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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.
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