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THE RIVEN KINGDOM


 Dexterity watched the princess out of sight, his own grief for the dead princes rewoken.

 Poor girl. Such a burden she carries. People watching her wherever she goes. Whispering behind her. Whispering before she
  arrives. Dissecting her life even as she lives it.

 Of course, things would probably turn out all right. More than likely her ailing father would rally. Physicks could do amazing
    things these days. The king had to rally, Ethrea wasn’t ready to lose him yet. With the untimely losses of Ranald and Simon there was no prince waiting to
    take the throne. There was only Princess Rhian. Not yet at her majority and a girl to boot. Ethrea had never been ruled by
    a woman … and there were those who thought it never should.
 

 Prolate Marlan for one. His views on women are stringent, to say the least.

 Dread chilled him. Were King Eberg to die without a male heir only misery could follow. Ethrea’s past was a tapestry of betrayal
    and bloodshed, the desperate doings of six duchies wrestling for the right to rule the whole. In the end duchy Fyndle had
    emerged triumphant, was renamed Kingseat and became the traditional duchy of the king. Peace reigned sublime and for more
    than three hundred years the cobbled-together edges of the five lesser principalities had rubbed along tolerably well.
 

 But if Eberg should die what an unravelling there’ll be. All the nations with their interests invested here will swoop down
  on us like a murder of crows …
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PART ONE


 

   

 

 
CHAPTER ONE



 

 The King of Ethrea was dying.

 


 

 Rhian sat by her father’s bedside, holding his frail hand in hers and breathing lightly. Her world was a glass bubble; if

    she breathed too deeply it would shatter, and her with it.

 


 

 This isn’t fair, this isn’t fair, this isn’t fair …


 

 Droning in the privy bedchamber corner, the Most Venerable Justin – one of Prolate Marlan’s senior clergy, sentenced to praying

    for her father’s soul. His shaved head was bowed over his prayer beads, click-click-clicking through his fingers till she

    thought she would scream.

 


 

 I wish you’d get out. I wish you’d go away. We don’t want you here. This is our time, we don’t have so much that we can share.


 

 She had to bite her lip hard to quell fresh tears. She’d wept so often lately she felt soggy, like moss. And what was the

    point of weeping anyway? Weeping wouldn’t save her father. He was broken, he was slipping away.

 


 

 I will be an orphan soon.


 

 She’d been half an orphan for ten years now. Without the portraits on the castle walls she might not even remember Queen Ilda’s

    sweet face. A frightening thought, to lose her mother twice. Was she destined to lose her brothers twice as well? Ranald and

    Simon were dead only two months, she still heard their voices on the edge of sleep. She thought it was likely, and after them

    her father twice. All these double bereavements. Where was God in this? Was he sleeping? Indifferent?

 


 

 Mama, the boys, and now dear Papa. I know I’m the youngest, nature’s law dictates I’d be the last one left … but not this

  soon! Do you hear me, God? It’s too soon!


 

 As though sensing her rebellion, the venerable paused in his bead-clicking and droning. “Highness, the king will likely sleep

    for hours. Perhaps your time would be better spent in prayer.”

 


 

 She wanted to say, I think you’re praying enough for both of us, Ven’Justin. But if she said that he’d tell her personal chaplain, Helfred, and Helfred would tell Prolate Marlan, and Marlan would be

    unamused.

 


 

 It wasn’t wise, to stir Marlan to anger.


 

 So she said, her heart seething, “I do pray, Ven’Justin. Every breath I take is a prayer.”


 

 Ven’Justin nodded, not entirely convinced. “Admirable, Highness. But surely the proper place for your prayers is the castle

    chapel.”

 


 

 He may be a Most Venerable, but still he lacked the authority to command a king’s daughter. She looked again at her father’s

    cadaverous face with its jaundiced skin pleated over fleshless bone, so he would not see her anger. Her voice she kept quiet,

    sweet and unobjectionable. Be a lady, be a lady, be always a lady.


 

 “I will go to the chapel by and by. For now, Ven’Justin, even if he is asleep I know His Majesty takes comfort from my presence.”


 

 Click-click-click went Ven’Justin’s prayer beads. He picked up his droning where he’d left off.


 

 On his mountain of pillows, her father stirred. Beneath his paper-thin eyelids his eyes shifted, restless. The pulse in his

    throat beat harder. “Ranald,” he muttered. “Ranald, my boy … I’m coming. I’m coming.” His voice, once treacle-dark and smooth

    as silk, rasped like rusted wire. “Ranald, my good son …” His exhaled breath became a groan.

 


 

 A basin of water and a soft cloth sat near at hand, on the bedside cabinet. Gently, Rhian moistened her father’s cheeks and

    lips. “It’s all right, Papa. Don’t fret. I’m here. Please try to rest.”

 


 

 “Ranald!” said her father, and opened his eyes. So recently the deepest blue, clear and clean as a summer sky, now they were

    rheumy, their whites stained yellow with the failing of his liver. For a horrible moment they were clouded, confused. Then

    he remembered her, and sighed. “Rhian. I thought I heard Ranald.”

 


 

 She dropped the cloth back in the basin and took his hand again. His fingers felt so brittle. Hold him too tightly and he’d

    break into pieces. “I know, Papa. You were dreaming.”

 


 

 A single tear trailed through his grey stubble. “I never should have let Ranald go voyaging with Simon,” he whispered. “I

    was selfishly indulgent, I cared more for Ranald loving me than I did for what was best, and now they are dead. My heir is

    dead and so is his brother. I have failed the kingdom.”

 


 

 It was by now a familiar refrain. Rhian kissed his cold hand. “That’s nonsense, Papa. Every great man’s sons go abroad. Your

    father didn’t forbid you the world, even though you were the heir. You could never have denied your sons that adventure. Ranald and Simon had bad luck, that’s all. It’s not your fault. You aren’t to blame.”

 


 

 In the corner, Ven’Justin’s beads clicked louder. The Church frowned on superstitious beliefs like luck. She spared the man a warning glance. Venerable or not, she wouldn’t have him upsetting her father.

 


 

 “Rhian.”


 

 “Yes, Papa?”


 

 His fingers tried to squeeze hers. “My good girl. What will become of you when I’m gone?”


 

 She could answer that, but not in front of Most Venerable Justin. Not in front of anyone who would carry her words straight back to Helfred and Marlan. “Hush, Papa,” she

    said, and smoothed her other hand over his thinning hair. “Don’t tire yourself talking.”

 


 

 But he was determined to fret. “I should have seen you betrothed, Rhian. I have failed you as I failed your brothers.”


 

 A single name rang like a bell in her heart. Alasdair. But there was no point thinking of him. He was returned to duchy Linfoi and his own ailing father … and besides, she’d not

    yet come near to softening the king towards him.

 


 

 “Papa, Papa, do not excite yourself,” she soothed. “You need to rest. God will take care of me.” Another glance, over her

    shoulder. “Isn’t that so, Ven’Justin?”

 


 

 Grudgingly, he nodded. “God takes care of all his children, to the length and breadth of their deserving.”


 

 “There,” she said. “You see? Ven’Justin agrees.” Then added, even as she felt the hot tears rise, “Anyway, you’re not going

    anywhere. Do you hear me, Papa? You’re going to get well.”

 


 

 He smiled, a gummy business now, with all his teeth rattled loose in their sockets. “Throughout my life I have not been the

    most reverent of men. But even I know, Rhian, that God does as God wills. I will leave when I am called and not even you,

    my bossy minx, can dictate I’ll stay.”

 


 

 My bossy minx. It was one of his pet phrases for her. She hadn’t heard him use it in the longest time. “Yes, Papa,” she said, and again

    kissed his cold fingers.

 


 

 Soon after, he drifted back to sleep. Ignoring Most Venerable Justin and his pointed sighs she held her father’s fragile hand

    and, defiant in the face of God’s apparent decision, willed him to live, live, live.


 

 It was a small room, made smaller still by an overabundance of powdered and perfumed ladies, plump with platefuls of sugared cakes and creamy drinking chocolate served in fine china cups. Rustling in taffeta and satin, swishing

    in muslin, sighing in silk, they laughed and squealed and squabbled like children over the dolls, toy bears, stuffed piglets

    and pussy cats, wooden archers, painted marionettes, tin whistles and whatnots the toymaker had brought for their inspection

    and delight.

 


 

 Lady Dester, wife to council secretary Lord Dester, poked an impatient, jewel-crusted finger at the tumbled pile of toys in

    her lap and sighed. “Dear me, Mr Jones, I just don’t know. I mean to say, they’re all lovely, aren’t they? You make it so

    hard to decide. And goodness gracious, if I don’t choose exactly the right one, well, little Astaria is likely to sulk for

    days, bless her precious heart. My sweeting is so particular when it comes to her toys …”

 


 

 Dexterity Jones, Toymaker by Royal Appointment, gritted his teeth behind his smile. What was there to say? Little Astaria

    would have the head off whatever doll she was given in five minutes flat and then he’d have to fix it so that the joins didn’t

    show, and no matter how hard he tried or how perfect the repair, little Astaria would shriek that it wasn’t the same, Mama, it wasn’t, so there, she wanted a new dolly … and Mama would kiss her and coddle her and buy her another dolly … and so it would begin again.

 


 

 An aristocrat-in-training if ever there was one, God bless her and every other spoilt darling in the kingdom … for who else

    kept the roof over the head of a humble toymaker?

 


 

 Lady Dester sighed, which set her roughed cheeks quivering, and cast a cold grey eye over the fluttering flock of lesser court

    wives who had gathered with her to purchase toys for their sons and daughters and nieces and nephews and brothers and sisters

    and flower-children. Plucking a lace-edged kerchief from her considerable cleavage, she flapped it in their direction.

 


 

 “Marja, oh Marja, dear! Do come and help me decide!”


 

 Keeping his expression as bland as butter, Dexterity watched Lady Braben pinch her lips and roll her eyes, clearly put out,

    then turn full round and join Lady Dester as bidden. Her husband Lord Braben was a mere pretender to the King’s Council, so

    offending Lady Dester wasn’t wise. Lady Braben was many things but feather-headed wasn’t one of them. She’d chosen a painted

    wooden dog and a doll’s tea set in three minutes flat.

 


 

 With one sly, sliding, sideways glance at him she bent solicitously at Lady Dester’s side. “Yes, Violetta, dear?”


 

 Violetta dear thrust an armful of dolls, stuffed bears, marionettes and rattles at Lady Braben. “Choose one, Marja, do! Then

    if Astaria doesn’t like it I can say it was your fault and she won’t take it out on me.”

 


 

 “I’m honoured,” Lady Braben murmured, clutching the toys.


 

 “As you should be,” Lady Dester retorted. “Little Astaria is—”


 

 “Good afternoon,” a cool, contained voice said from behind them.


 

 Lady Dester squirmed around on her footstool, saw who it was and let out a genteel little shriek. “Your Highness! Goodness,

    what an honour!” The remaining dolls, stuffed bears, marionettes and rattles in her lap erupted ceilingwards as she surged

    to her feet.

 


 

 Still smiling – after a while, one’s face set like marzipan – Dexterity launched himself, arms wide, to catch his precious

    merchandise. One booted toe caught under the edge of a hand-woven Icthian rug and he fell sprawling, clutching at teddy bears,

    at the feet of the king’s only daughter.

 


 

 She raised an eyebrow. “Really, Mr Jones. Bodily prostration is reserved for greeting His Majesty. A simple ‘Good afternoon, Your Highness’ would’ve sufficed.”

 


 

 With a grunt, Dexterity heaved himself to his knees and held out his hand. “Good afternoon, Your Highness,” he repeated obediently.

    “Care for a rattle?”

 


 

 Princess Rhian smiled, ruefully amused. Then she extended one slim sun-browned hand, grasped rattle and fingers and pulled

    him smoothly to his feet. “You’re a cheeky rogue, Dexterity Jones.”

 


 

 “I know, Highness,” he agreed. “I could have sworn that’s why you like me.”


 

 She glared at him in mock outrage, releasing his hand. “And which misguided fool informed you of that?”


 

 His smile now was genuine. “A royal one, with hair like midnight, eyes like sapphires and a laugh to put the songbirds to

    shame.”

 


 

 “Then she was a fool indeed to encourage such a flattering knave as you,” said the princess, and turned to Lady Dester. “Violetta,

    you look flustered. Can I be of help?”

 


 

 Lady Dester blushed and simpered. “Well, goodness, Your Highness, I mean to say, at least, it’s just that—”


 

 Dryly, Lady Braben said, “Lady Dester is having some little difficulty choosing a gift for Astaria, Highness.”


 

 The princess nodded. “I see. And how does my flower-daughter, Violetta? I confess I’ve neglected my honorary children these

    past weeks.”

 


 

 She’d been nursing the king. Dexterity looked up from rearranging his goods so the damaged items were hidden at the back.

    “I trust His Majesty goes along better, Your Highness?”

 


 

 The scented chamber fell silent. Smothering the frenetic gaiety the shades of Ranald and Simon, Ethrea’s dead princes. Its

    dead heirs. This young woman’s dead brothers. The court and the kingdom were out of formal mourning, determined to thrust

    aside grief and dismay. Gatherings like this little toy fair pretended nothing was wrong … and everyone believed it, at least for a while.

 


 

 Until some fool of a toymaker spoiled the mood with awkward questions.


 

 Nothing in the princess’ polished expression changed, but Dexterity thought he knew her well enough to see behind the royal

    mask. “He’s a little better, Mr Jones,” she said, her voice colourless. “Thank you for asking.”

 


 

 Oh dear. So things were very bad, then. Ignoring the court ladies’ daggered glances, he said, “If you will forgive me mentioning

    it, Highness, I have a friend, an excellent physick and a fine woman. It would give me great pleasure to—”

 


 

 Before he could finish, Lady Dester was on him. “Mr Jones, you forget yourself! Know your place and stay in it, if you please!

    My husband Lord Dester recommended the physick that labours day and night to ease His Majesty’s suffering! If Physick Ardell

    has not prescribed the cure then you can be sure it is not worth so much as this!” And she dismissed all non-Ardell remedies

    with a snap of her fingers.

 


 

 Tight-lipped, Dexterity bowed. “Apologies, madam. I was only intent upon—”


 

 Lady Dester turned her back on him. “Now, Your Highness, as to your most gracious enquiry after dear little Astaria, she blossoms more each day. A most beautiful child, if I do say so myself, the very picture of me at that

    age—”

 


 

 Dexterity risked a quick exchange of looks with Lady Braben. Her lips twitched, once. An eyelid flickered. Their shared thought

    was clear on her face: What a future dear Astaria has before her.


 

 Lady Dester was oblivious. On and on she prattled, Astaria said this, Astaria did that, and Your Highness wouldn’t credit what the little poppet had done just this morning …

 


 

 Dexterity, with no choice but to stand alertly by and nod in all the right places, allowed his eyes to rest impertinently

    on the princess’ face. She looked drawn, shadows like twilight beneath her glorious eyes, hollows deeper than beauty below

    her high cheekbones. Her exquisite blue and gold silk brocade dress sat too loosely round her waist. She stood tall and straight

    as a young pine, but tension sang in the spaces between her bones and the whisper of a frown lay across her brow.

 


 

 Oh dear, oh dear. For certain things are very bad.


 

 “—and only last week, Your Highness, if you can believe it, the darling little thing undid the door to the dovecote and let

    all the birds out!” twittered Lady Dester. “Well, didn’t the cottier have a time getting them back in, knowing that the cost

    of any bird not accounted for would come from his stipend! Oh, how we laughed, little Astaria and I!”

 


 

 “An amusing trick, dear Violetta,” the princess agreed. “And now I think I have an answer to your dilemma. Why don’t you give

    precious little Astaria all the toys? The ones that have yet to be spoken for, I mean.”

 


 

 Lady Dester was taken aback. “All, Your Highness?”

 


 

 “Think how thrilled she’ll be, knowing she has the most generous mama in the kingdom,” said the princess earnestly. “When

    she sees these wonderful dolls and toys and discovers every last one is for her, I’m sure you’ll see a smile wide enough to

    swallow the moons.”

 


 

 Dexterity stepped forward. “At a generous discount, Your Ladyship, naturally, to show my gratitude for your bounty.”


 

 Lady Dester’s eyes narrowed. “How generous?”


 

 He swallowed. “Twenty percent?”


 

 “Thirty.”


 

 “Twenty-five?”


 

 Lady Dester opened her mouth to argue, caught the princess’ observing eye, and snorted instead. “Very well. Twenty-five. Follit! To me!”

 


 

 As Lady Dester’s page obeyed the summons, Princess Rhian said, “Ladies, it’s been a pleasure taking time with you but I’m

    afraid I must return to the king. Do continue your shopping, and give my fond affection to your families.” She accepted their

    curtsies with a smile, and withdrew.

 


 

 Dexterity stared after her, frowning, then excused himself to Lady Dester. “A moment, Your Ladyship, there is something I

    forgot—”

 


 

 Lady Dester squawked. Feigning deafness, he slipped through the jostle of perfumed women and ducked through the open door

    into the corridor. “Your Highness!”

 


 

 The princess, about to turn a corner, hesitated. “Mr Jones? Is something wrong?”


 

 Catching up to her in five swift strides, he sketched a quick bow. “Not with me, Highness. I just wanted to say, well, thank

    you.”

 


 

 She shrugged. “There was no call for Lady Dester to be so rude. You were only trying to help. God knows His Majesty can use

    all the help he can get.”

 


 

 He resisted the urge to pat her arm. “I meant what I said, Highness. Ursa is a fine physick, the best I’ve ever met. I’m sure

    she could help. She could ease the king’s pain at least, I’m certain.”

 


 

 “If you say so, Mr Jones, then I’ve no doubt it’s true. But I’m afraid it’s not quite as simple as that.”


 

 “Lord Dester,” he said, and grimaced. “Of course. I understand.”


 

 Her head tilted to one side as she regarded him. “I believe you do,” she said at last. “You understand a great deal about

    court politics, I think, for a simple toymaker.”

 


 

 “A simple toymaker who’s trotted in and out of this castle since he was big enough to hold his father’s tool bag,” he pointed out. “I’d have to be a sight deafer, dumber and

    more blind than I am not to see the way things work around here, Your Highness.”

 


 

 Her brief smile was sad. “Yes, I expect you would.”


 

 She was poised to turn away from him, but he couldn’t let it go at that. The poor girl was heartsick and clearly near the

    end of her endurance. All alone in the world, almost, and sore in need of help.

 


 

 “Truly, Highness, at least let me speak to Ursa,” he said, cajoling. “She has prodigious experience with fevers and fluxes

    and the like. She could make up a little posset of something then give it to me, and I could—”

 


 

 “You don’t change, do you?” said the princess. “Ever since I can remember you’ve been fixing the broken things in my life.

    Do you recall that dappled grey rocking horse I rode to pieces? The one I inherited from Simon, who inherited it from Ranald?

    Three times you mended it, till we had to concede that the poor old thing had pranced into its last battle.” The affectionate

    amusement died out of her face, leaving it pale and older than its nineteen years. “Do you recall what you told me, a child

    of seven, as you held me on your lap and let me cry? You said, ‘Little princess, don’t grieve. The old horse has had a good

    life, and a long one, and all things in their time must turn to dust.’” Abruptly the brilliant blue eyes were full of tears,

    and her lips trembled.

 


 

 Floating through the nearby open door, a strident, querulous cry. “Mr Jones? Mr Jones! Come back here this instant, Mr Jones!”


 

 The princess took a deep, shuddering breath and dashed her hand across her face. “You’re wanted, Mr Jones, and so am I. I’ll

    pass your good thoughts along to the king. He’ll be touched to know how his people care.” Impulsively, she clasped his wrist.

    “Thank you, Dexterity. You’re a dear, true friend.”

 


 

 And she was gone, long swift strides hampered only slightly by her dress. Dexterity watched her out of sight, his own grief

    for the dead princes rewoken.

 


 

 Poor girl. Such a burden she carries. People watching her wherever she goes. Whispering behind her. Whispering before she

  arrives. Dissecting her life even as she lives it.


 

 Of course, things would probably turn out all right. More than likely the ailing king would rally. Physicks could do amazing

    things these days. The king had to rally, Ethrea wasn’t ready to lose him yet. With the untimely losses of Ranald and Simon there was no prince waiting to

    take the throne. There was only Princess Rhian. Not yet at her majority and a girl to boot. Ethrea had never been ruled by

    a woman … and there were those who thought it never should.

 


 

 Prolate Marlan for one. His views on women are stringent, to say the least.


 

 Dread chilled him. Were King Eberg to die without a male heir only misery could follow. Ethrea’s past was a tapestry of betrayal

    and bloodshed, the desperate doings of six duchies wrestling for the right to rule the whole. In the end duchy Fyndle had

    emerged triumphant, was renamed Kingseat and became the traditional duchy of the king. Peace reigned sublime and for more

    than three hundred years the cobbled-together edges of the five lesser principalities had rubbed along tolerably well.

 


 

 But if Eberg should die what an unravelling there’ll be. All the nations with their interests invested here will swoop down

  on us like a murder of crows …


 

 Dexterity felt his heart thud. If the king recovered he could find himself another wife and sire a son to replace the two

    who’d died so untimely. Eberg wasn’t old, just three years senior to himself. It was barely middle-aged. The king had a score of sons left in him, surely. If the worst came to the worst and he died before this hypothetical son turned eighteen, well, there’d be a regency rulership but that could be survived. A king in nappies

    could be survived. But what kingdom could survive without any king at all?

 


 

 Stop scaring yourself, Jones. His Majesty will be fine.


 

 Lady Dester appeared in the open doorway. “Mr Jones! What are you doing? Must I remind you who I am?”


 

 “No, Your Ladyship!” said Dexterity. “My sincere apologies. I’m coming right now!” And he fled his dire thoughts as though

    they pursued him with raised hackles and bared teeth.

 


 

 While the storm of Lady Dester’s displeasure raged about him he nodded and apologised and bowed and packed up her purchases,

    then the other court ladies’ choices. When he’d finished and was blessedly alone, he allowed himself a moment to sit and sigh

    and heft with pleasure his coin-filled purse.

 


 

 “Even with that outrageous discount not a bad day’s work, my love,” he remarked to the air. “I’ll stop in to see Javeson on

    the way home and order the new parlour curtains, shall I? Midnight blue, with perhaps a touch of silver. What do you think,

    Hettie? Do you think blue would suit best?”

 


 

 I think we’ve more to worry about than curtains, Dex.


 

 Dexterity froze. Looked from side to side. Over his shoulder. Behind the couch. Nothing. No-one. The room was empty.


 

 He cleared his throat. Feeling ridiculous, he said, “Ah … is anyone there?”


 

 No reply. He sat down again, pulled his kerchief from his pocket and wiped his brow.


 

 “You’re overworking, Jones. Time you put your feet up and relaxed with a pint of cold ale.”


 

 You can’t be drinking ale at a time like this, Dex.


 

 With a strangled shout he leapt to his feet, the kerchief fluttering abandoned to the floor. Beneath his best brown waistcoat

    and second-best yellow shirt his heart was beating a wild tattoo. It was impossible, but he asked the question anyway.

 


 

 “Hettie? Hettie? Is that you, Hettie?”


 

 The kingdom’s in trouble, Dex, and you have to save it.


 

 “God preserve me!” he muttered, even though he’d stopped believing in God twenty years ago. “I’m going mad!” He scrambled

    together his trunk and his knapsack, tied his purse to his belt, cast a last horrified look around the empty castle chamber

    and fled.

 


 

 Ursa was pruning a boil-free bush when he burst into her physicking workshop. Her narrow face was grave with concentration,

    her thin fingers sure and steady as she snipped, snipped, snipped at the boil-free’s spiky red leaves. Her shoulder-length

    salt-and-pepper hair was hidden beneath an unflattering old scarf; her short, spare body clothed, inevitably, in a stained

    baggy smock. Workbenches lined the low-ceilinged room, thicketed ropes of dried and drying herbs dangled from its rafters.

    Trapped sunshine warmed the air which was redolent of mint and rosemary and sweet julietta.

 


 

 For once the workshop’s rustic welcome failed to soothe him.


 

 “Ursa, I’m sick!” he panted, clutching at the corners of the nearest scarred bench. “Or losing my reason!”


 

 Still snipping, she swept him head to toe with her measured grey gaze. “You look fine to me, Jones.”


 

 “No,” he insisted. “I’m sick. Quick, you have to do something!”


 

 Sighing, Ursa set down her shears, folded her arms across her flat chest and regarded him in silence for a moment. Then she pulled out a rickety stool and pointed. “Sit.”

 


 

 He sat, carefully, and watched as she rummaged in a handy drawer, withdrew a wooden hammer and laid it on the bench.


 

 “Do you have nausea?” she asked.


 

 He shook his head. “No.”


 

 “Dizzy?”


 

 “No.”


 

 “Headache?”


 

 “Not really.”


 

 “Shooting pains? Pins and needles? Faintness?”


 

 “No, no, and no.”


 

 She glared at him. “You’ll be more than sick if I find out this is some kind of a joke, Jones. I’m a busy woman, I have no

    time for jokes.”

 


 

 He clasped his hands between his knees to stop them shaking. “Ursa, trust me. This is no joke, I promise.”


 

 Her expression was sour. “It better not be.” She crossed to the windowsill, where a neat line of potted plants drank the last

    of the sinking sun. With an impatient hmmph she plucked a leaf from a delicate purple vine, came back to him, spat on it and slapped it on his forehead.

 


 

 “Do you have to spit?” he complained. “It’s disgusting, Ursa.”


 

 She looked at him, unimpressed.


 

 “It is!”


 

 “Do I tell you how to string puppets, Jones?”


 

 “Yes. All the time.”


 

 “And if you paid more attention they’d last twice as long.”


 

 With Hettie gone, she was his closest friend. Which wasn’t to say she didn’t drive him to distraction. “Huh,” he muttered,

    under his breath. “Well, what’s happening?”

 


 

 “Hush up,” she said, frowning. “Fevertell takes a minute or two to react.”


 

 A minute passed in toe-tapping impatience.

 


 

 “No fever,” she declared, twitched the leaf from his forehead and tossed it in a compost bin. Then she struck him on the knee

    with the hammer.

 


 

 “Ow!” he said as his leg kicked out without him asking. “That hurt!” Anxiously, he looked at her. “Was it supposed to?”


 

 “I just hit you with a hammer, Jones, what do you think?”


 

 He swallowed. “I think … Ursa, I think I’m losing my wits!”


 

 That made her grin. “If you had any to lose, Jones, I’d be worried for you.”


 

 He pounded his fist on his knee. The memory of that loved, longed-for voice in the empty castle room still had the power to

    raise the hair on his head. “For God’s sake, Ursa, this is no laughing matter!”

 


 

 “And nor is blasphemy, Dexterity Jones. You bite your tongue before God bites it for you!”


 

 Irate, they glared at one another. He was the first to look away. Rubbing wet palms against his best velvet breeches he whispered,

    “Truly, Ursa, I’m afraid.”

 


 

 Her astringent voice gentled, and so did her face. “Yes, I can see that, Jones. Why? What’s happened, my friend, to scuttle

    you into my workshop like a frightened rabbit?”

 


   
 
 CHAPTER TWO

 
 Dexterity opened his mouth to reply, then closed it again. Here, now, brought to the telling, he felt suddenly foolish. What
    would she think of him, sensible Ursa in her sensible workshop, if he babbled of his dead wife’s voice speaking to him in an empty room? No. He was just over-tired … and it was spring. A difficult time of year.
    The ache in his heart, that constant companion, was magnified by memories and regrets.
 

 
 Ursa was waiting for him to speak, staring with the forthright gaze that turned braver men than him to water. “Dexterity?”

 
 He slid off the stool. “I’m sorry, Ursa. I shouldn’t have disturbed you. I—”

 
 “Sit down, Jones!”
 

 
 He sat again. “Oh dear.”

 
 “It’ll be more than ‘Oh dear’ if you don’t stop shillyshallying.” She drummed her short, grimy nails on the bench top. “Just
    tell me what happened. All of it. No prevaricating.”
 

 
 Oh dear, oh dear. He gave her a half-hearted smile. “You’ll think I’m a noddycock.”
 

 
 “I’ve thought that for twenty years, Jones. Spit it out.”

 
 “Well …” He rubbed his damp palms on his breeches again. “You see, it’s like this. I was up at the castle, it’s my day for
    selling to the ladies of the court. I saw the princess, too—” The sharp pity stirred. “I’m worried for Her Highness, she’s
    not looking well. She—”
 

 
 “Isn’t the point of this story, is she?” said Ursa impatiently. “Jones, you are the most distractable man!”
 

 
 No-one scolded like Ursa. He gave her a look. “Yes. Well, after the ladies departed I chatted to Hettie about the new curtains
    I’m planning for the parlour.”
 

 
 Ursa’s fingernails resumed tapping on the bench top. “You’re always chatting to Hettie. Do get to the point.”

 
 “The point?” he repeated, his voice caught in his throat. “The point, Ursa, is that this time Hettie chatted back.”

 
 Being Ursa she didn’t shriek or throw her hands in the air or gasp, even a little. Being Ursa she blinked like a cat stretched out in the sunshine.
 

 
 “Hmm,” she said, after a considering pause. “That’s interesting. What did she say?”

 
 What did she say? The kingdom’s in trouble, Dex, and you have to save it.

 
 He couldn’t tell Ursa that. “I – I don’t know! I don’t remember! It didn’t occur to me to write it down, Ursa, please, you
    have to take this seriously. Hettie spoke to me! I must have a fever. Or else – or else—” He stared at her in horror. “Perhaps I’m losing my mind!”
 

 
 She laughed. “That’s ridiculous!”

 
 “Easy enough for you to say! You’re not the one hearing disembodied voices!”
 

 
 In one of her mercurial mood changes Ursa patted his shoulder, all solicitous sympathy. “Now, now. Just you take a nice deep
    breath and come down out of the branches, Jones. You’re no more losing your mind than I am.”
 

 
 “How can you be sure?”

 
 “Because I’m a physick. It’s my job to be sure.”

 
 “But – but Ursa—”
 

 
 She rapped her knuckles on the top of his head. “Be quiet. You’re going to calm down, Jones, and drink some ginger root tea.”

 
 Comforted by her lack of alarm he watched as she set her battered kettle on the hob and poked up the embers with a fire iron.
    He’d never known anyone so comfortable inside her own skin as Ursa. She moved briskly, with as much concentration and purpose
    while spooning dried ginger root into the teapot as she showed stitching a wound or splinting a broken bone. Her faded old
    scarf was fixed in place by the tortoiseshell clasps he’d given her last Kingdom Day. It warmed him to see them.
 

 
 On the point of boiling, the kettle burped a wisp of steam. Ursa glanced at him, lips still quirked in her mocking smile. “It’s been a while since you and I sat down to gossip.”
 

 
 Yes. A while. And not only because he’d been busy working and she regularly disappeared into the countryside hunting for herbs.

 
 It’s this time of year. After so long we still find it awkward. Silly, really. We both know there’s no blame on either side.
  She did her best for Hettie and so did I. Some things just aren’t meant to be …

 
 He shrugged. “Ah, well. The days get away from you, don’t they, if you’re not careful.”

 
 Her mocking smile faded. “Yes,” she said softly. “Yes, they certainly do.”

 
 The kettle boiled properly. Ursa poured hot water into the teapot and a rich ginger aroma billowed forth.

 
 His stomach growled. “Don’t suppose you’ve any plum duff about, have you?” he asked hopefully. “I rushed off without my breakfast
    this morning and I’m always too busy to eat when I’m up at the castle.”
 

 
 Ursa gazed heavenwards in silent beseechment. “When are you going to get yourself organised, Jones?” she said, reaching into
    a cupboard and bringing out a dented cake tin and a knife.
 

 
 “I am organised! I just overslept. I had this wonderful idea last night for a new marionette, a shepherdess and her little flock, and I wanted to get her face started. But when I looked at the clock it was past midnight and I still hadn’t
    packed my goods for today.”
 

 
 Ursa cut two generous slices of moist plum duff and put them on plates pulled down from a shelf. “It’s always something with
    you,” she said, handing him one. “You’re a dyed-in-the-wool dreamer and no mistake.”
 

 
 Hettie used to say that, too, in the same amused and scolding voice. If she had lived he was sure she and Ursa would have
    become fast friends.
 

 
 If she had lived …
 

 
 To distract himself from that melancholy notion he took a big mouthful of plum duff. “Oh, this is wonderful!” he chumbled
    through Ursa’s delectable cooking.
 

 
 “I know,” she said, and poured the tea into two chipped mugs. Looking at him through the rising steam she added, “It’s one
    of Hettie’s recipes. She pressed it on me, asked me to make sure I kept on baking plummy duff for you, not long before …”
 

 
 She’d never told him that. He’d eaten her plum duff, oh, too many times to count, and she’d never told him where the recipe
    came from. Oh, Hettie. Hettie. I miss you, my darling. I miss you so much.

 
 Ursa handed him a mug. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

 
 “No, no, of course you should,” he said, staring at his tea. “It’s quite all right. No need to apologise.”

 
 “Hmm.” She pulled out another stool and sat. “All right, Jones. About this voice you think was Hettie …”

 
 Abruptly, perversely, he didn’t want to talk about it. All he wanted to do was sit here eating Hettie’s plum duff and drinking
    ginger root tea, pretending it wasn’t nearly the anniversary of his beloved wife’s death which was also, cruelly, the anniversary
    of their wedding.
 

 
 And Ursa wonders why I’ve no time for God.

 
 Around his last bite of cake he said, indistinctly, “I really am worried about Rhian, you know.”

 
 Ursa’s severely disciplined eyebrows rose. For a moment he thought she’d challenge his refusal to answer her question, but
    she didn’t. She just smiled at him and rolled her eyes.
 

 
 “Rhian, is it? Dear me, how very cosy. And did the princess kiss your cheek on seeing you, Jones, and beg you to advise her
    about matters of state?”
 

 
 Warm-faced beneath his unruly beard he washed down the last of his plum duff with a mouthful of tea then longingly eyed the closed cake tin. Seconds would be lovely but
    he knew better than to ask. Ursa, secure in her lean angularity, had caustic views on overindulgence.
 

 
 “That’s not fair,” he said, shifting on his stool so the cake tin wasn’t a direct temptation. “I’ve known the princess since
    she was a babe-in-arms. Why, I’m more than old enough to be her father! Can I help it if I think of her as Rhian? It’s always
    Your Highness to her face, you can be assured.”
 

 
 “I can be assured that if there’s trouble abroad you’ll be the first in line to buy a ticket.”

 
 “I resent that, Ursa!”

 
 She sniffed. “You’d resent the ground for slapping you if you tripped and fell down.”

 
 She was treating him like the fractious children who came to her with their cut knees and sore throats and busy beestung fingers.
    Briefly, he was cross.
 

 
 “Ursa, I wish you’d take me seriously.”

 
 “Says the man hearing voices in an empty room,” she murmured.

 
 The kingdom’s in trouble, Dex, and you have to save it.

 
 He thrust the echo of Hettie’s voice to one side. “This is important, Ursa. Things aren’t going well with the king, I’m certain
    of it. I think—” He swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. “I think his health is far worse than we’ve been led to believe.”
 

 
 Ursa inspected her half-eaten slice of cake. “Really? Going into physicking, are you?”

 
 “No, of course not! But – well – since you’re a physick I wondered – you know—”
 

 
 “Jones, I haven’t a clue,” she said, still eyeing her cake.

 
 He leaned forward, as though her plants might be eavesdropping. “I thought you might’ve heard something. Something other than the official news from the castle.”
 

 
 “I haven’t,” said Ursa, after a moment. “But I’m not the physick our loftiest nobles call upon for their hangnails, am I?”

 
 No, she wasn’t, more fools them. Ursa had never been fashionable. Her choice of patients was dictated by need, not the size
    of their purses. Oh, she had her small share of important clients … those rare men and women who judged her on results, not
    the names she could drop at a posh dinner party. But they were few and far between.
 

 
 “What have you heard of a Physick Ardell?” he said, sitting back. “He’s attending the king.”

 
 “I know,” she said. Typically, she needed no time to rummage through her memory. “Ardell’s twelve years younger and eight
    inches taller than me. Bad teeth – he’s far too fond of candied orange. Studied with Physick Runcette in duchy Meercheq. Darling
    of the nobility despite the fact he’s keen on purges, pistillations and leeching.”
 

 
 “But he’s a good physick?”

 
 “Why?” asked Ursa, and finally ate more cake. “Is the princess dissatisfied with his services?”

 
 Shadows cast by an uncertain future darkened the bright, whitewashed workshop. Dexterity sighed. “She didn’t say, exactly.
    But she does look sick with worry, Ursa. I tried to convince her to send for you, but – well, there are complications.”
 

 
 Again, Ursa’s quirky smile. “Politely put.” She drained her mug in one long swallow and set it on the bench. “And kindly done
    of you. But even if I did attend His Majesty I doubt there’s any more I could do. Ardell’s a touch too attached to his own
    self-importance for my tastes but he’s as good a physick as any in Kingseat. In the kingdom, most likely. If the king is gravely
    ill despite Ardell’s best efforts then … well, I think it must be hopeless.”
 

 
 “Hopeless?” He felt his mouth go dry again. His heart was pounding. “Do you mean His Majesty’s sure to die?”
 

 
 “Nothing’s ever sure in physicking, Jones, but I have to say the facts don’t bode a good outcome. The pestilence the princes
    brought home with them from Dev’karesh killed everyone it infected, poor souls. If the princess hadn’t been out of the capital
    when her brothers returned I suspect we’d have long since buried her beside them. I’ve never said so but to my mind it’s a
    miracle the king’s lived this long.” Ursa shook her head. “Thank God the outbreak was contained quickly or we’d likely be
    a kingdom of corpses by now.”
 

 
 That made him stare. “You’ve been expecting this?”
 

 
 “I’m a physick, Jones. Disease is my livelihood. Of course I’ve been expecting it.”

 
 “You never said a word!”

 
 She shrugged. “To what end? What’s done is done. No point stirring people to a panic over what can’t be changed or helped.”

 
 “Oh dear. And all this time I thought there was some hope.” He slapped the bench top. “It’s so unfair! Rhian’s young and beautiful, she should be dancing at balls, breaking hearts, being courted by some young lord, riding her
    favourite horse through the woods … not spending every waking moment cooped up in a sickroom watching her father die!”
 

 
 No-one should be forced to watch a loved one die. If only I could help her through this nightmare. But he couldn’t. He was nothing but a toymaker, the plain, unimportant man who’d made her giggle as a child and smile with
    fond memory now she was grown. He wasn’t a great lord with the right to speak to her as an equal and offer his shoulder’s
    strength in this time of woe.
 

 
 “There’s little point fretting yourself about it,” said Ursa sharply. “You can’t help the princess or the king and that’s
    all there is to it.”
 

 
 Moodily, he rubbed the edge of his thumb over a knot in the bench between them. “I know. It just hurts to see her so … wounded.”

 
 “You may be as irritating as a shirtful of ants, Jones,” she said, softening, “but I can’t deny it – you’re a good, sweet
    man.”
 

 
 She didn’t often pay him compliments. Any other time he’d tease her for it but his mood was too sombre. “I hate to think what
    will happen to Rhian if you’re right, and the king dies.”
 

 
 “What do you mean?” said Ursa, surprised. “You know what will happen. With no prince to wear Eberg’s crown she’ll marry a
    son from one of Ethrea’s great Houses. He’ll leave his name behind, become a Havrell and take the throne as king. She, as
    queen consort, will give birth to the Havrell heir.”
 

 
 He tugged his beard. “You make it sound so simple, but I fear it won’t be. Rhian’s unspoken for. The dukes have sons, and
    brothers, and nephews. They’ll see the king’s death as a bright opportunity to further their own fortunes. Who knows what
    kind of pressures will be placed on the princess to choose this man instead of that one? And not for her benefit or even for the kingdom’s, but for the benefit of a virtual stranger.” He slapped his knee. “It’s a great pity she
    wasn’t matched before the king fell so ill. Now she’s got no-one to protect her from the scheming and the politics and the
    men who see her as nothing more than a pawn to further their own ambitions.”
 

 
 “She has Prolate Marlan,” said Ursa. “As the kingdom’s leading man of God he’ll see she’s not importuned or harassed.”

 
 Ursa, so acute in all else, had this one blindness. Like every faithful church-goer she set great store by Prolate Marlan. For himself, he wasn’t so sure. Ethrea’s prolate had
    always struck him as unctuous and intolerant, an unattractive combination. But it did no good to say that to Ursa.
 

 
 “I hope so,” he said. “Certainly it’s his duty to protect her.”

 
 Ursa was watching him closely, narrow-eyed and purse-lipped. “You’re taking this very personally, Jones.”
 

 
 He managed a faint smile. “Call me foolish but she could be my daughter. Hettie and I … we dreamed of a daughter.” The old,
    familiar ache caught him. They’d dreamed of many things beneath the willows fringing the duck pond at the end of their lane.
    He closed his eyes. Time to face facts. “I did hear her, you know, Ursa. I just don’t know why. I don’t know what it means.”
 

 
 Ursa’s hand closed over his. “Jones, my dear friend. Hettie is dead. What you heard was wishful thinking.”

 
 “No,” he said, and looked at her. “It was more than that.”

 
 Instead of arguing, Ursa cleared the bench of plates and mugs and stacked them neatly in the sink under the window. Her face,
    in profile, looked troubled. When she finally turned to him her eyes were the grey of storm clouds.
 

 
 “You’ve come to me as your physick and asked for my opinion. Here it is. I don’t believe the dead speak to us. Not unless
    we’re a prophet like Rollin, and Jones, you are surely not a new Rollin. But I don’t think you’re sick, either. You’ve no signs of fever or wilting or addlement. I say you’re missing
    your wife more than usual because it’s that time of year again and you should let it rest there.”
 

 
 He wished he could. He wanted to. But … “I can’t.”

 
 “Jones, what did she say to you? At least – what do you think she said?”
 

 
 Braced for scorn he whispered, “She said the kingdom’s in trouble and I have to save it.”
 

 
 No scorn. Only pity. He thought that was worse.

 
 “Oh, Jones. Do you hear yourself? Does that really sound likely?”
 

 
 Of course not. It was the most unlikely thing he’d ever heard. But unlikely or not … “I can’t help that it sounds ridiculous, Ursa. I want to disbelieve it.
    But I was there. I heard her. Hettie spoke to me.”
 

 
 Ursa pulled a face. “Then I don’t know what to tell you. I’m a physick, not a devout. If it’s advice on miracles you’re asking
    for, Jones, put your nose round a church door. It’s been long enough.”
 

 
 There was more than a hint of censure in her voice and gaze but he refused to be shamed. The day he buried Hettie was the
    day he and God fell out and that was that. Ursa knew better than to try and change his mind on that score … or should do,
    after all these years.
 

 
 Her scolding frown eased and she said more kindly, “There’s no mystery here, Jones. The answer’s staring you in the face.
    Next to no sleep last night and no breakfast to set you up for a busy day. That’s what’s ailing you. A decent meal and a good
    night’s rest is the cure you’re after. Go home. Cook yourself a proper dinner and get some shuteye. In the morning you’ll
    laugh and forget all about this.”
 

 
 Something tells me that’s easier said than done. He glanced out of the window at the fading sky. “It’s not even sunset, Ursa.”
 

 
 “Early to bed and early to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy and unlikely to hear voices coming out of thin air,” Ursa prescribed
    flatly. “You’ve got my advice, you can take it or leave it. Now stop being such an old hen and leave me to get on with my
    work.”
 

 
 He pushed himself to his feet. “You’re probably right.”

 
 “I’m the physick. I’m always right.”
 

 
 Snorting, he kissed her cheek. “Your modesty overwhelms me. Goodbye.”

 
 She smiled. “Goodbye. Sleep well.”

 
 Outside in the laneway, Otto, his little grey donkey, was lipping at some dusty grass and practising put-upon sighs.

 
 “I did hear her,” Dexterity told him, unhitching the reins from a handy tree branch and clambering onto his brightly painted
    cart. “I’m not frazzled or addled or underslept. I heard Hettie. And I don’t understand what it means, Otto.”
 

 
 Otto’s ears indicated that he didn’t understand it either, nor did he much care and could they just get on home to the stable
    and dinner, please?
 

 
 “Go on then,” Dexterity said, and rattled the reins. “Shake a leg.”

 
 With Otto-like perversity the donkey shook his head instead. Then he leaned into his harness, broke into a grumpy trot and
    aimed his long ears towards home. There was no time now to see about the parlour curtains. And given the state of the world,
    perhaps redecorating the cottage should wait.
 

 
 The sun was just sinking below the horizon as Otto turned in at the cottage gate. By the time Dexterity had unhitched and
    tended the donkey and stowed his emptied trunk in his workshop, then smothered his day’s earnings in the kitchen’s flour barrel,
    lit the lamps, pumped water for his bath, heated it over the flames in the parlour fireplace and filled the tub, stars were
    pricking the night sky and moths were gathered at his cottage’s glowing windows. He tugged the old green curtains across the
    glass, shutting out the world.
 

 
 The flickering lamplight warmed his rose-pink parlour walls, sinking the corners and crannies into shadow so the commonplace was made mysterious. Hettie smiled at him from her place on the mantelpiece, pleased by the buttercups he’d
    vased beside her that morning. The portrait was fading now, with age and the heat from fires in this little home they’d created
    all those years ago. The picture frame was cracked in the bottom right-hand corner, the paint chipped on the left. He’d dropped
    it a week ago, while he was dusting. She wouldn’t like it much, could she see it; neat as a pin and twice as sharp was his
    Hettie.
 

 
 “I’ll make you a new frame, my love,” he promised as he peeled off his clothes, dropping waistcoat and shirt and breeches
    and smalls and stockings in a pile by the door. “As soon as I’ve the time. I’ll paint it blue and gold, would you like that?”
 

 
 Her silent smile lamented his untidiness, but gave no answer.

 
 He dipped his toe in the bath water and sighed. Just right. Hettie would have added lavender oil and rose petals to it and
    laughed at his complaining. An unscented bath, breathing heat, deep enough for drowning: just what he needed at the end of
    a trying day. He clambered over the side of the tub and sank inch by inch into the steaming water until his beard touched
    its surface. Closing his eyes with a groan of pleasure he surrendered to hard-won luxury.
 

 
 “Dex? Dexie love, pay attention. This is ever so important.”

 
 Heart thudding, he held his breath and cracked one eye open like a man unlatching his door to the tax collector.

 
 “Hettie?”

 
 She was standing before the hearth, not a moment older than the day he’d buried her, with her fair hair curling against her
    cheeks and her brown eyes warm with love for him. She was wearing her green dress, the one with pink ribbon threaded around the bodice. He’d always loved it on her. The small parlour smelled of lavender and roses.
 

 
 A sob rose within him and he fumbled out of the bathtub, heedless of dripping water, of naked skin, wanting only to touch
    her, to hold her, to fold her into his empty arms. But he was too afraid …
 

 
 “Hettie?” he whispered, hardly daring to believe. “Is it really you?”

 
 “Yes, you great daftie, of course it’s me,” she said, her voice a familiar muddle of affectionate exasperation. Tears sprang
    to his eyes to hear it. “Now listen, for I’ve not much time and a deal to tell you. There’s terrible trouble coming to Ethrea,
    Dex. Darkness and despair the likes of which our folk have never known.”
 

 
 “What do you mean?” he demanded. “What kind of trouble? And why are you telling me? There’s nothing I can do about it. You should be telling His Majesty, or the prolate.”
 

 
 Hettie shook her head. “They wouldn’t listen. I can’t tell this to a dying king or a prolate arrogant and deaf in his office.
    You’re the one man I can reach, Dexie, and the only man who can reach the princess. This is her fight as well and she’ll need
    a good friend. As for your importance … well, you may be a simple toymaker now but in the days to come, my love, you’ll be
    the most important man in the kingdom.”
 

 
 “Me?” he said, incredulous. “I don’t think so, Hettie. What I think is that Ursa’s plum duff on an empty stomach has given me
    the collywobbles! I’m dreaming. I must be.”
 

 
 Hettie’s arms were folded under her plump bosom and her chin was lifted in the way that meant she was serious. “Dexie, it’s
    no dream. You’ve been chosen to aid Ethrea in its greatest hour of peril, when the future of this land and all its people,
    great and small, will hang by a thread no stronger than cotton. There’s no point fussing about it or saying you won’t because you must and that’s all
    there is to it.”
 

 
 “Must?” he echoed. “Don’t I get a say in the matter? Who is it tells me I must?”

 
 Her eyes were sorrowful, as brimful of sadness as the day she’d kissed his hand and told him she was dying. “God.”

 
 He laughed. “Lass, you’re addled. I’ve got no use for God.”

 
 “Maybe you have and maybe you haven’t,” she replied, tart as unripe apples. “But God’s got a use for you, Dexterity Jones.
    Now listen. On the morrow, as the sun rises, go down to the harbour. Search out the slave ship with the red dragon figurehead and speak
    to the sailor with the triple-plaited beard. For a few coins he’ll let you on board. There you’re to find the man with blue
    hair and buy him, no matter what he costs.”
 

 
 And that dropped his jaw all over again. “Buy him? Hettie, don’t be silly. Slavery’s for uncivilised foreigners, not us.”
 

 
 “Remember well, my love,” she said, and rippled like a reflection on wind-stirred water. “The ship with the red dragon figurehead.
    The sailor with the triple-plaited beard. The man with the blue hair. His name is Zandakar. You must take care of him till
    I can come to you again.”
 

 
 She was fading before his eyes, he could see right through her to the fire-danced hearth and the mantelpiece and the cracked
    picture frame. “No, Hettie, don’t go!” he cried. “I don’t understand. Why must I buy him? What do I do with him? Is he the
    cause of our troubles? Hettie, tell me!”
 

 
 She was smiling, and his heart was breaking. “Don’t be afraid,” she said, thinned almost to nothing. “Remember I love you.”

 
 “No, Hettie! Don’t go! Don’t leave me, not again! Hettie!” Desperate, he lunged towards her, threw his arms wide to catch her to him …
 

 
 … and tripped and found himself half pitched over the side of the bathtub, choking and gasping and coughing in a tidal wave
    of cooling water that slopped onto the carpet and up into his face. Shaken and shivering he fell back into his bath and covered
    his eyes, his heart pounding as wild as the harbour waves at storm’s height.
 

 
 Beyond that, the only sound in the room was the tock tick tock of the clock on the mantelpiece.

 
 Minutes passed. After some time he felt able to uncover his eyes. The room was empty. Hettie was gone … if she’d even been
    there at all.
 

 
 “Hettie?” he whispered to the lamplit room. “Are you there, Hettie?”

 
 The curtains stirred as though tugged by living fingers, and in the air a sweet pungency of roses and lavender.

 
 “Hettie …”

 
 He sighed, a deep groaning of air. Mad, he was mad to think she’d been here. Red dragon figureheads and sailors with triple-plaited beards and men with blue hair. Whoever heard
    of a man with blue hair? Or with an outlandish name like Zandakar.

 
 Dexterity Jones, chosen by God? Chosen by indigestion was more like it. The whole business was impossible. Outrageous. Ridiculous.
 

 
 “Ridiculous!” he said out loud, daring the shadows to contradict him. “It never happened. It was nothing but a collywobble
    dream. And I’m not going to pay a dream any mind at all. The only proper place for a man at sunrise is where he should be.
    In bed. And when the cock crows on the morrow, that’s where I’ll be. In bed.”
 

 
 Then he sank himself to the bottom of the bathtub, to make his point to whoever might, or might not, be listening.

 
   
 
 
CHAPTER THREE


 
 “Rhian …”
 

 
 Startled awake, Rhian dropped the book she’d been dozing over. “Yes, Papa? What is it? Do you need something?” Taking his
    hand between her palms she chafed the dry skin and tried not to think of his brittle bones, snapping.
 

 
 “What time is it, Rhian?”

 
 She glanced at the clock. “Early. Would you like the curtains opened, Papa?”

 
 He nodded, wincing, so she slipped from the chair and drew back the windows’ heavy crimson drapes, spilling the sunrise all
    over herself. The spring light felt clean on her skin, chasing away the shadows of another long, painful bedside vigil.
 

 
 They were alone. Ven’Justin had mercifully departed at midnight and was yet to return. But return he would, with his droning
    and his bead-clicking. If she and her father were to talk of things that mattered they must talk now. Although he was a little
    restored with sleep, his pinched face told her, unequivocally, she could no longer delay.
 

 
 If I wait until later I might be too late. God, give me the words. Please give me the strength.

 
 As she slid back into her chair her father said, “I wish you would not coop yourself in here with me.”

 
 “What’s this?” she said, striving for humour. “Are you saying you’re tired of my company, Papa?”

 
 With an effort, he stretched his hand towards her. “Silly girl. You know my meaning well enough.”

 
 She had to blink away tears. “There’s no place in the world for me save by your side, Papa. I’ll be with you until the end.”
 

 
 As he stirred on his pillows she could see the pain in him. It hurt her so cruelly that for a moment she couldn’t breathe.
    He said, “That end is almost upon me, Rhian.”
 

 
 “I know,” she whispered, and let the tears fall.

 
 “Rhian,” her father said when she had composed herself, “we must speak of what will happen when I die.”

 
 I know what will happen, Papa. I’ll be alone. “Yes,” she said, and sat a little straighter. “I know we can’t put it off any longer. I’ve been thinking on the matter, I—”
 

 
 “No,” said her father. “Where the succession is concerned you will vouchsafe no opinion, Rhian. I speak not as your papa now,
    but as your king.”
 

 
 Oh, she wasn’t going to like this, was she? “Yes, Papa,” she said, and folded her hands. The early sunshine no longer warmed
    her. She felt cold and small and cornered, like some pitiful creature fighting for its life.
 

 
 “Had God willed it Ranald would have worn the crown after me,” said her father, his sunken eyes fixed on mid-air, on the past.
    “Or Simon, had he survived that pestilential infection. But my heart’s hope was denied me when God took your brothers in their
    prime.” He paused to catch his breath, the air bubbling in his chest. “You are my only daughter, Rhian. You know what you
    must do, for me and for Ethrea. You must bear a fistful of sons. All that remains to decide is who will take my place on the
    throne.”
 

 
 And sleep in my bed. Rhian felt the heat of anger flush her head to toe. He talks as though I’m a prized broodmare, and he the studmaster who must choose the best stallion. But I’m no fecund mare,
  I’m a royal heir as much as Ranald and Simon. The only royal heir now. Why will no-one recognise that?

 
 “Papa,” she said, schooling her voice to a passionless murmur, “I feel I’m too young to marry.”
 

 
 “Too young?” Her father frowned, displeased. “Your mother, God grant her peace, was two years younger than you the day we
    wed. Too young!” Scorn withered his failing voice. “Such notions arise from an excess of bookishness and a want of attention to the womanly
    arts.”
 

 
 She sat very still, her heart a drumbeat in her ears. “That doesn’t sound like you, Papa. That sounds like the prolate. It’s
    a wonder Marlan can pronounce on such matters, sworn celibate that he is.”
 

 
 “Mind your tongue, Rhian!” her father said, sharp with anger even though he was dying. “Marlan is God’s chosen man. Do not
    take so lightly his office or the God-given wisdom of his preaching.”
 

 
 She rose from her chair and walked back to the window, not daring to show him her face till it was the very image of contrition.
    He never used to speak like this. Before the boys died he had scant affection for Marlan and his mean-spirited pronouncements.
    Nor had he been overpious. But grief and illness had shaken her father to the bone. Cast him adrift on a sea of uncertainty.
 

 
 If I’m not careful he’ll drown me with him.

 
 “Forgive me, Papa,” she begged him at last, turning. “It’s wrong of me to criticise the prolate.”

 
 Her father nodded, weakly. “Excessively wrong.”

 
 “But Papa, Marlan is unfair when he accuses me of lacking the womanly arts. Mama took great pains to teach me all she knew
    of such things, while she could.”
 

 
 Her father’s severe expression softened. “So she did, most excellently. No woman born had more gentleness, grace and breeding
    than your mother.”
 

 
 “And after we lost Mama your own sister, God rest her, taught me everything else I should know.”

 
 “Yes. Arabella was a fine woman, too.”
 

 
 “Indeed. And as for excessive bookishness, Papa,” Rhian pressed, “upon whose lap did I sit every day in the library, learning
    my alphabet and then, in time, reading the great histories of Ethrea, the geographies and biologies and religious treatises
    deemed essential to the education of any royal prince?”
 

 
 “I know full well I encouraged you to study every book you could lay your hand upon, Rhian, but—”

 
 “Furthermore,” she continued, relentless, “who was it presented me with my first foil and taught me to fence like a master?
    Who gifted me with my first bow and instructed me in the finer points of archery? And who sat me on my first pony and pointed
    me after hounds?”
 

 
 Her father’s sigh became a rattling cough. “It was me, it was me, I freely confess it,” he said, when he could speak again.
    “But that has nothing to do with—”
 

 
 “Papa!” She returned to his bedside. “It has everything to do with it. All my life you’ve treated me as a third son. Never once did you send me away, saying “This pursuit is unwomanly,
    you may not take part”. I was Ranald’s shadow, Simon’s echo. You used to laugh about that! But now you would chide me?”
 

 
 Her father groped for her hand with palsied fingers. “Rhian, my dear daughter. I do not chide you, I only remark that you
    have often favoured manly activities over and above the matters that should concern a young woman ripe for marriage.” Another
    pause, so he could catch his thin breath. “To be sure I took pride in a fancy riposte or an unbroken string of bull’s-eyes,
    but I hazard a prospective husband might look more favourably upon a fine piece of tapestry or a pleasant tune on the flute.”
 

 
 “Papa,” she said, excessively reasonable, “tapestries and flutes are all very well but they have little to do with ruling
    a kingdom.”
 

 
 He released her hand. In his face, weary understanding and the intent to deny. “Do not be foolish, child.”
 

 
 “Why is it foolish?” she demanded. “I’m of the blood royal, a legitimate daughter of the House of Havrell! You’ve said it
    yourself, I’m as thoroughly educated as any prince. Truth be told I’m better educated than Ranald was. He never cared for
    books and learning. Don’t make a face, Papa, you know I’m right! If I were your third son I—”
 

 
 “But you’re not, Rhian,” said her father. “And there the matter ends.”

 
 “Why does it end? Why am I good enough to breed a king yet somehow insufficient to rule as one myself?”
 

 
 He did not reprove her rudeness or demand a more compliant demeanour. He loved her, and was sorry. “Rhian, be sensible. You’re
    barely nineteen, almost a year from your majority.”
 

 
 “If I were a prince I’d have attained it already! That’s not fair either, Papa, I—”

 
 “Fair?” Her father coughed again, harshly, an ominous wheezing deep in his chest. “You prate to me of fair, Rhian?”
 

 
 She felt her cheeks heat. “Papa—”

 
 “When you say such things I think your fine education was wasted!”

 
 “All I mean,” she said, her fingers clenched, “is it’s galling to know that Prolate Marlan and the council consider me feeble
    just because I was born a girl. I’m not feeble, Papa. You know that. And they’ll know it too, before very long. I’ll be twenty in the blink of an eye!”
 

 
 “Yes,” her father agreed. “But Rhian, gaining your majority won’t make you a prince. My councillors fear that your feminine
    characteristics, while admirable in a queen consort, do not lend themselves to the more rigorous demands of ruling a kingdom.”
 

 
 Now she couldn’t breathe properly. The air was stifling in her lungs. There were tears in her eyes, she could feel them burning.
    “And what about you, Papa? Is that what you fear?”
 

 
 He recaptured her hand, his touch colder than ice. “I do not dispute you have much to offer this kingdom, Rhian, and offer
    it you will.” His voice was faint, every shallow breath an effort. “As Ethrea’s queen consort, in the bodies of your children
    and such works of charity and social service as you may choose to perform.”
 

 
 “I see,” she said tightly. “So I do get to choose something, do I?”

 
 “Of course!” he said. He sounded wounded. Wounded. When she was the one cut to bleeding by his words … “Do you take me for a tyrant, Rhian, that I would trammel you about with
    rules and regulations and give not one whit for your happiness? Is that the kind of father I have been to you?”
 

 
 With exquisite care she removed her hand from his grasp. “You’ve been the kind of father who led me to believe that nothing
    I desired was beyond my reach, that my sex had no bearing upon my value, that whatever I dreamed of I could also achieve if
    only I applied my heart and mind and will to the task. Are you telling me that was a lie?”
 

 
 “No,” he whispered. “But when I believed it you had two brothers and I had two sons.”

 
 As the hot tears overflowed her eyes she said, “So who am I to marry, Papa? Who will be the lucky man?”

 
 Her father averted his gaze. “The council is preparing a list of eligible suitors. When it is completed, you and I will consider
    their choices.”
 

 
 “But Papa …” With an effort, she subdued her treacherous temper. “Your councillors aren’t impartial. Excepting Marlan, each one answers
    to a different duke. They’ll favour their own lord’s son or close relative or someone from a duchy family their duke wishes to court or control. The only way we’ve maintained Ethrea’s unification for
    so long is by making the business of royal marriage royal business, with no outside interference.”
 

 
 “Rhian …” Her father sighed. “I am dying, not addled. Of course—”

 
 “Yes, Papa, you’re dying!” she interrupted. “And if, God forbid, you’re taken from us before the council’s list is completed,
    before I’ve made my choice with you to endorse it, what then? It’s clear your council holds me in utter contempt. They won’t
    listen to my thoughts on this, they’ll argue and bully and—”
 

 
 “They will not,” said her father. “Marlan heads the council in my absence, and will continue to head it until a new king is
    crowned. He will control the dukes’ men, never fear.”
 

 
 Control them and me as well, an obedient puppet, if he has his way. I’d rather die. She slid from the chair to her knees and clasped her hands on the counterpane, as though in prayer.
 

 
 “Please, papa, listen. This realm is no more important to you than it is to me. How better can it be served than by your one true heir succeeding
    you? Our House, our family, was chosen by God to rule Ethrea. How can you break that faith? If the man I marry becomes Ethrea’s
    king our royal bloodline will be broken! More than three hundred years of history thrown away!”
 

 
 Though his meagre strength had ebbed almost to its lowest tide, her father struggled upright against his pillows. “I break
    no faith, girl. I throw nothing away. Our bloodline will continue through your children, my grandchildren. And in their children
    and those children’s children. Why isn’t that good enough for you? It was good enough to please your mother!”
 

 
 “My mother’s father was not the king! Papa, you say I can’t rule in my own right, but why? There is no law—”
 

 
 “Nor is there precedent,” said her father. He was sweating, trembling, the palsy in his fingers spreading through his whole
    body. “Our kingdom’s prolate is clear on the matter. There is no authority in law or scripture to sanction the crowning of
    a queen.”
 

 
 Marlan, again. He is such a busy man. I must find a way to thank him for his interest in my life. “Papa—”
 

 
 “Enough, girl. Must I spend my last days in tumult with you?” said her father, tears brimming in his yellowed eyes. “This is not your
    decision. I am the king. You are my subject. Marriage, Rhian. That is your future. You will marry a fine son of Ethrea and
    you will have fine sons of your own. When the council is ready it will deliver its list of eligible suitors and together you
    and I will consider it. Naturally the final choice will be yours, within reason.”
 

 
 Every gasping word he spoke was a dagger point, pricking. “Within reason?”

 
 Drained of colour, her father sagged against his pillows. “Yes. Of course.”

 
 She might have laughed, if weeping wasn’t so near. “And what of the spurned pretenders to my hand, Papa? Not being of the
    Keldrave persuasion I have to be satisfied with only one husband. How much trouble can I expect from the eligible men I deem
    unworthy of a crown?”
 

 
 Her father nodded. “That is why we must act quickly, to choose the right man and crown him king and you queen consort, before
    trouble has a chance to stir.” He coughed, pressing a kerchief to his bloodless lips. “Before I die,” he added, when his breath
    had returned. “Marlan tells me the list will be ready within two days. But Rhian …”
 

 
 What, there was more bad news? “Tell me, Papa,” she said, suddenly exhausted. I can’t be cast any lower than this.

 
 He was struggling to keep his sunken eyes open. “I know of one name for certain you’ll not find on the council’s list. Alasdair
    Linfoi.”
 

 
 “Why don’t you like him?” she said, when she could trust her voice. “You’ve never told me. Ranald was fond of him. Simon,
    too. You made no objection when he spent time with the boys.”
 

 
 Her father’s head shifted, his gaze avoiding her. “Men’s friendships are different. And Ranald was to be king, Simon the Duke
    of Kingseat after him when he took the throne. A king and his dukes cannot be estranged.”
 

 
 He made it sound so – so practical. “We all spent time together, Papa,” she said, struggling to keep her temper. “Me and the boys and Alasdair. At court.”
 

 
 “And your brothers knew to keep an eye on you,” said her father. “And him. They knew how far to let Linfoi run his line.”

 
 They’d discussed her? Spied on her? What gave them the right? Sickened, she watched her fingers tighten into fists on the counterpane. “I don’t understand. Alasdair’s a duke’s son, and
    soon he’ll be a duke. Surely—”
 

 
 “I don’t care for his pedigree. And Linfoi’s a paltry duchy. It breeds spavined horses and men of slight character. Let Alasdair
    inherit it, I have no care for that. But I won’t have our House allied with his. We can do better.”
 

 
 So unfair! So high-handed! “But Papa—”
 

 
 “Enough!” said her father, almost groaning. “Rhian, enough. Would you crush me with your selfish dissent? Would you poison
    my last days with fears for your obedience and love for this kingdom?”
 

 
 Oh. So there are deeper depths into which I can fall. She pushed herself to her feet and turned her face away to hide her fiery cheeks. “No, Papa. Of course not.”
 

 
 “Then put Alasdair Linfoi from your thoughts, Rhian, and all shall be well,” said her father faintly. “I will find you a husband
    worthy of our name.”
 

 
 Her heart felt like a lump of lead. “Yes, Papa.”

 
 “I will,” he insisted. “Rhian, look at me.”

 
 With infinite reluctance she turned back to the bed. “Papa.”

 
 “I know this is difficult,” he whispered, with an effort. If she breathed hard on him he’d float away. “Were you some simple
    village lass you could wed where your fancy led you and frolic from sunup to sun-down with no more thought of politics than
    a cow gives to astronomy. But you are not a village lass. Your life has ever been circumscribed by matters of state.”
 

 
 If that were true, she’d never noticed. And whose fault was that? Perhaps I’m not as worldly as I thought.

 
 “You must rest, Papa. All this talking has tired you out, and Ven’Justin will be here soon to take up his vigil. If you need
    me, send to the sewing room or the kitchens where I’ll be pursuing such tasks as befit a mere woman.”
 

 
 Then she was closing his chamber door behind her, gently, for no-one was permitted to slam the king’s door save the king himself
    … and none of the outer chamber attendants, looking at her serene face as she swept past them to the corridor, could have
    guessed what a stormy passion raged beneath her skin.
 

 
 These men, these men, these impossible men …

 
 “Highness! Princess Rhian! Highness!”

 
 Hearing the cry, Rhian slowed, swearing under her breath. Damnation. Helfred. Her entirely unnecessary personal chaplain, yet another debt she owed Prolate Marlan.
 

 
 In his mind I’m so unimportant I don’t even rate a venerable to plague me. But then, Marlan doesn’t have a venerable nephew,
  does he?

 
 “Princess Rhian! Highness! Princess Rhian!”
 

 
 The querulous, nasal voice could not be ignored. Marlan’s nephew would trot in her wake the length and breadth of the castle
    and all its grounds, bleating like an abandoned lamb until either she heeded him or dropped in her tracks from old age.
 

 
 She stopped, and turned. “Yes, Chaplain? What is it?” Hopefully he’d take the hint from her tone and scuttle back the way
    he’d come.
 

 
 Sublimely oblivious, Helfred hitched his dark blue habit a little higher round his puffy ankles and hurried along the corridor
    to join her. Such a gormless fellow, looking always as though there should be a drip at the end of his nose. She didn’t know
    exactly how old he was, it wasn’t something that came up in spiritual conversations. She guessed he was perhaps ten years
    older than herself, which would make him a hairsbreadth younger than her dead brother, Ranald. A smidgin older than her other
    dead brother, Simon. Oh, how she missed them … and was angry.
 

 
 You wretches. If you hadn’t insisted on running off adventuring I wouldn’t be in this mess now!

 
 “Your Highness,” said Helfred as he reached her, touching his thumb to his heart and moist pink lips. “Where are you going?”

 
 She was a full four inches taller than him. At times like this the advantage in height was something of a comfort. “Tell me
    what business it is of yours and I’ll tell you where I’m going,” she replied. “Perhaps.”
 

 
 His poached-egg eyes regarded her reproachfully. “Highness, as your spiritual advisor it is my duty to attend you at all times,
    in case some crisis should arise that requires my intervention.”
 

 
 “So you keep saying,” she said, “without any kind of precedent or proof, I might add. Very well. What if I told you I’m on my way to the watercloset?”
 

 
 He blinked, pinking beneath his unhealthy skin. “Are you?”
 

 
 “As it happens, no. But for the sake of argument let’s say that I am. I can’t imagine what kind of crisis might arise there
    that would require your intervention, can you? Unless of course I were to run out of—”
 

 
 “Highness!” Helfred squawked, blushing like a beacon from his greasy forehead to his pimply neck. “This is hardly a proper
    topic of conversation!”
 

 
 “No,” she agreed regretfully. “I dare say it’s not. Forgive me. I sat up all night with the king. I’m tired and hungry and
    now that I think of it, I do need to pee.”
 

 
 “Highness!” he called, scurrying to catch up again as she continued toward her privy apartments. “Highness, as I was about
    to say, given that I have the honour of being your spiritual advisor it is incumbent upon me to remind you that three full
    days have passed since you knelt with me in chapel and recited the Litany.”
 

 
 She glanced sideways at him, trampling the overwhelming urge to pick up her skirts and run. “Really? As long as that? I swear
    it seems like only five minutes.”
 

 
 “No, Highness, three days, my sacred oath upon it,” said Helfred. “As a good and obedient daughter of the Church I know you
    wish to do your duty, and as soon as possible.”
 

 
 Biting back a sailor’s oath she’d learned from Ranald she stopped again and glared at him. “I think you mean, Helfred, that
    you wish to pick my brains and winnow my heart so you can report my innermost thoughts and feelings to your uncle!”
 

 
 “Highness!” said Helfred, offended, and drew himself up to his full, inconsequential height.
 

 
 Her temper was like an unbroken horse, fighting at the end of a rope to be free. “Helfred?”

 
 “You are unjust, Princess Rhian,” he said, his voice unsteady. “I did not ask to be born the prolate’s nephew any more than you asked to be born daughter to a king. These matters
    are arranged by God, not man. My concerns lie only with you and your soul, and whatever you tell me in confidence I lock in
    my breast and would not reveal under any circumstance. No, not even were I to be cast into a pit of fire and tortured beyond
    the endurance of Rollin himself!”
 

 
 He sounded genuinely hurt. For once she looked at him, really looked, beyond the unattractive surface to the man beneath.
    The sincerity in his eyes and face seemed real. Conscience pricked her, and she relaxed.
 

 
 The little worm is right. It’s not his fault his mother was Marlan’s sister. I suppose, in his own way, he’s as trapped as
  me. Though that doesn’t mean I have to like him … or trust him.

 
 It did mean, though, she should try to be fair. She sighed, and made an effort to sweeten her voice. “As I can’t imagine who
    would want to torture you for my sake, Helfred, I think you can rest easy on that score.” She chewed her lip, then added,
    “You’re right. I was unjust. I know you have my best interests at heart.”
 

 
 Helfred smiled, revealing his small, crooked teeth. “Always, Highness. Please do not berate yourself. The king’s illness is
    a great strain. I think we all feel it, no-one more than you. But in times of trial God’s love sustains us. It is wrong of
    you to turn away from that. Perhaps you don’t realise how many in Kingseat look to you as an example of piety and submission
    to heaven’s will. It is your duty to show them how obedience to God strengthens every heart.”
 

 
 Rhian blinked. I mustn’t hit him, I mustn’t hit him. Papa would be disappointed if I hit him. “Yes. Well. That’s certainly one way of looking at things, Helfred.”
 

 
 “It is the only way,” he said earnestly. “In the love of God even great trials grow smaller. And God surely loves you greatly, Higness, to send so many trials to you in such a short time.”
 

 
 The trouble was, he really believed it. I could throw rocks at his faith and they’d bounce right off. I wonder where he gets it from … Finger by finger she relaxed her fists. “As you say, Helfred. There have been many trials.” And more to come, with Papa’s death imminent, and marriage to an unknown man.

 
 Helfred looked pleased. “Contemplation in chapel will soothe your spirit, Highness. I know it soothes me when I am troubled.”

 
 She really had no hope of avoiding this. “Oh, very well, Helfred. I’ll attend you there. You have my word. But first I really
    do have to pee. And bathe. And eat. And change my dress. I’ll need an hour.”
 

 
 This time he didn’t react to her lack of maidenly circumspection, only touched his thumb to heart and lips again. “Highness.
    I shall be waiting for you in God’s house.”
 

 
 She watched him retreat, his leather sandals thumping on the corridor carpet, his humble habit swirling around his legs. She
    had to give him that: even though he was well within his rights to wear silk and slippers like the other chaplains, of his
    own free will and in the face of his formidable uncle’s displeasure he chose the modest attire of an untried novice.
 

 
 He’s gormless and chinless and so often sanctimonious … but he’s not a bad man. Not bad like his uncle. If I threw rocks at
  Marlan it’s his pride they’d bounce off, not his faith.

 
 She sighed, and put out a hand to the wall. How her head ached. What she wanted more than anything was to fall face-down on
    her bed and take refuge in sleep. But no. Thanks to Helfred’s interference she must kneel for hours in the chapel, begging
    for help from a God she only half believed in, at best.
 

 
 You’d go a long way to restoring my piety, god, if you helped me avoid this unwanted marriage. I’m my father’s daughter, I
  know I’d make a good queen of Ethrea. If you did choose my family’s House to rule over this kingdom, why turn your face from
  it now? What have we done to earn your displeasure? What can I do to return us to your favour?

 
 “Go to chapel, Rhian,” she sighed aloud, answering herself, and pushed away from the wall. Ah, well. At least it would give
    her some quiet time to think. And she did need quite desperately to think. To find a way out of her current dilemma or, failing
    that, some way of reconciling herself to it. “All right. All right. I’m going to chapel.”
 

 
 “Your Highness?” said a startled courtier, in passing. He stopped and bowed. “Was there something you wanted?”

 
 The castle staff had long since been trained to leave her alone unless she addressed them directly. She’d found it tedious
    beyond bearing to be constantly fawned over just because they met her on the stairs or in a corridor. She knew she was held
    in awe and reverence, the courtiers and the rest didn’t need to prove it every time their paths haphazardly crossed.
 

 
 With a small effort she found a smile for Laffrie. “No. Nothing. I was … thinking aloud. Be about your business, don’t let
    me detain you.”
 

 
 “Your Highness,” said Laffrie, with another bow. His eyes were sympathetic. She could feel his concern, like heat from a fire.
    Even as he withdrew as commanded she could feel his concern. It made things worse, not better. She hated being the object
    of pity. Yes, her father was dying. Yes, her brothers were dead. It was sad, it was dreadful, life could be so cruel.
 

 
 But that doesn’t make me weak. I’m not weak. I’m not helpless. I’m not a fragile, hothouse flower. I’m a princess of Ethrea, the blood of kings flows through my veins. I don’t need men’s guidance, as though I were lame or blind
  or defective in my wits.

 
 And it was past time the council and Marlan and her father recognised that. Unbidden, Alasdair Linfoi’s plain, bony face rose
    before her inner eye.
 

 
 They say I must marry? Fine. Then I’ll marry. But I’ll marry a man that suits my purpose, not theirs. A man who pleases me,
  not them. They’re not the ones who’ll have to bed him. And if they think they can force me otherwise … well, that would be
  a pity. I’m Eberg’s daughter. Let them cross me at their peril.

 
   

CHAPTER FOUR




The port of Kingseat never slept.




Even so early in the morning, when sensible people were tidily in their beds or, at the very worst, eating breakfast, heavy

wagons drawn by plodding oxen and patient draughthorses stood in line along Harbour Street, waiting to be allowed through

the guarded merchant gates to collect the imported goods that had passed inspection by dock and customs officials, or to drop

off the goods sold to foreign interests that hadn’t come into port by river barge from one of Ethrea’s other duchies. Trundling

past them, heading away from the harbour, were the wagons already given access to the docks, empty or laden depending on their

purposes.






Up and down the long line of waiting wagons stamped food and drink vendors, their trays slung from wide leather straps hooked

about their necks. They enjoyed brisk trade, the carters and wagoners readily parting with a few coins to stave off thirst, hunger and boredom. The fresh salt air was ripe with the rich scents of meat and potato and leek pasties,

mulled cider, warm milk spiced with nutmeg and hot tea or cold ale for those who didn’t feel the nip of an early spring sunrise.

Spoiling the sweetness, the ranker stink of horse and ox dung dropped in steaming piles on the cobbled streets. Urchin children

with hessian sacks, small spades and nimble fingers darted among the wagons, scooping up the animal shit for later sale to

market-gardeners, avid rose-growers and the like in town.






Very little went to waste in this most capital of cities.




Morosely waiting his turn in line, a minnow caught between two whales, Dexterity sat in his little donkey cart and whittled

away at the face of his new shepherdess marionette.






He still couldn’t quite believe he was here.




I must be mad. One dream brought on by indigestion and I’ve completely taken leave of my senses.




Beneath his knife and his careful fingers, the face of the shepherdess was revealing itself. She looked like Hettie. He frowned

at her.






This is nonsense. I’m a fool.




Lifting the marionette to his lips he blew, very gently, then sneezed as a wood shaving went up his nose. Woken from his doze,

Otto tossed his head. Dexterity snatched at the reins, just in case the donkey judged he’d had enough of hanging about here,

thank you, and decided to take them back home. Thwarted, Otto blew disparagingly through his nostrils and went back to sleep.

Lucky donkey. Dexterity returned his attention to the puppet he so lovingly carved.






If this is a fool’s errand I’ll never tell Ursa. She’d laugh me into the middle of next week if I told her I’d come down to

the harbour in search of a man with blue hair because Hettie told me to.




He’d woken from restless sleep at the brink of sunrise without the slightest intention of going anywhere near the harbour.

No intention of searching for a ship, or a sailor, or a man named Zandakar. Certainly with no intention of buying him.






Buying men, like groceries? It’s an abominable notion. Bad enough we let the slave ships into our harbour and do business

with the nations that truck in slavery. But to become a slave owner myself? Impossible! Not to mention illegal. Hettie, my

dear love, what were you thinking?




The wagon in front of him creaked into motion then, and it was time to trundle a few steps closer to the harbour inspection

point. Dexterity craned his neck to see round the wagon’s bulk. Surely it was nearly their turn by now? Yes. Two more wagons

to be assessed, then it was him. He waved away yet another hopeful pie vendor and returned his attention to his wooden shepherdess.






Yet here I am, on Hettie’s say-so, waiting to be allowed into the docks. Yes indeed. I’m completely mad.




And entirely incapable of not getting out of bed and coming down to the harbour. Because as he’d lain beneath his blankets

in the pre-dawn gloom his squirrelling thoughts had come to one inescapable conclusion: either it wasn’t Hettie who’d come

to him in the bath last night, in which case all he’d lose was a little time …






… or it was Hettie. In which case there would be a slave ship with a red dragon figurehead and a sailor with a triple-plaited beard and a man called Zandakar whose hair

was blue.






And if they are there, then it means the other things she said are true too. Ethrea in danger. Princess Rhian in danger. And

my plain life about to become very … interesting.




Abruptly and deeply unsettled, he returned the shepherdess and his whittling knife to their leather satchel, woke Otto from

his doze and waited impatiently for the line of wagons to move again.






One way or another there’s no going on until this is settled.




At last it was his turn to explain his presence to a harbour official. He’d decided he couldn’t possibly tell the truth. Who

would believe him? Instead he’d concocted a tale about having to meet with a potential supplier of rare woods and fabrics

for his toymaking business.






“Ayesuh?” said the harbour official, and spat a stream of baccy juice onto the cobbles. “That’ll be seven piggets, then?”




“Seven piggets?” said Dexterity, staring. “To drive my donkey and cart along a few piers? Seven piggets?” His voice slid up the scale of outrage like a toy trombone.






“Ayesuh,” said the official, vastly unmoved. He was a large man, with a straggle of red hair over his battle-scarred scalp

and arms strong enough to lift a dozen anchors without trying. “Drive it. Tie it. Occupy space with it and like as not leave

donkey droppings for us to clean up after. Seven piggets, Mr Jones. Take it or leave it, makes no difference to me.”






Dexterity sighed. Seven piggets. He asked as much for a wooden pony, which often as not took a whole morning’s work to put

together, and that was before the paint job. But what choice did he have? Trundling about in his waist purse, he produced

the coins and dropped them reluctantly into the harbour official’s enormous palm.






“Right you are then,” said the official, and waved his hand. “Off you go.”




“Yes. Thank you,” said Dexterity. “Although I wonder if you could help me? I’m looking for a boat with a red dragon figureh—”






“Off you go,” said the harbour official, glowering. “You’re obstructing a king’s man in the execution of his duty.”




“My apologies,” Dexterity said hastily. “Good morning. Come along, Otto, hup-hup!”




With a distinct lack of enthusiasm Otto hup-hupped his way past the official and a nearby gaggle of wagons and carts, through

the noise of brisk merchant enterprise, sailors shouting and singing, dockhands swearing, and the ripe smells of manure and

produce and the wafted stink of the fish wharf, some distance away, onto the cobbled harbour apron from which pier after pier

protruded like teeth on a comb.






So many sailing vessels from so many nations placidly riding the gentle harbour, tied tight to their moorings like stabled

horses. Cogs, smacks, whirlers, fleets, yachts, fourmasters, gigs, deep-bellied traders, sails snapping sharply in the salty

breeze. Eyes wide, Dexterity stared. He seldom needed to visit Kingseat Harbour. Children’s toys weren’t much in demand as

an export, unlike the grain and wine and wool and linens and silks and brocades, the gold and silver and jewelled crafts,

the pottery and crockery, the hides and woodwork and metalwork and so forth that poured into Kingseat by river and road, bound

for distant lands at fabulous prices. Every so often he’d accompany Ursa to the harbour markets and hold her basket for her

as she picked her way around the myriad stalls, hunting for some rare herb or other. On those uncommon outings he’d sometimes

spy a special piece of timber from the Far East, ebony or foxwood, or a little pot of enamel in a colour not seen so often

in Ethrea, and then he’d part with his hard-earned piggets – and maybe, if the wood or colour were fine enough, a talent or

two – and endure Ursa’s scathing remarks on fools who spent their money as though it were on fire.






“Oh dear,” he said to Otto, letting his gaze roam over all those moored ships. “I think we’re going to be here for quite a

while.” Of course if he asked someone for help, a dockhand or a sailor or one of the merchants, he might find what he was

looking for more swiftly … but he’d also draw attention to himself. And a crawling sensation between his shoulder blades told

him that might not be wise.






Not when it’s a slave ship I’m looking for.




Instead, he gave himself neck ache swivelling his gaze from side to side, driving Otto at a snail’s pace up and down each

long pier, searching for a red dragon figurehead. There were bare-breasted ladies and dolphins and horn-headed bulls, seasprites

and seahorses and seawolves and even a unicorn, once … but no sign of a red dragon. Behind him, the merchant gates were a

dot in the distance and there was only one more pier to search.






It was beginning to look as though Hettie had been mistaken after all. Or that the whole thing really could be laid at the

door of Ursa’s plum duff.






And then the clean salt breeze jinked, and the fresh air was suddenly tainted with the sickly stench of unwashed bodies and

the sour sweat of fear, and pain.






Otto threw up his head, snorting, and Dexterity gasped aloud, one hand flying to cover his nose and mouth.




“God save us! What is that?”




At the very end of the harbour’s last pier, separated from the other moored ships by three empty berths as though it were

a pariah, rocked a deep-bellied boat. Black, without a single wasted line or so much as a brass-sparkle of decoration or brightwork.

Even its sails were black, tight furled to the masts like waiting fists, ready at a moment’s provocation to strike the wind full in the face.






It had a roaring red dragon figurehead.




The breeze jinked again and another wave of foul stench wafted from the vessel, poisoning the glorious morning. Cold sweat

broke on Dexterity’s brow and down his back, but he picked up Otto’s reins and shook the little donkey into a huffy trot towards

the slave ship that Hettie had asked him to find. He attracted a few interested glances from the sailors unloading cargo from

the moored ships he passed, but he ignored them.






Oh dear. Oh Hettie. Perhaps this is the dream.




Up close, the red dragon figurehead was a fearsome thing, carved from a scarlet timber he’d never seen before in his life,

all scales and teeth, eyes like hot coals glaring over the harbour as though it wanted to burn everything in its sight to

ash. Staring at it, one hand still pressed to his nose and mouth, Dexterity felt his scudding pulse stutter.






Movement caught his eye. A sailor, come to look down over the railing, of middle age and sun-burnished skin, lean and long

and not to be crossed. He had dark hair clubbed close in a queue, one single green staring eye, and his beard was plaited

into three neat tails. If he had to guess, he’d say the man hailed from Slynt.






Heart thudding, he eased Otto and the cart to a standstill. “Good morning, sir,” he called up to the slave ship. “Might I

trouble you for a few words?” The sailor with the triple-plaited beard spat. Taking that as sailor speak for “yes”, he added,

“In private? I’ve business I’d prefer not to shout at the top of my lungs, if you know what I mean.”






The sailor considered him for a moment then put one hand to the slave ship’s railing and leapt down to the pier as neatly

as a cat. With the supreme indifference of a cat, he proceeded to piss into the softly surging waters of Kingseat Harbour. Finishing his business he tucked himself away inside his baggy blue trousers, hitched his broad leather

belt around his narrow, dangerous hips, and turned to take stock of his visitor. The sailor wore no shirt, and his nipples

were pierced with small golden rings. The broad sun-browned planes of his chest were tattooed with gory images of harpooned

whales.






Dexterity cleared his throat. This close to the ominous black slave ship he was hard put not to gag. More than anything he

wanted to fish his handkerchief from his pocket and plug his nostrils to save himself from the eye-watering odour that thickened

the air almost past breathing. But something told him the piratical sailor might take offence at that … and he didn’t look

the kind of man who took offence without offering a little bloodshed in return.






“I wonder," he said, “if you don’t mind my asking. This fine vessel of yours is a slave ship, isn’t it?"






The sailor’s single green eye burned him up and down. A patch hid the ruination of his other eye, but the long scar that trailed

down his sun-leathered cheek like a dribble of candle wax suggested horrors not to be imagined. The man hawked and spat and

scraped at his stubbled jaw with the blade of a knife, produced suddenly from the baggy blue trousers.






“And what if it is?" he said, his accent rough and guttural, with daggers in it. Definitely a Slyntian. An unsavoury breed.

“You have a complaint?"






“No, no," Dexterity said hastily. “Just making sure, you know. Wouldn’t like to think I was bothering the wrong person. Ah

… where do you hail from, if I might ask?"






“Last port was Insica. You got a problem with that?"




Insica. Insica. Oh yes. In Slynt, which made sense. A good two months’ sailing distance east, if memory served. “Oh dear,

not at all. I was just curious."






The sailor scowled. “Stow your curiosity. What do you want?"






“Ah. Yes," he said, his heart bouncing from rib to rib. “Well, I want to buy a slave. From you. If you have one to spare."




“Buy a slave?" the sailor echoed. His bright blade flashed as he tossed it from hand to hand with casual disregard. It looked

sharp enough to shear fingers should he miss … but he didn’t, nor did he glance once at his lethal toy as he considered the

suggestion. “There be no slavery hereabouts. You Ethreans, you disapprove. You got laws."






“Ah," he said. “Indeed. Yes. There are laws. I don’t deny some of us do disapprove of slavery, that time-honoured institution."

He strayed his fingers to his waist purse. “But not all of us. And you being from foreign lands, and not likely to see me

again, I don’t expect our laws would trouble you unduly … would they?"






The sailor grinned, revealing teeth in good health, if alarmingly orange. “Only if the king’s men poke their noses where they

be not wanted."






Dexterity smiled back, sweat slicking his spine. “Oh, I don’t see why a private matter of business between two gentlemen should

remain anything other than private. Do you? Of course, if there’s someone else I should make my request to, someone with more

authority …" He let his voice trail away suggestively.






The sailor scowled and jutted his jaw, which set his triple-plaited beard bobbing. The wicked knife flashed one last time,

then disappeared. “I be as good as captain for now. Boss and crew be at furlough, up in the town. You be speaking to anyone,

you be speaking to me."






“Oh, well, that’s perfectly fine," Dexterity said, and swung himself down from the cart. Patting Otto, looping the reins about

a handy bollard, he whispered, “You stay here, all right? I won’t be gone long."






“You wanting to come aboard?" the sailor said.






“Of course," he replied. “Try before you buy, that’s my motto. Never settle for a pig in a poke. I’m sure you have excellent

taste in slaves but I don’t like to part with money without seeing for myself what’s on offer."






The sailor grunted and held out his hand, fingers twitching suggestively. “Let’s peep the colour of your dosh, then."




For a few coins he’ll let you on board, Hettie had said. Dexterity hid a scowl in his unplaited beard, filched two copper piggets from his waist purse and handed

them over. At this rate he’d have no money left for buying a three-legged wharf rat, let alone a man, with or without blue

hair. “For your time and trouble, kind sir."






The look the sailor gave him was anything but kind. “My time be worth a sight more than that."




Two piggets became four. The sailor hawked and spat again, and the piggets vanished. “Up the gangplank then," he said, nodding

at a flimsy piece of timber tying the ship to the shore. It was narrow, and moving, and it had no railings. The sailor’s single

green eye was maliciously amused.






Dexterity swallowed. This could be unfortunate. Seemed there was a choice here of either drowning or being crushed between

hull and pier. But he’d come too far to turn back now, so he took a deep breath, which made him want to vomit, fixed his gaze

on the solid railing above his head and scuttled up the gangplank. Behind him, the sailor trod the narrow stretch of timber

with the ease of a man sauntering along his own home street.






The smell was even worse on board.




“Where are they?" Dexterity asked, looking about at the trimly coiled ropes, the scrubbed deck, the battened hatches. “The

slaves, I mean?"






The sailor stamped his booted foot. “Where do you think? Down below. In the hold."






“Oh." The hold. Naturally. Where else? His eyes were watering from the fumes that breathed upwards from what must surely be

a sweltering cesspool of death, if the stench was anything to go by. “I don’t suppose you could bring them up on deck for

a few moments, could you?" he said hopefully. “Let me have a look at them in daylight?"






The sailor nearly choked to death, laughing. “Bring ’em up? Nay, sir, you’ll be going down to shake ’em by the hand, you will.

Now or never, for I got no time to mawk about with a jiggirit like you."






Jiggirit. Now there was a word he was glad not to know. “Oh. Well. All right," he said, and watched as the sailor fetched a lamp, lit

it, unbolted one of the hatches and stood aside.






“After you," he invited, his careless hand indicating the descending wooden ladder, orange teeth and green eye brilliant in

the strengthening sunshine. “Smartly, I’ll thank you."






“After me," Dexterity said faintly. “Yes. Of course."




As his head passed deck level and his foot groped unsteadily for the next rung down, the hold’s heat and stink smote him like

a hammer. He swayed, dizzy, and splintered his hands on the ladder with desperate clutching. It was dark, too, a fuggy lightless

gloom leavened only by the sailor’s following lamp and the snatches of sunlight filtering through the open hatch above.






“On you go now," the sailor urged. “You want a king’s man to come asking of our business?"




No, he most certainly didn’t. Hettie, Hettie, what have you got me into? His feet touched the hold’s floor, then the sailor slid the rest of the way like a monkey down a greased pole and held the

flickering lamp high overhead.






Tears of pity burned Dexterity’s eyes as he adjusted to the dimness, and could properly see the slave ship’s wretched cargo.

See the sleeping-pallets stacked floor to ceiling, with barely a foot’s space in between them. See the glint of manacles in

the lamp’s faint glow. See the slaves, rubbing flesh to putrid flesh, packed as tight as fish in a barrel. Some were light-skinned,

some were dark. Others were coloured as he’d never seen in his life, puddled white and black … or perhaps it was just bruising.

The rankness of their unwashed bodies, of bucketed excrement and vomit and urine, of rotting sores and maggoty horsemeat rose

up in a wave and crashed upon him, stunning him, leaving him half-robbed of all his senses.






A murmur rose from the noisome crowd as the slaves realised something out of the ordinary was happening. Dexterity caught

a glimpse of countless desperate eyes, gleaming in the near-dark.






“Choose, then," said the sailor, sounding nervous. “Captain’ll be back from furlough sometime, and there’ll be hell to pay

if he finds you here."






“Give me the lamp and I shall," Dexterity said, and held out his hand. “I want to look first."




“Look at what?" the sailor demanded. “One slave’s as like another. Choose the nearest and be scarpering off my ship."




“Give me the lamp!" Dexterity snapped, and plucked it from the sailor’s surprised fingers. Holding it aloft, he ventured step

by unsteady step between the rows of naked, chained men, women and children, heartbreaking as they turned emaciated faces

to look at him, stretched bony, begging fingers towards him and whispered in tongues unknown, yet searingly knowable.






Save me, help me, free me. I want to live. Don’t let me die.




Speechless, almost blinded by tears, he turned away from them, hurriedly searching for a man with blue hair. He didn’t dare call the man’s name, call Zandakar, for fear of starting a riot or making the sailor even more uneasy.






Hettie, Hettie. Help me, please.




“Come on! Hurry!" the sailor shouted, fear shredding his voice. “Now, else I’ll lock you in here with the rest of the vermin

and good luck to you at journey’s end!"






“One minute, just one minute!" he shouted back. “I’m nearly done."




Hettie, for God’s sake. You brought me here, you’d better do something!




Choking on the foetid air, his forearm pressed against his face in a vain attempt to stifle the stench, he forced himself

to the back of the hold. There. Up there, on the pallet closest to the ceiling. Was that a glimmer of blue? Was that the man?






Jerkily he clambered one-handed up the side of the bunks, the lamp held high, tearing and kicking himself free of all the

reaching, desperate fingers, stopping his ears to the wailing cries for help. He reached the topmost bunk and shone the lamp

on its occupant. A man, past his first youth but not old. Desperately thin, a rack of bones draped in dull, coffee-coloured

skin. Dirty, stinking, runnelled with sores, daubed with pus and shit and vomit.






Beneath the filth, his tangled hair was blue.




Dexterity felt his heart pound like a hammer. Hettie, I’ve found him. Oh, Hettie. What now? He touched the chained man lightly, afraid his touch might cause more pain.






“Zandakar," he whispered. “Is that you? Is your name Zandakar?"




The man’s eyes dragged open. They were blue as well, the clear sharp blue of ice, burning with fever and the stirring of hope. He spoke, a string of foreign, unintelligible words. His voice was a harsh croak.






“No, no, I don’t understand you," Dexterity said, still whispering. He hung the lamp on the corner of the pallet and laid

his finger like a feather on the man’s pustuled lips. “Zandakar? Zan–da–kar?"






The man with blue hair nodded, slowly. Against that feather finger he said, “Zandakar". Then one chained wrist lifted, as though its weight were a torment, and one clawed finger pointed at his xylophone chest.

“Zandakar."




He patted the slave’s bony shoulder. “It’s nice to meet you. Don’t go away." Turning carefully, he called out to the sailor.

“Here! Here I say! I’ve found the one I want. Bring keys for his manacles and I’ll give you gold!" As the sailor stamped and

cursed towards them, he turned back to the slave. “Don’t be frightened, I’ll have you out of here in – oh."






Tears were streaming down Zandakar’s sunken cheeks.




“You! You want his chains off?" said the sailor, standing below and brandishing a set of keys. “You unchain him!"




Leaving Zandakar weeping and the lamp hooked in place, Dexterity slithered to the floor. “For gold, my friend, you’ll unchain him and you’ll carry him up to the deck and get him safely into my cart!"






The sailor stared. “Me? Carry a slave?" He spat. “You be witless."




He could’ve torn out the sailor’s triple-tailed beard. “Do you want your gold? Gold I’ll wager you don’t intend sharing with

your captain or your shipmates? If the answer’s yes, you’ll do as I ask!"






More cursing and swearing, but the sailor obeyed. Zandakar cried out as the manacles were torn free of his suppurating flesh,

and again as he was dragged off the rough wooden pallet and thrown like a carcass over the sailor’s resentful shoulder. Then he fainted, and Dexterity breathed

heartfelt thanks for small mercies.






As he took the lamp from the burdened sailor and followed him to the foot of the ladder, the wretches he wasn’t able to save

realised he was leaving and they were not. They wailed and screeched in more tongues than he could count, battering him with

their terror and pain. Weeping himself now, he closed his eyes and scrambled towards freedom as fast as he could climb.






“Batten the hatch, quick," said the sailor as Dexterity flung himself into the sweet fresh air above the hold. “They’ll shutten

up once it’s nice and dark again."






He did as he was told, then discarded the lamp and nodded at Zandakar, still senseless and dangling. In the bright sunshine

he could see cooties scurrying through the man’s blue hair and on the dark skin. He felt his stomach turn over queasily.






“Now you must put him in my cart."




With a silent snarl the sailor turned and headed for the gangplank. Dexterity followed, and once down on the pier he hurried

to Otto and his cart. “Wait, wait a moment," he snapped at the sailor, and shook out the blankets he’d brought just in case.

He spread one on the bottom of the cart, then stood back. “Gently, gently!" he cried as the sailor dumped the unconscious

slave like an unwanted sack of bones.






“Now pay me and be gone," the sailor said. One hand played with the hilt of his dagger, the other was outstretched, greedy

for the kiss of gold. His sharp green gaze darted up and down the pier, alert for the return of his ignorant captain.






Dexterity untied his waist purse from his belt, removed the eight remaining piggets from it, and tossed the purse to the sailor.

“There’s twenty talents in there, enough to buy ten slaves, I expect. But you’ve been very helpful, so take it all. And if you’re as smart as you think you are you’ll never breathe a word of this to another soul."






The sailor laughed, and licked his lips as a stream of gold poured into his hand. Then his one good eye narrowed and he bit

a heavy round coin, to be sure.






“I’ll be on my way, then," said Dexterity. He tucked the second blanket around the slave with blue hair, Zandakar, dithered a moment, and covered him again with the light canvas he kept stowed in the cart for unexpected rain. Better that

casually prying eyes catch no glimpse of this particular passenger. Then he unhitched Otto’s reins from the bollard and put

his foot on the wheel hub.






The sailor grinned at him. “Come again sometime, and welcome," he said, trickling his gold out of sight. “We’ll find you another

one, eh, with fine ripe titties!"






“I don’t think so," said Dexterity, and hauled himself into the cart. “But I’m sure it’s a lovely thought. Good day." With

a sharp smack, he slapped the reins against Otto’s indignant rump and never once looked back at the sailor, or the black slave

ship, or its roaring red dragon figurehead as they made their way back along the pier towards the merchant’s gate, heading

for help in the only possible place it could be found.








 

 CHAPTER FIVE


 

 Ursa was in her front garden, pruning roses.

 


 

 “Jones!” she greeted him as Otto and the cart rattled to a halt by her front gate. “You’re out and about early.”


 

 “Yes, aren’t I?” Dexterity agreed, and cleared his throat. “Ursa, I need your help.”


 

 “You don’t have to tell me,” she said blotting her dirt-smudged face on her sleeve. “I’m always saying it. But why are you

    saying it, Jones? Should I be worried?”

 


 

 He looked up and down the quiet street, where one or two other early risers were going about their business, and leaned as

    close as he could without actually falling off the cart. “It’s like this,” he began in a confidential whisper.

 


 

 Behind him, beneath the blanket and canvas coverings, the man with blue hair stirred, groaning.


 

 “What was that?” said Ursa, looking around.


 

 He straightened. “What?”


 

 The man in the cart groaned again, a piteous sound. Ursa planted her hands on her hips. “That!”


 

 “Ah …” he said. Oh dear. Now that he was at the point of confession he found himself unaccountably nervous. Ursa had firm

    views on slavery. She had firm views on everything. And she wasn’t going to be at all impressed about this.

 


 

 But that’s not important. The poor man needs physicking and that’s what he’s going to get. And I’m going to get my ears chewed

  off, I just know it.


 

 “Dexterity Jones, what have you done?” Ursa demanded, dropping her pruning shears into the basket beside her. “Have you gone

    and run someone down with your donkey cart?”

 


 

 “No!” he said, offened. “How could I possibly do that? I can walk faster than Otto trots, most days. No. But I do have someone

    here who’s in need of a physick.”

 


 

 Lips thinned, expression grim, Ursa pushed open the garden’s front gate. “Jones, what kind of trouble are you landed in now?”

    she muttered, stamping to the back of the cart.

 


 

 He swivelled on the driver’s seat and tried to look wounded. “Trouble?” he said, as she pulled back the covering canvas and blanket. “Ah – well – none at all.” Trouble is too light a word.


 

 “Really?” Ursa stared at the groaning naked man with the blue hair. “What do you call him, then?”


 

 “Zandakar,” he said, after a heart-pounding moment.


 

 Ursa’s eyebrows shot up. “Zandakar?”


 

 “Well, it’s his name.”


 

 “And how do you know?” said Ursa, running her physick’s gaze over the unconscious slave’s mistreated body and clearly not

    liking what she saw.

 


 

 “Ah …” He cleared his throat again. “Hettie told me.”


 

 “Hettie told—” With a hard-breathing effort, Ursa bit back the rest. “Never mind. You can explain later. For now, help me get this

    poor wretch into the house.”

 


 

 “No, I don’t think so, Ursa. I think he has to stay with me. You can physick him at my place.”


 

 “Your place?” Ursa shook her head. “Out of the question. This isn’t a simple case of a dab of ointment here and a snippet

    of gauze there. This man’s in a bad way and—”

 


 

 “I’m sorry, Ursa, but he can’t stay here. Your clinic’s too busy, someone could notice something’s going on. Someone might

    see him by accident. They’d certainly see me hanging about. And no-one must know this man is in my possession.”

 


 

 She stared at him, incredulous. “Your possession? Jones, are you telling me—”
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