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Chapter One

Various Invitations
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IT WAS PRECISELY TWELVE and a half days since I had learned my father had returned from the dead for the second time.

I had spent many evenings with my friend Mr. Dart since my return to Ragnor Bella at the end of September, engaging in activities ranging from conversation with an Imperial Duke to illicit attendance at dinner parties, and this particular Wednesday was no different. Until the past weekend my university friend Hal (said Imperial Duke) had been staying with me, while his great-uncle Ben, my father’s friend and former commanding officer, stayed with the Darts, but now that Hal and Ben had reluctantly left to return home to Fillering Pool, Mr. Dart seemed to feel more interest in spending time with his brother than he had previously. 

I suspected part of the lure of indoor activities was that Mr. Dart didn’t want me to thoroughly trounce him at Poacher or other card games; he certainly did not want to discuss philosophy of magic or our respective futures. As I in turn did not have his relish for real-life poaching, especially in sleety late-November weather, did not really want to have heart-to-hearts regarding my own emotional state, and was bored of housekeeping, I had accepted the invitation to play at being proper young gentlemen.

I regretted it now. Master Torquin Dart, the Squire and Mr. Dart’s much older brother, and his lover Sir Hamish were soundly respectable men whose idea of a good evening was a good dinner with good wine followed by excellent port, more-or-less legal whiskey, and cards. The dinner I had no problem with, as the conversation had kept to the logistics of my father’s return, but the after-dinner pursuits led us—or perhaps it was just me—into dangerous territory. I had placed myself firmly next to the fire, but that merely delayed the temptation.

“Jemis.”

I started and stared at my father, who had called my name. He rubbed his eyes lightly, whether in exasperation or pain or pleasure that he had finally been able to remove the eye-patch I wasn’t sure. I said, “What can I do for you, sir?”

The ‘sir’ slipped out. He frowned, but did not call me on the formal address. I had called him ‘Papa’ as a boy, and ‘my father’ in my head, and ‘Jack’ when I first met him again as an adult. ‘Sir’ was about all I could manage with any hint of naturalness in conversation. It was what I had called my stepfather.

“We were thinking of a round of cards,” the Squire said, fanning out a deck with a satisfying soft thwacking noise. “Will you join us?”

“No, thank you,” I replied, trying to smile pleasantly at them. I indicated the envelopes on the couch beside me. “I’ve some letters to answer.”

“We could play Lotto or Fish,” the Squire said coaxingly. “It doesn’t need to be—”

“Really, I’m fine,” I interrupted, more sharply than I meant. A flash of something crossed my father’s face, gone too quickly for me to decipher it.

Sir Hamish put his hand on my father’s arm. The Squire glanced at them before fixing me with an intent look. “Very well. Do let us know if you change your mind.” 

“Thank you. I will,” I promised, and met Mr. Dart’s amused eyes. I relaxed slightly when I saw that he betrayed no unnecessary concern for my lack of enthusiasm for proper gentlemanly pursuits.

I work in a bookstore, I wanted to say. Until a bare few months ago I thought I’d failed university, failed at romance, failed at being everything my father might have wanted me to be. I’d been trying as gracefully as possible to accept I was sliding out of the class to which I’d been born into one somewhere well below it. 

Having a title and a fortune and a family thrust upon me in short succession had not helped as much as one might think. One’s life could change in an instant. One’s heart and mind and entire character did not necessarily transform so easily.

I sighed and returned to my letters as the four of them settled at the table. After a muted discussion they started playing Bridge, with my father and Mr. Dart partnered; Sir Hamish and the Squire were together, of course. I relaxed a little more when I realized what game they were playing, glad (if also stupidly chagrinned) they weren’t playing one open to a fifth player. 

The bidding washed over me. The fire crackled, sending a burst of applewood-scented smoke into my face. I sneezed once, and only once, as anyone might, and then inhaled the scent with appreciation. Two weeks ago I wouldn’t have stopped sneezing for five minutes after a face-full of smoke.

I sipped my wine and shook my head at Sir Hamish—evidently dummy this round—when he offered me the decanter. Not wanting to talk, I unfolded my first letter and pretended to peruse it intently.

Not though I didn’t have all three of them practically memorized by this point. 

An invitation to the very newly instated Viscount St-Noire to the wedding of the Governor of Orio City, which suggested someone in the Governor’s office was paying close attention to the Kingsford chancery records, as that was the only place it had been announced outside of Ragnor Bella. According to the New Salon, this wedding was to be the social event of the early Winterturn Season and, by extension, the year. Only the even-more-exclusive New Year’s Ball to be held by the Imperial Duke of Fillering Pool would be more glittering and magnificent.

I had a verbal invitation to the latter from Hal, with the promise of a formal letter to come once he was home. My own status as Viscount St-Noire was of too recent a date for his mother to have put me on the list of attendees. Jemis Greene, Hal’s friend from Morrowlea, was not in the first tier (no matter how much Hal proclaimed his mother had liked me in the spring); Jemis Greenwing, Viscount St-Noire and son of Mad Jack Greenwing, however, was.

Second was a letter from the Faculty of Laws at Inveragory enquiring whether I had had the chance to make a decision regarding their offer of a place for my second degree.

And the third was a note from the Chancellor of Morrowlea, thanking me for my portion of her entertainment during the ‘most interesting week’ she had spent in Ragnor Bella at the beginning of November. She informed me that the dragon carcass I had donated to my alma mater was in the process of being cleaned before it could be wired for display. Finally, as if an afterthought, she wrote that a student interested in a second degree might write to the scholars he most admired and ask about their current projects. My tutor, Dominus Nidry, she wrote, had mentioned that there was a professor at the University of Tara who worked on the puzzle poetry I had found so fascinating. To that end, in case I should be interested, she had enclosed a letter of introduction to the Chair of Classical Languages and Literature.

I took another careful sip of my port, holding the liquor in my mouth to savour its complexities. It was a game I played with myself, trying to name all the nuances of flavour. This vintage was a tawny port from West Noon, smooth, hazelnutty, almost buttery.

A flurry of laughter distracted me. A round finished, I deduced, smiling when my father caught my eye but shaking my head again at the clear invitation in his face.

If he was hurt by my repeated refusals he didn’t show it, instead taking up the deck to shuffle with dramatic flourishes. Everyone laughed and teased as he dealt the next round. I felt awash in their pleasure and apart from it at the same time, deeply embedded in their careful if unspoken efforts to draw my father into the life he’d lost so long ago.

It really didn’t seem fair that seven years as a pirate slave was easier to slough off than half a year of unsettling revelations and overcome curses.

I returned to staring blindly at my letters, three invitations to lives I ought to want.

My name caught my attention. I looked up, startled, to find them all laughing at my distraction. Mr. Dart was standing beside me, holding out his hand of cards.

“Here,” he said, thrusting them at me, “play for me. There’s a special messenger pelting up the drive and it’s the staff’s night off.”

There was no polite way out of it, as he well knew, so I set my letters aside and took his place as he exited the room. 

I fanned out my hand. Twelve cards—but no, there were none yet on the table—ah. An Ace stuck slightly behind the Three of Hearts. I peeled them apart, careful not to show their faces, and looked at the three men watching me. “Any bids so far?”

“One Heart,” Sir Hamish said, pointing at my father, who was playing North. “Tor passed, Perry said Two Hearts, and I Two Spades.”

I contemplated my hand again, wondering why on earth Mr. Dart had bid Two Hearts. Even if he’d missed seeing the Ace, he still had two Kings and three Hearts. With the bid he’d chosen my father had to have a strong hand.

“Very well,” I said, voice deliberately unenthusiastic to counter the emergence of the faint, familiar, perilous thrill. 

One hand was not fateful, surely. 

I firmly suppressed the thought that the bidding was the part I liked best about Bridge. 

My father considered me for a long moment. I kept my face as neutral as possible, as if I were bored, hoping I didn’t also look petulant. He had taught me how to play (Bridge, and Poacher, and half a dozen other games of skill and chance). He had also warned me ...

“Three Hearts,” he said. 

Despite my resolve not to get drawn in my mind immediately began to calculate probabilities and possibilities. 

“Pass,” said the Squire.

Three Hearts meant my father had at least six Hearts, suggesting his hand held at least eighteen points. 

I didn’t need to glance at mine again. “Four Hearts.”

I felt, rather than saw, Sir Hamish’s surprise as he said, “Pass.” 

He had Spades, but couldn’t have that many high face cards, I thought vaguely.

My father’s eyes were intent. “Four No Trump.”

“Pass,” the Squire said after a pause, as if puzzled by this, though I was sure he knew bidding conventions at least as well as I did.

Four No Trump was asking how many aces I had. “Five Diamonds,” I replied, since I had one. 

“Pass,” said Sir Hamish. His voice was also a little odd.

I ignored him, watching my father, revelling in the buzz of excitement, the sense of purpose and clarity that came when risk entered my life. Bidding at cards was only a shadow of what could be, I knew too well, and I knew also that even so it was dangerous to let myself enjoy it too fully. 

“Five No Trump,” my father said, his expression unfathomable. 

“Pass.”

Mr. Dart came back in the room. He stood at my shoulder, and I could feel his astonishment when I replied, “Five Hearts.” This indicated—to my father, at least—that I had two Kings in my hand, that I knew that between us we had all the Aces, all the Kings, and nine Hearts. 

Go for it, I thought, as Sir Hamish said, “Pass,” in the same odd voice, and my father, meeting my eyes thoughtfully, said, “Seven Hearts.” As the rest of us passed on further bids I smiled at him in delight that we had partnered so easily.

“You’re going for a Grand Slam?” Mr. Dart cried.

I laid out my cards for the dummy hand. “You need to work on your bidding, Mr. Dart.”

“If you ever played with us, perhaps I’d learn.”

“You have a master to learn from,” I replied, gesturing at my father. I kept my voice light, not wanting any of my emotions to spill out.

Why couldn’t I have had a boring hand? 

Not that there was such a thing as a boring hand when one played with a master.

Said master took easy control of the play and, despite Sir Hamish and the Squire’s best efforts, quickly trounced them. I permitted myself to watch, admiring the way my father drew out each remaining high card and trump before winning the last hand with my Three of Hearts. 

As the Squire took the deck to shuffle, he said idly, “Won’t you play this next round, Jemis? Now that Perry has a letter of his own to ponder—it is for you, I take it?”

“So the address indicates.”

“Well, then, Jemis?”

I felt my face stiffen involuntarily. “No, thank you, sir.”

There was a pause. I disdained the coward’s way out, though my heart was fluttering miserably, all thrill from the game extinguished. Why could they not let well enough alone?

—I met my father’s slight frown and exhaled.

Well, for exactly the same reason I badgered Mr. Dart about the wild magic he was still refusing to acknowledge possessing. 

“I had thought,” Sir Hamish murmured, “that perhaps you had taken a dislike to playing, or that you did not feel your skills were, ah, adequate.”

I snorted softly at that, unable to prevent myself. The Green Lady had given me the gift of skill at cards—and the White Lady all the weaknesses that might come of it.

“So what is it, then?” the Squire said, still shuffling the cards. “Your words say you don’t like the games, but your face said otherwise.” 

“I do like playing,” I blurted at the unexpected edge in his voice, and went on before I could quite make myself stop. “Too much.”

The Squire’s hands stopped in the middle of a movement. Cards scattered everywhere, across the table, fluttering to the floor, the Jack of Spades landing face-up on Mr. Dart’s letter, as if in mute instruction. With the way Mr. Dart was suppressing his magic it might well have been. I sighed again when my father leaned forward intently, far too much understanding in his face. “Jemis. Tell us, please. Did you have trouble at university?”

“Not with cards,” I admitted, knowing I was flushing, ashamed to the root of my soul that this conversation was happening, that it had to happen.

My father looked at where I’d been sitting before, at the half-full glass of port I’d been nursing all evening. My mouth twisted with wry amusement. “No, not liquor either.”

“If not gambling or drinking—how much of a habit are your death-defying stunts?”

“You’re one to talk,” Sir Hamish muttered, and even as my father gave a bark of laughter I felt my stomach fluttering again with the terrible aching emptiness that such thrills were never going to warm, and everywhere, like a sticky cloud engulfing me, there was the loathing that I had let it all happen to me.

“Drugs?” he said softly, face dismayed, eyes boring into me. “Oh, Jemis—”

Mr. Dart suddenly thwacked me on the side of the head with his letter, sending the card into my lap. I flinched belatedly, earning a glare from my friend. 

“Honestly, Jemis, anyone would think you thought it was your fault! Jack, an unscrupulous wizard decided the best response to him preferring her friend was seduction, enchantment, and drugging him with wireweed to the point where it’s frankly amazing he survived, let alone came First at Morrowlea.” 

I opened and shut my mouth several times before any sounds came out. “I—I—”

“Is this true?” the Squire said, his face thunderous. “How long were you given it?”

I shrank in on myself. “Er, nearly three years.”

They stared at me in appalled silence. In their eyes I could see that they knew (as I had not) what unscrupulous wizards used wireweed for, and what almost invariably happened to their victims.

Not that I thought of myself as a victim, exactly. I’d been so stupid.

I really did not want to go into detailed explanations. I took a deep breath and carefully and consciously relaxed my hands and shoulders. 

“In answer to your earlier question, Master Dart, yes, I like playing cards. However, even though it was not intentional on my part, I am living with the after-effects of the wireweed. I have no intention of letting myself be controlled by anything that promises to fill the—the space left behind by the drug.” I had to stop there to take a breath through my nose before I could bring myself to meet my father’s stern gaze again. “You cannot deny there is ample precedent in my family for a tendency to destructive addictions.” 

A grandfather who had gambled away his inheritance, an uncle who had conspired at murder to hide the fact he had done the same to mine, a great-grandfather whose liver had given out on him at the ripe old age of forty-seven—

No one spoke for a moment. I waited until it was clear they would press me no further this evening—I knew better than to even hope that the topic would not be raised again another time—and turned meaningfully to Mr. Dart.

“Anything you’d like to share from your missive? Why was a special messenger sent to the Darts on a cold November night?”

Mr. Dart, Lady bless him, grinned first at me and then at his brother. “It seems to be an elaborate prank. Unless, of course, you actually do have a secret wife and daughter you’ve never mentioned, Tor.”

There was a very peculiar silence. Master Dart and Sir Hamish stared at each other.

And then Sir Hamish said, “Good heavens. Ingrid.”
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Chapter Two

In Which Various Requests are Made 
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AS FAR AS DISTRACTIONS went, this was superb.

I was grateful that Sir Hamish clearly already knew about the Squire’s secret wife and daughter, for that meant I could focus my attentions on consoling Mr. Dart. I was vaguely miffed to discover that Mr. Dart was far from needing consolation. Indeed, he was almost indecently delighted with the whole thing.

The Squire explained, painfully and with much embarrassment, how he had come late to the discovery that he preferred Sir Hamish’s company to any woman’s.

Mr. Dart interjected, “Even your wife’s?”

I would have been sympathetic had he said that with commiseration or solemn understanding or any appropriate emotion. As he was nearly burbling with mirth, I acted as any friend ought, and kicked him in admonishment.

The Squire explained, even more painfully and with even deeper embarrassment, that in the more permissive age of his youth such experimentation had been common, but that it was his folly that he had not undertaken proper precautions—

“Hence your daughter, or possibly whence,” said Mr. Dart, before scooching his chair away from me.

The Squire explained, with lugubrious pride, that he and the lady in question had decided to marry, just in case the child were a son and would therefore inherit the Dart estate.

“But of course, now that they’re changing the inheritance law, she will anyway,” said Mr. Dart, beaming at his brother so brilliantly even Master Dart noticed.

“Perry—oh, Lady, Perry, I never thought! I’m so sorry—”

“Think nothing of it,” Mr. Dart replied, waving his hand dismissively. “I quite understand how you could forget the existence of even a wife and daughter after, what, twenty years?”

The Squire winced. “Perry ...”

Sir Hamish laid his hand on his lover’s knee. At least this explained a minor mystery of the barony, I thought numbly, namely why the two of them had never performed the ceremony of commitment. Rondelan law provided no such ritual for two men or women in a relationship, but Astandalan law had, in its byzantine complexity (covering as it had the diverse cultures of five worlds). But although polygamy was permitted in certain demesnes, Northwest Oriole had never been one of them. The horrified response to the discovery of my own mother’s accidental bigamy had made that exceedingly clear.

“Shall I read the letter aloud?” Mr. Dart said, even more brightly. “Or leave our dear friends to their not unjustified confusion?”

The Squire winced again. Sir Hamish said, with commendable restraint, “Perry. Please.”

Mr. Dart made a show of shaking out the letter. “‘My dear Sir—’ a most restrained opening, I must say. The meat comes quickly, however: 

‘My dear Sir—

It has been many years since we last corresponded, for which I apologize. I must presume this finds you well, for in the wake of the unrest that has followed the capture of the Blood Eagle, I find myself in sore need of sanctuary for myself and our daughter. The pirate blockade is closing in around the Reaches even as winter draws near, and there will be few opportunities after this to escape ere the spring, and I fear there will be no safety for us if we delay so long. 

Please believe I would not be so importunate if I had any other recourse. I know you are an honourable man and will not deny us this sanctuary. I cannot wait for any written reply, but we will await you for the evening in the Old Pear Tree Inn of Orio City on the last Monday in November. From all accounts the city is yet safe to travellers.

Your wife,

Ingrid Ingridsdottir Dart’

We all sat there for a moment to digest this. After a moment my father said, “The Blood Eagle was my ship.” I stared at him, shocked by the memory of the dream-vision I’d had of that ship’s capture. He misunderstood my expression and smiled wryly and with little humour. “It was the premier pirate ship of the North.” He looked at his friends, who were gazing intently at the letter. Mr. Dart had turned away to stare at the fire. 

“Right,” said my father, clapping his hands for attention. “This has been a most unexpected development. Jemis and I shall leave you to your deliberations—”

The Squire and Sir Hamish both protested this plan. While they were remonstrating with my father about needing his advice now more than ever, Mr. Dart scooched his chair back over to me and beckoned me to lean close, which I, with an internal sigh of resignation to whatever mad plan he’d managed to concoct in the past few minutes, obligingly did.

“My brother’s Acting Magistrate this session and the Assizes have barely begun. Hamish recently started a major commission for the Duchess, and I think he’s under a bit of pressure to get it done promptly. Your father’s just returned and needs to deal with the estate and things.”

Things, in this case, ranging from the arrest of my uncle for conspiring to commit murder to all the legal and social tangles involved in clearing one’s name of treason and one’s status of being considered dead.

I contemplated Mr. Dart’s eager eyes and the value I placed on our friendship, and the fact that the last Monday of November was this Monday coming.

“When do you want to leave?”

***
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HAVING RECEIVED PERMISSION to relay the story to my employer, Mrs. Etaris, I did so with some eagerness to hear her response. Over the two and a half months or so of my employment at her bookstore I had come to have the greatest respect for her judgment. 

“How intriguing,” was her first response. We were sitting in the comfortable chairs beside the wood stove, which was burning merrily to ward off the November chill. Mrs. Etaris’ cat Gingersnap lay on his back in my lap, purring madly as I stroked his chest. Outside it had started to snow, large picturesque flakes.

Mrs. Etaris glanced out at the market square. “It is not, alas, the best weather for travelling. Fortunately it is not the worst, either; it could be late January. And if the ladies in question feel it necessary to brave the Northern Sea in storm season to throw themselves on the Darts’ hospitality, it behoves one of the Darts to make the effort to meet them.”

I sipped the cocoa we’d made earlier. Gingersnap batted at my cuff in annoyance that I’d stopped petting him.

“Of course, it will have to be Mr. Dart who makes the journey. Equally of course you wish to accompany him.”

“I do not wish to leave you in the lurch, Mrs. Etaris, especially so close to Winterturn. This must be a busy season for you.”

“Naturally,” she murmured, smiling with an air of mischief I did not really understand. “Nevertheless ... let me think a moment. You see, Mr. Greenwing, after all the excitements occasioned by your return to Ragnor Bella—”

She paused there, presumably to let us both reflect on said excitements. I squirmed a bit in my chair. Gingersnap rolled over and began kneading my thigh in protest.

My initial return had been poorly enough received to cause a quarter-year’s worth of gossip, and that was before the criminal gangs and the mermaid—let alone the dragon and my maternal inheritance—and that didn’t even begin to touch on the cult to the Dark Kings and my father’s second return from the dead.

Mrs. Etaris smiled at me almost triumphantly. “The lead-up to Winterturn is always my busiest time, as you’ve so cleverly noted, but this year the autumn was quite remarkably busy, what with one thing and another.”

Half of Ragnor Bella and the surrounding barony coming in to see for themselves what Mad Jack Greenwing’s son was making of himself, and buying books as poor camouflage, that meant.

“Indeed,” Mrs. Etaris went on, “I find myself in serious need of stock to ensure I have enough for the Winterturn season. I would count it a great favour if my assistant would be willing to hazard the roads and attend the Silverheart Book Fair in Orio City.”

***
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ONCE MRS. ETARIS HAD given me a mission it occurred to me that there might be others in the community who had hankerings after items only to be found in the ‘big city’. It only took me an hour to begin to regret this idea.

“And just how do you think this will all fit into our carriage?” Mr. Dart asked when he caught up with me just outside The Ragnor Arms adding Mr. Fogerty the Fish’s request to my list. He leaned his chin on my shoulder to read what I’d written so far. “What are grains of paradise?”

“Some sort of spice, apparently,” I replied.

“Pity your friend Hal’s gone back to Fillering Pool already. I’m sure he’d know—and have a carriage sufficiently grand with which to convey them.”

I smirked at Mr. Dart. Hal had left the week previous, when the letters from his mother had become too importunate to bear. He’d showered me, my father, and Mr. Dart alike with invitations to spend Winterturn with him, but though the coming-of-age ball of an Imperial Duke had its appeal, I had wanted to spend the holiday with my father. There was also the small but pertinent fact that Hal had also assured me that I was well on my way to becoming the second-most eligible bachelor in Northwest Oriole, after himself.

“Why are you smiling like that?” Mr. Dart demanded. “Not from your list—egads! What’s this about a hundredweight of turnips? Two hundredweight of cabbage? Fifteen barrels of butter?”

I took my list back from him and stowed it in my pocket. “Be grateful for that section of the list, Mr. Dart. It’s for St-Noire village. They missed summer, you may recall.”

“Three summers,” he murmured, abashed, at this reminder of the cursed village in the Woods Noirell. “They must be down to their last stores. I retract my comments.”

“They’ve had a hard time since the Fall, since no traffic goes through the Woods now. I’m going to use some of the money from my stepfather to get supplies.”

“And apart from greatly admiring your dedication to duty, I am to be grateful because ... ?”

“I hope it will persuade my grandmother to lend us the use of her falarode.”

Mr. Dart looked at me. “That black monstrosity? The one she borrowed from Lady Death?”

I grinned.

***
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THURSDAY NOON FOUND me tidying my flat. Mrs. Etaris had given me the day off to organize myself, but once I’d written to my grandmother with the question of the falarode and been given the requests of various friends and what felt like all the small tradesmen and artisans in the barony, I had nothing much to do. 

I was in the midst of sweeping when a knock on the door interrupted me. I looked up, for it was the inner door, to find my father standing there watching me.

“Sir—Papa,” I said, clutching at the broom-handle. 

“Jemis,” he returned, a slow smile lighting his face. “May I come in?”

“Of course!” I stepped back, straight into my pile of sweepings, flushed, and added, “Please sit down. I’ll—I’ll just finish this.”

He continued to watch me with amusement while I found the dustpan, re-swept my pile, and finally removed sweepings, broom, and dustpan to their various homes. I washed my hands before returning to the parlour. There in the mirror was the earnest young gentlemen of straightened means, though his clothes were not quite such to not suggest the need to clean for himself.

Appearances could be so deceiving. I had only the one winter-weight suit, hastily finished less than a fortnight ago for the reading of my stepfather’s will, and a few extra pieces bought subsequently to eke out a week’s laundry. Another suit was on order, but my father had returned home with nothing, and took precedence. Both the rival haberdashers of Ragnor Bella were working on our wardrobes, but they had already been busy with their usual pre-Winterturn commissions and had promised nothing but the most basic pieces for my father in the next fortnight. 

My father was looking at my bookshelf when I came in with an ewer of water for want of any better hospitality. He had taken already his book of haikus, which had once held pride of place, but not the great golden pectoral of the Heart of Glory, saying he had no fit home for it yet, as he continued to reside with the Darts. I found myself wishing we could return to the dower cottage my mother and I had lived in (and my father when he was home from campaigns), but I supposed he would want the Manor itself, once the situation with the Arguty estate was settled.

He turned to see me hovering awkwardly, and actually laughed, the rumble I remembered so well from my childhood. “I’ve not come to scold you. May I sit down?”

“You don’t need permission,” I blurted. “You’re welcome any time.”

He sat down in the chair Hal had used when he’d stayed. “Thank you,” he said gravely, answering the words with solemn meaning. I sank more slowly down into my chair opposite, wishing I’d done more than sweep. At least the fire was burning well, throwing off a good heat into the room. 

“Are you prepared for the journey?”

“I believe so.”

He hesitated, then spoke slowly. “Jemis, I am very proud of you.”

My uncomfortable admission of the night before hung heavily in the air around us. I swallowed dryly, all the knowledge of the many ways I’d failed the examples he’d set me almost physically present in the room. Even the room itself, the little flat I’d been so pleased to call my own, was symbolic of it. If it had been a little flat in Kingsford or Orio City (or Astandalas, once upon a time), it would have been understood as a stepping-stone to greater things, to a place in the courts of the king or the governor. Here, in Ragnor Bella?

He sat back. “You don’t believe me.”

I forced myself to meet his gaze. We had had conversations over the past twelve and a half days, of course, even a few long ones. But for the first week Hal and Ben had been there, and my father’s company had been overwhelmed by all the people in town who wanted or needed to speak to him, with the initial statements given to constabulary and lawmen. The last five or six days he’d been closeted with the lawyers, spending many hours with the tangled paperwork involved in his return.

I had gone back to work at the bookstore, and gritted my teeth as I had all autumn and smiled and responded politely to all the good gossips of Ragnor Bella. 

Finally, when the silence had gone on far too long, I said, “You cannot be proud of what I said last night.”

He met my eyes, his brow furrowed. His injured eye was brighter than the other; it produced more tears as part of the healing process, he’d said. I did not look down, though I felt an indistinct bright shame. I did not know how to put any of this into words. My classical poets were no help; serried ranks of them in the library at Morrowlea gave no voice to the muddled emotions I felt looking at my father whom I’d always loved so much.

“You seem to have a very strict idea of what I approve or disapprove,” he said. “I don’t know what I did when you were young to give you this idea that I am so harsh.”

My eyes flickered unintentionally to the Heart of Glory on the wall, awarded to him by the Emperor himself. He followed my glance, holding himself very still for a moment, and then let out his breath in a deep huff. “My finest hour,” he murmured. “Do you hold yourself to that standard, Jemis? I cannot hold myself to that standard.” 

I stared at him. What could he mean? Of course he could: of course he had. This was the man who had once held a border; who had gone alone into a fortress of the enemy on the far side of the mountains at Loe; who had come home after the Fall; who had come home after his captivity among the pirates despite knowing the reception he had received on his first return. His courage was quite literally the stuff of legend.

He leaned forward. “Jemis, please tell me what you are thinking.”

Mr. Dart and I, excellently educated modern gentlemen that we were, danced around our emotions. The blunter approach of those who had come of age in the final days of the Empire always confounded me. 

I could not formulate words for what I felt. I could feel my face burning with embarrassment, and looked down to my hands, interlaced on my lap in some parody of a maiden’s deportment. “I am sorry, sir,” I said at last. “I don’t wish to disappoint you.”

He slumped, the disappointment with this response all-too-evident, then smiled crookedly at me. “I can see that. Try not to throw yourself into death-defying situations without thinking them through a little first, eh?”

“I’ll do my best,” I promised, breathing more easily at this familiar instruction. What long conversations we’d had so far had mostly centered around my tendency to embroil myself in danger. I was aware that it would have been hard to accept counsels of prudence from anyone other than him. 

“Here,” he said, reaching into the deep pocket of his coat and drawing out a small knife in a sheath. “I have something for you.” 

I felt something relax in me, knowing that we were moving on from the quicksand. Albeit I did not quite understand why the conversation had felt so dangerous in the first place.
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Chapter Three

We Borrow the Falarode
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MY PREVIOUS EXPEDITIONS had been leaving Ragnor Bella to go to Morrowlea and leaving Morrowlea to come home via a tour of most of the kingdom. Morrowlea was one of the Three Sisters—or the Three Rivals, if one preferred that name for the three greatest universities of Alinor—but unlike Stoneybridge (Mr. Dart’s alma mater) or Tara (the Honourable Rag’s), Morrowlea was known for its radical politics and a policy of equality for all its students. 

I had, therefore, not been required to bring more than myself and what I needed for the actual journey to South Erlingale. Mr. Dart, preparing at the same time to go to Stoneybridge, had required two trunks and numerous other containers; I did not like to think what the Honourable Rag, then (since I had not yet been acknowledged by my grandmother as heir to the Imperial Marquisate of the Woods Noirell) highest ranking young man in the barony, had decided it was necessary to bring with him to Tara.

Leaving Morrowlea heart-broken and ill for a walking tour with Hal and Marcan, I had taken with me a rucksack containing numerous handkerchiefs, my few changes of clothing, a notebook, and a copy of On Being Incarcerated in Orio Prison I had not been able to bear looking at the whole length of the trip. 

Getting ready to go to Orio City to fetch the mysterious Mrs. and Miss Darts, as many interesting books as I could acquire for the princely sum of five hundred bees, and a quantity of other items large and small, I filled that same rucksack with the spare elements of my winter-weight outfit, a smaller quantity of handkerchiefs than I’d ever left home with before, a fresh notebook, and, finally, that same copy of On Being Incarcerated in Orio Prison. 

I had hated the poem—on which I had written my final paper for my degree—all summer as a reminder of what I had lost in the spring. Now that I knew I had, in fact, not totally failed my degree, I was inclined to return to the poem and see if I could tease out a more coherent paper than the one I had written while falling apart physically, mentally, and emotionally from an overabundance of wireweed. And it had to be said that I revelled in the idea of being able to see Orio Prison with my own eyes. 

At least from a distance. I had had a brief experience of being incarcerated myself, in Yellton Gaol, and had no interest in comparing and contrasting rural gaols with the most infamous prison in the world.

Most of my earthly belongings packed by Thursday noon, after my father left to meet again with the lawyers, I went for a run.

***
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WHEN I HAD FIRST RETURNED to Ragnor Bella at the end of September I had tried my best to keep my head down and be as unremarkable as possible. Unfortunately, there is a totally unfounded but nevertheless strongly held belief that nothing of interest ever happens in Ragnor Bella except for matters to do with the Greenwings. As the last—or so it was believed—of the family name, therefore, my life was a matter of considerable interest to the good gossips of the barony. 

I arrived to find that everyone thought I had missed my stepfather’s funeral on purpose, and opinions devolved from there until they did an abrupt volte-face with the arrival of a dragon, my subsequent acclamation as Viscount St-Noire, the unexpected reclamation of my father’s reputation from being arraigned as the Traitor of Loe, and his even more unexpected return to life. 

On my initial return I had thought I could not bear any more comments and had therefore tried not to go running. By the end of my first month back so much else had happened that my going running was merely the least of my eccentricities. I tried not to feel too cynical about the fact that a title and a prospective fortune made of unfashionable and peculiar habits acceptable eccentricities, but it nevertheless annoyed me.

It was getting late in the season for running, anyhow, I thought, as I loped down the old Astandalan highway towards the Woods Noirell. The Tillarny limes in the Woods had ceased flowering and now stood arrayed with stiff petticoats of dim gold leaves, pale gold bracts, and small round nutlets. The famous bees of the Woods had gone into their winter quarters, forming softly vibrating balls of warmth around their queens. 

I stayed on the road once I passed through the Sun Gate and entered the Woods proper. There were strange magics in the Woods, and on a misty day Fairyland felt especially close. I couldn’t pretend I had never wanted to cross that Border and see what adventures I might find in the Kingdom between the Worlds, but after the autumn’s excitement that seemed a bit too much adventure. It was not even a fortnight since I had nearly been sacrificed to the Dark Kings, after all. 

I cast a jaundiced eye at the silent, gold-carpeted woods on either side of me, half-expecting a supernaturally wise fox or a mysteriously beautiful woman to appear. In the stories the Good Neighbours were more usually active in the spring. I could but hope. 

I reached the village without anything odd happening, which was a first in my experiences of the Woods Noirell. The villagers were busy preparing their homes for the coming winter, and though they greeted me as I passed, no one stopped to chat. I didn’t much mind, as all I intended was to go up to the castle and find out whether my grandmother had decided about the coach. She kept changing her mind, sending a succession of amused villagers to town with notes for me, all filled with dire mutterings about the fates and the fey and the shortening of the year.

As I cut across the village green I was hailed by Mr. White, the innkeeper. I stopped, immediately glad to put off seeing my grandmother a little longer, and shook my head inwardly at my foolishness. The recovery from the curse with which I’d been afflicted seemed to be causing me to have widely swinging emotions. 

“Mr. Greenwing,” the innkeeper said, nodding his head.

“Mr. White.” I bowed back politely, making him grin. I liked the innkeeper a great deal, though I had yet to spend much time with him. He kept laughing at my deliberate refusal to act the ‘grand gentleman’ (much to my grandmother’s annoyance), but seemed to have no problem whatsoever in treating me as an equal. He was not local by birth, I knew, but rather one of those travellers who had passed through St-Noire back in the days when it was on the road to Astandalas. He had fallen in love with the innkeeper’s daughter, and stayed to learn to run the inn, and that was all I knew about him so far.

“Was there something else you’ve thought of that you’d like me to get?” I asked, presuming this was what was on his mind. He was the de facto leader of the village, and had been the one most concerned with getting sufficient staples for the winter. 

Mr. White nodded slowly, his eyes on the mist-cloaked buildings across the green from us. He sighed after a moment. “It’s probably too long of a shot ...”

“I’ll do my best,” I said recklessly, meaning it. “I don’t mind having an odd mission in Orio City.” I rather liked the idea of exploring the city by means of searching out the various items requested, in fact.

He smiled. “It’s not you, lad. You know I’m not from here?”

“People say you came along the road from Astandalas and fell in love with the innkeeper’s daughter.”

“Aye. I’m not from Astandalas, though.”

“No?”

“I had a cousin there, in the Imperial Service. He was the one who wanted to come here, to go to a cheese festival in Yrchester.” 

He snorted at the memory; I chuckled at the thought of the surprising intricacies of fate. Presumably the cousin in the Imperial Service had not expected to introduce his cousin to the love of his life because of going on a holiday to the Yrchester Blue Cheese Festival.

“Where are you from?” I asked curiously, looking at him again. He was dressed in ordinary clothing—breeches, waistcoat, shirt, coat, neckerchief—his colouring an equally common mid-brown. His features were not pure Shaian, but that was common enough across Northwest Oriole and, I presumed, the rest of the old Empire. There were only a few families of pure Shaian lineage outside of the Upper Ten Thousand. Mine certainly was mostly pre-Imperial Alinorel, even on my mother’s side. 

“Zunidh,” he said, startling me out of my thoughts. I was fairly certain I’d never met anyone from that world before. 

Although, I thought a moment later, then again I’d known Mr. White for over a month and obviously he’d always been from there. 

“Oh! Is there something from—from home you’d like me to see if I can get for you? I don’t think anyone’s trading there any more ... not since the Fall.”

“I expect not,” he said grimly. “It’s more that I have hopes there might have been some letters. It’s a long shot, as I said. Probably nothing’s come through, even if anyone survived back home. I just thought that given that we were under the curse so long, there might have been letters gotten stuck somewhere ...”

“I’ll ask at the post offices in Yrchester and in Orio City,” I replied promptly.

“Thank you, lad.” 

“It will be my pleasure.”

“Don’t spend too long about it,” he warned. “It’s just that I would regret not trying at all, and I can’t go myself at the moment.”

“I’ll send the supplies as soon as possible,” I promised, and took my leave to find that, indeed, Mr. Fancy the coachman was to accompany us on our expedition to Orio City, along with the six black horses and the ancient falarode. 

“Ain’t nobody going to catch us,” he said smugly, surveying the contraption. He’d obviously spent some time over the past fortnight working on it, as all the leather components were oiled, the metal polished, and the wood freshly painted. All black, of course, with the exception of one singular white bee in the centre of the crest. Bees were in general an emblem of the Imperial family—hence their presence on our coinage—but some ancestor of mine had been granted the use of the symbol along with the Marquisate itself. At some point I would have to find out the rest of that story.

“Excellent,” I said, becoming aware that Mr. Fancy expected a response. “It looks very well, Mr. Fancy. Shall we race back to town?”

He laughed indulgently. “You afoot, and me with my six Ghiandor horses? Nah, thanks. I’ve to collect the rest of the supplies. I’ll meet you at the White Cross at sunset.”

I sighed. “Very good, Mr. Fancy.” He touched his cap with one gnarled hand; I gave him a half-bow (for Viscount St-Noire my grandmother might insist I be, but I was not going to let go all of my radical politics for her), and lifted my feet back into a steady run.

I was working on getting over my dislike of the White Cross. Now that I knew for a fact my father had not been buried under it at midnight with a stake through his heart—the appropriate burial practice for a traitor and a suicide—there was no longer any reason for me to feel disgust at that particular crossroads, but I did. Perhaps the fact that I had been abducted from there for nefarious purposes had something to do with it. Or that someone, we still did not know who, had buried there the bones of a bull, a stag, and a boar in false semblance of my father’s corpse.

Why we had to leave at sunset I was still unclear on. Mr. Dart had wanted to leave as soon as possible, which I was in favour of, but when we had acquired use of the falarode Mr. Fancy had insisted we ought to leave at sunset. I had argued for dawn, but Mr. Dart had, surprisingly, backed up the coachman. When I confronted my friend in private later he had had no reason beyond an inkling, he said, that Mr. Fancy knew whereof he spoke.

Mr. Dart was concealing a gift of wild magic that was starting to spill out into daily life. He had already saved my life twice with it, most notably by preventing me from being entirely washed away by the Magarran Strid in full flood. When he stood there, every inch a young gentleman of means and property, his eyes were bright blue and guileless, and I had said, “This is your journey, Mr. Dart.”

When magic moved in him his eyes flashed other colours. As far as I knew no one other than Hal (who had been the one to first identify the magic) had noticed this, but then again, there were an awful lot of things about Ragnor Bella that no one mentioned out loud.

***
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“’TIS A VERY PRETTY STICK,” Mr. Dart said, settling himself in the seat next to me and indicating the potted Tillarny lime sapling I was bracing between my leg and the side wall of the carriage. “Is it a requirement of the coach, the coachman, or the Marchioness?”

“It’s a birthday present for Hal. Since we will be passing not too far from the turn to Fillering Pool ...”

“Somehow this simple journey to fetch my relations has become a convoluted plot for you to do errands for half the barony. I am glad that at least one is for yourself.”

“I trust I am not entirely selfless.”

He laughed and knocked on the front wall of the carriage with easy familiarity. I heard Mr. Fancy cry, “Ho and away, my beauties!”, quite as if he truly did inhabit a fairy ballad. With a groaning protest the antique falarode was off.

I sat back, contemplating what I might expect of my life if it were actually a fairy ballad in the process of composition. It could hardly be much more bizarre and adventuresome than the past six months had already proved.

“What of Mr. Cartwright?” I asked, belatedly realizing Mr. Dart’s valet was nowhere to be seen.

“He felt self-conscious that you had no one to attend you that he might gossip with.” 

I glared half-heartedly at him. He grinned. “No, though you might want to think of it along the way. He’s ridden ahead to have a day or two at home. We’ll catch him up on the other side of Yrchester.”
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