
  
    [image: The Saint of the Bookstore]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Victoria Goddard

	    

      
	    
          
	      Greenwing & Dart

          
        
          
	          Stargazy Pie

          
        
          
	          Stone Speaks to Stone

          
        
          
	          Bee Sting Cake

          
        
          
	          Olive and the Dragon

          
        
          
	          Whiskeyjack

          
        
          
	          Blackcurrant Fool

          
        
          
	          Love-in-a-Mist

          
        
          
	          Plum Duff

          
        
          
	          The Saint of the Bookstore

          
        
          
	          Clary Sage

          
        
          
	          Traveller's Joy

          
        
          
	          Balancing Stone

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Lays of the Hearth-Fire

          
        
          
	          The Hands of the Emperor

          
        
          
	          At the Feet of the Sun

          
        
          
	          Those Who Hold the Fire

          
        
          
	          The Game of Courts

          
        
          
	          Feonie and the Islander Regalia

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Red Company

          
        
          
	          Derring-Do for Beginners

          
        
          
	          The Redoubtable Pali Avramapul

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Terec of Lund

          
        
          
	          Terec and the Wall

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Sisters Avramapul

          
        
          
	          The Bride of the Blue Wind

          
        
          
	          The Warrior of the Third Veil

          
        
          
	          The Weaver of the Middle Desert

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          In the Company of Gentlemen

          
        
          
	          Not Far From the Tree

          
        
          
	          Till Human Voices Wake Us

          
        
          
	          The Connoisseur

          
        
          
	          In the Realms of Gold: Five Tales of Ysthar

          
        
          
	          The Return of Fitzroy Angursell

          
        
          
	          Petty Treasons

          
        
          
	          The Tower at the Edge of the World

          
        
          
	          Aurelius (to be called) Magnus

          
        
          
	          Portrait of a Wide Seas Islander

          
        
          
	          Terec and the Wild

          
        
          
	          The Bone Harp

          
        
          
	          The Glassblower

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Victoria Goddard’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  
    
      The Saint of the Bookstore

    

    
      
        Victoria Goddard

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Victoria Goddard

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a cold morning, leaving Yrchester on the first stagecoach of the morning: Mirabelle grumbled in a most un-nunlike manner as she wrapped herself up in an extra layer of shawls over her cloak, added a thick woollen scarf, and huddled over the heated brick in its felt cozy she’d prepared before leaving the coaching inn.

      She was used to early risings—the first service of the day at her abbey was before dawn—but oh! These cold northern lands with their excessively long nights and cold, cold mornings.

      It was three days into the new year, and Mirabelle did not want to be here.

      Nor did anyone else; there was only one other passenger on the stagecoach, though the roof and baggage rack were piled up with wooden crates and barrels. Most of them seemed to contain vegetables or cheeses; Mirabelle recognized the makers’ stamps on some of the crates. She’d felt a lonely kinship with the crate marked St-Noray-sur-Bayre, which surely contained the delectable cheeses of her own abbey. Why, it was most likely Mirabelle’s own hands had shaped the wheels or washed them in herbed brine.

      She could not feel too sorry for herself, when she travelled unexpectedly with her cheese. At least someone in this benighted country on the other side of the mountains had good taste.

      It was too cold to read, and her fellow passenger—a stout matron with a small white dog on her lap, which surely provided a better source of warmth than Mirabell’s sooty brick—was soundly asleep. Mirabelle curled into her clothes and decided that it would probably be a good thing to say over her prayers. Mother Superior wouldn’t know, but the Lady might. And it was the Lady’s work Mirabelle was about, after all.
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        * * *

      

      It warmed up over the course of the day, but night was already falling by the time they reached the dangerously storied eaves of the Arguty Forest. Mirabelle told over the Litany of Praises for the Lady of Winter, which was appropriate for the season and one of her favourite prayers, and hoped her holy task would protect the worldly stagecoach from any interference by the reputed highwaymen that commonly beset this road.

      They were not stopped. The coach rattled along the frozen ground, the shaggy horses trotting easily. It was damp, and the air tasted oddly metallic; before long it began to snow.

      By the time they came out the other side of the trees, the windows were caked with snow. Mirabelle somehow felt even colder, even though she was also sure the air should have been warmer, if it were snowing. Her brick was long since cold, and the woman with the little dog had gotten off at some point when Mirabelle had fallen into a fitful sleep.

      She was stiff as a starched wimple by the time the stagecoach came to a halt. She roused lethargically when the door opened and a gust of cold, snowy air entered the carriage. “Off you go, miss,” the driver said. “Ragnor Bella.”

      She unfolded herself, fumbled to pick up the brick before it fell on her feet, and gathered her skirts and shawls together. She exited without much—any—grace, and sighed as she blinked back the snow that had immediately settled in her eyes. The driver, a dark shape, closed the door with a decided click—Mirabelle stepped back away from the clots of snow that fell off the carriage—and swung back up into his seat. The horse, nothing loath to get out of the weather, started to move before he shook the reins.

      Mirabelle watched the cheese crates go off into the gloom with a lump of sadness in her breast, and then tried to take stock of her surroundings.

      Even in her few moments’ inattentiveness, the snow had grown thicker, whirling down in heavy wet flakes. Mirabelle drew her shawl over her face and tried to make sense of the buildings even as she winced at a dull snapping noise from the vicinity of her wimple. It was undoubtedly much more rumpled than it ought to be, after a day spent in the coach, but then again Mirabelle was also rather more rumpled than she probably ought to be. Or at least so Mother Superior sometimes told her. Mirabelle thought that the Lady surely had better things to do than worry about whether one of her cheese-making nuns was always perfectly ironed and starched. She was fastidious about being clean (a necessity in a dairy), and except for such an occasion as this, Mirabelle didn’t usually leave the cloister.

      But this was an occasion where her other skills were needed. For Mirabelle had a very small and subtle gift of magic—so very small and subtle it had taken her a long time to realize she had it at all—one which was, generally, not much use. If she’d been able to do something relevant to cheese-making—ah! She could dream. If by the pricking of her thumbs she could magically tell the very moment a wheel was perfectly ripe …

      Alas, she could not. She could only tell when someone was using magic to feign a miracle.

      Ragnor Bella, entirely cloaked in a snowstorm, cold and dark this third day of the new year, seemed a highly unlikely location for a saint. But then, Mirabelle had spent enough time studying the abbey’s books to know that all locations were equally unlikely. And the purported miracle itself had taken place in Lind—heartland of the Lady’s church, an appropriate place if ever there were one. It was just that that the man in question was from Ragnor Bella.

      Magician or fraud or saint, it was Mirabelle’s duty to assess the man, and the miracles, in question.

      She peered around, but though there were a few dark shapes moving in and out of the faint lantern-lights hung beside some doors, she couldn’t see anything that looked—well, that looked like anything in particular. She’d been told by Mother Superior that there was no chapter-house in Ragnor Bella, and that the priests of the Lady’s churches lived well out of town, so that she ought to find a discreet and reputable hotel for the night or nights she required to find the reputed miracle-worker and determine whether he was the fraud he almost certainly was.
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