him, and she could tell by the warm lanterns beginning to glow from the windows of the cottages she passed that the day’s work was done and the tenants were tucked in for their own evening meals. Thorgoode was not delayed with helping at some farm task, then. He must be at Jak’s.

			Jak’s was an inn, if an inn’s definition was measured by virtue of it having a room to house any visitors who might pass through the village and find themselves in need of a place to sleep for the night. Certainly that was how the king measured inns, and his laws would grant a license to sell drink only to establishments that met that condition. So on the very rare occasion that a visitor did somehow make it all the way to the most remote village in what the rest of Eldmere referred to as the Far Reach of the King’s Gaze, Jak would kick his two youngest sons out of their room and send them to sleep in the hayloft for the night, and thereby legally serve drink to the locals all the rest of the year.

			Jak’s was always bustling in the evenings. As Hilde entered, the heat of the hearth prickled on her cold skin. Once the sun set on these new spring days, winter crept back in for the night.

			She smiled at the Bramleys, who sat by the door nursing bowls of whatever Jak had over the fire that night, and they bobbed their heads at her, returning her greeting. Young Ian almost crashed into her as he swung around carrying four pints of ale from the bar to where he was sitting with the Fortuny boys by the window, but he righted his gangly limbs just in time. He winked at her.

			“Sorry, Lady Croft!” he said. “Didn’t see you there.”

			She knew that a real lady would be horrified by such a casual salutation from a tenant, but not two weeks ago, young Ian had watched her stick her hand halfway into the backside of a ewe so she could reposition a breech lamb. How could you expect people to bow and scrape to you when they saw you up to your elbows in sheep placenta every spring during lambing season?

			

			“Evening, Ian. Have you seen Lord Croft?”

			“Nah, but I just got here, my lady. You should ask Jak.”

			Jak was slicing trenchers of bread at the bar, scowling at Rud, who was already so drunk he could barely sit upright. Rud’s wife, Janey, had died the previous winter of a sudden fever, and ever since, he’d taken to drinking his nights into oblivion and then fighting with whoever was on hand and drunk enough to not know better. Hilde ought to have a word with Jak about it, but now was not the time.

			“Evening, Lady Croft,” said Jak, transferring his scowl to her. Jak always seemed cross, but he rarely meant it. “Our Ed minding himself right?”

			Hilde had taken Jak’s eldest son on as a footman. Ed was a very bright and dedicated lad, always sunny where his father was stern.

			“Splendidly, Jak. He’s a real credit to you.”

			Jak’s glower softened.

			“Aye. He was down to visit a few days back and said his Lordship told him that he could have a future working service in some big house. Maybe even be a valet someday.”

			“If that’s what he wants, then I’m sure he will manage it,” she said.

			“Just so long as he doesn’t get it into his head to run off to the front like some fool boys.”

			The war with Relance had been slowly draining the youth from Eldmere’s villages for generations, and the only way they ever came back home again was in boxes. As far as Hilde could see, it was a colossal waste. She counted it as one of her successes that since she had become Lady Croft, none of Croftholde’s youth had enlisted.

			“I think your Ed is a little too fond of sleeping in a bed and eating regular meals to find that appealing, but I promise I’ll keep an eye on him. Speaking of eyes, have you seen his Lordship tonight?”

			

			“Aye, he stopped in to have a drink with the new farrier. But he left for home over an hour ago. If you walked down from the Croft, you should have crossed him.”

			Well, of course; he must have taken the shortcut through the fields by the millpond and missed her. No doubt he was home now, going over those plans with Han.

			She bid Jak good night, stopped and asked young Ian and the others to make sure Rud got home safely, then stepped out into the rapidly darkening evening. She decided she might as well take the shortcut herself and try to make it home before night fell completely.

			Leaving the village, she cut across a field, skirted a hedgerow, then walked through a copse of windbreak trees. Coming out onto a little laneway that led to the back gate of the Croft, she paused, squinting in the near dark. Was that a dead sheep just ahead, lying across the path? If it was one from the Croft’s flock, she’d have to remember to tell Han.

			It wasn’t a sheep.

			She ran, stumbling forward, falling to her knees beside him.

			He lay with his eyes open, staring blankly at the sky. A fly had landed on his bottom lip. His lips looked so dry. He had asked her to mix him up a salve, just the night before, but the day had been busy and she had not gotten to it yet.

			She brushed the fly away with shaking fingers.

			Panic swelled up like water overflowing a rain barrel during a storm, and something else along with it. Sorrow? Grief?

			A moment from their wedding feast surged up in her mind. She was seated at a table on the village green, with everyone she’d ever known in a happy whorl around her as they feasted and danced and celebrated the marriage of one of their own to the Lord of Croftholde. She had spotted Thorgoode through the crowd on the other side of the green, where he was laughing with Jak, clapping the man fondly on the shoulder. Then he had looked up, caught her eye, and winked at her with one of his effortless grins, and she had thought, We will be each other’s now.

			

			Tears burned at the back of her throat, but she willed them away, digging her nails into the flesh of her palms.

			There wasn’t time for any of that now.

			If Thorgoode was dead, she wasn’t Lady Hildegarde Croft anymore. She was plain Hilde, and everything would soon be a terrible mess. Croftholde and the village—­along with all of her careful plans for their future—­were in danger.

			Unless . . .

			She lifted her hands, looking down at them in the dim light.

			Hilde had never Charmed anything more sentient than a beetroot. Keeping things fresh was all very well for vegetables in the cellar, but it had never occurred to her to Charm a person. There was no point to it. It wouldn’t bring them back.

			Except now there was a point. It might not even work, but she had to try. She needed time—­time to figure out what to do and how to preserve what she and Thorgoode had been building together.

			He would want that.

			She placed her Charmed hands upon her dead husband.

			 

			“Fuck,” said Han.

			She hadn’t said anything when Hilde had returned to the manor alone and pale-­faced and had wordlessly led her to the barn to fetch the ox and wagon. Han had driven in silence through the falling night. She had taken in the shadowy picture of Thorgoode dead on his back in the laneway, then helped Hilde haul him into the wagon. She had covered him with a horse blanket and driven them all back to the manor, still silent. She and Hilde had dragged him out of the cart and down into the root cellar.

			

			Now that the task was done, they stood there staring at him in the flickering lamplight.

			“Fuck,” Han said again, more loudly. “How did he die?”

			Hilde let out a manic little laugh.

			Han looked at her sharply.

			Han rarely put her feelings on display. She expected the same behavior from others and generally withdrew when faced with the fact that not everyone could manage it. Just a few days past, Hilde had watched as Elisa from the mill had broken down in tears in front of Han while delivering sacks of flour. Her beau had broken things off with her when she had expected a proposal, poor girl. Han had taken three steps back from her, clearly stymied, and Hilde had stepped in to comfort Elisa and offer her one of Cook’s cherry tarts, which were always a balm to a troubled heart.

			Hilde doubted that an emotional outburst on her part would be any better received, so she did her best to pull herself together.

			“Sorry,” she said. “It isn’t funny. I’m not laughing because it’s funny.”

			“I know,” said Han. She paused, frowning. “He’s young for this. People may talk.”

			“His father died young, too, and his brother, Germain. It was their hearts. Everyone knows that.”

			“There were no marks on him?”

			“No. No blood. No bruises—­not even before I . . .”

			Hilde trailed off. Han knew she had a Charm. It had manifested when Hilde was very young, before she could even remember, and she had not known to keep it from her little sister, who at that time had followed her everywhere like a shadow. She couldn’t even recall telling or showing her; Han just knew.

			But that didn’t mean they ever discussed it. On the contrary, whenever Hilde had tried to talk to Han about her Charm, Han immediately closed up tighter than a knot, and the conversation ended before it began.

			

			“Why? Why would you do that?” The look of horror on Han’s face made acid roil up and burn at Hilde’s throat. Han had taken in Thorgoode’s death without showing any emotion whatsoever, or any sign that she understood what it meant and how much trouble they were in. But this, this small and ultimately harmless action that Hilde had taken to try to save them all, this was what finally made her sister upset.

			“If he dies now, everything will be a terrible mess!” she said.

			“If he dies? He’s already dead.”

			“No one needs to know that yet. We need time, and my Charm will give it to us.”

			Han winced at the word Charm. “What good is time going to do? You planning to prop him up in the window like a poppet at the fair?”

			“Of course not! I . . . I need to think. I can still find a way to make things right. In the meantime, no one will find him down here. I have the only key.”

			She pressed her fingers against the cold iron that hung on the chatelaine at her waist.

			Han sighed heavily. She liked rules, and once she had them set in her mind, she followed them with an intensity that often irritated Hilde, who understood that life sometimes required a bit of flexibility.

			What if Han wouldn’t keep this secret? What if she insisted that they immediately tell everyone that Thorgoode had died? What if asking for her help had been a mistake?

			But there had been no one else to ask. Hilde couldn’t burden the other staff, and there was certainly no one in the village she could confide in, not with this. Thorgoode had been the person she shared her troubles with, and now he was gone, and her own sister wasn’t going to agree to help her—­

			“I’ll tell Cook and Ed and Francie that he was called away to Neck,” said Han, and Hilde felt faint with relief. Saying he was in Neck made good sense, as he traveled there at least quarterly to do business. Neck was the capital of Eldmere. It had once been called something else, but centuries earlier, the first high king had built a grand castle there, which everyone called the Crown Palace, and then people began to refer to the city as the King’s Neck, seeing as it supported the Crown. Soon it became simply Neck, and it remained so forever ­after—an unserious name for an important place.

			

			“Hilde?” said Han, startling her. “Are you well?”

			“Yes. Thank you. I’m sorry. I . . . I’ll spend a little time with him, I think.”

			“Why?”

			“I just . . . I need to.”

			Han frowned but nodded.

			She stood there looking at Hilde, and Hilde wondered if maybe she was contemplating offering her an embrace. It would be so unlike her, and Hilde wasn’t certain she’d be able to bear it.

			Then Han turned and mounted the stairs, leaving Hilde alone in the dark with her dead husband, swallowing back tears and facing the certainty that no matter what she did now, nothing was ever going to be the same.

			 

			There were moments in the days that followed when Hilde managed to pretend that Thorgoode truly was away in Neck. The original week of the lie turned into a fortnight, and in the drowsy haze before sleep, she often allowed herself the comforting thought that he’d come home from Neck tomorrow. They would talk about the lambing and the new retaining wall and the accounts. She would unpack his trunk and scold him for ripping a hole in the elbow of his best coat, and then she would fall asleep with her head on his shoulder, listening to the echoing thud of his heart.

			

			It frightened her how comforting the delusion was.

			It was always shattered when she and Han locked eyes and her sister glanced away, as if the weight of their shared secret made looking at her impossible. She kept expecting Han to ask her for some sort of plan, was painfully relieved when she avoided her instead, and then felt guilty about the entire thing.

			Each day, she would force herself to go down into the root cellar to visit Thorgoode, laid out on the floor, still fresh but also still dead. She stared at him and tried to come up with a solution that would allow her to lay him to rest. He deserved a proper wake and burial. He deserved to retire to the peaceful grave field by the apple orchards, not to linger in the cellar with the vegetables. He deserved to be ­mourned—by her and by everyone else who had cared for him.

			The problem was that the two of them had made a plan. It was conceived by Hilde in the early days of their marriage, when she was still a dewy-­eyed girl, intimidated by her lord-­turned-­husband but eager to prove her worth to him. She had begun reading the political broadsides and pamphlets that arrived from Neck aloud to him in the evenings, to entertain him while he cleaned his musket or bathed by firelight in their chambers. Then, after he’d dozed off with his heavy hand draped across her belly, she’d keep one precious candle ­burning—it had taken her years of being Lady Croft to not fret over the cost of every candle—­beside the bed to finish reading.

			The broadsides were filled with the news of the war with Relance, of ­course—a parade of victories and losses that never seemed to amount to much beyond grinding up Relancian and Eld­merish lives alike. Hilde imagined that after the first hundred years of fighting, events had simply repeated themselves over and over again for centuries. She hoped that someone remembered what the war had been about in the first place, but five hundred years on, she certainly had no idea.

			

			Croftholde was about as far as it was possible to get from the war without leaving Eldmere altogether, but that didn’t mean they were untouched by it. Periodically the king issued an order and all workingmen between the ages of eighteen and five-­and-­twenty were enlisted. The last such order had been when Hilde was barely eighteen herself, and she’d watched as all the boys she’d grown up with marched away to their deaths. There was also the war tithe, which had to be paid in goods. Some years, the Croft struggled to pay its due and still have enough to get everyone through the winter.

			Still, they were the lucky ones. Villages closer to the border were subject to even larger tithes at the whims of their lords who resided in Neck most of the year, well away from the view of their tenants’ suffering, and wanted to curry favor with the king. It was no wonder, then, that the broadsides also wrote about people who questioned the rule of lordship. She read about the Grazers, who risked imprisonment to advocate that all people should have the same rights to the land they lived upon, and should therefore be able to raise livestock for their own nourishment and benefit rather than that of a liege lord and an endless war. She read about the push for communal ownership of lands and the overturning of power structures that filled the coffers of lords and ladies to excess but left common folk to starve. The more she read, the more she realized that, as Lady Croft, she was living on the wrong side of her own convictions.

			When Thorgoode’s middle brother had inherited the family’s dukedom upon their eldest brother’s death a few years before, her certainty about the matter grew. For two decades before he became the duke, everyone, including Hilde, had known him as the Western Harrier, so called because of the ruthless attacks he had led on the Relancian front. Public opinion seemed to hold that his approach was warranted if Eldmere was to finally win the war, but Hilde was of the opinion that if it was going to work, it would have done so by now.

			

			On the rare occasions that the Harrier had come to Croftholde, it had been to bully Thorgoode and show Hilde just how bad a lord could be. She had quickly understood that her true purpose in this life was to protect Croftholde and its tenants from the Harrier. The staff at the Croft, the folk in the village—­she cared intensely for them, each and every one. They were her people, and now they were her responsibility as well.

			Carefully, she had begun to discuss the political broadsides with Thorgoode as they readied themselves for bed. Wasn’t it true that he always consulted with his tenants to know how best to run the estate? Wouldn’t the people who worked the land understand it best of anyone? Shouldn’t they make decisions for themselves, working together to ensure that the best interests of Croftholde and its people would be prioritized, and the rewards fairly distributed?

			At first, he had called her his brazen Grazer bride and slapped her ass with a chuckle. Then, as time passed, he began to listen. He thought about her questions, and as she found the courage to frame her thoughts as statements instead, he thought about those, too. Eventually, he began to agree with her.

			So together they had made a plan. They would arrange it so that when Thorgoode died, the estate would become freeholds, entrusted to the hands of their tenants. She would have preferred it happen sooner, but when she tried to discuss it with him, Thorgoode had found that suggestion so baffling that he’d guffawed until he’d choked on his wine.

			Thorgoode was always saying that on his next trip to Neck, he would arrange things with his lawyer. But something always seemed to get in the way. Either his lawyer was in the country and not available, or business had required his time and there was no opportunity to make the arrangements, or he had to cut his trip short to get home in time to help with the harvest. He always apologized and promised that he’d make time on his next trip.

			

			Only now he was dead, and the arrangements remained unmade.

			She briefly contemplated attempting to forge the documents herself and sign them with her best imitation of Thorgoode’s hand, but she’d never even met Thorgoode’s lawyer, and he’d have no reason to help her commit what he would undoubtedly think of as a crime. The fact was that no matter how hard Hilde tried to come up with a new plan, her mind kept catching on the old one. It had been perfect. Except that Thorgoode had never enacted it, and with him dead, Croftholde would pass to the Harrier. She had seen his cruelty and contempt firsthand and knew with certainty that Croftholde’s tenants would never be safe under his rule. No doubt he would immediately round up everyone of fighting age and send them off to die at the front, wagons full of all Croft­holde’s hard-­won resources at their heels.

			If only there were some way to make Croftholde disappear, for it to vanish out of the Harrier’s memory like smoke spiraling up into the night sky. Then they could all live in peace, and maybe she could say a final goodbye to the husband she ought to be mourning but was beginning to resent. The longer she stared at him and found no answers, the more bitterness simmered up inside her—­that he’d failed to keep his word and follow through with their plans, that he’d gone and died at all, even that he’d married her in the first place. It was as if the rot that would have consumed his flesh if not for her Charm were slowly eating away at her heart instead.

			 

			“Lady Croft, the Western Harrier is here and demanding to see you!”

			Hilde looked up from her sketchbook, where she had been drawing a design for a new byre. Ed the footman was standing in the doorway of her study, nervously twisting at his waistcoat.

			

			Her heart hammered in her chest. “What?”

			“He’s in the yard. Han’s talking to him about his horse.”

			Oh, no. Han loved horses more than anything, which meant she was often rude to people she didn’t think were taking proper care of theirs—­and the Harrier most certainly wasn’t living up to her standard. Hilde suspected the king’s own master of the horse wouldn’t stand up to Han’s scrutiny.

			It would do nothing to soften the Harrier’s mood.

			“Shall I bring him here to your study?”

			“No. No, no, no.” The anxiety must have slipped into her voice, because Ed drew back, a grimace spreading across his open face. She forced herself to take a deep breath. “I only mean that it isn’t proper for me to see him here. I must receive him in the Hall.”

			Ed brightened, relieved to have a clear action to take.

			“Of course, Lady Croft. I’ll fetch him there immediately.”

			“Yes, please get him away from Han. Offer him Cook’s spiced ale, and tell him I’ll be there momentarily. And for mercy’s sake, don’t call him the Harrier! Address him as Your Grace.”

			Ed scampered off, and Hilde glanced down at herself in dismay. She was wearing her plainest work dress, as she’d spent the morning digging in the garden and preparing the beds for spring planting. She had dirt under her fingernails like a farmer’s daughter, which was precisely what she needed to not look like. What was the Harrier doing turning up at Croftholde unannounced, and why did it have to be now of all times?

			“Francie!” she yelled.

			She raced through Thorgoode’s retiring room—­between her study and their bedchamber—­which was crowded to overflowing with the stuffed trophies of several centuries’ worth of hunting expeditions undertaken by past generations of Crofts. She’d found it macabre when she’d started working as a maid in the house, and she had avoided dusting all the poor creatures for as long as she could get away with it. But over time, she had grown accustomed to them, and now she paused to give the largest ­piece—an ancient, moth-­eaten stuffed bear that stood near the ­door—a pat, for luck. It was a habit of Thorgoode’s that she had picked up, and she reckoned that she would need all the luck she could muster.

			

			After a few minutes of frantic grooming under Francie’s supervision, she was as presentable as she was ever going to be in her best day gown. She’d made it up when Thorgoode took her to Neck for his brother Germain’s funeral more than a decade ago, then dyed it over so that it was a dark plum rather than a mourning violet. It was woefully out of fashion now, but it suited her, and there was no way that the Harrier would remember it, given the number of dresses he undoubtedly saw and the years it had been since he’d seen this one.

			No amount of scrubbing would get all the dirt out from under her nails. She only hoped she could keep her hands from shaking with nerves and avoid drawing attention to them.

			Thorgoode seldom spoke of his brothers, and when he did, it caused a particular crinkle to appear in his brow. Once, on a harvest day shortly after their wedding that had involved more imbibing than Thorgoode was generally wont to do, he told Hilde a story from his childhood about when he and his brothers were in Neck for Wintertide celebrations at the king’s palace. His brothers locked him in a cupboard for so long that he wet himself, then they sent the royal princesses to find him. He had told her this as though it were a funny story, and expected her to laugh, but she could not see anything amusing in it at all. After that, he had not shared any other remembrances of his brothers with her, but it was not until he took her to Neck to meet them as his wife that she realized he was afraid of them.

			She remembered the Harrier reluctantly taking her hand when they were introduced, as if he thought commonness might be catching.

			

			“Well, brother,” he’d said to Thorgoode, “I know you’re set on the absurd idea of being some sort of farmer, but I didn’t expect you to dive right into animal husbandry.”

			Hilde had been too stunned by his crudeness to defend herself. And if she had hoped that Thorgoode might say something—­anything—­she had been disappointed. He had remained silent. It had been almost fifteen years since that meeting, and sometimes she wondered if perhaps the true reason Thorgoode had so deeply dedicated himself to running his family’s oldest but most remote estate was that it afforded him the opportunity to largely avoid his brother.

			Now he would avoid him for eternity, but Hilde had no such luxury.

			The Harrier was leaning against the giant stone mantel in the Hall, contemplating one of the murals she had painted along the inner wall with a scowl, his spiced ale untouched on the table behind him. He looked disarmingly like Thorgoode. They were both massive, square-­jawed men, muscled and broad-­shouldered like giants in a fireside tale, with tawny hair that hung down around their shoulders. The only notable difference was that the Harrier had a very prominent mustache, which he kept greased upward into two curving points, as enlisted men were not permitted to have any hair below their lips while in uniform.

			She swallowed a lump in her throat. No matter how much they resembled each other, the Harrier was nothing like her husband.

			Also in attendance, lurking by the door, was his aide-­of-­camp, Brumdorf, who followed the Harrier about like an especially large and ominous shadow. She suspected he had been chosen for the position entirely because he was big enough to lift an entire person with one hand, like a farm wife picking up a chicken. He possessed a miniature version of the Harrier’s mustache, comically small on his very large face. She expected that the Harrier wouldn’t tolerate anyone having a larger mustache than his.

			

			“Good afternoon, Your Grace. I’m sorry I kept you waiting,” she said as she entered.

			“Finally,” he said, turning ­toward her. He took in her appearance, disdain evident on his face. “I thought perhaps you were dressing to meet me, but I can see that wasn’t the holdup. Isn’t that the ghastly dress you wore to Germain’s funeral? ­Really, if Thorgoode is determined to pass you off as a lady, he should at least dress you for the part. Now, what’s this nonsense your footman told me about Thorgoode being in Neck? I need to speak with him.”

			Well, at least he had come expecting to find Thorgoode, which meant he didn’t know anything was amiss. Yet. Bless Ed for believing and repeating the lie of his whereabouts. “My footman’s report was correct. My husband is away tending to business.”

			“Absurd. I would have had word if he’d gone to Neck.”

			“You haven’t come from Neck yourself, Your Grace?”

			“No, I was at Engelbrooke.”

			Engelbrooke was his main estate. That was surprising. Generally, if the Harrier wasn’t in Neck, he was at the front. But it was a mercy regardless. If he hadn’t been in Neck himself, he might believe that Thorgoode was there.

			“He’s very occupied with his business. He mentioned to me that he might not have time to call on family or friends.”

			“What business?”

			“I wouldn’t know, Your Grace.”

			“Oh, come now, we both know you have your sticky fingers in all his pies.”

			A shiver ran up her back. That phrase was clearly meant to imply that she was a Charmer, but thankfully only in a facetious, generally insulting sort of way. He had no idea she actually had a Charm. No one knew that, aside from Han, and if he had somehow known, then no amount of Thorgoode’s fondness would have saved her from his ire. They might not execute Charmers anymore in Eldmere, but on the rare occasion you did hear about one turning up, nothing good ever happened to them. They ended up dead in mysterious bar brawls where no one else got a scratch, or got trampled by mules who were otherwise very well behaved, or tumbled down very inconveniently placed wells . . . or, at the very least, they disappeared, and Hilde could only hope they found a way to vanish into some other life, in which they could keep their secret safer.

			

			Better not let him see that he’d made her flinch.

			“If I did, I think it unwise for a wife to tell her husband’s business to others without his leave. Even to family, Your Grace,” she said, trying to sound firm and unshaken. If he was annoyed with her for not sharing the details of Thorgoode’s business, he was less likely to question the reality of that business. Or so she hoped.

			He studied her flatly, and she would have sworn he was weighing the benefits of making her talk against the bother that doing so would cause with Thorgoode. “It matters only that he isn’t here, as I wished to speak with him,” he finally said, apparently having decided that she was not worth the trouble. “Most of our business will keep, but I suppose you will have to do for the most pressing matter.”

			“Me?” she squeaked before she could stop herself.

			“Yes. You know the estate to the east of here? It’s called Mere­wyth.”

			“Isn’t it abandoned?” She knew it was, aside from the grounds­keeper, Mr. Nimsby, who lurked around and sometimes played cards with Han. He let them graze sheep in the valley by the lake in exchange for a small cut of the wool profits, which she expected never made the journey from Nimsby’s pockets to those of Merewyth’s owner—­whoever that might be at this juncture. Which was just fine by her.

			

			“Yes, well, that’s the thing. I want you to see whether it stays abandoned.”

			Whatever was he up to?

			“I’m not sure I understand.”

			“There’s a man. Elm­wood.” He spat out the name like it was a curse. Whoever he was, the Harrier disliked him. More than he disliked Hilde, which was saying something.

			That seemed a point in this Elm­wood’s favor.

			“I don’t know him, Your Grace” was all she said.

			“Of course you don’t!” he snapped at her. “Lord Erol Elm­wood was born a useless wastrel and a poor excuse for a member of the aristocracy. He bought a commission in the cavalry to put his father’s nose out of joint, then proceeded to make himself my problem for several years. He acted as an insubordinate rapscallion at every turn and should have been court-­martialed after his first week in service.” All of that was definitely a point in his favor, as far as Hilde was concerned. “But you see,” the Harrier continued, leaning ­toward her in an almost gleeful, conspiratorial manner that made her skin crawl, “he is finally getting his just deserts. Elm­wood has a Charm, which I always suspected; anyone that depraved is bound to have one. It’s an especially nasty Charm, too. Would you like to guess what it is?”

			“I’m sure I haven’t the faintest idea,” she managed to say.

			The Harrier leaned back, as if he were about to make a grand pronouncement.

			“He can resurrect the dead.”

			A Charm for resurrection? Hilde had never heard of anything like it, outside of legends. Resurrection was the stuff of old gods and fireside tales and miracles worked by Myran saints. You might as well say that someone had a Charm for truth-­telling, or curing all disease, or flying like a bird.

			“He was disgraced and discharged, stripped of his estate and holdings, and banished,” the Harrier continued, his voice bright with malicious joy. He didn’t merely dislike this Elm­wood person; he hated him. “They should have executed him, if you ask me. Can’t risk having a nasty Charm like that out in the world.”

			

			The words This isn’t Relance, Your Grace were at the tip of her tongue, but fear fizzled them out before she spoke them. Relance was notoriously ruthless about Charms, which they saw as religious heresy. As a result, Relance had even fewer remaining Charmers than Eldmere. But it seemed deeply unwise to suggest to the Harrier that his opinions were aligned with those of his sworn enemies.

			He surprised her by acknowledging it himself.

			“But of course the king can’t be seen to be pandering to Relancian standards. Truly, it’s a pity Elm­wood wasn’t captured by the Relancians,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “It would have been a favor to us all if they’d gotten their hands on him and built him a pyre. They may be a bunch of ignorant swine, but they do have the correct idea about what to do with Charmers. Of course it will all come right yet, once his banishment is carried out and they dump him over the border. I am rather sorry I won’t be able to attend.”

			“What is any of this to do with Merewyth, Your Grace?” she asked, hoping to steer him away from rhapsodizing about the joys of public executions, which she knew all too well he was unsettlingly fond of.

			“As I was saying,” he said, sneering at her, “Merewyth is Elm­wood’s pokiest scrap of land. Apparently, the court seems to have forgotten about it when they stripped him of everything else.”

			“That is quite an oversight.”

			“Yes, well, you should never send a lawyer to do a real man’s work. Now, pay close attention. I want you to keep an eye on Merewyth. Elm­wood is not in residence now, but if he turns up, I want you to write me immediately. Do you think you can manage that?”

			

			She weighed her response carefully. She could tell by the way he spat out his request that it pained him to ask her for anything. It would, of course, be prudent to immediately agree and make herself his eager spy. He’d be less likely to suspect her of plotting against him if they were conspirators in this new matter, and it would likely hasten his departure from Croftholde and allow her more time to sort out what to do about Thorgoode.

			Still, the idea of agreeing to help him stuck in her craw. Especially when it required turning in someone else with a Charm to face punishment for using it. A Charm should be no different from any other characteristic a person possessed, and she deeply resented the fact that it had to be kept secret and was reviled instead of celebrated for the useful thing it often was. She wondered what sort of relationship this Elm­wood had with his Charm, given that he had revealed it in what seemed to have been a very public way. She hadn’t heard of anyone Charming so openly in her lifetime. Perhaps he shared her secret conviction that there was no inherent crime in using something that was part of you. Regardless of how he saw his Charm, it seemed that he was not opposed to using it.

			At this thought, an idea took shape.

			It looked breathtakingly like a new plan.

			“Well?” said the Harrier, impatient.

			“Of course, Your Grace,” she said, forcing a smile. “I’d be happy to write to you if this Lord Elm­wood comes to Merewyth.”

			The Harrier seemed surprised. Perhaps he had not expected her to comply so readily.

			“Right. Good. Well, I shan’t stay for dinner.” He snapped his fingers and Brumdorf stepped forward. “No one here worth conversing with, with Thorgoode away.”

			The insult held no sting whatsoever, relieved as she was by the prospect of him leaving promptly and without asking any more questions about Thorgoode’s whereabouts.

			

			She smiled at him again—­and this time, it was entirely genuine. It seemed to make him uncomfortable.

			“I’ll take my leave,” he said. “Your groom insisted on taking my horse off someplace, so I hope that’s not going to hold me up. She was quite rude to me. I suggest taking her in hand.”

			“I will speak to her myself. My apologies, Your Grace,” said Hilde, who had no intention of correcting him and telling him Han was Croftholde’s steward, not its groom, and her sister to boot.

			As he galloped off, she felt more hopeful than she had in weeks.

			A Charmer who could raise the dead, on her very doorstep and in a precarious position.

			All she could do was wait and hope that he did indeed flee to Merewyth.

		

	
		
			

			Elm­wood

			Lord Erol Elm­wood had never ridden in a rented carriage before, and he wasn’t enjoying it. In simpler times, he would have chosen horseback over any manner of wheeled conveyance at every opportunity where travel was required, but the days of that were, he thought with a shudder, over for good. If one was obliged to ride in a carriage, one preferred one’s own post chaise, with its applewood-­scented lanterns, its black velvet curtains, and its terrifying team of grays who plowed through villages like the Reaper’s own steeds on a mission. Now he couldn’t even bear the sight of his grays, so it was perhaps just as well that they had been impounded, along with the post chaise and everything else he’d ever owned.

			Most of all, Elm­wood missed the post chaise’s padded seats. The benches in the rented carriage were rough fabric, stuffed with something that was likely sawdust but that had the give of iron, especially when the driver went over a pothole, flinging Elm­wood from one end to the other. His bad hip had hurt him incessantly for months, but that pain was now an almost pleasant memory when compared to his current agony. It felt rather like someone had replaced his bones with lightning eels.

			

			Frankly, he would have preferred not to have escaped at all, but Winthrop, who was an excellent friend and an even better lawyer, had gone to so much trouble to spring him out of prison and spirit him away that it had seemed gauche to protest and explain that Elm­wood frankly didn’t care much if he was banished, hanged, or shot out of a cannon into the moon. Now he was beginning to think any of those things would have been preferable to this interminable carriage ride to the Far Reach of the King’s fucking Gaze, which was as far away from Neck and civilization as it was possible to get while remaining in Eldmere.

			At least he wouldn’t be obliged to fight anymore. The war with Relance had been going on for the better part of five hundred years as the two countries fed countless lives into a dispute over which of them controlled what part of an absurdly small strip of land. One army would advance and the other would fall back, and then the whole process would reverse. Every twenty years or so, one country would succeed in pushing over into the proper territory of the other, and the disputed border zone would widen. The war was sold to recruits on both sides as a matter of patriotic pride and honor, but the truth, as far as Elm­wood could see once he foolishly fed himself to the monster of it, was that countless men had died for the sake of passing a few squalid towns and some miserable, ruined farmland back and forth.

			So if he was to be in exile, at least it was someplace where it was highly unlikely that anyone would expect him to stick a saber through some poor Relancian whose only crime was being as foolish as Elm­wood. He should thank Winthrop for that.

			His thoughts kept straying to the moment when Winthrop had bundled him into the carriage under cover of night and then lingered, half-­inside himself, peering at Elm­wood in the light of a small lantern with a concerned frown that Elm­wood was all too familiar with.

			

			“Are you coming?” Elm­wood had said.

			“No. I’ll follow after you in a day or two.”

			“I hope you haven’t done anything foolish to get me out of there. If this puts your career in danger . . .”

			Winthrop had grinned, and the lantern danced shadows across his dark skin.

			“This, my friend, is the beginning of a scheme that will make my career. Now, get some sleep, and do try not to wallow.”

			Thus, he had forced Elm­wood to flee to Merewyth—­his tiniest, most backwater estate.

			Elm­wood had only ever been to Merewyth a single time, when he was seven, ostensibly to hunt with his father. It had the dubious distinction of being the place where he had discovered his Charm, quite by accident.

			It was on the third day of the hunt. His father took it into his head to spend the day hunting woodcocks, which seemed like a pointless endeavor to Elm­wood, as he didn’t enjoy crunching up tiny bones between his teeth. That evening, when Elm­wood came down to the kitchen in search of a treat, he found twenty little woodcocks laid out on a board, waiting to be prepared for supper. Whatever wounds had killed them were covered by the fluff of their feathers, and it looked for all the world like they were sleeping.

			Without any intention, he reached out and touched each of them in turn, running his fingers across their soft feathers.

			The cook discovered him, surrounded by woodcocks flying every which way about the kitchen as he tried to catch them. Elm­wood had been delighted, laughing as the silly little birds fluttered in haphazard circles around him. His happiness had faded precipitously when the cook began screaming.

			

			Then his father came to see what the ruckus was, and there was a long, terrible pause where Elm­wood watched him realize what the scene before him must mean. There was only one way for a fall of dead woodcocks to suddenly live again, and it meant that his son was possessed of a trait far more shameful than the worst fears he could have conjured.

			It was only then, watching his father’s face crumple into horror and disappointment, that it occurred to Elm­wood that what he had done might have something to do with the forbidden magic of Charming. The only Charmer Elm­wood had ever encountered up to that point was a miserable wretch who had been brought before his father for justice, accused of using his Charm to steal horses from the Elmhouse stables. The man had technically been hanged for the theft, not the Charming, but it was clear that everyone involved thought it was a job well done. All of that seemed quite incompatible with the joy Elm­wood had experienced watching the birds revive.

			His father confirmed the reality of the situation with a smack to Elm­wood’s head that was so hard he couldn’t hear properly out of one ear for a month.

			You disgust me. Never do this again.

			Elm­wood had done it again, of course. What good was having eyes if you couldn’t rest them on something beautiful? What good was having a tongue if you couldn’t taste something delicious? What good was having a heart if you didn’t give it away to every other person you met? And what good was having the ability to raise the dead if you always let nature take its course? That had been his philosophy when he was young.

			Things were different now.

			Now when he thought of dead woodcocks, they shifted in his mind from sad little feathered lumps into the twisted limbs of men.

			No, he would not think about that. No amount of pastoral quietude was dull enough to make entertaining such thoughts tenable—­and he would never use his Charm again.

			

			 

			Elm­wood arrived at his ­tiniest—in truth, his only—­estate resembling a vagrant. The carriage driver deposited him at the bottom of the muddy lane, so Elm­wood hobbled his way up to the house with the help of a garish cane that Winthrop had tossed after him into the carriage. It was gold, with a handle shaped like some sort of bear-­creature with ram’s horns.

			Elm­wood reached the house coated in mud from the knees down and with no earthly possessions aside from the cane, the clothes on his back, and whatever Merewyth held. Gazing up at it, he wasn’t hopeful about his prospects.

			In the near dark, Merewyth looked atmospheric, in the sense that there were likely so many holes in the roof that whatever atmospheric events happened above it would soon also happen within. When Winthrop had told Elm­wood that this was where he was headed, he’d mentioned that the account books showed a man was being paid to keep the place running and tidy. From what Elm­wood could see, he was overpaid.

			He limped up the drive. There were no lights in the windows, and when he tried the front door, it was locked. He knocked. Nothing. The place had the air of an abandoned ruin, full of ghouls and ghosts—­though, Elm­wood supposed, that had been just as true of it back when he was a boy. Some houses were just built on a foundation of gloom and dreariness.

			Making his way to the back of the house, he saw a dim light shining in what must be the kitchen. A short flight of steps led from the mudhole of a garden down to a door. Finding it unlocked, Elm­wood let himself in.

			

			There, with his unshod feet propped up on the long kitchen table, was a tall, steely sort of fellow. He had on a rather nice waistcoat, but there were holes in his stockings.

			“Who the fuck are you?” said the man.

			Elm­wood drew himself up from his pained slouch.

			“It’s ‘Who the fuck are you, my lord,’ ” he said. “Now, what do I have to do to get a hot bath?”

			 

			As far as Elm­wood was concerned, the kitchen was a fine place to bathe. There was a time when he would have recoiled from the mere suggestion of bathing in a tin tub in front of the oven like a peasant, but years of fussy bucket-­splashing on the front followed by months of languishing in the barracks prison had washed away all such pretension. As heat soaked from the water into his aching hip, he sighed.

			He managed to pry a cup of mulled wine out of the man in his kitchen, followed by his name, which was Nimsby. The fellow accepted the sudden arrival of his master with fairly stoic grace, given that no one of note had turned up at Merewyth for a good ten years. Certainly not since Elm­wood’s father’s health had declined.

			He decided to think of Nimsby as his steward and wondered how long the man would continue to receive his salary. According to Winthrop, all of Elm­wood’s assets had been seized, aside from Merewyth. Did the funds that kept Merewyth running stay with Merewyth, or would they be funneled off to whomever the courts decided to award with Elm­wood’s fortune? What a terrible bother, having to think about money.

			As he brought the cup to his lips, he noticed his hands were shaking. A bit of the red wine splashed out and fell into his bath­water, swirling like blood before dissipating. The tremors came and went. They seemed to happen when he was tired, or if he overtaxed himself. Perhaps it was time to sleep.

			

			Getting out of the bath was a bit of trouble, and in the end, he called in Nimsby to help. He was grateful that if Nimsby had any thoughts about the tremors or his lameness, he kept them to himself.

			“I say, Nimsby?”

			“Aye?”

			“When was the last time you were paid?”

			“I’m paid yearly, at Wintertide.”

			“Oh, good.” That was only three or so months past. “Are there many folk about the house? A chambermaid or cook? Your wife, perhaps? Nosy neighbors?”

			“Haven’t got a wife,” said Nimsby. “No maid nor cook. I do for myself. Nearest neighbors are at Croftholde and the village.” He jerked his chin, as if Elm­wood could tell the direction from that alone. “Most folk hereabouts keep to themselves.”

			Well, that was a bit of luck. Elm­wood finished his wine, then asked Nimsby to show him to the Lord’s bedchamber.

			When Elm­wood’s father died, Elm­wood was given a week’s leave to attend to the funeral. He’d spent it drunk, making a tour of his father’s favorite beds, offices, carriages, and chairs, fucking a selection of the kingdom’s prettiest people in all of them, out of both spite and the futile hope of feeling something pleasant for a moment. He managed to remember to attend the actual burial, also drunk, where he contemplated using his Charm to resurrect his father just so he could brag about all the fucking and perhaps shout at him a bit, but fortunately the casket had been closed.

			Looking at his father’s massive canopy bed at Merewyth, he was rather sorry there wasn’t anyone handy to defile it with. It had been a very long while since he’d been inclined to defile, and he wasn’t even remotely inspired now; the thought was more of a matter of principle, as it would have irritated his father enormously. He cast a sideways glance at Nimsby, who did not, after all, have a wife, but decided that was a complication he didn’t need. Besides, Elm­wood did have some morals. He made it a policy to never bed anyone on his payroll. There was no way of knowing if they actually wanted to or if they were doing it only because they felt obliged.

			

			It was probably just as well. He doubted he currently had the wherewithal to perform in the style on which he prided himself.

			The bed was not comfortable, but it was a good deal better than the rented carriage or anywhere else that he’d slept in recent memory. As soon as he closed his eyes, he was asleep.

			 

			Everything hurt when Elm­wood woke up the following day, partway through the afternoon. Light pounded in past the curtains that no one had thought to close, and somewhere outside, a dog was barking.

			Elm­wood climbed painfully to his feet and went over to the window.

			There was a carriage in the drive, and standing in front of it was Winthrop. He was dressed very smartly, with a fashionable henge-­style hat rising out of his tight black curls and a canary-­yellow frock coat that practically glowed in contrast to his ebony complexion—­which was all nothing short of remarkable given that he’d been on the same journey that had practically incapacitated Elm­wood. There was a small, fluffy, improbably long dog with tiny little legs dashing about his ankles, yapping madly.

			“Winthrop!” Elm­wood shouted. “What manner of silly creature is that, and will you please make it stop?”

			Winthrop looked up at him with a smile.

			“He’s a badger hound, and he’s your salvation!”

			

			 

			Elm­wood’s father’s study was unspeakably dusty. He made the mistake of patting a pillow for Winthrop and it sent both of them into a coughing fit. Winthrop took it all in with his usual good nature. Elm­wood was convinced that he could have gone to Winthrop and told him that his own mother had been arrested for Charming men’s cocks clean off and making them fly about like birds and was to be sentenced to death for it, and Winthrop would have been delighted by the challenge of defending her in court. Not that Elm­wood’s actual situation was any less catastrophic.

			The little badger hound had stopped barking but was perhaps even more annoying when silent, snuffling around Elm­wood’s ankles as if it thought there might be badgers hiding in his stockings. He tried to nudge it away with one foot.

			“Careful, Elm­wood. It would avail you to endear yourself. That dog is all that stands between you and complete destitution,” said Winthrop, falling into his dusty chair with a gusto Elm­wood found exhausting. He pulled off his silly hat and tossed it like a skipping stone so that it landed on the desk.

			“So you say, but you have yet to explain how such an annoying creature could possibly be of any help to me.”

			“Well, you haven’t given me the chance! Say, how’s your leg?”

			Winthrop said this as he watched Elm­wood lower himself slowly into a chair.

			“Dreadful. Now, tell me about the dog. What scheme are you hatching?”

			“Answer me this: Why do you think they didn’t take Merewyth when they took everything else?”

			“I assumed they forgot about it. I certainly had. I wish I wasn’t remembering it now.”

			“I thought that at first as well, but I decided to investigate, and am I ever glad I did. You see, my friend, they didn’t take Merewyth because it doesn’t belong to you.”

			

			Elm­wood hadn’t thought his spirits could possibly be further dampened, but that managed it.

			“That’s terrible news, Win.”

			“Let me explain. It doesn’t belong to you because when your father died, he left it to someone else.”

			“Who?” A familiar resentment uncurled in his chest. He was so accustomed to being disappointed by his father that the sensation almost resembled an old friend.

			Winthrop gestured to the dog. “Your father left Merewyth to his favorite badger hound, Rollo.”

			Elm­wood found himself at a loss.

			“The dog?” he finally managed to splutter out. “My father left this place to his dog?”

			“Yes!” The delight that Winthrop exhibited at this revelation was almost as vexing as the news itself.

			“I fail to see how this is anything but humiliating for me.”

			Winthrop rolled his eyes.

			“Keep up, man. Merewyth is owned by Rollo and not by you, so it was not seized. That itself is good news, but the better news is that Merewyth is Rollo’s, but Rollo is yours.”

			“He is?”

			“Yes!”

			“Then wouldn’t Rollo—­and Merewyth by ­association—be forfeited along with all of my other holdings?”

			“No!” shouted Winthrop, so excited that he jumped out of his chair. “Your father, strange and contrary man that he was, added a special codicil to his will. I suspect he was afraid that you’d dispose of poor Rollo here instead of treating him like the son your father wished he had.”

			“First of all,” Elm­wood interrupted, “you know I would never dispose of a dog. I’m not a monster. Secondly, my father did in fact have a son, and this sort of betrayal on his part is exactly why—­”

			

			“Yes, yes, your father was an ass. Do stop nattering and listen to me. The codicil states that Rollo isn’t property, he’s a ward. You’ve been assigned as his guardian. For as long as he lives, Rollo owns Merewyth and you are entitled to live here as his guardian. Except for the issue of you being banished, which would override that; I’m still working that part out.”

			“Well, that’s . . . something.”

			“There’s more! I have an idea for how to get the rest of your property back. You see, besides you, Rollo is the only beneficiary of your father’s will. Now, having seized your assets, the Crown must pass them on to any other heirs, either yours or your father’s, and lacking any heirs, they can be gifted as the Crown sees fit. I think a legal argument exists for claiming that Rollo is a clear potential heir for your father, given that your father already passed property on to him. If I can prove that, then all your property will pass to Rollo, and ergo back to you as his guardian. Now, I do need to file a petition to formally grant Rollo a lordship so that the laws of estate inheritance apply to him, but there is precedent for it, this case about fifty years ago where a lord tried to marry his horse . . .”

			“Stop, Win. This is insane.”

			“It’s the law, Elm­wood! It doesn’t matter if it’s insane if you can make a good argument and show precedent for it.”

			“Why are you so excited? Even if this works, I won’t be the Earl of Elm­wood anymore. A fucking dog will be the Earl of Elm­wood, and I’ll be his steward!”

			“First of all, you’re still an earl, technically, even if Elmhouse and your other holdings pass to someone else. Only the King’s Council could take away your title, with a writ of attainder. Second of all, if I can win this, I’m going to be set for life. I’ll be the genius lawyer who won an impossible case.”

			“I keep getting caught up in the fact that it’s impossible.”

			

			“You let me worry about that. Now, I need you to lie low. Lower than low. If they catch you and complete your banishment before I can work all of this out, the whole thing goes up in flames. I mean it, Elm­wood. I know how you get when you’re bored. You are absolutely not allowed to lure a bunch of nubile bumpkins in from the fields to despoil them, or invite friends from Neck to run around in the woods naked and play cards. Do you understand?”

			“Yes, yes. Lie low, have no fun, and get used to being second in line to a mangy hound. Don’t worry yourself. I’m in no state to do any despoiling, and I don’t have any friends left, aside from you.”

			“It’s not all bad. A year from now, all of this will be another colorful episode in the grand story of your life.”

			Elm­wood stared at his friend, stricken by the depth of his despair.

			No matter how clever a scheme Winthrop managed to pull off on his behalf, there was no means by which the last six months of Elm­wood’s life could ever be rewritten as some sort of adventure. The simple fact was, after what he had seen—­what he had done—­nothing mattered. He didn’t care about regaining his property or weaseling out of banishment. He didn’t care about anything beyond finding the will to drag himself out of bed in the morning and making himself do some semblance of the same the following day and the day after. Even that, most days, felt like too much.

			But with sweet, eager Winthrop sitting there staring at Elm­wood with such a look of pride and hope on his face, there was no way for Elm­wood to tell him that. There was no way to do anything but go along with what he wanted and try to appreciate having the love and dedication of someone so good. It was why Elm­wood had let himself be bundled into the rented carriage in the first place, and he certainly had not found the strength since to deny his best friend what he so dearly wanted. Even if what he wanted was to save Elm­wood, when Elm­wood knew in his heart that he was already far too lost to be saved.

			

			Elm­wood’s dark thoughts must have showed on his face, because Winthrop reached out and placed a hand over his.

			“I know I’ve already said it, but it bears repeating. I’m very glad you did what you had to do to stay alive, old friend. Glad indeed. Now you must trust me to set things right for you, just as I know you would do for me if I were ever in such a predicament.”

			“You would never get yourself into a mess of this measure, Win, but you’re a good friend to say so. Better than I deserve. Will you stay here awhile and keep me company?”

			“No, it’s back to Neck for me. I have a case to sniff out, and you know there’s nothing I like better than the chase. But Elm­wood? Please take good care of the dog.”

			“I shall treat it as though it were my only living family.”

			“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”

			Elm­wood placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder.

			“I promise, Win. I’ll do my best, for your sake.”

			Winthrop shook his head.

			“I’d rather you did it for your own sake, but I’ll take what I can get.”

			 

			Most people would imagine that after badly dislocating a hip, one might not be keen on going for a stroll, but Elm­wood found that walking helped. If his hip remained too still for too long, it froze up. He’d discovered this during his first few months in military custody, after his fever had broken and he’d been moved out of the medical ward. Then he had taken to pacing to keep things moving, gritting his teeth against the pain as he shuffled around the various rooms he had been locked in. In his current situation, he found that the garish cane Winthrop had given him helped enormously.

			Yes, walking was necessary, and even had it not been, there was the dog to think of. On the first night, Elm­wood had ignored the dog, who then shat on his rug. At that point, Elm­wood had asked Nimsby to take care of the creature, but Nimsby had snorted, left the room, and then disappeared for two days, during which time Elm­wood was forced to fend for himself. He couldn’t get the beast of a kitchen hearth to do anything except smoke, so he and the dog ate their way through a massive jar of pickled carrots and were half-­starved and frozen by the time Nimsby turned up again, acting as though he’d never left. Elm­wood didn’t think either of them would survive another abandonment, so he didn’t broach the topic again.

			

			So, walks it was. Each day, Elm­wood forced himself out of bed, then he and Rollo wandered through the shabby brown gardens behind the house and past the unused stable, carriage house, and other outbuildings until they came to a little trail through the woods. Spring was slow to start, so the ground underfoot remained a dreary carpet of dead leaves. If he looked at it for too long, it reminded him of the grim roads that ran endlessly through his dreams at night, torn to ribbons by countless hooves plodding and carts dragging and men marching.

			Almost a week after his arrival at Merewyth, he set out with the dog for their daily walk. It was a much warmer day than the one before, and he noticed that little white flowers had bloomed across the forest floor like a small miracle. The dog immediately urinated on one.

			“Stop that,” said Elm­wood. “You’re pissing on nature’s glory, and I won’t have it.”

			The dog tilted his head to one side.

			“Yes, I mean you.”

			Rollo barked once, then dashed away.

			“Come back here!” shouted Elm­wood, to no avail. “Come back at once, or there will be no more walks for you!”

			He hurried after the dog as quickly as he could manage, rounding a bend in the trail in time to see the dog totter along the edge of a steep ravine. The little beast seemed to have spotted something in the trees beyond ­it—a badger, Elm­wood supposed—­and Elm­wood was about to try to reason with him and recommend stepping back from the edge when the dog jumped forward, tumbling headlong over it and directly into whatever lay below with a little remorseful yap.

			

			 

			Winthrop was going to banish Elm­wood himself, or possibly worse, if Elm­wood allowed all his grand plans to die in a heap at the bottom of a ravine. With this thought in mind, Elm­wood crept as close to the edge as he dared and peered down.

			“Yip!” barked the dog, delighted to see Elm­wood—­though Elm­wood could not imagine why.

			The dog was not dead. He had managed to land unscathed a good ten feet down upon some jagged rocks. Now he was wagging his whole body enthusiastically.

			Relief flooded Elm­wood. It was not, he thought, that he had any fondness for the inane creature. It just would have been so unpleasant telling Winthrop he’d accidentally killed the beast.

			He did still have a problem. There was no way the dog would be able to climb back up to Elm­wood, and there was most certainly no means by which Elm­wood could descend to retrieve him. Perhaps if he went far enough along the edge, there would be a spot where it grew less steep? The very thought of it made his hip ache and his spirits disconsolate. Perhaps he ought to fling himself down onto the rocks and have done with it.

			“Is something amiss?”

			Elm­wood turned and saw a woman approaching him.

			No, he corrected himself immediately. This was not a mere woman, but rather a vision of delights.

			She was almost as tall as he, with the promise of a luscious figure hidden beneath her tucked-­up petticoats. Her thick black braid was wound round and round her head and made him immediately imagine uncoiling it slowly and then running his hands through the waves of her hair. Her skin was a shade of brown a bit darker than sun-­burnished, and with her little laced-­up waistcoat and a large wooden bucket slung over her arm, she looked for all the world like a milkmaid from a lusty broadside. Though there was nothing girlish about her; this was a woman grown—­around five-­and-­thirty, he would guess—­with knowledge and wit in her eyes. Those eyes: they were huge and dark and had little lines at the corners.

			

			Most people would characterize Elm­wood as a rake, and they were more or less correct. It was true that he had been something of a wayward lover to an excessive number of people. Though he had received no complaints from anyone who merited the right to an opinion, he would be the first to admit that while he excelled at matters of bodily pleasure, matters of the heart had eluded him for some time.

			In his youth, it had been a different matter. Back then, he couldn’t meet a beauty of any sex without offering up his heart to them, along with his libido. Wanton in every conceivable way, Elm­wood had fallen for anyone who seemed inclined to be kind to him with every morsel of his dubious soul and body. Experience and time had eventually schooled him to keep his heart, if not his hands, to himself.

			Then there had been Relance. Now he sincerely doubted that there was enough of his wizened heart left to love even a badger hound. To be honest, he was not even entirely certain he retained the adequate humanity to be a good bedfellow.

			But for this apparition of a woodland milkmaid, his dead heart gave a little stutter. No, that was a romantic fancy. It was only his cock waking up for the first time in an age.

			“Have you lost something?” she said, and he noticed that her voice was low and melodic. He wanted it to whisper things into his ear. He wanted to write her terrible, sincere poems that perhaps she could keep tucked away in her bosom while she . . . milked her dryad cows? Or whatever it was forest milkmaids did.

			

			He marveled then at how good it was to feel something other than pain, regret, disillusionment, or despair.

			“Yes,” he said, attempting to dazzle her with one of his more alluring smiles. “As a matter of fact, I seem to have misplaced a dog.”

			She walked over to him and peered down over the edge.

			“Ah, yes, I see. Your badger hound is stuck in my crevasse.”

			His neck grew hot. Was she . . . flirting with him? By means of bawdy innuendo? When was the last time someone had made him blush? This required him to make an effort. He quirked an eyebrow.

			“In truth, I don’t think my badger hound is stuck in your crevasse, precisely. I think he dove into it willingly and is reluctant to withdraw.”

			How would she respond? He took a step ­toward her. How was she managing to maintain such a serious expression while toying with him? She even frowned at him a bit as he drew closer. She’d be excellent at cards. Did forest milkmaids know how to play cards? He’d like to teach her to play. Preferably in bed. Wearing as little clothing as possible.

			“Perhaps I could help you pull him out,” she said dryly. “Unless you’d prefer to leave him in there?”

			He chortled, and she seemed surprised by it. Well, not everyone could keep a face as straight as hers while engaging in such banter.

			“As reluctant as I am to withdraw anything from your lovely crevasse, there is no one I would rather have assist me in pulling him out.”

			She was beginning to look . . . confused? Oh, no . . . had he been misreading their exchange?

			

			“Let me see if I can lure him into my pail,” she said, and he was afraid that he had indeed heard innuendo in her words when there had been none intended. Then she said, “Here, hold these, will you?” and extracted several absolutely enormous, phallic mushrooms from the bucket she carried and waved them in his face. “There won’t be an inch of room for your badger hound in here if it’s full of these.” Thank all the saints and kings, the game was on! He hadn’t misunderstood after all.

			“With pleasure, lady, though I’ll admit, I was rather hoping you’d hold mine instead of the other way round.”

			He was pleased with that one, but she seemed not to have heard and was already stepping over to the edge of the ravine again. She unbuckled her belt, which was long and wrapped twice around her waist, and there was a heady, buzzing second where he thought she was disrobing here and now in front of him. He was about to toss her mushrooms to the ground and tear his own clothes off when she stopped after the belt, and instead attached it to the handle of her pail.

			Oh. She was actually helping the dog. Well, quite right. Rescue first!

			He watched intently as she got down on her knees and bent forward to lower the bucket over the ledge.

			“Name?” she said.

			“Elm­wood,” he replied, indulging in the fantasy that, soon, she’d be moaning it.

			Her head shot back up and she frowned.

			“The dog’s name.”

			“Oh. Um, Rollo.” He should have realized that was what she meant. He also shouldn’t have given her his real name. Winthrop had told him to lie low, after all, but Winthrop hadn’t known that Elm­wood would meet a flirtatious, forest-­dwelling milkmaid. Surely, he would grant Elm­wood a dispensation for lust-­induced stupidity, given the circumstances. But one thing irked him.

			

			“How did you know the dog’s name wasn’t Elm­wood?” he asked.

			“Rollo!” she called down into the ravine. “Hop in! Get in! That’s a good boy! Hop in! Yes!”

			Then she was pulling on the belt, the bucket breached the edge, and the badger hound tumbled out beside her. Rollo jumped on her, showering her with sloppy kisses. Elm­wood wanted to do the same and was about to hop right to it when she turned to him, rising to her feet, and said, “I knew that Elm­wood was your name, not the dog’s. I’m afraid I have you at a bit of a disadvantage. We are neighbors, you see.”

			Neighbors? “Do you mean you’re my tenant?” he said, hoping this wasn’t the case. Tenants were much like staff, in that one couldn’t be sure if they were fucking you because they liked you or because they didn’t want to find themselves evicted.

			“You haven’t got any tenants at Merewyth,” she said.

			This gave him pause. He supposed he had known that, but then . . .

			“Who are you?” he asked, with a sudden sense of unease creeping over him.

			“Lady Hildegarde Croft.”

			Croft. Croft? Oh no.

			The name sent him tumbling headfirst into a memory: the image of a man sneering down at Elm­wood from atop a charger. Elm­wood clung to it desperately, lest he slide from there into even worse recollections. Duke Engelbrooke. The Western Harrier.

			He forced his attention back to the present with every ounce of will he had.

			Surely this vision of beauty couldn’t possibly be married to the Harrier? Surely fate would not be so unkind—­either to her or to Elm­wood.

			“Croft?” he managed.

			“Lord Thorgoode Croft is my husband, my lord,” she said. “Though I don’t know that the two of you have had occasion to meet.”

			

			Well, thank fuck for that. Thorgoode must be the youngest of the brothers Croft, not the elder one who died and irresponsibly made his horrible brother a duke.

			Regardless of which Croft was her husband, he ought to make his excuses and flee. She was exactly the sort of person he was supposed to be avoiding at all costs. In his experience, ladies wielded gossip as power—­rightfully so—­and the last thing he needed was news of his whereabouts being spread around. Though perhaps word of his situation had not yet reached these parts? In any case, there was no use pretending, as she already knew who he was.

			“My lady,” he said, doing a half bow. “Lord Elm­wood, at your service.”

			“Yes, I know. Will you be visiting the neighborhood for long?” said Lady Croft, not returning the bow. Well, perhaps it was silly to be formal when she’d been flirting with him shamelessly mere moments before.

			“Only a short visit,” he said.

			“Well,” she said, visibly weighing something in her mind before continuing, “do you think you might do me the honor of joining me for dinner at Croftholde during your visit?”

			That was an encouraging sign. She’d hardly ask him to dine if she knew he was a filthy Charmer on the run from the law. Though it was quite brazen of her to ask him like this. She ought to send someone to Merewyth with a formal invitation, and he ought to decline it with a polite excuse. Winthrop would want him to decline—­insist upon it, even. Would it ­really be so unwise for Elm­wood to accept?

			The fact was, the thought of dining with her had caused a strange sensation to bloom somewhere beneath his ribs. It felt remarkably like looking forward to something.

			“Will Lord Croft be joining us?” he asked.

			

			“No,” she said, lowering her eyelashes. “He’s away, I’m afraid.”

			“Away, you say?” Wait, was she flirting with him again? She certainly had been before, and now she was spontaneously inviting him to come to her home while her husband was away. In Neck, that would almost certainly be flirting. Not to mention the mushrooms.

			“Are you free tomorrow night?” she said.

			So soon? Definitely flirting.

			“It would be my pleasure to dine with you at your earliest convenience, Lady Croft.”

			He reached out and took her hand, intending to kiss it.

			Instead, when he touched her, a strange sensation ran through him like the static from a wool blanket on a dry winter morning.

			She had a Charm. Touching someone else with a Charm was the only thing that felt like that.

			In Elm­wood’s life, he had encountered only a handful of other Charmers, as far as he knew. Most of them had been killed off by order of the king five hundred years prior, and the Charm thrill was the main way they’d been hunted down. For one Charmer to catch out another with a touch was beyond intimate. It was very rare, and still very dangerous, even if it was no longer a death sentence by law.

			He tried to school his surprise. She didn’t manage to control hers, her mouth forming an adorable circle of shock.

			She pulled her hand out of his abruptly, stepping back.

			“Until tomorrow night, Lord Elm­wood,” she said.

			It was only after she’d disappeared into the forest that Elm­wood realized she had forgotten her mushrooms.

			Winthrop and good sense be hanged, Elm­wood would dine with her if it was the last thing he did.
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