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Prince of Jiran is a must read! I was surprised and completely enthralled! I haven’t read a book like this ever. I could not put it down. You fall in love with prince Shandro and princess Chinata.

Banderos, The Last War: Book Six

Although I have never read any of the other books in this series it was easy to fill in the blanks and was done without backtracking. It was just woven seamlessly into the story.

The Sovereign, The Last War: Book Seven

I do enjoy a Sylvie Grayson read. I thought that the story was woven together in seamless perfection...you got intrigue and romance with a bit of a teaser at the end. I loved the characters of Nineteenth and Taslim. I read thru the night to finish it but it was worth it. Enjoy!



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



[image: ]




To Steven Novak, novakillustration@gmail.com for his great book covers.

To my critique group for their hard work and willing contribution.

To my family for their constant support. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Weapon of 

Tyrants


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


The Last War:

Book Four

CHARACTERS


Adjudicator, Julianne, wife to Abe Farmer, daughter of Little Harry Adjudicator, teacher of origami

Adjudicator, Little Harry, deceased, Julianne’s father

Advisor, Frank, lawyer in the City

Anatoliy,  nickname Toll, assistant to Chief Constable Cownden Lanser

Aqatain, Emperor, deceased

Balcomb, Ms, Governor Maude’s secretary

Barrington, General, also referred to as Barrington the Benevolent, rule of Legitamia

Carlton, Emperor, son of Aqatain, succeeded his father

Clone, an artificial woman to provide sex for men who cannot find mates, since women have become so rare in the former Empire

Duncan, former Assistant Chief Constable of Khandarken, deceased

DuSatoy, strongman of the north of Khandarken, Sable Maude’s business partner, running for election as Leader

Elkon, General of Emperor Carlton’s troops in Legitamia

Elliott, former head of the Constabulary Board and supporter of Cownden Lanser

Farmer, Bethlehem, sister of Abe Farmer, wife to Major Dante Regiment

Farmer. Abe, brother to Bethlehem Farmer, husband to Julianne Adjudicator, owner with sister of Farmer Holdings

FitzGibbon, Deputy Leader of Khandarken and Acting Leader after Harold Master’s assassination

Hannan, cook at Farmer Holdings at the manorhouse

Hart, Mildred, widow, mother of Puntledge Hart, companion to General Paulo Regiment

Hart, Puntledge, Chief Adjudicator and Chief Judge of Appeal Court, son of Mildred Hart

Hawker, Jade, father of Loyal Hawker, father of Selanna Nettles, uncle of Abe and Beth Farmer

Hawker, Loyal, son of Jade Hawker, works undercover for Governor Frank Maude and Cownden Lanser

Holmes, Brentwood, friend and colleague of Saxby Wordsmith, his shop, ‘Holmes Books and Documents’ is in Old Towne

Lanser, Cownden, son of Jessalyn Lanser and Emperor Aqatain, Chief Constable of Khandarken

Lanser, Jessalyn, member of the former nobility of the empire, lives in Adar Silva, mistress to Aqatain, mother of Cownden, sister to Judson

Learmonth, Jack, head of wealthy distillery family, owner of Learmonth Hotels, running for election as Leader 

Makulski, runs an illegal gambling operation in the Western Territory

Malahide, Dante Regiment’s administration officer

Master, Fanny, daughter of Ms Master and Leader Harold Master of Khandarken who was assassinated in an aircart bom returning from Gilsigg, Legitamia

Maude, Frank, Governor of Southern Territory of Khandarken, was in military for Emperor Aqatain but changed sides to join the rebellion partway through The Last War

Maude, Sable, son of Governor Frank Maude of the Southern Territory, runs a brothel business from his establishment north of Khandarken inside the Legitamia border

Men’s Club, an exclusive club in Old Towne of the City where the senior men meet

Moiselle tribe, of the Jiran nation

Ms Hawker, mother of Loyal Hawker, wife of Jade Hawker who is deceased

Ms Maya, housekeeper for the Master family

Nettles, Selanna, a sookie, wife of Cownden Lanser, step daughter of Dr Harris Stuke

Nikesh, long-time buddy of Damian Stuke, both on the Helmcken Trail and in the Western Territory

Norcross, Governor of the Collaros Territory

Ooievaar, Dante Regiment’s right hand man in military

Penrhy tribe, of the Jiran nation

Penrhy, Shandro, Prince of the Penrhy tribe of the Jiran nation

Phelong, Governor of Foothills Territory, town of Buckley

Radha, Chief Investigator of the Khandarken Constables

Ransom, men’s tailor in Deep Creek, informant for Dante and military, worked under Paulo during the War

Regiment, General Paulo, head of Khandarken military, fought in the Last War for Aqatain, but changed sides to join the rebellion partway through. 

Regiment, Major Dante, second son of Paulo, serious military man, second in command under his father

Regiment, Virgil, General Paulo Regiment’s oldest son, deceased

Rutman, longtime Constable, now Lead Constable in the Southern Territory

Saffi, Assistant Chief Constable after Duncan’s death

Shafoneur tribe, of the Jiran nation

Stonsifer, Dr, works at hospital in the City

Stuke, Harris, Dr, medic in The Last War along the Helmcken Trail, father of Damian Stuke, step-father of Selanna Nettles, nickname Da for his children

Tasha, friend of Fanny Master

Thames, worker on Farmer Holdings, head of a team of dispossessed who live in Farmerville

True-May, Collier, elected Leader of Adar Silva

Waite, ex-military, now works as enabler for Sable Maude while also working undercover as an informant for Dante Regiment

Weisner, Mr, tutor for Abe and Beth Farmer on Holdings as they were growing up, tutor for Boulter

Wordsmith, Saxby, bookbinder who lives in Old Towne, friend of the Farmers and Brentwood Holmes

Zhang, Chief of Police of Legitamia
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Chapter One

Fanny Master reached for her mother’s hand as their official transport approached the crossing of the Violetta River. Their driver slowed for the turn and then speeded up for the slight rise onto the bridge, following the vehicle ahead where their guards rode.

This was their first outing since Father's death, and it had been very hard to maintain a cheerful face while they toured the Children’s Corral on the south side of the river. The Corral was a charity her mother helped found years ago to care for orphans in Khandarken, many of whom had lost their parents during the Last War and the bitter aftermath.

But Mother had had no interest in anything since Father perished. He had died from a lethal aircart bom just inside the Legitamia border right after the international meetings held in Gilsigg. As Leader of Khandarken, Harold Master had been sorely missed and the event had thrown the newly-formed country into something of a crisis.

The family had been in crisis as well. General Paulo Regiment, head of the Khandarken army, knew the rest of the Master family was targeted for death, just as their father had been. Because of that, they had guards riding ahead of their transport as they traversed the City, and a Constable driving their vehicle. But no one knew who had placed the order to have them killed, or why.

Today Fanny had set out to pry Mother loose from the house and back to some kind of involvement in the outside world. Maybe this was a good start, because Ms Master had finally begun to show some interest in how the children at the Corral fared.

There was a loud screech from the giant wheels as their transport suddenly swerved sharply on the planks of the bridge. Fanny turned in surprise to look through the plexi window. A large black armoured hydro-truck appeared as if out of nowhere, ploughing sideways across the track toward them. She stared straight into the eyes of the driver’s menacing gray gaze as he aimed straight for the side of their transport.

The Constable driver yanked the wheel in the direction of the bridge railing, and gunned the engine to try to speed past the oncoming menace. Fanny was struck dumb with panic. But their driver’s actions were too little, too late. The hydro-truck slammed into the side of the transport, sending it skidding and spinning into the bridge support.

Fanny opened her mouth, but words never had a chance to leave her lips as the crash of armour against armour rang in a never-ending bell of attack. As their advance guard drove on, seemingly oblivious to the collision, the railing beside them gave way like weak plexi under the force of the impact. The transport shot through the gap, silently sailing far out over the dirty waters of the Violetta River like an aircart taking wing. Was this the end, then? Had their enemy found them and delivered the death knell, as feared?

Fanny cringed at her mother’s fierce grasp on her arm, and dimly heard the bellow of rage from their Constable driver who was fighting to get out of his harness. They seemed to travel endlessly over the dull brown water churning below. Her mother’s fingers simply slipped from her arm as they reached the surface of the river.

The impact was stunning. The transport stopped as if hit by a battering ram and they were thrown forward and then back against the rear seats like rag dolls. The side door popped open as they sank like a stone.

Water rushed under Fanny’s pale blue dress and over her head. She floated beneath the surface for what seemed a long time. She was alone, having washed out of the transport through the open door. Watching the heavy vehicle slowly disappear into the watery depths below, Fanny was confident Mother had also escaped. Weeds swept past her, tangled in clumps under the water. Bits of debris sailed above her head, momentarily blocking the light. One shoe was gone. Her arms hovered at her sides as her skirt drifted about her legs as in a dream. Even then she wasn't alarmed. She floated, forgetting to use her limbs.

When her head finally bobbed to the surface, she greedily sucked in a huge gulp of air and water, and promptly spewed it back up. Arms and legs thrashed as she struggled to grab another breath. Suddenly she was fighting for her very life. Battling the pull of the river, she fought to reach the shore.

What seemed like hours later, Fanny lay on the muddy bank between rotting wharves that clung to weak pilings. She'd barely managed to pull herself half out of the water, the weight of her dress like an anchor holding her back. Panting, she laid her head among sparse blades of grass and wondered where Mother was.

When she came to again, it was close to dusk, the sun showing as a red orb in the west. Shivering, she staggered to her knees, her skirt dragging at the edge of the river. With fading energy, she pulled herself the rest of the way onto the bank and lay gasping for oxygen, resting against the broken carcass of a fish boat with the topside stripped bare.

Water wept from her clothes and she shook in an early evening breeze. Her hair had pulled free of its confinement and hung in wet ropes around her shoulders. Her brain seemed to freeze over, and she slept where she lay in the mud of the bank.
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Chapter Two

When Fanny woke again it was dark. A halo of light showed off to the side and proved to be a warehouse where, judging by the sounds coming from within, work was still being conducted. She dragged herself to her feet, leaning on the hull of the boat to steady herself, then crept forward. Through the doorway, two men could be seen applying a coat of colour to the hull of a fish boat that was supported on stilts above their heads.

“That’s it, then,” one man said. “We can polish her tomorrow when she’s good and dry.” They began to pack up their buckets and brooms. Fanny shuffled into the dark corner behind a stack of barrels and wondered if they would notice her. But the men grabbed jackets and slid the wide door closed, locking it as they departed.

Panic grabbed her throat and squeezed it closed. Now she was locked in. What if she needed to get out? How would she escape? Sliding to the floor she leaned her back against the wall. Mother would be worried. She had to get word to her somehow.

In the night, she became aware of a low meow and the nudge of a furry beast against her hand. A cat had crept into the warehouse. It curled on her legs, purred for a while, and as Fanny petted its warm coat, it snoozed in her lap.

~ * * * ~ 
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“What do you mean, you didn’t notice?” Cownden Lanser slashed the air with his hand in a fierce rage. “Tell me again what happened. And you’d better not leave anything out.” Disbelief fought with anger in his gut. How could something like this escape his control in his own country?

It was bad enough that he’d been flying home from the meetings in Gilsigg, Legitamia, in one of the Khandarken aircarts when Leader Harold Master died. No, Cownden wasn’t responsible for their security in a foreign land. Nor did he have access to examine their aircarts during the visit there. But he was the Chief Constable! It was unthinkable that that explosion had happened on his watch.

Yet what he was hearing now brought new anger up his throat. He motioned impatiently at the young Constable standing before him and pointed at his assistant, Anatoliy, to take notes.

The Constable straightened his spine. “We had been to the Children’s Corral this morning, Sir. Ms Master has not been well and it was the first outing in weeks.” His face was pale and sweat dripped down his temples as he took a shallow breath.

“We were coming back from the south side of the City, I was driving the guard transport and had Fellows with me. Wil was the driver of the Master vehicle. We turned onto the bridge and I gunned the engine to make the climb. I can only think the sound of the engine drowned out what was happening behind, Sir.”

The young man stopped and stared desperately into Cownden’s eyes. Cownden gave a demanding nod for him to continue.

“We heard a bang, Fellows said what was that. I looked in my reflectors but couldn't see the transport because an old black hydro-truck had pulled in behind me. So when we got to the other side of the bridge, I pulled off to wait for Wil. Meanwhile Fellows was using his beltlink to find out where the hell... Sorry, Sir. He was trying to locate Wil, but there was no reply to his message.”

Cownden swore under his breath. “And the hydro -truck?”

“What about it, Sir?”

“Who was in the truck?!”

Cownden’s bellow nearly blew the Constable out of his boots. He swayed and one hand fluttered to his forehead to wipe at the moisture gathered there. “I don’t know, Sir,” he muttered. “I climbed out to look back for Wil and the truck carried on. When it passed, that’s when I was able to see behind. The bridge railing was gone, smashed and hanging out over the water.”

Cownden motioned tiredly to Anatoliy, who escorted the Constable out. It was already dark. He had no hope of any of his crew finding something until daylight, but they had to get moving if they were to set up the rescue operation for the break of dawn. It seemed unlikely anyone had survived. How would the women manage to extricate themselves from the transport once it hit the water? And even if they did, how would they get to safety? Perhaps the driver had escaped and could tell them what had happened. This was a nightmare.

He glanced longingly at his voicelink. It would be another night away from his new bride. Selanna would be sleeping now, he’d best not wake her.
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Chapter Three

Early morning came and with it a dim light from the upper windows of the warehouse. Fanny shivered and unsteadily managed to get to her feet. The cat was gone. The men would be back soon and she had to vacate the premises before they found her. She didn’t know who was friend or who was enemy, and she couldn’t take the chance to find out. Her life, and her mother’s life, depended on making the right decisions. Searching, she found a half-eaten pané sandwich and quickly devoured it. A single door on the side opened into an overgrown alley. And on a hook beside the door hung a worn jacket. Slipping it over her shoulders, she was soon lost in the back lanes of Old Towne.

Her family had already been under attack. Her father's murder was a devastating event that they hadn’t recovered from. But this new assault was even more astounding. Who was after them, and why? It had become very personal. She would have to find Mother and go into hiding until this was over.

Would she be safe in the collapsing streets of this ancient part of the City? Her bare feet were tender on the old cobblestones. But her dress had dried. Her hair must be a mess, the pins long gone. Running her hands through the snarls, she smoothed it the best she could.

Sitting on the low wall in the central park square of Old Towne, she listened to the fountain gurgle behind her and warmed herself in the sun. Soon she would have to pull herself together and find her mother. Soon they would have to make a decision about where to go and what to do until these attacks were over. That was when she learned her fate.

This was the best part of the old quarters on the 'wrong' side of the Violetta River. The cobblestone lanes led off from the fountain in all directions like the spokes of a wheel from the hub. An old fellow in a dated pinstriped suit paused near the fountain to feed the pigeons. The birds leaped and dove around him as he scattered seeds on the pavement.

Before long she spied a second man emerging from one of the lanes. He approached, a large leather-bound book under his arm. “Holmes,” he said with upper crust diction, “thought I’d find you here. Just laid my hand on a decent copy of that book you were looking for.”

The pinstriped suit shifted on the fountain wall, his shoulders hunched. The man’s face grew long. “Won’t need it now, Wordsmith. Things have changed. It’s a disaster, really.”

Wordsmith stopped in his tracks, his eyes keen. “What? What has happened?” Cautiously he glanced around, but must not have noticed Fanny where she sat still as a mouse while the shade of the lotus tree stole over her.

She should get going, but it was pleasant here, and there was nowhere to go. She was still trying to come up with a plan. Was it safe to go back home and see if Mother was there? Would they have taken her to the hospital? Should she call General Paulo Regiment? He was the one who had guaranteed their safety after Father died, and look where that had gotten them.

Fanny turned her head to watch as the man continued. “It has been devastating news.”

Wordsmith examined his friend for a minute, then dropped the book on the wall and sat beside him. “Tell me.”

“My client is dead. The one who wanted that book. She’s dead. She and her daughter both died in the Violetta River yesterday. They pulled the transport from the water this morning and their Constable driver was still behind the frontboard. They’re arranging a dive now to recover the bodies.”

Fanny’s breath caught in her throat and it wouldn’t go in or out. She tried to cough, but nothing happened. It was as if she really were drowning. Jerking upright, she finally pulled in some air and bent over in despair, waiting for the dizziness to pass. Mother had died in the river. She was dead.

Fanny should have known. It wasn’t likely that they both managed to swim to shore and pull themselves out of the muddy waters. Her heart cramped in her chest and she massaged the spot to try to ease the pressure. Mother was dead. Now she had no family at all.

~ * * * ~ 

[image: ]


Only sheer determination kept Fanny moving in the days that followed, picking up a pair of rubber plastic boots sitting untended at some back door to replace her lost shoes, finding a sack with an apple core and half-eaten leg of fried olinguito in it for her next meal. Her thoughts jumbled, she just kept moving. If she was moving, they couldn’t find her, could they? The threat was still out there, waiting for her to slip up.

On unsteady legs, she worked her way out of the City and away from the Catastrophic Ocean. As she travelled further into the Southern Territory, she became weak as a kitten, her only goal to find a safe place to hole up until she could figure out what to do next. But when she saw the sorry sight, something in her heart wouldn’t let her walk by.

The child was sitting in a dry ditch at the edge of the dirt road amongst clumps of dead grass, humming to himself, with his filthy head pressed against a crumpled grey blanket. Fanny glanced around but no one else was in sight. He paid her no heed as he explored a thread in the blanket with his thumb nail.

“Hello, there,” she called softly.

He looked up and grinned, little teeth white against grubby cheeks, then immediately grabbed the blanket and tugged on it. “Wake up,” he whined. When he looked back at her, his face was haggard. “She won’t wake up any more.”

Fanny looked more closely. There was a still body at the bottom of the incline, partially hidden by the deep grass, legs sticking out from beneath the blanket. Fanny’s gaze flipped back to the little boy as she slid and stumbled down the side of the ditch. Kneeling, she placed a hand on the motionless foot and shook it.

There was no doubt the owner was dead, the woman’s body stiff as a board. There were no obvious signs of trauma to the woman’s head or face, but Fanny was no doctor. She didn’t know what to look for.

The boy was thin and listless as he watched her for a moment and then seemed to lose interest. He resumed his humming, picking at the stitches in his dirty ill-fitting shirt. Fanny stared at him in indecision. She was so weak she wondered if she could pull herself out of the ditch, let alone take on the added care of a child.

He gazed up at her with strange yellow -brown eyes, then just grabbed her hand and held it. As she knelt in the brittle weeds, frozen with indecision, she heard a low rumble nearby, like the sound of a tryke engine on idle. Cautiously she raised her head and looked around.

Through the tall grass and low shrubs, she spotted the huge mottled hide of a mountain cat. The large head slowly swung in her direction, and one round ear twitched as if to flick away an insect. The golden eyes with a slit in the iris, eyes just like the small boy’s, seemed to gaze directly at her for a long moment as her breath caught in her throat. Her heart thumped heavily in her chest. Had she survived the Violetta River only to die in the jaws of a lion?

Then the strange yellow eye slowly closed and the big head swung away. When she blinked and looked again, the cat was gone. It was a moment before her heart slowed and her breathing returned to normal.

She’d had no choice but to take the boy with her. Rummaging through the woman’s things, she found a piece of ident. The name—F Winthrop.

Fanny couldn’t believe her good fortune. She had her own ident still, it hadn’t washed away in the river, but she was mortally afraid to use it in case the Master name was flagged. But now she had Boulter with her, who was too young to have his own ident, but was listed on his mother’s. document And she had a new name. It would take a lot to recognize her now, wouldn’t it?
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Chapter Four

The grinding noise came from the far wall. Alarmed, Damian struggled to rise from the bed but found his hands were already tied behind his back. He must be strapped securely to the pallet because he couldn’t move. The grinding grew louder as if it was approaching where he lay, then the clicking started off to the left. He twisted his head wildly, trying to dislodge the blindfold fastened over his eyes. It was no use. He was bound so tightly his hands were numb.

When the whirring commenced, he could almost feel the machine drawing closer and hovering over his face even though he couldn’t see a thing. It was right above him now, inches from his head. If only he could get one hand free he might be able to shove it away. As he tugged against the tight bonds, he felt the skin break under the rough rope and blood ran down his wrist to pool in his palm.

He wanted to howl, to bellow in fright and rage. But he couldn’t get his lips apart. There was a bundle of cloth stuffed in his mouth and his jaw was tied tightly shut. Ominously, the clicking stopped and that’s when the grunting began, slowly growing in volume till it filled the room with noise. This was the sound he feared the most, the sound that gave him nightmares. He waited for the first harsh blow to connect with his skull.

Damian Stuke came suddenly awake. He was drenched with sweat and a thin blanket was tangled tightly around his body as if he were a mummy in a coffin. His lungs heaved for air and his heart pounded heavily in his chest. The light was just starting to show at a window to his left. Where was he?

Then he recognized the place, the small house he rented in Bereford, near the Jirani border of the Western Territory of Khandarken. Turning his head, he saw Nikesh snoring faintly on a pallet against the far wall. This is where he lived, this was where he worked for Makulski, the gamer.

Sighing, he rolled over and heaved the blanket off his sweaty chest. Nikesh stirred and opened his eyes.

“Damian. Are we on duty?”

“Pretty soon,” he muttered. “I’ll be first in the garderobe.” He staggered down the hall on unsteady legs and stepped into the grungy facility, pulling the door closed behind him. He leaned on the shelf under the water basin, staring into the plexi mirror propped against the wall.

A tall lean man stared back at him. His light brown hair needed a barber, but his sideburns were neatly clipped along his jaw. The muscles stood out on his heavy shoulders as he tightened his grip on the counter. His brown eyes were most noticeable due to the deep marks gouged beneath them.

Da was a doctor and worked with many of the dispossessed in Bereford. He had his own way of helping his patients deal with mental stress and night dreams. But Damian hadn’t been taking his medication. He didn’t like the way it made him feel. And the treatments that his sister Selanna gave him worked miracles but she’d recently married Cownden Lanser and wasn’t available to attend to his sorry hide right now.

He splashed his face with cold water and used a towel to wipe the sweat off his chest. He could handle this. It wasn’t anything new, just a left over from the Last War. Many men had the same problem.

More pressing was the fact that Selanna had married the Chief Constable of Khandarken and Damian worked for the biggest crook in the Western Territory.
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Chapter Five

Many weeks later in Deep Creek...

Fanny stopped at the edge of the open field of yellow parched grass and turned to the little boy at her side. “You have to promise to stay here, Boulter. There's no choice. Promise you won’t leave and that you’ll be here when I come back for you.”

Boulter glared up at her with a ferocious frown between his small brows. “I said I would, didn’t I? I don’t know why you don’t believe me.”

She knelt and straightened the collar of his outgrown yellow shirt, tucking the tails into khaki pants that were clearly too big for him. “I do believe you, sweetheart. I really do.” She leaned forward and kissed his thin cheek. “I just worry. That’s what mother’s do.”

The frown faded and a little smile appeared on his pursed mouth. He liked it when she talked about being his mother. It seemed to soothe something in his heart. She patted the dog, a long-legged dark brown Penrhy hound that sat on its haunches beside Boulter. “Stay with him, Mickens. Don’t let him out of your sight. Keep him safe.”

Shouldering her bag, she stood and pointed down the field. “There’s a playground for the school children at the other end. See it there? You could play on the swings and slides while the other kids are in class so they don’t bother you. And your lunch is in the sack. Don’t share it with Mickens. He can find his own. He catches mice and rabbits for his lunch.”

That sack held all the food she’d managed to scrounge for the day. But she knew her words fell on deaf ears. Boulter always shared even the meagre meal she packed for him. He didn’t like to think of his dog going hungry. But she had her hands full just feeding the two of them, let alone that rangy hound that had inextricably attached itself to them some weeks ago. It was a strange beast, never growled or barked, but she’d heard it make a clicking noise in its throat sometimes and she’d learned to listen for that sound. It was usually a warning of some kind.

“All right, Boulter. Give me a kiss. I’ll be back as soon as I can, but it might be late. Ms Hawker is very fussy and she doesn’t let me leave until everything is done just so.” She leaned down to receive a wet smack on her cheek. Tears threatened and she threw her arms around his narrow shoulders in a fierce hug. That kiss was so sweet and trusting. She prayed she could live up to what he needed in the way of care.

Hurrying across the jumble of transit tracks, she walked quickly up the road to the cross street. At the corner, she turned to look over her shoulder in time to see Boulter and Mickens disappear behind the back wall of a huge building that bordered the expanse of brown grass. Its clerestory windows glinted high in the walls. She didn’t know what the structure was used for, but had noticed there were always a lot of men hanging around the entrance. It could be a hall for the dispossessed. The men were not in uniform of any kind that she recognized, no sellers outfits, no military dress, nothing formal at all. And many of them walked with a limp or had other obvious injuries. Hopefully he’d be able to stay out of their way. Such men weren’t the best kind of company for a small boy.

She walked faster. If she was late for work, there would be no end of trouble. Ms Hawker was a strange woman, but had proved to be a useful way station in the downhill slide that had become Fanny’s life in the last months. She had found work with Hawker, not full-time but enough to keep body and soul together. For now, that would have to do. She wouldn't be here forever. At least, that was her plan.

Her employer was a knitter and weaver, and Fanny had been trained not only in weaving techniques but also in fabric design. Although she tried not to show it, Ms Hawker had been impressed with her knowledge. It had added greatly to the persuasive powers during her negotiations for a wage. Ms Hawker had given in surprisingly early in the discussion, obviously anxious to hire her as an assistant.

Fanny climbed the two steps to the door of a small, deceptively tidy-looking home on a side street of Deep Creek and tugged the bell-pull attached to the post near the entry. Slow footsteps approached from within, followed by a scuffling noise, and the door finally opened. Ms Hawker stood there, a knitting needle stuck through her streaked gray hair which was scraped back helter-skelter into an untidy knot on the back of her head. Her robe was creased as if she’d slept in it, and she wore loose slippers on her feet.
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