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A Fishmonger with a Witness Problem
Isabella Montoya
Jory Marr works the fish row with his sister Tamsin, keeping the market's small lies in neat stacks until a dead spice seller and a blue wax seal pull him into the lanes behind the stalls. Around him, clerks, runners, and family all want different versions of the same morning.
ProseHub


    
The Body Under the Awning
The market had a quick tongue and poor manners. Arlen Pike lay under the spice awning with one boot in the gutter and a blue wax seal stuck to his cuff. The brass bell over Barrow Row gave a thin knock, then another, and the knife boards answered with their dry tapping, which was as close as the square came to a prayer. Jory took one look at the boot, then the cuff, then the blue pail under the fish table, and the day was already behaving badly. Tamsin was on her knees beside the body, her left knee clicking each time she shifted. "If he had to die, he could at least have waited until after washing day," she said. She said it to Arlen, to the awning rope, to anyone with manners. Jory caught her elbow before she could stand. Not because she needed help. She did not. Because Renn would arrive in a mood that turned names into rope. "Leave the face covered," Jory said. "I am not the one who put him on display." "Then don't add to it." There. His first lie of the day, folded neat as parcel paper. Tamsin had been at the stall all morning, gutting plaice and swearing at a herring with a split belly, which was true enough if no one asked about the hour before first bell. No one did, unless Jory gave them a reason. He kept his voice flat and quick and clean. It would do. A matchbox lay in the dust by Arlen's boot, one corner crushed flat, the lid hanging open like a bad mouth. Jory nudged it under the blue pail with the side of his shoe. Renn came down the lane with two lads behind him and his missing knuckles tucked into his belt like a bad receipt. "State it," he said. "Arlen Pike is dead," Jory said. "That part I can manage." "Under the awning," Tamsin said. Renn gave her a look that might have been a shelf label. "Did I ask you?" "No," she said. "You seem to be improvising." A fishmonger learned early which stains meant blood and which meant work. Blue wax meant work, unless someone had used work as cover, and that sort of trick belonged to clerks, runners, and men who liked doors with locks on them. The seal on Arlen's cuff sat a little too clean for market grime, a small hard crescent of office blue. Jory kept his wrist turned away from the body so his old break would not send up its complaint, and the movement made the pail knock once against the stall leg. Ordinary noise. The kind that covered everything. Nobody in the square had a gift for silence. That was one reason the dead man stood out so badly.
Jory crouched by Arlen's cuff and used two fingers, because wax and blood liked the same sort of bad company. The blue seal had chipped into a little crescent on the cloth, office blue, the kind that meant a permit had passed a desk and a clerk had stamped it with all the tenderness of a hammer. The paper packet in Arlen's coat was folded four times, then tucked inside itself once more, which was a merchant's way of hiding panic. Not a clean fold. Not a fish fold. A man fold. He eased the parcel open by the corner and stopped before the string gave. Fennel dust coated the inside seam. Spice stall, the easy story said. Arlen's breakfast said something else. The smell of old rope, wet wool, and fennel sat under the awning together, which was exactly the sort of mess Jory hated because it invited people to be simple. "Don't tear it," Renn said. "If I wanted a torn thing, I would have brought a nephew." "I came with lads," Renn said. "Then you know what I mean." Bunt arrived with his ledger, a damp blot on one cuff, and the expression of a man asked to file weather. "For the record," he said, "I have no section for this." "Start one," Tamsin said. "Use the bottom of the page," Jory said. Bunt blinked at him as if Jory had asked him to salt soup with coins. Renn crouched at the body and gave the boot a nudge. "He in the square this morning?" "Arlen?" Jory said. "He was where you are now." "That's not an answer." "It is if you stand still long enough." The parcel had a second fold hidden inside the first. Whoever wrapped it had done the job with cold fingers and a hurry that tried to pass for skill. Jory rubbed the edge with his thumb. The paper split just enough to show the inside crease had been opened after the original tying. That mattered. Most people wrapped to keep things in. Some wrapped to keep things moving. Somebody had done both. Bunt made a tiny sound over his ledger and looked offended by the human body, which did not fit any form he carried. "There ought to be a square on here for causes that embarrass staff," he said. "I'd fill that one in daily," Tamsin said.
Tamsin tried to step past him. Jory put a palm on the stall rail, just for a breath, and that was enough to say stay. She gave him a look that would have taken the skin off a lesser man. "I can speak for myself," she said. "I know," Jory said. "That's why I'm saving everyone the trouble." Renn made a noise through his nose. It was not admiration. "She was with me from first bell," Jory said. The lie sat clean on his tongue, better dressed than the truth ever was. Tamsin's mouth opened, then shut again. Good. That part worked. Bad, too. It always did. "From first bell?" Bunt said. "There are witness times for that." "Write that down," Tamsin said. "I will," Bunt said. "If I can find the line." Renn rubbed the edge of Arlen's permit with his thumb and lifted the blue seal toward the light. "Office stamp," he said. "That means he went through the market office this morning." "Or someone used his paper," Jory said. Renn gave him the smallest of pauses, the kind men used when they had a better sentence coming. "And who would do that?" "Anyone who likes trouble and has access to ink." "Ink does not have access," Bunt said. "People do." Jory glanced at the permit again. Blue seal. Fresh paper edge. A corner bitten by damp, then flattened. Someone had opened it, reseated it, and meant the fold to pass for normal. That was the sort of trick a runner or clerk liked, someone with a habit of making edges straight so no one asked where they had come from. Tamsin folded her arms. "If you keep speaking for me, at least pick a lie with better shoes." "I was in a rush," Jory said. "So was the liar." Renn tucked the permit back into Arlen's coat and stood. "Ten minutes," he said. "Then I want names. I want the route. I want the reason he died on my patch." Bunt looked up. "Do I need to write patch?" "Write your own illness," Renn said. "This one is mine."
He left Tamsin by the stall because leaving her was easier than answering her, which made him a coward in the old family style. The lane behind the market ran hot with frying oil and fish brine, one smell winning, then the other, then losing again when the wind shifted. Arlen had taken that lane before he died, and the proof sat in the details that nobody else cared about. A thread of blue wax lay in the seam of his cuff. The hem of his coat carried flour, not spice. Spice dust would have clung orange or brown. This was pale, almost chalky, the kind left by office seals and old ledgers. Jory rubbed it between thumb and nail. It came away in crumbs. "You know something?" Renn said behind him. "Usually." "Try being less theatrical." "At the market? Impossible." Renn squatted beside the corpse again, as if the dead man might tip helpful. Bunt had produced three papers now, each with a different blank for the same event. One had a box for weather. "It's a death," Tamsin said. "Weather matters," Bunt said. "Not to the dead," she said. "To the filing," he said, which was the sort of answer that made sense only if one had given up on mercy. Jory took the crushed matchbox from under the pail and turned it over. Damp had swollen the cardboard. One struck match lay broken in half, the red head gone dark. Not Arlen's habit. He liked his matches in the pockets of his spice apron, dry and straight, like everything else he pretended to control. This box had come from somewhere else. Somewhere tighter. Somewhere with a badge on the door. He set it down again without comment. "What are you doing?" Tamsin said. "Looking at things." "That sounds like your whole problem." He almost smiled at that. Almost. The blue pail bumped his knee when he shifted, paint flaking from the rim in a cheap, stubborn dust. It was the same pail they used to rinse haddock when the weather turned warm, the same pail that had held broken ice and once, on a bad summer, a sleeping cat nobody claimed. Ordinary things held the square together better than the men did. He kept his hand near the permit instead of taking it, because taking it would have turned the day into his property, and that was a dangerous habit. Renn watched him through narrowed eyes. "If you're done courting the dead man's cuff, tell me why he came here." "Because he had business." "With who?" Jory looked toward the market office hatch. "Someone who liked blue paper."
By the time the square found its second breath, Arlen had become a route. People preferred that. A route could be argued with. A route could be blamed on weather and carts and a bad habit of walking too near knives. Jory moved from stall to stall with the pail under his arm, asking who had last handled Arlen's paper and who had seen him near the office door. No one gave a straight line. They gave versions. Versions came salted and sugared and cut with a lie of their own. The spice woman at the next stall, Mrs. Crask, had fennel on her apron and a mouth like a closed shop. "Arlen bought tea here," she said. "He bought half the square," Jory said. "Then he had taste," she said. "That is not the defense you think it is." Renn, hearing enough to be useful and no more than that, leaned on a crate and said, "If this turns into a market quarrel, I want it on the right form." Bunt, who had been waiting for a sentence like that, opened a fresh page and licked his thumb before he remembered he disliked germs. "There is no right form for that," he said. "There is a form for noise," Tamsin said. "Apparently he married it." Bunt looked offended on behalf of clerks everywhere. Jory let the spice smell wash past and checked the paper scraps under Arlen's cuff again. Fennel, yes. But the seeds had not settled there by chance. They lay in a neat crescent, as if something had emptied from a pocket and the pocket had turned as the man moved. A lunch packet. Arlen's own lunch. So the easy story was already lying. Good. The easy story was always eager to help. Jory tipped the pail so the fish water ran across the flagstones and rinsed his fingers. The blue paint on the bucket rim flaked under his thumb, a cheap color for a cheap tool, which was exactly why it stayed in the family and never made anyone proud. Mrs. Crask pinched her nose. "You are making a mess." "That makes two of us," Jory said. She stared at him. "Three," Tamsin said. "The corpse counts." Mrs. Crask's mouth twitched, not enough to qualify as kindness. "He went to the office, yes," she said. "For what?" Jory asked. "Permit. Complaint. One of your market games. He had blue paper in his hand when he left."
Milo Tern came in from the east lane with a stack of delivery tags pressed to his chest, his split ear pink from the wind and his mouth already half open for excuses. He had the sort of clean sleeves that made Jory distrust him at once. People who carried parcels for other people always looked as if they had never once dropped a herring in public. "I already told Renn," Milo said. "Good. Then you can repeat yourself for free," Jory said. Milo blinked, then gave him a careful smile that did not spend itself. Tamsin snorted once into the back of her hand. "Ask him if he wants a receipt," she said. "For what?" Milo asked. "For existing in my lane," she said. Renn rubbed his temple. "Can we keep the jokes on one side?" "No," Bunt said. "That requires regulation." Milo pointed at Arlen's permit. "He was at the office. He came out angry. He dropped the packet near the salt bins. I told him to take it back inside." "Salt bins?" Jory said. "Spice bins," Milo said. "I don't eat lies, either." Jory took one step closer and watched Milo's cuff. One blue smear at the edge, almost dry. Wax, office color. Milo pulled the sleeve back too late. There it was, a thumb mark in seal blue, the kind that came from pressing paper under a stamp or from pretending one had not done so. "You handle office work now?" Jory asked. "I handle whatever gets shoved at me," Milo said. "That's procedure." Bunt perked up at that. "It is?" "No," Renn said. "Don't encourage him." Milo set the delivery tags into a straight line against his thigh, each one squared to the next. A man could hide a lot in a habit like that. Too much, maybe. Jory asked, "Who gave you the packet?" "Arlen." "With what hand?" "His left." "Which is odd, since he favors the right for the knife?" Milo's throat worked once. Tamsin leaned on the stall post and watched him in the same flat way she used on a fish that had gone soft at the belly. "He is choosing his words," she said. "He is choosing badly," Jory said. Milo lifted his chin. "I delivered what I was told to deliver." "By who?" Renn asked. "The office." Bunt made a sound like a stamp hitting wood. "Which office?" "The only one you have," Tamsin said. "Don't brag."
The market office sat over the fish scales shop, a narrow room that smelled of dust, ink, and boiled tea gone cold. Bunt guarded it as if each drawer held a family secret instead of unpaid fees. He had four stamps on a chain and used them with the delight of a man polishing cutlery. "For the record," he said, "this is not how I spend my afternoon." "Then you are living correctly," Tamsin said from the doorway. She had followed Jory in anyway, because he had asked her not to, which was invitation enough. He had no right to be irritated by that. He was, of course. Jory spread Arlen's permit on the desk and tapped the blue seal. The paper edge had a small tear where someone had lifted it by the same corner twice. Once to show, once to hide. The seal itself sat slightly off-center, a clerk's rush or a runner's impatience. Bunt squinted with his clouded eye. "That was issued at nine," he said. "By whom?" Jory asked. "If I knew that without looking, we'd have fewer staff meetings." "A mercy," Renn muttered. Bunt turned a page and found a box for cause of disturbance. He stared at it. Then at the body in the square. Then back at the box. "The box is too small," he said. "You should tell the box that," Tamsin said. Jory ran his thumb along the fold marks in the permit sleeve. Not a fishmonger's fold. Too straight. Too much pressure at the corner. A runner had carried it. Not for long. Enough to make a clean mark. Enough to make a lie that almost passed. He put the paper back exactly where it had been. That mattered. Maybe not to anyone else. To him, yes. "There was a second stamp on the packet," Jory said. "Office own?" Renn asked. "The kind that comes after a complaint." Bunt straightened his cuffs. "We do not encourage complaint as a category." "You stamp it anyway," Tamsin said. "That is the miracle of municipal work." Jory slid the permit aside and found a trace of paste on the desk edge, still tacky under the nail. Milo had been here. Or someone with Milo's kind of hurry. The office did not keep clean hands for long. It kept them inked.
Outside, the square had changed its face twice and still pretended to be the same place. The fish pail knocked against Jory's hip each time he crossed a lip in the paving, and the blue paint on its rim left a powder on his sleeve. Tamsin walked beside him with her hands empty, which for her meant trouble. "Say what you're doing," she said. "Walking." "That is not what I asked." He kept his eyes on the lane ahead, on the cart ruts, on the stain of spilled anise near the drain. The market had a way of speaking in residue if a man stood still long enough. Arlen had come through here before he died. Not once. Twice. The first time to the office hatch. The second time back toward the spice stalls, slower, with one hand under his coat. Jory had the shape of that movement now, the little dip at the elbow, the way a packet shifts when it has been opened and made to behave again. "You keep leaving parts out," Tamsin said. "I keep leaving out the parts that matter to other people," he said. She gave him the flat stare she used on badly gutted cod. "That sentence has a smell on it." "You say that about everything." "Because you keep giving me reasons." He almost told her about Milo's blue cuff then. Almost. Instead he pointed at the drain grate and the thread of fennel seed stuck in the iron teeth. "Arlen carried tea," he said. "So?" "So he also carried something else." "And you are going to tell me later." It was not a question. Jory did not answer it, which made it answer itself. The seeds in the grate had not fallen there from the spice stall. They sat inside the iron where a pocket would brush when a man crouched. Arlen had stooped near the office door, lifted the packet, and brought the whole lie back into the square with him. That was close enough to a route for now. Tamsin stepped over the drain and muttered, "If you start making sense, I will have to report you." "Put it on the list," Jory said. A cart rolled past with eel crates stacked high enough to hide a saint, and the driver tipped a nod at them as if the body under the awning were a delay in trade, which in the market it was. Jory hated that almost as much as he hated how useful the thought was. The square moved on around the dead man. It always did.
Milo tried to leave through the pot sellers' lane, where the carts pinched the space down to one shoulder and a man could slip away if he had the nerve to leave his dignity behind. He had the nerve. Not enough. Jory came at him from the side with the pail swinging low, not to hit, just to make Milo step where Jory wanted. "You dropped Arlen's permit at the office," Jory said. Milo stopped. That was useful. "I don't know what you mean." "You do. You handled it twice. You like clean corners. So did whoever wrote on the inside fold. Only a runner's thumb would set wax like that, and only a fool would keep the stain on his cuff." Milo looked at the blue mark as if it had appeared out of spite. "That's not evidence," he said. "It is in this square," Tamsin said, coming up on the other side with her hands on her hips and her knee clicking like a loose latch. Jory wanted her away from it. He wanted that so hard it almost became a wall. He moved too fast and took her elbow. A mistake. She shook him off and stepped closer anyway. "Don't do that," she said. "Do what?" "Answer for me." The lane held still for one clean beat, then went on pretending nothing had happened. Milo took the moment and tried to slide past Bunt. Bunt, who had been trying to keep up with the conversation on paper, lifted his ledger and blocked the gap by accident. "For the record," he said, "you are making this difficult." "I thought that was my job," Milo said. His voice had gone flat. Too flat. The kind of flat that hid panic under clean linen. Jory reached for the packet under Milo's arm and got only the edge of a folded tag. Blue seal. Office paper. Fresh enough to smell of paste. He let it go again. Not enough for arrest. Enough for the next step. Renn appeared at the mouth of the lane with two lads and a look that said the square had run out of patience. "What have you got?" he asked. "A runner who likes straight lines," Jory said. "And a permit that was handled in the wrong hands." Renn tipped his head. "That narrows the field by one person." Bunt, without looking up, said, "Possibly two if the ink dried badly." "Never let him near a joke," Tamsin said. "It will file itself."
By late morning the square had gone loud in the tired way of a place that wanted lunch more than justice. Bunt had managed to fill two pages with the same event and still looked disappointed that paper lacked appetite. Renn kept Arlen's permit between finger and thumb as if it might stain him. Jory stood at the edge of the body cloth with the parcel in his hands, the blue seal still set on the paper, the folded corners sharp under his nails. He had spent too much of the day keeping Tamsin out of other people's mouths. That did not make the mouths kinder. It only made her more visible when they opened. Renn gave her notebook a scratch. Tamsin's jaw set, not with pleading, just with the look she used on bad mackerel and men who overpaid for it. "She was with me," Jory said again, because one lie was already in motion and he had no clean way to stop it now. "We established that you like saying that," Renn said. "I also like being correct." Bunt cleared his throat. "For the record, the paper packet is the only thing in this case that has behaved properly." "Then it can behave a little more," Jory said. He turned the parcel over. The seam was wrong. One edge had been lifted and reset. Inside that reset sat the sort of thing people killed over, or the sort of thing they wished had never crossed their hands, which came to much the same price in the end. Renn drew himself up and pointed at the packet with one missing knuckle. "Open it." Tamsin made a noise under her breath and put both hands on the blue pail, as if she might use the handle to brace the whole square. Jory kept his right wrist turned out of sight, old bone complaining in its own private language, and set the parcel on the body cloth. The blue wax seal caught the light again, office neat and stubborn. Not enough to prove who had done what. Enough to force the next act. He broke the seal with his thumbnail. "Careful," Bunt said. "If it is property, it will need a form." "If it is ugly, it will need two," Renn said. Jory lifted the flap. The paper made a thin dry crackle, the kind of sound that always brought half the square closer. "Open it," Renn said again.

    
The Form with Two Stamps
"Who stamped it twice?" Tamsin said.
Jory lifted the flap a finger's width. The paper inside was office stock, cream and stiff, with a blue seal set too high on the corner and a second stamp laid over its edge. The overlap sat crooked, like a wet receipt shoved under a plate. He passed the packet to Bunt instead of opening it wider. If the clerk wanted a form, he could stand beside one.
"That's not fish paper," Bunt said.
"No," Jory said. "It has manners."
Bunt stared at him with the one good eye, the other clouded to a milky coin. "For the record, I have no box for this."
"Try nuisance," Tamsin said. "If that fails, try embarrassment."
Renn made a short sound that might have been a laugh in a different trade.
The body stayed under the awning while the market went on pretending to care about pears and onions and cracked eggs. Arlen Pike had one boot in the gutter and one hand shut over nothing. The other hand lay open against the boards, palm pale, with the cut near the thumb cleaned by rain or cloth or somebody who had not wanted blood on his own cuffs. Jory kept his right wrist turned away from the body. Old bone made its own complaint if he twisted it wrong, a tidy little ache that ran up to the elbow and asked for a full day off. No such luck.
The blue pail under the fish table had a chip on the rim where the enamel met the metal. Cheap tin, cheap paint, cheap life. The market trusted such things more than it trusted men. The pail waited for scales and rinse water and the odd cat in summer, and now it waited beside a dead spice seller like the whole square had started keeping notes.
"State it," Renn said.
"Arlen Pike is dead," Jory said. "That part I can manage."
"Under the awning," Tamsin said.
"Yes," Renn said. "We all see the awning."
Bunt lifted the complaint packet by one corner and gave it the look men gave a staircase that had no respect for knees. "This paper is office stock. Smalt blue seal. First stamp at nine seventeen. Second stamp after correction."
"Correction of what?" Jory asked.
"If I knew that without reading it, I would have a better job," Bunt said.
Tamsin leaned over the pail and prodded the rim with one finger. "Put 'dead' in a box and save us all time."
"I have a box for nuisance," Bunt said. "I have one for damage. I have one for loose goats. This is not helping."
Renn rubbed the side of his nose. "If the office touched this, I want names."
Jory looked at the seal again. Office blue. Fresh edge. A thumbprint pressed into the wax and then wiped by a sleeve that had not waited for the seal to cool. Somebody had moved paper with a hurry that wanted to pass for routine. That sort of hurry lived in clerks, runners, and men who liked clean boots.
"Open the packet," Renn said.
Jory kept it shut another breath. Then he folded the packet once, neat and flat, and tucked it under his arm. The office hatch above the scales shop had a brass bell hanging by a chain, fat with noon and still quiet for the moment. He would take the paper up there. The square could wait. It was used to that.
The room over the scales shop smelled of ink, flat tea, damp rope, and the little metal tang that came off stamps when they had been struck too hard. Bunt led Jory to the desk as if showing him a grave that still owed tax.
The ledger lay open to the market complaints register, each line tight as a fish scale. Bunt ran one finger down the page and stopped at Arlen Pike's name. "Filed at nine seventeen," he said. "Nature of complaint, seal interference. Requested review before noon bell."
Jory set the packet beside the ledger. The blue seal on the corner caught the light from the high window. Not bright. Office blue never bothered with brightness. It carried the dull clean shade of seals, paperwork, and the wash water that ruined aprons.
"Who wrote the second stamp?" he asked.
Bunt tipped his head toward the chain of brass stamps on the wall, a tidy line of circles and handles, one with a nick in the quoin. "I did. After the time note had to be corrected."
"Corrected by who?"
"Time corrects itself if one leaves it alone long enough," Bunt said.
"That is a clerk's answer," Tamsin said from the doorway.
She had followed him upstairs after all, because being told to stay out of a room only made her shoulders square and her knee sound louder on the stair. Jory did not turn round. If he turned, she would take that as admission of something.
He found the routing slip under the complaint form. Runner M. Tern. Badge 17. Pick up at office hatch, deliver to spice row, return to office at noon inspection. The note sat under a blob of paste and one thumb mark in blue wax.
A clean route. Clean enough to lie.
Bunt watched him read. "There is no box for that either," he said. "If you mean route error, I can make one."
"You can make anything if you stamp it enough," Tamsin said.
The bell chain above the hatch gave a short test jolt as someone passed below it in the square. Brass answered brass. Jory looked up. The bell itself hung there with a small green smear near the lip, old paint from some job and a little soot in the seam where the clapper had struck for years. It did not announce time. It struck the square back into place.
If Arlen had filed at nine seventeen, then he had come here before the body, not after. That shifted the morning. It also shifted the lie Jory had been feeding the square from first bell onward. He set the slip flat with two fingers.
"I want the duplicate," he said.
Bunt blinked. "There is no duplicate."
"Of course there is," Tamsin said. "You clerks breed them."
Bunt made a small sound that might have been outrage or indigestion and opened a drawer. The paper he took out had the same stamps, the same seal, the same time, and one extra note in the margin that had been scratched through and written again. Jory read the line twice without saying a word. Arlen Pike had asked for a witness. The name on the line sat there like a nail.
Tamsin Marr.
The spice row was already in business by the time Jory reached it, though business in the market had more to do with waiting than selling. Crates stood open under the awnings. Nets of onions hung from hooks like knuckled hands. The bell over the office hatch gave its noon strike and the whole square shifted in one body, sellers straightening, porters changing shoulders, a boy with two loaves under one arm stopping so hard his heel skidded on the stone.
That bell did not ring. It hit.
The sound went through the market like a blade through soft fish, and every pair of eyes lifted, checked the time, and went back to the same trouble with a different face. Jory stayed still. People moving around a bell told on themselves. The man who left a stall before the first knock and the man who came back after the second carried different answers.
Mrs. Crask, who sold spice with a face like a closed drawer, had fennel seeds on her apron and one green thread in her hair. She caught Jory looking and put one hand on the basket as if it might bolt.
"If you are here for the dead man, save the tragedy for your own table," she said.
"I am here for his route," Jory said.
"That sounds like a worse meal."
Tamsin snorted and leaned on a crate of turnips. "He likes bad meals. He calls them evidence."
Mrs. Crask gave her a long look. "You are his sister. That explains the mouth."
"Only partly," Tamsin said.
Jory checked the cuff on Arlen's coat, held at the office in a paper wrapper. The seam carried fennel dust and one pale seed crushed flat. Mrs. Crask spread her hands. "He bought tea here. A man can buy tea and still die in another quarter of the square."
"He had lunch there?" Jory asked.
"He had the sort of lunch men have when they want no witness," she said. "Wrapped in paper. A heel of bread, one apple, fennel in the seam because he liked the bite."
The easy story. The story that asked no work. It sat on the tongue and waited to be believed.
Jory took a seed from the cuff and rolled it under his nail. Same pale green. Same smell. Same lie, if one chose to stop at the first version. He scraped the seed into the gutter and crouched to check the drain grate by the lane edge. More fennel sat in the iron teeth, a little crescent of it, the sort left when a pocket brushes past while a man bends down. Arlen had not spilled the seeds here. He had carried them through.
A runner cut past the spice stalls with tags clutched to his chest, all elbows and split ear, heading for the office hatch. Milo Tern. Jory had his name from the slip now, and the bell had pushed the square back into its places just in time to show where Milo stood when the body had not yet gone cold.
"There he goes," Tamsin said.
"I have eyes," Jory said.
"Then use them before he eats the paper."
A proper answer might have been thank you. He gave her none. The runner's cuff flashed as he turned. A blue mark sat there, small and neat, like a thumb had pressed seal wax and forgotten to wash. Jory stood up. The bell kept its brass mouth over the square, and the market, being what it was, went right on moving.
Milo Tern tried to fold himself into the pot sellers' lane, where the path narrowed and the carts left only one shoulder's room for any man with sense. He had the look of a clerk's nephew and the habit of someone who kept his tags squared so his hands could pretend to be innocent.
Jory came in from the side with the blue pail hooked under one arm. Not for a strike. Just enough to make Milo step where he wanted.
"You handled Arlen's packet," Jory said.
Milo stopped. "I carried what the office gave me."
"Then the office had your thumb in its ink."
Milo gave him a careful smile. "That is not how thumbs work."
Tamsin came up behind Jory with her hands empty and her knee clicking once on the paving. "He knows how thumbs work. He just resents yours."
Bunt had followed at a distance, ledger under one arm, the chain of stamps clinking at his belt. He looked at Milo as if checking a stain against a cloth sample.
"For the record," Bunt said, "if there has been a misplacement, I can make a new line."
"That is what worries me," Tamsin said.
Milo shifted his weight. Blue wax gleamed on the cuff of his left sleeve, a thumb smear no street dust had touched yet. Jory put two fingers to the cuff and turned it just enough to show the mark. Office blue. Fresh enough to come off on skin.
"You were at the hatch," Jory said.
"I was where I was sent."
"By who?"
Milo pressed his tags into a straight stack. One edge trembled. Not much. Enough.
"The office," he said.
Renn stepped out from behind a cart of cabbages. "The office keeps getting a good name in this case," he said. "I should charge rent."
Milo's mouth flattened. "Arlen Pike came out angry. He dropped the packet near the salt bins. I told him to take it back in and sort himself out."
Jory turned the words over. Salt bins. Wrong place. Wrong smell. Arlen had fennel in his seam, office blue on his cuff, and a permit opened, resealed, and stamped twice. Milo had the blue on his sleeve. He had the route. He had the habit of straightening edges until they stopped telling on him.
"Which hand gave you the packet?" Jory asked.
"His left."
"Arlen favors the right."
Milo's throat moved once. The runner had enough sense to know when a lie was losing its shine.
Jory took the packet from under his arm and pressed a thumb along the fold that had been opened and set back. The crease had been forced twice. The first fold came from Arlen. The second came from a hand that wanted the paper to pass. The office seal had cooled wrong on the corner. That was the sort of thing a man in a hurry did when he meant to erase his own fingers.
Not enough for cuffs. Enough for a name.
"Milo Tern touched it," Jory said.
Renn made a note. Bunt made a noise that could have been the start of a complaint form. Tamsin gave Milo a look sharp enough to slice skin from a haddock.
Milo kept his eyes on the paper. "Paper gets handled. That is all."
Jory held the packet steady. "That much is plain. The rest is still hiding."
MARKET OFFICE COMPLAINT FORM 12-B
FILED 9 17
COMPLAINANT
Arlen Pike
Spice Row, East Lane
SUBJECT
Seal interference
Packet opened, reclosed, and stamped twice
Office wax on cuff
Routing note changed after first stamp
REQUEST
Review before noon bell
Witness to attend
Tamsin Marr, fish stall east side
ROUTE ENTERED
Office hatch
Spice row
North lane
Office hatch
RUNNER ASSIGNED
M. Tern
Badge 17
Return same day
EVIDENCE ATTACHED
Blue seal fragment
Crushed matchbox
Paper fold reset once
Fennel in seam
Damp cuff
CLERK NOTE
Second stamp added after time correction
No separate box for packet misuse
No separate box for a man who keeps saying the same thing to the wrong desk
INSPECTOR NOTE
Send copy at noon bell
Do not let Pike carry it himself again
MARGIN NOTE IN BUNT'S HAND
For the record, this one is trying to become a filing cabinet
ARLEN'S HANDWRITING IN THE LOWER LEFT CORNER
If the paper comes back with the fold wrong, the office will answer for it
STAMP
ACCEPTED
REVIEW PENDING
SECOND SEAL APPLIED
STAMP
RECEIVED FROM RUNNER 17
RETURN TO HATCH
STAMP
HEARING REQUESTED BEFORE BELL
BUNT'S SCRATCHED ADDITION
No category for murder. Try the outer shelf
By the time Jory got back to the fish row, the square had taken one turn around its own chest and acted as if nothing had happened. That was the market's gift. It could carry a dead man past a fish stall, a spice seller, and three clerks, then ask for payment in small change.
Tamsin stood by the blue pail with her hands on her hips. The rim paint had flaked in the same cheap way as before, only now there was a smear of seal wax on the handle where Bunt had set the form down. The pail had turned from rinse bucket to tray for evidence without ever being asked.
"You have a face on," she said.
"It's staying put."
"That sounds like a threat."
"It is from the jaw down."
She gave him a stare that would have stripped lacquer from a crate. "What did the form say?"
Jory did not hand it over. That was answer enough. The paper stayed under his arm while he chose the safer parts.
"Arlen filed before the body was found," he said.
"I know that part. The square has a mouth."
"He named Milo Tern."
Tamsin's left knee clicked once. She shifted weight onto the other leg, then folded her arms so the movement had somewhere to go. "And?"
He kept the witness line back. It sat behind his teeth with the same stubbornness as every other thing he had decided not to say. "He went through the office first. Then the spice row. Then back."
"That is still a route," she said. "You keep trimming the edges off it because you think I can't hold the shape."
A good answer would have cut the moment clean. He had none. He picked up a spare fish wrapper from the stack beside the scales, brown paper with one damp corner, and folded it along the grain. Once. Twice. The crease landed where his thumb liked it. He turned the corners in and pressed them flat, the way he packed plaice for a customer who wanted no leak in the cart.
Tamsin watched his hands.
"You are wrapping nothing," she said.
"Habit."
"That is what men call a choice when they want to keep it."
He slipped the wrapper into his apron without answering. The paper held its shape. So did the lie, if one fed it enough quiet.
Renn crossed the square with his notebook tucked under one arm and Bunt at his shoulder, both of them still wearing the same expression men wore when a job had more pages than sense. Bunt carried the stamps chain like a string of polished teeth.
"For the record," he said, "I dislike this entire afternoon."
"You dislike every afternoon," Tamsin said.
"This one has made an effort."
Renn stopped beside the pail and tapped the form against his palm. "Milo will have to answer for the route."
"He will answer for more if I can help it," Jory said.
Bunt cleared his throat. "There is a witness line on the duplicate."
The word hung there. Jory set the wrapper flat inside his apron and did not turn toward Tamsin. If he turned, she would read the shape of what he had left out before he put it into words. Better to keep it under his coat until he had a use for it. Better, maybe. It never was.
The brass bell over the office hatch gave one soft test knock in the warm air, a little sound before the next round of business. Jory looked up at it, then at the square, then at the runner lane where Milo had gone thin as a reed in water.
The afternoon still had room for more damage. He would use it.
The noon bell had done its work and moved on. The square, left to itself, went back to the small lies that kept it earning. Fish scales flashed in the gutter. Crates shifted. A porter with one missing front tooth carried eels under a sack and pretended not to hear anything that did not involve money.
Jory went back to the office hatch with Renn and Bunt because there was no point in letting the day get clever on its own. The room above the scales shop stayed the same. Ink smell. Flat tea. Damp rope. A little brass sheen on the stamps where fingers had polished them for years.
"You have already given me the complaint," Renn said to Bunt. "Give me the line that matters."
Bunt put both hands on the desk and spread his fingers. One nail had a crescent of blue wax under it. "The line that matters changes depending on who is asking."
"Ask it the way a constable would," Tamsin said from the doorway.
Bunt gave her a tired look. "Very well. The packet entered at nine seventeen. The runner was M. Tern. The correction stamp went on after Arlen Pike returned to the hatch and insisted on a hearing before noon bell."
Jory kept his face toward the ledger. Arlen had gone back to the hatch after the first pass through the square. That made the walk under the awning a second circuit, not the first. That made the body under the spice awning less an accident and more a shaped thing. The office had sat inside it all morning, making marks on paper while the man carrying the paper kept his mouth shut until he could not.
Bunt continued, because clerks always preferred the sound of their own rules to the silence that followed them. "He named Milo Tern in the line for tampering. He asked for Tamsin Marr as witness. He wanted Renn at noon if the office stalled."
The room took that in one breath and gave nothing back.
Tamsin made a small sound through her teeth. Not grief. Not anything that could be pinned down that clean. Just the noise a person makes when a door in front of her was shut by hand and the hand belonged to someone she trusted less after hearing the reason.
Jory turned the page in the ledger with two fingers. The copy showed a second note in Bunt's scratch. Do not let Pike carry it himself again. That line sat under the stamp like a thumbprint. The office had known enough to stop him and had done nothing with the knowing.
"Why tell me now?" Renn asked.
Bunt looked at the ceiling, then at the stamps, then at the floor. "Because the form has become a problem in the square. I prefer my problems within office hours."
Renn snorted once. "You and the whole city."
Jory picked up the duplicate form, folded it once, and tucked it into his coat pocket beside the spare wrapper. The paper made a small dry scrape against the lining. He had the route. He had the runner. He had the witness line. He still had not handed Tamsin the part with her name on it.
That would keep. For the moment.
He set the ledger back flat and tapped the entry where Arlen's hand had pressed the paper. "Milo Tern carried it," he said. "Arlen wrote the rest."
Tamsin waited for him behind the fish stall after the customers thinned. She had a basin of splattered water at her feet, the same blue pail upside down beside the table, and one sleeve rolled to the elbow from gutting whiting. The work smell sat on her skin. Brine. Oil. Sharp cold from the ice crate. Jory stopped before the table and let the day catch up in its own time.
"You have been walking in circles," she said.
"The square makes them for me."
"No. You do."
The line landed because it had a shape he could not empty with a joke. He kept his hand in his coat pocket around the folded copy of the complaint. Paper edges bit the knuckle. Good. Something to hold that would not answer back.
"Arlen filed a complaint," he said.
"About what?"
"The runner. The stamps. The packet."
Tamsin dried her hands on the apron and crossed one wrist over the other. Her left knee gave its small click when she shifted. "You kept that from me for half a day."
He did not give her the office line. The one with her name. He kept it where all his bad decisions went, under the next one. "I was sorting it."
"You are always sorting it. That is the problem."
He looked past her shoulder at the crate lids, the fish ice, the string of onions hanging from the post. The square was busy at a distance and tired at close range. The kind of tired that had a pulse. No word for it mattered as much as the work in front of his hands.
Tamsin picked up a wrapper from the stack, rolled it between finger and thumb, and shoved it back. "If my name is in that paper, you will tell me before Renn does."
There it was. Not a question. A test.
Jory put the complaint copy on the table and slid it under a weight of small herrings so it would not curl. Then he took another wrapper from the stack and folded it along the grain with his right hand, keeping the wrist turned in the way the old break liked best. One crease. Then another. The paper took the shape without complaint. The corners came in. The edges sat tight.
"I will tell you," he said.
Tamsin made a face at him that would have belonged to a different family if they had been lucky enough to own one. "That is not a yes."
"It is the cleanest one I have."
She gave a short breath through her nose and turned back to the fish. "You had better hope your clean answers last longer than your shoes."
"These shoes are done."
"So are some of your ideas."
The wrapper slipped into his apron beside the first one. Brown paper. Dry creases. A shape that looked harmless until a man needed it.
Jory went out through the lane toward the runner's route. The evening still had work in it. Milo Tern had a pocket full of reasons, and one of them was beginning to rip.
Milo Tern had taken the east lane by the time Jory found him again, his tags still pinned in a straight fan against his chest. He stood with one foot on a paving crack and one eye on the market office hatch, as if waiting for the room above to spit out a new sentence.
Renn blocked the lane end. Bunt stayed behind him with the ledger hugged to his ribs. That left Milo with the short walk and no path that would save his sleeves.
"You came back," Milo said.
"You did too," Jory said.
"That is how routes work."
"Not the one on the form."
Bunt cleared his throat. "For the record, I dislike when young men say route as if it were a defense."
Milo gave him a thin smile. "For the record, I dislike when older men use stamps as substitutes for sleep."
Bunt looked offended in a way that suggested he had not slept in years and resented being called on it.
Jory stepped close enough to smell the runner's soap over the market reek. Cheap pine. Dry starch. Office wax on the cuff. The blue mark had set into the weave now, a small hard bruise that no washing would charm out before dusk.
"Arlen Pike filed before noon," Jory said. "He named you."
Milo's face stayed still. That took work. Men who lied for a living learned to iron themselves from the inside.
"People name runners for anything," he said.
"He asked for Tamsin Marr as witness," Bunt said, and the words landed with the neatness of a stamp.
Tamsin was not there. That made the line worse.
Milo's mouth set. Not enough to count as confession. Enough to count as damage. "The office let him write whatever he wanted."
Renn took one step forward. "And the office let you carry it."
"I carried the packet," Milo said. "I did not write the packet."
Jory reached into his coat and took out the folded copy. The paper had softened at the crease where his thumb had worked it over the afternoon. He put it against Milo's chest, right over the badge. The runner did not take it. That was answer enough for the square.
"You opened it," Jory said.
Milo's fingers tightened on the tag stack. One card bent. He straightened it with the same useless care. "I handled what the office gave me."
"That still leaves a hand."
For a breath the lane held them, the porters, the crates, the smell of oil and brine, all of it paused by one narrow paper truth. Then Milo took the copy, folded it once with two fingers, and slid it into his sleeve with a motion too neat to belong to surprise.
He had made the wrong move. That was enough for now.
Renn took his wrist. Bunt opened his ledger at the page with Arlen's name. Tamsin's would go in after that. The office would insist. The market would call it procedure. Jory stood with the pail by his side and the wrapper in his apron and the runner in front of him, and the day kept showing its teeth.
Arlen Pike had filed the complaint at nine seventeen, and he had named Milo Tern and asked for Tamsin Marr as witness.

    
The Bell at Closing
The blue pail hung from the fish table leg, rim chalked with salt and one stripe of office wax on the handle.
Too neat.
Jory stood over the office copy and let Tamsin take it from his hand before Renn could ask for it. The paper had Arlen Pike's name at the top, his complaint line beneath, and the witness line in the margin written in the same quick hard hand as the rest of the page. Tamsin read it once, then again, then folded the sheet with two fingers and shoved it into her apron. "You kept that back," she said.
"I kept it from Renn," Jory said.
"That sounds worse."
"It is shorter."
Bunt, who had come down from the office with his ledger under one arm and three stamps rattling at his belt, set the duplicate complaint on the market table beside the blue pail. "For the record, I dislike all of you in one document."
"Make a fourth copy," Tamsin said. "You have the paper."
Renn leaned on the stall post and rubbed his chin. "What matters is who named her."
Jory kept his right wrist tucked against his side so the old break would not tug. He did not answer Renn first. He gave Tamsin the paper, then the space around it. That counted for something, even if it arrived late.
Above them, the market office bell hung by a chain like a metal mouth that had learned to swallow hours and spit out fees. The ledger on Bunt's desk carried the same blue seal twice, one stamp set over the other as if somebody had tried to paper over a bad step and left the tread exposed anyway, and the office copy still held the smell of paste and wet wool from the runner who had carried it back and forth.
Tamsin slid the page into her apron and looked at Jory as if he had been caught with a live eel in his pocket. "Next time, start with the page."
"Next time," Jory said, "I will have the page."
"You had the page. You just hid it."
"That was the problem."
Bunt gave a small cough into his fist. "If anyone requires me, I shall be in the room with the stamps and the regret."
"That narrows it," Tamsin said.
Jory took the packet back from the office table and turned it once in his hands. The fold on the seam sat wrong, one corner pressed flat by a thumb that had wanted the paper to obey. That was Milo's shape all over. Clean edges. Straight tags. The sort of man who wiped down a lie before carrying it.
"The runner returns to the spice row at closing," Jory said. "He always does."
Renn straightened. "And if he does not?"
"Then we wasted the afternoon on a clerk's paperwork."
"That is a risk," Bunt said.
"Everything in your office is a risk," Tamsin said. "That is why it keeps you employed."
The office room above the scales shop had a low window, a desk with one leg shimmed by a folded ledger, and a brass bell at the hatch that looked harmless until it struck the square into line. Jory set the duplicate complaint beside the ledger and ran two fingers along the fold marks. The paper had been opened, flattened, and resealed by a hand that liked corners square and trouble hidden under them. The paste at the seam had gone dull. Not fresh. Not old. Just wrong enough to show if a man knew where to put his thumb.
He knew.
The routing slip sat under the complaint like a second skin. M. Tern. Badge seventeen. Pick up at hatch, deliver to spice row, return to office before noon bell. The line below had been altered after the first stamp, and the new letters rode the old ones as if the writer had wanted the desk itself to forget the first version. Jory tapped the page once, then drew the route in the margin with the point of a pencil.
Office. Spice row. Office. Two passes.
That changed the morning. It also changed the shape of Arlen Pike's walk under the awning, because the body had not been found where the runner first claimed to have left him. It had been found where a second crossing of the square would put a man after the office hatch and before the spice row, with enough time to open a packet, read a line, and go looking for the person who had changed it.
Tamsin took the pencil from Jory and put a second mark beside his, firm and flat. "Arlen came back to the hatch."
"Because he caught the change," Jory said.
"Because someone wanted him to."
Renn gave the page a hard look. "Name it."
Jory did not name Milo yet. He took a fish wrapper from the counter, brown paper with a damp corner, and folded it the way he folded plaice for a customer who wanted no leak in the cart: one edge in, the other over, corners pressed hard, seam tight enough to hold ice. The wrapper sat against the office complaint with the same line of pressure, the same neatness, the same refusal to let anything show that had not been invited.
"This is your shape," Tamsin said.
"It is fish paper."
"No," she said. "It is you pretending no one can open a thing if you fold it tidy enough."
That landed because it had a point. Jory slid the wrapper under the complaint and pressed down on the seam. The office fold and the fish fold met in the middle, and one told on the other at once. Different hands. Different pressure. Different hurry.
Bunt looked from one paper to the next and made a face like a man asked to file a goose. "There is no box for this."
"You keep saying that," Tamsin said.
"Because the city keeps inventing new nuisances."
Jory used the bell at the hatch as a marker and imagined the route out loud without saying it. Hatched. Stamped. Altered. Returned. He could hear the market in the square below, carts over stone, a knife board tapping out its small domestic violence, and beyond that the spice row waiting for the last run of the day, where a runner with straight cuffs would try to act as if paper did not leave fingerprints.
"We call him back," Jory said. "But we do it with the wrong paper."
The square gave them the middle of the afternoon and nothing better.
They crossed once from fish row to spice row, then stopped by the onion hooks while Renn sent a lad with a face like a wet rag to fetch Milo Tern on the pretext of a correction to the complaint register. Tamsin walked beside Jory with the witness copy in her apron and her shoulders set hard enough to crack a plank. Bunt came last, ledger under his arm, stamps clinking at his belt with every step, like a man carrying a small argument in brass.
"If he runs," Renn said, "I want him in sight."
"If he runs," Bunt said, "I want him on paper first."
"You would," Tamsin said.
They reached the spice row under awnings darkened by years of pepper dust and onion steam. Mrs. Crask had not moved her baskets since morning. The fennel smell from her stall still sat in the air around the drains, pale and sweet and useless. Jory registered it and left it where it was. Some bad clues wore perfume and still went nowhere.
The blue pail came with him, hooked under one arm. It no longer waited for fish water. He had filled it half full from the rinse barrel and set the duplicate packet on top in a waxed sleeve, where any fresh touch would show on the surface. The handle kept its stripe of office wax. The paint on the rim had begun to flake in little chips that caught on his sleeve each time he shifted his grip.
Milo appeared from the east lane with his delivery tags squared against his chest and his split ear pink from the wind. He stopped when he saw Renn and then looked at the pail, which was useful in its own way. Men who liked order took one glance at a thing out of place and lost their balance by a fraction.
"You sent for me," he said.
"The office did," Renn said.
Milo gave Bunt a polite look. "That explains the smell."
Bunt, who never liked being used as weather, said, "For the record, I have been called worse by better men."
Tamsin gave a short noise through her nose. "That must be your social life."
Jory set the pail on the ground beside the spice basket and tapped the waxed sleeve. "We need to check the fold."
Milo's eyes went to the packet at once. He tried to hide the move. He was not very good at hiding. Clean sleeves did that to a man. They made every twitch look borrowed.
"The fold is fine," Milo said.
"Then it will be easy work," Jory said.
"Your work is always easy when it's someone else's hands."
Tamsin leaned on the stall post and looked him over. "That line came from a ladder or a sermon?"
Milo did not answer. He had the wrong line of sweat under his collar now, the sort that showed after a man had carried a thing he had hoped would stay clean.
Jory took the packet from the sleeve and held it out, open, just enough to tempt the runner into doing what runners and clerks did when faced with a crooked edge. Straighten it. Make it neat. Hide the damage. It was a small sin and a large habit.
"Go on," Jory said.
Milo reached. The thumb on his right hand brushed the seam, leaving a smear of office blue on the paper. Tiny. Clear. Enough.
Now.
Milo's hand had barely left the packet when Tamsin stepped off the stall post and said, "You carried Arlen's paper twice. Once from the hatch, once back to the hatch. Tell me which part of that was meant to be clean."
The words landed hard enough to shift the air around the spice baskets. Mrs. Crask lifted one eyebrow over her fennel crate. Renn made a note without looking down. Bunt blinked at the runner as if the man had become a stain on a receipt.
Milo tried to laugh and missed the shape of it. "I carried what I was given."
"No," Tamsin said. "You carried what you changed."
Jory put the packet flat on the pail lid and pressed the seam open with the tip of his knife. Not a slash. Just a lift. The paper split along the resealed edge and showed the inside fold, where Arlen's first crease had been opened and then flattened again by a hand that had wanted the line to vanish. The office paste left a thin shine on the inner flap. The thumb smear on Milo's cuff matched the fresh blue on the seal. The route note matched the scratch on the margin. The runner had not simply delivered the paper. He had edited it.
"Arlen wrote her name there," Jory said.
Milo's face went still in the way a door goes still when someone stands with a key inside it.
Renn looked at him. "Whose name?"
Tamsin did not look away. "Mine. He asked for me as witness."
Milo shifted his weight. The delivery tags in his hand bent and straightened as he crushed them flat against his chest. One corner ripped. He stared at it as if the tear had betrayed him.
"He should have left the line alone," he said.
The lane behind him had one way out and Renn had already put a man there. Bunt took a step back, ledger open, ready to write or faint depending on which came first. Jory held the split packet over the pail, and the rinse water inside showed a dull reflection of the blue seal, the same office color, now broken by the thin white line of the cut.
"You changed the witness line," Jory said. "You tried to keep her name off the page."
Milo's jaw worked once. "He was meant to take the packet and be done."
"He was meant to be quiet," Tamsin said.
That might have been the first thing anyone in the square had said plain all day.
Milo's gaze slid to the side, to the gutter stones, to the drain grate where a few fennel seeds still sat in an iron tooth from the earlier spill. He had the look of a man trying to find a second route through a lane that had already closed. "He came back to the hatch," he said. "He started shouting. He would not leave the line alone."
Renn's hand closed on his shoulder. "And then?"
Milo swallowed once. The movement was small and ugly. "Then he followed me."
No more was needed in the square. Jory had the rest in the shape of the body under the awning, the boot in the gutter, the open palm on the boards, the cut thumb where a paper edge had bitten when Arlen tore at the resealed packet, and the mark on Milo's cuff where seal wax had reached cloth. The runner had gone from the hatch to the spice row with a complaint in his chest and had tried to put the complaint back where no one could read it.
He had chosen badly.
Renn took Milo by the arm and turned him toward the east lane before the runner could put together another lie and try it out on the square. Milo went at first with the kind of stiffness men use when they want to keep the rest of their body from admitting defeat. Then the lane narrowed, the cabbages closed in, and he stopped fighting the shape of things.
Bunt cleared his throat and looked at the packet as if it had become a personal insult. "For the record, do I write assault, tampering, or both?"
"Write whatever fits," Renn said.
"That gives me too much room."
"Then start with guilt."
Tamsin took the complaint copy from Jory's hand before he could do anything foolish with it. He had meant to hand it to her later, after the square had thinned and Renn had written his line and Bunt had stamped the proper shape onto the day. Later had been his old habit. He had used it to keep the worst parts out of reach. This time she had the page now, in front of Renn, with Arlen's witness line under her thumb and her own name where no one could edit it out without tearing the paper.
She read it once. That was all.
"There," Jory said, and then stopped himself from adding anything else.
Tamsin folded the sheet and slid it into her apron. The motion was exact. Clean. Her left knee clicked once as she turned back to the stall, and she gave him a look that held no room for his bad manners. "Next time," she said, "you start with the whole thing."
He nodded. Not because he had a tidy answer. Because there was none.
The market office above them gave a short scrape of wood as Bunt shut the ledger. He had the miserable air of a man who had spent the afternoon inventing boxes and failed to find one that would hold a runner, a complaint, and a corpse all at once. He jammed the stamps back onto their chain one by one. The brass clicked against his belt.
"I have one final question," he said.
Renn, already half turned toward the lane, gave him a look. "If it is about lunch, no."
"It is about the matchbox in Pike's boot."
Jory glanced at the evidence tray on the office sill. The crushed box sat there with one corner flattened and the lid bent open, still unlabeled, still refusing to make a useful shape. Nobody had claimed it, and nobody had explained it. Bunt lifted it, frowned once, and set it back down. "No box for that either," he said.
"Then leave it where it is," Tamsin said.
The runner was gone. The complaint was filed. The office would have to invent a proper line for its own mess, which served it right. The square began, by degrees, to remember fish, onions, and loose change. A customer in a green cap asked Jory whether the haddock had any bones, and he told him yes, which was the sort of answer the market trusted.
"You want the stall for a minute?" Tamsin asked.
"I am already in it."
"That is not the same thing."
It was not. He stepped back anyway.
By late afternoon the square had got its breath back and was spending it on ordinary things. A porter with flour on his sleeves dragged two crates of apples through the lane. Mrs. Crask reopened the spice basket and began to shout prices at anyone who looked too slow. Bunt went upstairs with the ledger tucked tight under one arm, muttering about categories and bad handwriting, and Renn took Milo away through the east lane with his jaw set and his notebook open.
The fennel seeds still sat in the grate by the drain. No one touched them. They had done their job and would do no more, which suited Jory fine. The crushed matchbox stayed in the tray on the office sill, bent open and unclaimed, a little square of bad luck no form could make useful. He left it where it was.
Tamsin had set the complaint copy in her apron and gone back to work without asking anyone to explain the rest of the day to her. That alone changed the room around her. She gutted a pair of whiting, wiped the knife on a rag, and told a customer in a brown cap that the fish was fresh enough to insult him. The man paid. He had the look of someone used to worse from better dressed people.
Jory took the blue pail down from the stall leg and rinsed the last of the seal wax from the handle. The water clouded once, then cleared. A few fish scales stuck to the rim in a thin silver dust. He rubbed at the handle with his thumb and left one pale streak where the office wax had gone soft again under the rinse.
Tamsin glanced at the pail. "That thing has had a day."
"So have we."
"I wasn't asking for sympathy."
"Good. I had none left."
She snorted once and shoved a wrapped flatfish across the table toward a woman who wanted the head on. The customer took the parcel and went off muttering about bones. The market took his money and forgot him at once.
Jory slid the wrapped packet under the scale tray and folded the brown paper corners the way he had folded every fish parcel since he was old enough to stand on a crate and reach the board. The motion settled his right wrist. Not perfect. Never that. Good enough.
"You do that when you're thinking," Tamsin said.
"I do it when I am wrapping fish."
"Those may be the same thing in your case."
He let that pass. It was too close to a joke to argue with, and the square had already had enough of his bad habits for one day.
A boy with eel slime on his cuffs came up and asked for change. Jory counted it out. Tamsin gave him three mussels for the trouble and told him to keep the shell, which meant she was in a mood to be generous by local standards. The boy ran off with the sort of grin that only came from getting something free from a woman who looked as if she had run out of patience an hour before breakfast.
"You are letting her handle the money now," Bunt called from the stair, as if he had not been lurking there for ten minutes.
"You noticed," Tamsin said.
"It is a shock to the office system."
"Then write it down."
He did not, which counted as a mercy.
The square darkened by degrees between the awnings, but no one called it anything dramatic. People only shifted boxes and lit lamps and asked for the last of the plaice. Jory watched Tamsin work the table with her knife, her shoulder angled toward the crowd, her apron damp at the hem, and he kept his mouth shut while she answered for herself.
The office shutters came down one panel at a time, and the square lost its sharp edge without ever stopping.
Bunt stamped the final page of the complaint register and carried the ledger to the shelf with both hands, as if the thing might break if it heard how much he disliked it. Renn had Milo out of sight by then. The runner's tags, the blue wax, the altered line, all of it had gone into the proper places at last, which meant the square could return to the smaller business of selling food to people who had not been murdered that day.
Tamsin dragged the rinse barrel closer to the fish table and tipped the blue pail into it. The water turned pale for a second as the last wax came loose from the handle, then settled. Fish scales clung to the rim and flashed once when she lifted it out. She set it on the boards beside the knives, not as a prop, not as evidence, just as a tool that had done its work and now wanted a second use.
Jory wiped his hands on his apron and stood back to let her take the next fish from the ice. He did not reach across her. He did not correct the angle of her knife. He did not fill the silence with a better sentence than the one she had already given him.
A woman in a black hat asked for cod cheeks. Tamsin named the price. The woman paid without argument. A porter brushed past with a basket of pears and gave the pail a cautious glance, as if it had developed a temper. Bunt, passing on the stair, muttered that he would need a fresh line in the register for the afternoon's nonsense. Nobody helped him with it.
Jory took up the brown paper and folded the corners into a tight parcel. His right wrist gave one small complaint and then settled. The paper held its shape. The fish did what fish did. The square made room for both without asking which one deserved it.
The blue pail swung once against Tamsin's leg, wax whitening the handle and fish scales clinging to the rim, and she carried it back under the awning without asking anyone to make room.
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