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Magic is out of fashion.

Good manners never are.

Jemis Greenwing returned from university with a broken heart, a bad cold, and no prospects beyond  a problematic inheritance and a job at the local bookstore. 

Ragnor Bella is a placid little market town on the road to nowhere, where Jemis’ family affairs have always been the main source of gossip. He is determined to keep his head down under the cover of his new employer’s devastating mastery of social etiquette, but falls quickly under the temptation of resuming the friendship of Mr. Dart of Dartington—land agent to his older brother the squire and beloved local daredevil—who is delighted to have Jemis’ company for what is, he assures him, a very small adventure.

Jemis expected the cut direct. The secret societies, criminal gangs, and cult to the old gods come as a complete surprise.

Book One of Greenwing & Dart, fantasies of manners—and mischief.
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THE MARKET TOWN OF Ragnor Bella in south Fiellan is generally considered a bucolic backwards sort of place, the sort of hometown you leave as soon as possible. 

I left at eighteen to go to university; I hadn’t been planning on ever coming back.

Ragnor Bella’s major claims to fame, in the views of the one travel writer who discusses it, are the house of Chief Magistrate Talgarth, which is one of the finer examples of Late Bastard Decadent Imperial architecture in Northwest Oriole; the unparalleled and undefeated racehorse Jemis Swiftfoot, which was personally commended by Emperor Artorin; and the strange and disturbing history of Major Jakory Greenwing, who was also personally commended by Emperor Artorin, and subsequently arraigned as one of the worst traitors in Astandalan history.

As a result of a lost bet I was named Jemis after the racehorse, and the late Jakory Greenwing was my father, but I’d never had much to do with either the Talgarths or their house until I returned from university and, against all plans, preferences, and public advice, promptly acquired a job in the local bookstore. It probably tells you all you need to know about Ragnor Bella that we only have one. It’s run by one Mrs. Etaris, the Chief Constable’s wife.

It had been a beautiful summer, but by the time I got to Fiellan in September the autumn rains had set in in earnest. Friday morning, my first day of work, was no different, and although there were a few customers, none of whom I knew and all of whom ignored me, not very many people were havering for books.

“There’ll be more tomorrow,” Mrs. Etaris said to me, when I peered out the window at the rain and lack of custom in the square. At my blank look she added, “Market day.”

I dropped the curtain aside and petted the cat absently. “Oh, of course.”

“I generally close early on Friday, and open during the market.”

“I see.”

“Tomorrow should be quite busy, as certainly people will be interested to see you back in town.”

Since returning to town on Tuesday, I hadn’t seen anyone to speak of besides my family. Stepfamily. Stepfamily’s inlaws. “Mm.”

Mrs. Etaris smiled. “Why don’t you get us some coffee and nibbles from the bakery, Mr. Greenwing? Here’s a bee.”

It was raining when I left the bookstore, so I turned up the collar of my old coat, put on my new hat (bought in Leaveringham when seeing off Hal—or rather, since in Fiellan, as Mrs. Etaris informed me that morning, we do not follow the radical southern fashions of Morrowlea—his Grace the Right Honourable Duke of Fillering Pool), and dashed across the square with only a sideways glance at the pigeons pecking disconsolately at the ground outside the bakery. 

I’d begun my studies at Morrowlea reading the History of Magic, and always liked the idea of haruspexy, divination by way of birds. That was a magic system that entered the Empire from somewhere far away from Northwest Oriole, and if it ever worked at all, it certainly didn’t now. 

Not that it would be a good idea to try it, since my reputation was on shaky enough grounds as it was and magic was even more out of fashion in Ragnor Bella than first names. Not to mention that I had no gift at magic. Or that I changed subjects after that first course on divination. Or that—

Anyhow.

The pigeons were ruffled and damp, and fluttered away as if glad for the excuse when I neared them. I sneezed at a gust of wind full of woodsmoke, an even surer sign of autumn than the rain, and hastened inside the bakery.

Mr. Inglesides was just putting out a tray of cinnamon buns. I’d known him since my mother married Mr. Buchance and we came to live in town, and then got to know him better after my stepfather remarried, since the second Mrs. Buchance was his sister. 

By the Emperor, my family confounds me sometimes. Three years at Morrowlea ignoring it hasn’t helped much. 

“Mr. Inglesides,” I said, sketching an elaborate bow complete with heel-click I’d invented during the summer.

He stopped, tray held aloft.

After a moment wondering if he didn’t recognize me, I realized that probably young gentlemen oughtn’t make elaborate bows to bakers, convoluted relationship or not, but even if the summer had stripped away a number of my illusions, I wasn’t prepared to abandon all my principles just yet. 

He set down the tray on the counter. “My sister mentioned you were back in town. I’m sorry about your stepfather.”

No one had made a hurry to offer me condolences, six weeks after the event, not when I’d been so gauche as to miss the funeral. I nodded awkwardly. “Thank you.”

“I hear you’re going to be working at Elderflower Books now. Mrs. Etaris sent you out for coffee?”

“And cinnamon buns, if you please.” I put the bee on the counter and he counted out a handful of silver pennies in change. A couple were shiny-new, but when I looked at them they had Emperor Artorin’s bald and benevolent head on them.

“He’s still High King, at least until we hear otherwise,” Mr. Inglesides said.

I looked up at him, startled. He smiled with a slow and sly pleasure, as one realizing that I’d gone to Morrowlea, famously the most radical of the Circle Schools—possibly the most radical of all the continent’s universities—and ready to show me he was a kindred spirit.

I would never have suspected that.

He waggled his eyebrows. “Not that some people don’t want a bit of change.”

“I’ll just take this for now,” I said with a grin, for the door had opened again. I turned to see who it was, half-expecting a total stranger (for it had been three years since I was last in town), and was quite astonished to see Dame Talgarth sailing in.

If ever there were people who don’t want a bit of change in Ragnor Bella, the Talgarths were them. They were famous for keeping to pre-Fall standards in their country house, which must cost a pretty penny in these days without magic—as must their house, Late Bastard Decadent Imperial architecture not being noted for its efficiency. Dame Talgarth comes from money in middle Fiellan, or so they used to say, and as Chief Magistrate of Ragnor Bella, Justice Talgarth must make a good income to add to his rents—which are probably extortionate.

“Dame Talgarth,” I said politely, with a bow. She looked me once up and down, and I saw puzzlement change to astonishment, and then she gave me the cut direct.

Well, that answered the question of whether a scholarship to Morrowlea might have changed the local gentry’s views on me, I thought, and smiled pointedly at the woman with her. She was dressed in a Scholar’s black robes, the trim on her hood proclaiming her a professor, at Kilromby probably from the plaid.

She ignored me without, however, any of the venom displayed by Dame Talgarth; she appeared to be ignoring everything but some invisible specks floating in the air in front of her.

Dame Talgarth spoke with an air of superb condescension she must have been practicing for years, keeping her gaze fixed well above Mr. Inglesides’ head. “Half a dozen loaves of the best white. The maid will pick it up on her way home from her half day.”

“Of course, Dame Talgarth. Good morning, Domina Ringley.” Mr. Inglesides smiled at the strange woman. She was wandering vaguely around the store, taking slow, deep breaths. She looked around the same age as Dame Talgarth, fifty or thereabouts, though where Dame Talgarth was stout and corseted under her old-fashioned cloak, she was all bones and angles under the black robes, the skin on her face drawn tight as a drum.

I hovered near the end of the counter, watching the coffee drip into the clay jug the baker had placed under the percolator. A waft of flowery perfume from one of the women made me sneeze. I fumbled for a handkerchief while Dame Talgarth gave me a look of cold dismissal.

Mr. Inglesides seemed to be speaking at random while he collected the loaves. “It’s lovely you’ve been able to have your sister’s company all summer while Justice Talgarth has been in Ormington. Will he be returning soon?”

Dame Talgarth glanced impatiently at her sister, who continued to stare myopically at the air. “Any time now. Perhaps even this weekend.” 

“Will you want anything else for your dinner party on market-day, then, ma’am? I’ve a lovely pear-and-walnut cake. The coffee’ll just be a moment, Mr. Greenwing.”

Dame Talgarth looked as if she wished to complain at the impertinence of addressing me, but since that would have required acknowledging my existence, she contented herself with a pointed withdrawal to the other end of the counter and a bored tone of voice. “The buns are more than sufficient.”

“It’s stopping raining,” Domina Ringley said suddenly, pointing out the window.

Her voice was high and breathy, and she began to cough immediately. Being prone to sneezing fits myself, I was sympathetic, and I guided her to the bench Mr. Inglesides had placed along the side wall.

The baker fetched her a glass of water. Domina Ringley batted away the water and fumbled instead in the sleeves of her robe. She pulled out a narrow black bottle and took a large sip.

A sudden overabundance of intense lilac perfume made me to sneeze vigorously. With some difficulty I fetched out another handkerchief for her from my coat pocket. She made a face and stoppered the bottle tightly again, and accepted the handkerchief.

“Are you all right, Domina?” I asked between sneezes, drinking the water myself. Both Mr. Inglesides and Dame Talgarth stared at me as if this were quite the rudest thing ever. I sneezed one last time and sighed with aggravation.

“This cough,” she said carefully, rubbing her throat with one hand. She glanced up at her sister, who was frowning in concern. “I shall have to talk to my attendant physicker about it. I am sorry to trouble you, Mr. —?”

“Mr. Greenwing, lately of Morrowlea,” I replied, with my little bow. 

She smiled in approval. “Morrowlea, indeed? Are you connected to the Arguty Greenwings?”

“No,” said Dame Talgarth, a lie so blatant my breath caught.

I lowered my handkerchief, about to retort, when Mr. Inglesides caught my eye. He hastily put my packet of cinnamon buns on the counter and set the coffee jug beside it. “Here you go, lad.”

I can take a hint when it hits me over the head, so I shut my mouth, bowed to Mr. Inglesides and Domina Ringley, ignored Dame Talgarth (and no doubt that would come back to haunt me), and went out into the square, furious and embarrassed.

I had—or had had, anyway—friends who would have been able to correct her with devastating aplomb, but all I could think of was blunt crudities. 

No connection to the Arguty Greenwings. Indeed. The bitch.

I paused a moment in the middle of the square to let the fresh air cool my face. Domina Ringley had been entirely wrong about the rain stopping. 

I covered coffee and cinnamon buns with my hat, and stood with my head tipped back and eyes shut to the rain, hoping no one was looking, knowing that my family situation was never going to become less complicated, and that I would have to make the best of things as I found them.

And I was grateful to Mrs. Buchance for arranging and Mrs. Etaris for giving me a job—truly I was. There was little enough work elsewhere in the kingdom, and rumours of war outside of it. I’d seen that over the summer. And after the spring term—and my stepfather’s death—I was going to have to reassess everything, and having a bit of extra money would help, and surely I could stand this for a season. It was just—

“Seeing visions, young sir?”

I opened my eyes and jumped back. There, very much too close in front of me, was a thin predatory figure dressed in a shabby Scholar’s robe, the orange and blue trim proclaiming Fiella-by-the-Sea. I recognized Dominus Gleason after a moment, and bowed to make up for my instinctive recoil. “I beg your pardon?”

He watched me shake out my hat and put it back on, the package of cinnamon buns slipping as I did so. He reached out and caught the parcel, but then as he resettled it into my grasp he let his own hand linger far too long on mine.

“Come now, Mr. Greenwing,” he said, smiling oddly, “I do believe you heard me.”

Dominus Gleason was known for several things: a scholarly interest in the Good Neighbours, a former career as a professor of magic, and an easily-accessible library full of illicit books where most of the boys of Ragnor Bella had first learned about sex and treason. 

(It was where I’d first learned about sex: my father’s career had already taught me about treason, and not of the picturesque kind.) 

Dominus Gleason smelled of aniseed and glue. I swallowed and pressed my lips together, trying to step back. His grip tightened around my hand. I stopped moving, unable to think clearly through the desperate need not to sneeze in his face.

“There are benefits, you know,” he said softly, pale eyes boring into mine, “to being considered not quite the thing.”

“I’m not sure I follow,” I said stupidly.

Still holding my right hand with his, he turned my hand over to run a horny yellow fingernail up and down the old scar on my palm. I shivered, and he smiled with disquieting satisfaction. “And here I’d always thought you were a most gifted young man.”

The tingling triggered my sneezes, and as I lost control I turned instinctively, reaching for a handkerchief. Behind the Scholar I saw a figure in a grey cloak huddled over the fountain.

“Hoy!” I exclaimed, as much to break free of Dominus Gleason as out of any concern.

The person in grey half-turned, saw us, and after a moment of hesitation picked up its long skirts and fled. It was quite androgynous: the hood had covered the face, and the dark skirts could as easily have been a woman’s dress, a Scholar’s robe, or a physicker’s gown.

I crossed to the fountain, wondering if the person had made a mess in the water. He, she, or it hadn’t. Where the figure had been bending, however, there was a pie.

Well, I supposed it was a pie. It had a crust, at any rate. 

And fish heads. 
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WHEN I CAME BACK IN, Mrs. Etaris had just put another piece of wood into the stove that heated the bookstore. Her welcoming smile didn’t falter when I sprinkled water into the middle of the store when removing my coat; instead she took the jug of coffee so I could put the cinnamon buns down on the parcel table. She did blink twice at the pie. 

“Thank you, Mrs. Etaris,” I said when I’d sorted myself. 

“Thank you, Mr. Greenwing.” 

At times that day I’d thought she must be the person behind the “Etiquette Questions Answered” column in the New Salon. It was not that she was so excessively starchy—she was not, thank the Lady, Dame Talgarth—but she was so very devastatingly polite. 

To my considerable relief, since I did need to keep the job until the Winterturn Assizes at least, she went on. “I hadn’t realized Mr. Inglesides had started making, ah, savoury pies.”

We both stared at the pie. I sneezed twice, and fished in my pocket for a clean handkerchief. Sniffles had become the background of my days after a bad cold last winter and a worse relapse in the spring, and I’d taken to carrying spares.

There were seven fish heads sticking out of the pie. The fish seemed to be grinning at our discomfiture.

“I didn’t get it at the bakery,” I responded after a moment. Fish heads! “Someone left it on the side of the fountain.”

“Indeed? Whyever did you bring it in?”

I started sneezing again out of sheer embarrassment. I felt beet-red at the mere thought of Dominus Gleason. And Dame Talgarth putting me in my place—my new place. I supposed I’d have to get used to it.

I shook my head vigorously and returned to my purpose in going out, and set the cinnamon buns onto the counter beside her. “I’m afraid I sneezed on it. Here’s your change, Mrs. Etaris.”

She accepted the coins with a sudden air of distraction. “Did you indeed, Mr. Greenwing?”

“I thought I shouldn’t leave it there,” I muttered, “and I didn’t know what the person bending over it was doing.”

“Oh? Oh!” She laughed, obviously entirely unconcerned about possible random acts of poisoning. “How curious!” Mrs. Etaris poured out the coffee, but just as I joined her in the comfy chairs she jumped up again and strode over to the shelf of cookbooks. “I’m sure I’ve read about this sort of pie. You didn’t see who left it there, did you?”

I glanced at the pie. The crust was a rich burnished gold, as beautiful a pie as I’d ever seen—except for the fish heads sticking up out of the pastry. And tails. There were tail fins sticking out, too. I swallowed. “No ... Dominus Gleason was crossing the square, and a stranger in a grey cloak ... Dame Talgarth and her sister were in the bakery, but I left before them.”

“Well, no matter.” She cocked her head at the bookcase tucked beside the door to the back room. “I don’t think you’ve had a chance to look through the cookery shelves yet, have you?”

I might as well do the thing properly, I thought, and brought her coffee over. “No, Mrs. Etaris. How are they arranged?”

“Badly,” she sighed, pulling out Household Hints of Mont-Brisou-of-the-Snows and replacing it next to Fanciful Dishes of the Lesser Arcady. “At one point I had them by region, but people kept asking for them by type of food, and then I received half the library of the Honourable Mrs. Waverley, who collected cookbooks for fifty years, and my previous assistant put them on the shelves all higgedly-piggedly, and everything got even worse out of order.” 

She considered the shelves for a moment. This was the first I’d heard about a previous assistant. I wondered who it had been and what had happened for him not to be there any longer, apart from being bad at sorting books.

“Perhaps you might spend some time next week re-arranging them.”

“Yes, Mrs. Etaris.”

She sipped her coffee, then sneezed delicately as a soft cloud of dust rose up out of Vegetable Entrées of the Farry March. 

“The Lady preserve you,” I said solemnly, backing up a step, but the dust didn’t set me off again. In Morrowlea we’d started to say ... well. Not that little piety. During my first episode of nasal congestion (as the physicker called it), my friends had instituted a kind of competition for what to say, which rather took off, as the sensitivity to whatever-it-was, alas, continued.

One particular young lady had led the teasing, arm wrapped fondly around mine, laughing over books and ideas and the endless witty conversation that followed them both—

I winced away from the thought. I’d promised myself I’d stop thinking about that—about her—when I returned to Ragnor Bella, once I finally got the spring’s horrible influenza out of my system and was able to think straight.

Apart, that is, from the lingering sniffles and propensity for sneezing ... and companion headaches, aching bones, lack of appetite, and occasional disconcerting fits of trembling ...

Sometimes I felt I hadn’t been able to think straight since long before leaving Morrowlea.

“Thank you, Mr. Greenwing. Now ... let me think ... well, we might as well use this as an example of doing research for a customer. Who would have fish pies?”

I forced my thoughts back to the matter at hand. “Coastal regions? Fiella-by-the-Sea?”

“I was raised there, I’m sure I should have heard of a pie like this.” Then she stopped and smiled ruefully. “Not that that helps with our hypothetical researcher, does it?”

“Ghilousette, perhaps?”

“Good thinking. Could you step on the ladder and see what’s on that higher shelf, please? I believe there are several Ghilousetten works out of Harktree there. Next to the one with the orange cover.”

I climbed up the brass ladder and reached up for the top-shelf cookbooks. While I was lunging after one on the far side of the shelf the shop door opened.

I jerked in surprise at someone crying, “Halloo the house!” in a huge voice, and toppled off the ladder nearly onto Mrs. Etaris, only to be caught by someone with strong hands amidst a gust of air smelling like wet wool and stable muck. 

A big buoyant laugh followed.

“Steady there, man! You’ll crush the bookmistress if you light on her!”

I caught my breath and relaxed my death grip on the cookbooks, which Mrs. Etaris probably cared for more than whether or not she’d be crushed if I fell on her, given the consideration with which she took them from me. In the middle of the store, filling the space between the main shelves and the inglenook, stood a large young man.

About my age—twenty-one—he was tall and broad-shouldered and had dark blond hair done up in the curling Beaufort style that in Morrowlea said dandy and in Ragnor Bella old money. He wore hunting breeches in a scarlet that must have been bought before the Fall, since I’d not seen anything that splendid a colour in the haberdashers of the Rondelan duchies on my tour. He had quite tremendously muscular thighs. 

I blinked up from his mud-spattered boots, which raised enormous envy in me—I’d never be able to afford riding boots of that quality, any more than the horse or the groom or the valet that would go with them—past the hunting dagger at his belt with its gold hilt inset with red carbuncles, and up to where he was beaming at Mrs. Etaris with an expression between affable pleasure and amused befuddlement.

“Now, what did I come in here for?” he demanded to himself, and belatedly I recognized him. The expression had not been anything like I remembered from three years past, nor the clothes, and he seemed to have put on about fifty pounds of musculature. I supposed I’d grown some while away at university, too, though nowhere near that much. “Gadsbrook! It’s gone straight out of me head.”

Mrs. Etaris smiled at him. “Would you like a cup of coffee while you consider, Master Ragnor? Mr. Greenwing, would you fetch another cup, please?”

There was a pause; I was obviously going to have to get re-accustomed to them. And then: “Mr. Greenwing!” said the Honourable Master Roald Ragnor, heir to the barony, with hearty amazement. “I didn’t see your face as you toppled off the ladder! When did you get back from Morrowlea?”

“Earlier this week,” I replied, and, at a glance from Mrs. Etaris, added, “sir.” Then I did my little bow and went into the back room.

I returned to find him lounging in my chair (well, all right, it was the chair for customers) and poking at the pie with the tip of his dagger. Mrs. Etaris was flipping through the indices of cookbooks, looking, I supposed, for a recipe for fish pie. I passed the Honourable Master the cup and started through another pile of them. 

“You found this on the lip of the fountain, I hear?” he said, with another booming laugh. “Just laying there?”

I wondered what he’d ended up taking at Tara. I could perhaps have asked ... but we were neither friends nor social equals any longer. Even if I had gone to Morrowlea. The University of Tara vaunted itself the oldest and best university of the Nine Worlds, and did not look kindly on other contenders, even the other Circle Schools. 

I shrugged. “Someone was leaning over it. I couldn’t see whether they’d left it there or were just curious.”

“Didn’t think to ask? Pretty girl, was it?”

“Someone in a cloak. Sir.”

“Now that’s an old-fashioned style.” He patted his exceedingly to-the-mode riding coat, which was as beautifully tailored as the rest of his clothing, sleek and slimming and black as a beetle.

A jewelled gold ring he wore on his signet finger caught the light in the facets of its red stones. The little flower wasn’t a sigil of Ragnor, and I wondered what it signified to him. A token of affection from a lady?

“Not much use out riding in a wind, cloaks,” he went on. “What did you get up to at Morrowlea? Hunt much?”

There was a whole history in that question, one I’d have preferred not to bring up. I tried to keep my voice level. “We preferred other activities. Sir.”

“It was all falconry or fishing around Tara,” he said, “but up in the mountain estates there was better game—”

Mrs. Etaris made a soft exclamation, and we both looked at her. “My apologies for interrupting, Master Roald. I’ve found a Ghilousetten recipe for a fish pie of this description.”

“Heads and all?” said the baron’s honourable son, sticking the tip of his knife into one of the eyes and drawing it out. He considered it for a moment. The eye was a horrible white orb with a squamous glitter. I could smell eggs and bitter saffron under the fishiness, which didn’t help my stomach any. Nor my nose.

Though I probably shouldn’t admit it, I wasn’t altogether unhappy that the attack of sneezes prevented me from explaining why he might not want to eat any of it. 

Master Ragnor popped the eye into his mouth and crunched down on it happily before plucking out the next. “Want one?”

“No, thank you,” I managed.

“Gone squeamish, have you?”

“Stargazy Pie,” Mrs. Etaris said. “Calling for pilchards, saffron, hard-boiled eggs, potatoes ...”

I swallowed another mouthful of coffee. Master Ragnor had muck on his fancy boots and had tracked it all over the floor of the bookstore and onto the rug laid before the wood stove. I’m sure it never once would occur to him to worry about such things. I probably wouldn’t have, either, before Morrowlea.

He swallowed another fish eye with every evidence of pleasure. “These ain’t pilchards, Mrs. E. Any fisherman could tell you they’re herring—Oh! I remember, I wanted that book on coursing by that Scholar from Birckhall, whatsisname. Merganser. No, that’s a duck. Merkleman?”

Mrs. Etaris said, “Mr. Greenwing, I think you were looking at the sporting titles earlier this morning. Did you come across The Art of the Greyhound?”

I’d already gotten up. I had to edge behind Master Ragnor, who’d shoved his chair well back towards the wall. He was leaning forward and jabbing at the fish heads with his knife again. “Look here, Mrs. E., the size of this jaw—that’s no half-grown sardine!”

“Is it a north coast herring?”

“Either that or Fultoney red—open ’er up and we’ll see the shape of the fins. Am I in your way, Mr. Greenwing? You’re working here, are you, now?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, having squeezed past his chair to the bookcase between it and the window. 

“’S a good job to get, eh? Good lad!” 

I bit my tongue. “I believe I see your book. Melanger’s Art of the Greyhound. We also have his Otter and Badger Hounds of the Rondelan Duchies, if you should be interested. Sir.”

“Otter hounds! Gadsbrook, I haven’t hunted otters in ages. Bung it over, Mr. Greenwing, and I’ll see if I can roust up a few men to bring some dogs up from the Erlingale bottomlands. We’ve otters in the Rag. I’ll bet Sir Ham—” He stopped there, whether because he’d been about to voice an illegal wager or because he was about to name my father’s cousin, I didn’t know. 

He covered the moment by jerking his chair forward. Since I didn’t have to suck in my gut to avoid catching the buttons of my waistcoat on the back of the chair this time, I decided not to push for the rest of the sentence. Instead I went over to the counter to wrap the books in brown paper, the second thing Mrs. Etaris had shown me that morning, the location of the coffee cups having taken priority.

Mrs. Etaris, with a slight air of condescension that made me rather like her, asked, “Do you think it’s a Fultoney or a north coastal, Master Ragnor?”

“Oh, Fultoney red,” he said, “You can tell by which of the dorsal fins is foremost. And what a colour in the scales! Like Crastor kippers.” He started to point out something else about the fish, but the door to the shop opened and his sister walked in, and I didn’t hear what he was burbling on about.

She glanced around with a slightly pained-looking frown. The Honourable Miss Jullanar Ragnor—or so she had been; I didn’t know her married name—was older than the Honourable Master Ragnor and me, in her late twenties, and as superbly beautiful as I remembered, like an incarnation of the Lady of Summer. 

“Sister!” cried Master Ragnor, with a grin. “Am I so very late?”

“Nearly,” she said, with near perfect disinterest. “The Baron has called for luncheon at the hotel, and Dame Talgarth and her sister are returned.”

“I was distracted from my mission by a little mystery our lad here’s discovered.”

After a moment I realized I didn’t warrant an introduction, but something seemed required, so I bowed silently. She didn’t look at me; didn’t look at the pie; barely looked at her brother, instead keeping her attention focussed on her kid-leather gloves. “Come along, Roald, we are due at noon.”

He winked at me as he got up. “It’s good you’ve a suitable hobby, Mr. Greenwing. I’ll be most eager to hear what you discover of your herring pie’s origin, purpose, and point.”

I cut the string on the honourable master’s books with an unnecessarily extravagant motion. This unfortunately sent the scissors flying out of my hand. 

Mrs. Etaris caught them with a quick gesture before they walloped her on the head, and shot me a sharp glance. I tried not to sigh. She said, “Master Roald, the books will be two bees and a silvertun.”

He tossed her a wheatear from out of his waistcoat pocket and grinned at his sister’s obvious disapproval. “To get Mr. Greenwing hobnails on his boots,” he said, laughing. “Keep him from falling off any more ladders.”

And still laughing, he slung on his coat with an easy motion, thrust the parcel of books into one vast pocket with another, licked his knife clean and re-sheathed it with a third, and took his sister’s arm with a gracious gesture that caused her annoyance to melt into a fond smile, though it didn’t stop her from a sharp comment about the muck on his boots as they went back out into square.

Mrs. Etaris passed me the scissors. “Beg pardon,” I said belatedly. “My grip was loose.”

She began putting the cookery books back on the shelves. “I seem to recall hearing you and the Honourable Master Ragnor and Mr. Dart of Dartington kept each other’s company quite often, before you went to Morrowlea.”

“And they went to Tara and Stoneybridge,” I said, and let the schools’ rivalry stand in for any further need of explanation, such as the fact that the Honourable Master Ragnor and I had parted ways a good few months before we left the barony, the result of one too many arguments about what it was reasonable to gamble and with whom.

I picked up the rug and shook it out the front door, Mrs. Etaris watching me with a bright interest I found disconcerting. After I placed the rug back in its position before the wood stove I stopped, staring at the pie.

Half-mangled so that we could examine the fish—excuse me, Fultoney herring—it looked even less appetizing. “What would you like me to do with the pie, Mrs. Etaris?”

“Oh, you’re the one who brought it in, Mr. Greenwing. Will you have it for lunch?”

She was laughing, eyes dancing with amusement. I took a deep breath. I knew better than to let people rile me up. I smiled back and kept my voice light. “Not when the baron’s son has asked me to find out its nature and history.”

“Ah! In that case, then, you might wish to take some time over your lunch hour to ask the fishmonger who bought herring. It may well be the beginning of great things for you, Mr. Greenwing.”

I bowed to her with all solemnity. “I had not thought of asking you advice on derring-do.”

Mrs. Etaris laughed and gestured at the crowded shelves of her bookstore. “My dear Mr. Greenwing, if there is anything I know about, it is how to have an adventure.”
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I JAMMED MY HAT ON as I went out the bookshop door, and slammed straight into someone walking along minding his own business.

I swallowed half of a Morrowlea curse. “My apologies, sir. I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

“Jemis! Mr. Greenwing!” said the man, grabbing my arm and embracing me roughly. “You’re back!” 

I took a step sideways to get back underneath the store awning. Before me was a young man in clothes as well-tailored as the Honourable Master Roald’s, if less brilliant in colour: dark grey wool coat, plum breeches, high polished riding boots. Silver buttons engraved with a family crest showed wealth and breeding. Snapping brown eyes under thick eyebrows suggested a temper, belied by the wide grin; the trim auburn beard startled me into blurting, “Good Laurre of the Summer, man, face fur!”

He rubbed his beard with great solemnity. “Mr. Greenwing, I shall have you to know that this is all the rage in Stoneybridge. Or was,” he added, starting to laugh, “four months ago when I left. They might well be on to something else by now, fickle feckless fools of undergraduates as they are. What about you? Your stepmother said you’d gone off on a walking tour of Rondé with the Count of Westmoor. You haven’t written me in months.”

“Mrs. Buchance isn’t really my stepmother, Mr. Dart,” I said, and caught a glimpse of Mrs. Etaris looking at us through the shop window. She made no gesture, merely continued on moving books around. 

I didn’t remember writing to tell Mrs. Buchance who my walking companions were—though I didn’t remember much of the first part of the summer, to be honest, between the influenza and the headaches and the drinking parties that had undoubtedly contributed to both.

I coughed. “And Marcan—ugh! His Grace the Count—only came as far as the top end of Erlingale before he had to go back to Lind.”

“And the dearth of letters? The sad state of the post, I assume?”

“Well—”

“Or perhaps you were preoccupied sauntering around Rondé looking for revolutions, is that it?” said Mr. Dart. “Before coming back ... when did you get back to Ragnor Bella?”

“Tuesday.”

“Tuesday! You sent no word. And I’ve heard nothing of late from the good gossips.” He made a face. “Not that I would. I’ve been thoroughly occupied with the harvest—I’m land agent for my brother, have you heard? I couldn’t well write when you were off a-wandering. He was finally able to dismiss that ogre of a steward when I came back.”

“That’s wonderful news,” I said heartily, knowing that though Mr. Dart had a strong academic calling, he was also his much older brother’s heir, and he’d been hoping the Squire would find a position for him.

Perhaps I spoke too heartily, for he gave me a sardonic glance. “And what do you here, barrelling out of the bookstore with that positively fetching hat from a foreign haberdasher?”

“It’s an Ronderell tricorner from Fillering Pool,” I replied, then decided I had best get it over with quickly. “I’ve got a job.”

“What, for wages?”

I raised my eyebrows at Mr. Dart to cover my embarrassment. “We don’t all have brothers needing land agents.”

We hadn’t discussed wages in the interview. My stepfather would have been terribly ashamed of my lack of business sense.

“Where? O where, o where, o where, billy-my-boy?”

I glanced around hastily to make sure no one could hear him quoting Fitzroy Angursell, but the square was empty—not another pie in sight, nor even anyone looking for the one they’d misplaced. “Here. Elderflower Books.” 

“What, for the Poker herself!” 

“Shh!” I said. “She’ll hear you.”

“I’m sure she knows that’s her nickname. I well believe she knows everything. Come, come, are you on your lunch?” He laughed. “How funny to think you have a lunching hour! Jemis, Mr. Greenwing, come with me to dine, I must hear about how you went from a walking tour of Rondé with the Count of Westmoor to working in Elderflower Books!”

“I neglected to return before the end of the Midsomer Assizes,” I said dryly, and he made a face.

“Ah. The reading of the will.”

“I was in Ghilousette, and missed the funeral,” I said. My stepfather had died ignominiously and without warning, stung to death by a hive of wasps just after Midsomer. Having seen the last of my friends home the month before, I’d been dallying more and more in my travels, and writing less and less frequently as I found my life petering into solitude. 

I’d ended up eventually in Ghilousette, drifting to Newbury to see the Hall of Marvels, and stayed there in a mood not much improved by the duchy seat, half-crazed as it was with political ferment and scientific invention and raving enthusiasm for Three Years Gone, the hot new play from Kingsford.

The letters forwarded from staging inn to post office had eventually found me, three weeks after the death, two weeks after the funeral, a week after the end of the Assizes, and guilty as anything that I hadn’t written a word to anyone since crossing the duchy border.

“I should have thought someone would have mentioned you were home,” Mr. Dart said, “though—I suppose—my brother’s friends don’t really mingle with—” He stopped as abruptly as had the Honourable Master Ragnor, but then tucked his arm into mine. “Will you come to dine with me?”

I tried to tug my arm out of his grip. “Will you regret tomorrow asking a shopkeeper’s assistant to dine with you today?”

“Shopkeeper’s assistant, my foot. Mrs. Etaris is the hinge-pin of Ragnor Bella, and you went to Morrowlea on merits. Come tell me what revolutions the good folk of Erlingale have been fomenting, and I will tell you the gossip of the barony.”

“Not the hotel,” I said, having visions of being humiliated in an even more public situation by the Baron and his guests. 

“Don’t be a fool! If I am dining with a radical, I must take him to the starchiest place in town.” 

“And that’s not the hotel?” I asked, as he was dragging me the other direction.

“No; it’s Mrs. Landry’s front parlour. Come, if we’re lucky she’ll be hosting a séance.” 

“I do beg your pardon?”

Mr. Dart burst out laughing. “It’s all the rage in Chare, you know.”

“Strangely enough, I didn’t.”

“She’s set up a café; haven’t you seen it? Or hasn’t the Poker mentioned her sister’s enterprise?”

“Strangely enough, she hasn’t. But I’ve only been working there since this morning.” 

“A whole morning for honest coin! More than I’ve ever managed.” He grinned at me. “It’s just past Fogerty the Fish. What is it? Have I offended your sensibilities again with my cavalier use of nicknames, Mr. Greenwing? I shouldn’t have expected that from a Morrowlea man.”

“No, Mr. Dart. I have merely remembered that I was intending to enquire of the fishmonger whether he might inform me—”

“Yes?” he asked, when I paused in trying to disentangle the rest of my sentence.

“Whether he might inform me which of his customers had bought Fultoney herring from him.”

“And why, by the Emperor and all his gods, do you want to know who bought Fultoney herring?” 

“I found a fish pie on the town fountain, and wanted to know about it.”

“The Emperor! That must be the most exciting thing to have happened in Ragnor Bella since your father came back after the Fall. By all means, let us find out who is abandoning their dinner in the square. There can’t be many people who want herring.” He waggled his eyebrows his eyebrows at me. “There might well be secret meanings behind it.”

“Bearding people used to involve a tug, did you know that? If the beards have returned to favour ...”

“I’m taking you to lunch, you ingrate.”

Fogerty the Fish had a couple of customers, middle-aged women dressed in housekeepers’ aprons whom I didn’t recognize by sight. I bowed slightly to them upon opening the door for their exit. Mr. Dart shook his head and murmured, “You shall have to tell me all about Morrowlea’s experimental politics, Mr. Greenwing. We heard such things in Stoneybridge ... and the rumours here in town ... Is it true you served each other at mealtimes?”

“Well, yes,” I began, and faltered at his genuine shock.

“Now, what can I get you two young gentlemen?” asked the fishmonger, wiping a sprig of parsley across the counter. “You’d surely be catching your own trout, Mr. Dart, and—well, well, well, if it isn’t young Mr. Greenwing. Back in town at last, are you? That explains why Mrs. Buchance was buying a jiggot of lamb when Mrs. Fogerty saw her in the butcher’s this morning.”

“A jiggot of lamb!” said Mr. Dart, with a great sigh; when I looked at him he grinned. “Mrs. Buchance is said to be a very fine cook, Mr. Greenwing. The reputation of her table has increased rapidly since you went away.”

I bowed again in acknowledgement of the compliment to my stepfather’s second wife, who was only about five years older than us but had dropped into housewifery like a duck into water. If she had been twenty years older I might possibly have been able to refer to her as my stepmother; as it was, she remained Mrs. Buchance. We hadn’t even had a conversation about first names.

I realized I hadn’t prepared any sort of a story for the fishmonger, and felt unable to prevaricate on the spot. My father would have been ashamed at that inability. I coughed awkwardly. “I was wondering, Mr. Fogerty, whether you had any herring in.”

Mr. Fogerty pointed at a row of glass jars sitting beside the mustard and horseradish pickles. “I’ve some Kingsford roll-tops, but that’s all today. I sold out of my fresh catch, oh, the day before last.”

“Who buys fresh herring this far from the sea?” asked Mr. Dart.

The fishmonger smiled. “My fish is kept perfectly cool,” he said, “I’ve an ice house and all.” He waved vaguely towards the back door of the shop. I wandered over to look at the glass-fronted casement of the fresh fish, and had to back away again at the strong odour of parsley and hay that wafted up from it. It didn’t smell fishy, for which I was grateful as I sneezed into my handkerchief.

“I meant no imputation, Mr. Fogerty,” Mr. Dart protested happily. “I am merely curious. Herring is not a fish one expects to find in Ragnor Bella. Up on the coast, down in Ghilousette, over in Kingsford in Ronderell, all those places indeed. But Ragnor Bella down by the Farry Marches? I am astonished.”

“We’ve been getting a handful of Ghilousetten exiles, ones who don’t agree with their duke’s ban on magic. Let’s see ... Mr. Shipston the physicker was homesick—” Mr. Fogerty chuckled a little at the pun— “and asked me if I mightn’t be able to bring in some herring. D’ye know him, Mr. Dart? He came about five months ago, took up the old Millhouse along the Raggle. When he asked, I got them jars in, then had the opportunity to order a fresh catch when I was down at Ragmouth Tuesday last. He took a dozen. Then Mrs. Landry’s cook was in same time as Mr. Shipston’s man was a-picking his up, and said the mistress was from Fiella-by-the-Sea and might like a taste of home, so we had a parcel made up for her. And then Dominus Gleason took some because we’d sold clean out of trout.”

Dominus Gleason, I thought, and shivered again at the thought of him running his fingernails up and down my hand. Gifted, indeed. Smart enough to get into Morrowlea on merits; and foolish enough to fail out of it on heartache and injured pride.

Mr. Dart was nodding judiciously. “Just those three, then? Not a huge order of herring.”

“I only had the one small barrel down from Ragmouth. I wanted to see whether there was a market—something you’re learning the use of, I hear.”

“Duck confit is very popular in Chare, Mr. Fogerty.”

“You need to introduce a new food gently, Mr. Dart. People don’t like change to come too quickly. Especially not in Fiellan. Too much changed in the Fall, people are careful about liking delicacies that might disappear again.”

“Well,” said Mr. Dart, with a shrug and a slightly shamefaced smile at me. “I’ll bear your advice in mind next year.”

“Get Mr. Greenwing here to suggest the food, he’s got the Morrowlea fashions well in style.”

“What, already? He’s new come home—of course! He’s still in the intriguing stage. You’ll see, Morrowlea’s behind Stoneybridge—unless it’s ahead? You’d probably say ahead—but where are the beards? Where are the moustaches? Where, I ask you, are the Beaufort curls?”

“In Tara,” I said, “judging by the Honourable Master Ragnor’s sartorial choices. How many herring fit in a barrel, Mr. Fogerty? Three dozen?”

“Depends on the size of the fish,” the fishmonger said with a wink. Both Mr. Dart and I groaned at my walking straight into the old joke. “About two peck ... uh, five dozen of the Fultoney herring, six or seven of the north coastals.”

“I thought you said you’d sold out?”

“Out of the shop. The barrow-boy took the rest around the country houses when he was delivering the week’s orders, in case anyone had a sudden hankering for them. I didn’t want to keep them too long here—scarcity, my lads, make people think they’re special. Kim’ll be back this afternoon if you want to know where you can invite yourself over for to try them.”

“We may be back, if we decide we’re willing to be second-run adopters ... except perhaps Mrs. Landry will have them on her table this noontide. Come along, Mr. Greenwing, let us see whether she does. Thank you kindly, Mr. Fogerty. Are you sure I can’t interest you in duck confit?”

“No, nor your miniature purple cabbages either, Mr. Dart. I’ll stick with my fish and potatoes, thank’ye kindly.”

Mr. Dart led me at a plunging speed out of the store and along the lane. “This investigating gig is a lark! What fun it is to have a reason to gossip. Makes me see why people go into sociology. Mr. Greenwing, you dog, when did you see the Honourable Rag?”

“He came into the store this morning.”

“And?”

“And what?”

Mr. Dart stopped before a puddle caused by a blockage in the sewer. “Would you look at this gutter? Shameful.” 

He pulled out a stick from the mass and poked at the leaves. 

“I see you had the same thought I did. Poor fellow—he’d have been far better for going off to be a radical with you at Morrowlea. Tara seems to have made him over into the mould of a grand young nobleman. He’ll be a member of parliament before the decade’s out, I reckon, if he doesn’t break his neck hunting or his fortune gambling before then. I suppose that’s why you thought I was going to disown our friendship when I found you working in Elderflower Books? Pisspoor friend I’d be in that case. Oh, my apologies, misses, I didn’t see you there.”

A couple of fine young women accompanied by a stately matron had heard his last few words and paused with identical expressions of disapproval. I didn’t recognize any of them, but they were years younger than we were, still in school, and the matron’s garb had a north Fiellanese cut. She was probably someone’s aunt or spinster cousin given a position as companion or chaperone out of charity, or a new teacher at the kingschool on the west road.

Mr. Dart dropped his stick into the now-gurgling gutter and bowed with southern flourishes. Chare seemed to run to curlicue gestures—unless he was just making them up, too. I bowed to hide my grin at the thought, clicking my heels with as much aplomb as I could muster. “Please, do accept our earnest apologies.”
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