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      Welcome to THE CORN, the first book in my new series CORNUCOPIA.


      I do hope you enjoy reading this, but I feel I should first offer a couple of warnings.


      Firstly, as an English author, I write with English words and spellings. Some of my lovely American readers will find this odd in places, for American spellings can sometimes be remarkably different.  I’m sorry about this – please have patience. I do not know all the American spellings and word changes, so am not qualified, but it would also be quite impossible to create a novel that offered both. My apologies.


      Secondly, I must point out that this entire series contains some important differences to previous books. For although the world of Eden and Shamm, my fantasy planet, are closely based on English medieval society, there are some dramatic differences, and this is certainly not England, nor any other country which we might recognise.


      This is a fantasy world. And it is a dark one. The genre these days is entitled “Dark and Gritty” – or something close. I do not shirk the sort of cruelty and crimes which were indeed taken for granted in our own history. I have always believed that the terrible suffering of folk in past ages should be  admitted, and acknowledged.


      This series therefore carries some such passages, and I accept that many readers won’t like this, and will prefer not to read such explicit novels. Once again, I apologise. I feel I must make myself clear from the start. But none of my descriptions are gratuitous nor written purely to shock, they merely are part of the realism and the plot, and so I hope you will forgive me.


      With thanks,


      Barbara Gaskell Denvil
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      My desperate attempts to save Jak’s life were all I could think about, while at some distance away, my mother was busy killing the priest.


      Or perhaps I should pretend diplomacy and say that my mother was watching the priest die while I was doing the same with Jak. But my mother was a witch with medicines and could cure some things, just as she chose to poison others.


      Saving lives was less profitable than ending them, and I couldn’t pay my mother with anything but the usual cliché of adoration, but if that wasn’t price enough, then I would steal every medicine she had. The Black Plague had come to Eden again as it had thirty years before, and as it did in sultry summers when we had all forgotten to expect it.


      My adoration for Jak filled my life, and I would never permit his death. I met Jak first when I was just a child, and he was not much older. My mother had been pounding poisons in the back shed behind the pantry and I still had hellebore pollen on my fingers. I ran out for fresh air and rushed onto the lower hills with their scattering of buttercups and daisies, gasping for breath. And there he was under the big alder tree, helping some village girl lose her virginity in the long grass.


      I was twelve and he was fourteen, and I have no idea how old the little blonde cherub was. She puffed and blushed, quickly lowered her skirts and ran back down the hill leaving me to stare out the son of our local lord while he adjusted his long silken coat and tight trousers beneath, while grinning back at me.


      I stood gawping and thought him so stunningly beautiful that I might have surrendered up my own maidenhood on the spot, even without having any notion of what that entailed. But he just took my hand very firmly, led me through the grassy slopes beyond the village and delivered me back to my own door. So he knew exactly who I was, just as I knew him, even though we had never met before.


      He was our lord’s son, Jak Eden-Lord Lydiard, heir to his father’s land and high title. And I was the witch’s daughter.


      Eden is a land of such beauty, but ever since the invasion over fifty years ago, it seems so much has changed. Not having lived then, nor knowing a single soul who was alive so many years ago, I have never been sure if the changes are all so terrible, but certainly disease is worse, there are slums where people manage to survive amongst the rubble left by the invasion where no one seems capable of rebuilding, and the carriage trains cross the country faster and more often, rumbling and repeating that deep threat of death should anyone damage the rails. Every night I heard that horn blow, thundering into my dreams. It held such menace.


      And the trains, their lines extended, and their stations enlarged, were the first repairs and improvements to be constructed after the war was over. It was the enemy, or so I’d heard, that had given Eden the knowledge to construct steam engines. Indeed it was the steam engines I now thought of as the enemy, and swore I’d never ride one. We had been attacked with rockets, things flung at us with catapults, which exploded with death. An invention from Shamm, that Eden had never discovered.


      We must have been impressed as we died, an absurd philosophy – but once the war ended, the scientists abandoned their previous ideas and invented the steam train,  using the Shammite creation of steam-fired rockets, changing what had been a stream of rattling old cats led on huge wheels by a couple of tired and fractious oxen. That was quickly dismantled and the roaring engines and plumes of steam, and the rails which crossed the land, even the farms, like flattened cages.


      They said the city was still partly in ruin. But I had never yet been to the city. Lydiard was distant from Eden’s centre and had escaped much of the battling destruction. Absurdly, our northern squabbles, all ending on some wretched swamp of a battlefield, were quite separate to the Great Invasion, and had gone on far longer.


      Knowing he was beautiful had never made Jak arrogant. He despised such unremarkable luck and despised those who admired him for it. “Being beautiful,” I told him once, “may not be a sign of your own achievement. But there is nothing wrong about it either.” His cheekbones shaped his face into strength and depth, but it was almost all in his eyes. They were tunnels into wonder and delight, promising dark secrets and passion. His hair was black with just a hint of golden silk, but his eyes were as green as the maple in summer and the climbing ivy mesh in spring.


      “How could any sensible man be proud of something which he never created himself?” Jak had answered me. “And if fashions were different, I might be considered horribly ugly. A century ago, the fashion was for hair like sunshine. I would have been utterly ignored. And,” his voice cool with contempt, ‘the idiots are so concentrated on the ridiculous prettiness, they look no further. I might be a genius, although I’m not. I might be a villain, although I’m not. Not yet, anyway. They simply kiss my hand because I’m pretty.”


      “Pretty is the wrong word,” I told him at once. “You’re – gorgeous.”


      “Please don’t be an admiring idiot like everyone else,” he ordered.


      I hadn’t bothered to argue.


      My mother must have cured hundreds of their dreadful diseases, while she murdered perhaps twenty others. A high number, I think, for one sweet-natured woman, but a thousand times that number were slaughtered by the idiots who made war. She fed me her special herbs from babyhood, and I wore her talisman around my neck to ward off sickness, curses and ill luck. A little large and a little heavy, this metal cradle was also beautiful and the herbs it contained smelled of honeysuckle kindness for all my life. Throughout my life, I remained immune to most diseases and silently thanked her for it, but as for keeping me safe from wretchedness and contrary fortune, I sometimes wondered if she had chanted backwards for ill luck later became my companion and made its home in my heart for many years.


      I loved the root of the monkshood, which my mother called wolfsbane. It was strong and pale and confident with a sort of rough, dissembling nature. I often gathered it for her, and although it was easily mistaken for other more edible roots, I became quickly expert. No nobleman would pay for a draught which turned out to be a table delicacy, providing simple peppery pleasure instead of speedy and violent death. Antimony was more subtle and could be used slowly over a long period to disguise its administration. Quicksilver was particularly useful when mixed with other substances and could first be offered as medicine before being secretly increased to a lethal dose. My mother preferred velvet coated fungi, the fat blackberries of the shrubby dwale, or arsenic with its almost undetectable malice. This was my education, and I was studious, prideful of my expertise in kill and cure. The herbs spoke to me, and I spoke back. I slept with their perfumes and could tell immediately on waking what leaf or root had now been put to boil.


      I never knew my mother to kill for herself. Her poisons were like fine wines to her, to be treated with delicate fascination, petted and admired, and finally to be preserved in darkness, their precious little earthenware bottles hidden below ground with all their artful talent saved for special times to come. They were expensive. She earned a good living.


      I’m not sure if she had any preference between killing and curing, but she disliked fore-telling because it came unasked and unannounced and woke her, sweat-bathed during the cold nights. She sometimes sold love-potions to the village people but confided to me that they were all absurd nonsense, as were the charms to protect against brownies, faerie and the evil eye. “If faeries exist at all, which I very much doubt,” my mother told me, “they would certainly not be interested in these dull, plodding folk, nor would anything I could produce ever stop them from their mischief.”


      I inherited none of her special talents and could predict nothing more portentous than the coming of rain from the black rain clouds above, but I always remembered how to brew medicines and mix poisons. My mother’s tutorship stayed with me for life.


      Although I adored Jak at first sight, life did not change that much after we became friends. But I was certainly happier. While the village children were scared of my mother, I had never made friends. So young Jak Lydiard brought excitement and the  hope of many possibilities back into our placid countryside with his molten green eyes, honeycombed with gold quartz that tip-tilted in the candlelight, long black lashes, and cheekbones like the blunt edge of a knife blade catching the sudden smoulder of the sinking sun. But more than candle or sunshine, it was his smile that lit his eyes, and it was that which I remembered above all else in those pitilessly long years after Jak went away into the shadows. Oh, the sweet, hopeful dreams of youth, and how we learn their futility as we grow.


      After that first meeting, I saw him often in the village or riding by, and he would always smile and lift his hat just as if I was a respectable person whom he was glad to know. He always smiled that secretive smile that lit his eyes, and I always swallowed hard with my pulse thumping loud enough to frighten the meadowlarks. There was some rumour of rebellion and fighting in the south, but our people lived their lives as placidly as always, and so did I. Then, come the year’s end, for me life grew gradually less normal and less placid but considerably more exciting, for it took only three short winter-white days for Jak to become the friend of my heart.


      The woods were heavy with snow, the branches laden, tipping the crunch of freeze on to my hood as I passed. The whispering isolation of white silence was all across the land, and I followed the little cross-marks of bird steps and the round paw-pads of small animals. There was a fox in a trap. Russet furred, long trembling snout, agonised eyes, all the dying breath of the creature lay there in the snow trampled undergrowth. She had half eaten her leg away, trying to escape the metal teeth that held her. I snapped the serrated iron jaws open, forced the trap wide with all my strength, and took the little vixen into my arms.


      I had been too busy and had heard nothing else beyond my own frantic panting. Jak was already standing behind me when I looked around. I wrapped the fox in my cloak against the warmth of my body, careful of its mangled leg, and stood.


      “So animals are not frightened of you,” said the young lord. He was gorgeous in a green brocade over-shirt with velvet surcoat trimmed in beaver. His black hair was thick, eyes all deep green shadows, mouth wide and firm lipped. I made my knees defiant, to stand solid and look back up at him. The fox whimpered, licked my fingers, and closed her eyes. After a pause, Jak Lydiard said, “That creature will need a great deal of nursing, if it’s nursing you have in mind. I shall take you home. My horse is tethered back by the stream.”


      I stared up at him, me shy and tongue-tied, him confidently resplendent beneath the drip, drip of morning dew from bare branch and twig. The expression in his dark eyes seemed to go on and on forever, just like another forest rich with possibilities and secrets. This was the first time we had spoken since I had seen him with the plump village girl in the long grass; his fingers caressing her breast, her smock pulled open and skirts nigh up to her waist. He had taken me home on that occasion too.


      He was our lord’s only son, and after the death of his mother, he was sent to stay with the wealthy and noble families who would train him in warfare and chivalry and then become the powerful allies he would find essential throughout his life. At fourteen, he had come home to a step-mother that replaced the mother he could barely remember, and a father he had tried not to remember at all. The house of his childhood whispered of sadness and cruelty. He was sorry to have left the castles in the west where he had learned martial skill under the sunshine with the sleet in his wind streamed hair, rolled like a puppy with the children of the household, shaping the courage he lost only when he became so horribly ill. So, disobeying his father, Jak rode out most days, avoiding the stout master at arms who was supposed to continue his training now he was home. Instead, it seemed he chose to wander alone in the great forest that surrounded our village.


      Now I breathed deep and found my voice for the vixen’s needs outweighed my timidity. “Do you care?” I said. “His lordship kills foxes as vermin. It seems he kills every living creature he can hunt down. Don’t you ride to the hunt??”


      “One day I’ll have to kill men too,” he answered me, “but I’ll still call the doctor when my friends are hurt.”


      He lifted me up, his fingers gripped strongly under my armpits and sat me high on his horse. I bounced into place like a skittle, and the fox mewed, plaintive. I had never ridden before and clung on, trying to balance. I knew I showed too much of my ankles, but I was an unchaperoned country brat with no beauty and no family, so I only blushed a little and let this young man put his hands on me as he helped and held me. Jak shortened the stirrups and led the horse to my home. My mother hurried out to the door and pushed past to help me down to the ground before the Eden- Lord’s profligate son could touch me again.


      Jak watched a moment as my mother bustled me indoors. As he re-mounted, he said, “I shall come again tomorrow. To see how it is. And you too.”


      “Hardly necessary, thank you, my lord,” said my mother, unexpectedly nervous and biting her lip. “It’s just a wild creature, like a thousand men that die every winter.”


      “Please do,” I called at exactly the same moment. “I’ll be waiting.”


      He came, and then he came again, and then he came often.


      I was a little surprised when my mother did not approve of my friendship with the Lydiard-Lord’s young heir, I presumed because his father was one of her customers. “But Jak doesn’t know that,” I pointed out.


      She said, “He will be a lord and a great man. Although he has no knowledge of it, I saved his life when he was nearly two years old and murdered his mother when he was six. The lord paid well for both services and will be highly suspicious of what you might let slip to the son.”


      I never dared go to the manor, but despite my mother’s frowns, Jak came often to my house at my invitation, to collect me or to visit, and laughing, to help nurse the animals we cured and kept safe. My mother treated him most formally but was surprisingly ready to touch his cheek or pat his hand as though impressed by his young masculinity, delighting in his appearance, or was perhaps even awed by his title and lineage, although such matters had never awed her before. Although scolding me afterwards for what she called my encouragements, she always made him welcome.


      But I kept a close eye on whatever she gave him to drink.
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      More than a year had passed since Jak became my special friend, and in that time the world had gone quite mad, had paused in its madness, and had then settled, turning sane again. Battles, death, invasion and misery reigned as our king fled, and in his absence, crops were ravaged, and livestock was stolen and slaughtered to feed trudging troops who did not even curse in our language. Now battles were won instead of lost, and lost instead of won, while for the people it made no difference either way. Ruin encompassed us all. There was barely a family across the land which did not cry for the loss of a father, a son or a brother. The invasion and the second great war with Shamm were over, and the peace was signed and settled. But troops had been left wandering, and lords who had lost everything upholding their king, now wanted everything back.


      The first invasion had ended fifty five years ago, but the Westerners, or Shamms as they called themselves, accused our king of cheating them. He had wed their king’s little sister, promising that her first-born would inherit the throne.


      Queen Chorda had birthed a son, but he did not inherit. Indeed it was the king’s bastard son who took the throne, and the Shamms were furious. When our king ordered his queen’s death, it was not exactly a call to peace. Once again, they attempted to invade, they crossed the great ocean and the Cornucopia above the Falls, tried to kill our king and everyone else. Luckily, they did not succeed, but many were slaughtered.


      I had neither father nor brother, and neither cried nor cheered. My Jak did not go to war for his father said he was too young, while calling himself too old.  Our sad and sweet king sat placidly spooning his broth to a lullaby of lute and rebec. When crowned, they said he’d been a great man, but now more than thirty years older, he had become a glass-eyed, still kind natured his lords told us, but without much understanding. The country was ruled by a secret council of ten lords, who would not give their names. Or so said rumour. Indeed, rumour said this had begun right back during the siege when King Dain ruled. And after all, rumour was all we had. Rumour and gossip said the enemy had been sent wailing back into the east. I didn’t really care. All leaders were scoundrels.  Except, eventually, Jak of course. At that time, I knew Jak to be perfect, but since I mixed with no other lords, I had no idea whether rumour lied.


      Nor, I must admit, did I have much idea of what being perfect entailed, although I understood a little more concerning cruelty, death and selfish brutality.


      He had grown tall, my Jak, whereas I, although more than two years younger, had stopped growing altogether. I just tipped his shoulder and could peep up at him as we walked together. With the threat of war still clouding our horizons, he should have been practising his archery and swordsmanship, but instead, he taught me to ride his beautiful grey horse with muscles like the ripple of the brook over pebbles, walked with me through the forest and sat with me in the oak shade, telling stories. A young knight in training cannot too often indulge his own whims, nor those of a skinny girl child he should never have called friend. But I saw him when he found time for me, and that was not so infrequent.


      “I’m more proficient with a sword than my father ever was,” said Jak. “He sweeps the damned thing around his body as if he hopes to disembowel the neighbourhood. He has no finesse and no skill.”


      “You should still practise,” I said, sitting prim.


      “Hush, you sound like my step-mother,” said Jak. “Have you seen her lately? Valeria’s a wretched eel of a woman, always whining about draughts and smoke from the fires and my dogs under her feet. Which reminds me, my favourite bitch is about to whelp. You can have one of the pups after it’s weaned if you like.”


      He loved his dogs, so the offer was an important one. “No,” I said. “They’re hunting dogs. I save squirrels and burrowing Maddleops too. But the dogs eat them.”


      Jak nodded, remembering the fox. “But there are still wild pigs in the forest. You ought to have protection. A dog to walk beside you when you walk alone.”


      “I nurse sick piglets too,” I said.


      He insisted. “But have you ever seen one of the great white Eden wolves? No one touches them, but they hunt us when they get a chance.”


      I had never seen one. They were rare. “I love dogs,” I told him, “and if you ever have one that’s sick, I’ll take it and nurse it. But I don’t want one of my own. I’d willingly nurse a white wolf if I ever saw one sick. Indeed,” after a quick pause, “I’d nurse a lacine if there any left, although I suppose there aren’t any still alive.”


      “You’re a brave girl,” he said, smiling. And then he surprised me even more.  “Courage is a blue word, and it shines. It has a blue light,” said Jak. “You have the same light. It sits around your face and comes through your eyes. So I know you have courage. I hope I have a little of the same, but even in mirrors, I can’t see my own colours.”


      “Silly.” I stared at Jak. “People don’t have colours except in their clothes.


      Jak chuckled at me as if I was one of his puppies. “I mean coloured lights. They shine around us. My best friend while I was training was Mereck, the Eden-Lord of Gradgemount. He always claimed he was a natural coward at heart, but he was joking, and I knew that because of his blue light. His colour is more a soft kindly pink, the colour of cherry blossom, but there’s blue courage over his head. Your eyes are green as spring leaf, but you have the same blue light.”


      “And courage is a blue word?” It made little sense.


      Jak nodded. “Just as battle is a black word and shame is very dark red. Regret is yellow. Love is blue too, but such a pale, rosy blue, it’s hard to describe. It floats very high and the light can be hard to look at.”


      “I don’t see colours around words,” I said, somewhat unnecessarily.


      “People don’t,” said Jak. “I don’t know why they don’t. They’re missing a lot of pleasure. I always have. There’s colour everywhere. My father’s deep crimson, but there are cadmium darts, like arrows around his head. My stupid step-mother is smeary grey and dull, as if she needs to wash. You’re blue, my sweet Freia, such a pretty blue.”


      “I think it all sounds lovely,” I agreed. “What do the colours mean?”


      “Not all things have to mean something,” said Jak. I honestly don’t know. “But you could ask your mother. She’s green. Emerald, a rich, rich green like the tops of the trees when the sun shines.”


      “I’ll tell her tonight,” I said. “She’ll be interested to know she’s green.”


      “Well, maybe,” smiled Jak. “She doesn’t trust me. Probably she doesn’t like me much.”


      “I think she likes you a lot, but she’s old fashioned. She says you shouldn’t condescend to be friends with me. The local gentry think it’s improper and it makes them envious and disapproving.”


      “Now that’s a word that hurts my teeth,” said Jak. “It’s a purple word.”


      “Disapproving?” I asked, in surprise.


      “No, the other one. Envious. Now you’ve made me say it, and all my teeth are on edge. We’ll have to walk by the river, to calm it all down again.”


      “You like purple,” I pointed out. “You have a beautiful purple cloak with a white furry lining.”


      “That purple cloak is the most expensive thing in my robe chest,” grinned Jak. “My father spent a fortune on that silk and the ermine lining. trying to impress the merchants. Sometimes I see myself as purple. It’s not the colour I don’t like, it’s only the word.”


      I was now fourteen and in love and thought Jak uniquely glorious, whatever his peculiarities. So I said, “Tell me a pink word.”


      He laughed. “Stream,” he said. “Now you’ll think I’m quite picklebrained. How can water be pink? But stream is a pink word and river is bright white. I’ve never yet travelled the River Cornucopia, but it must be as bright and white to dazzle the eyes and the ears too.”


      The river became our favourite place of secrets. This was our local Moragh River, that joined the great Cornucopia that carved Eden and all its lands, but the Moragh was a pretty place, and that’s where we were sitting peacefully one day when the soldiers came.


      Under the cool green shade of the dipping willows and upstream from the mill, Jak was teaching me to fish, our toes in the shallows, my head on his shoulder. He concentrated on knotting the hook he had made to the fine line of blonde horsehair, while I concentrated on his own hair that curled in glistening black sheen around his ear lobe and the sharp line of his cheekbone above. His lashes dipped long and curved like the willow leaves, woman’s lashes, but his jaw was strong and square and lean. Of course I was staring, and he sensed it.


      With a frown of uninterrupted focus, he murmured, apparently to the grub between his fingers, “Remains of last night’s supper on cheek? Pimple on chin? Hair in nostrils? Wax in ear? Which is it?”


      “Not this time,” I said, smiling into his neck muscles. “I was just admiring your eyelashes.”


      Now the maggot was on the hook, fat and wriggling. “Poor seduction technique,” he told me absently, shaking his head. “Far too obvious. I’ll teach you a more subtle approach one day.” Finally, he turned towards me, so that I had to shift my head a little from his shoulder. “Hold out your hand,” he ordered. I did, and he tipped his fistful of maggots onto my palm. “Now bait your line and forget the wearisome sins of my profile.”


      I was reeling tomorrow’s breakfast in from its shining pebbled bed when the soldiers came tramping up through the forest with the clank of steel and the squeak of wet leather, swearing about the weather and their blisters, boots too small and no pay for three months past, with only mouldy bread and a spit in your eye as thanks for risking your worthless life in the cause.


      “Up in the tree,” said Jak quickly, taking my line. “Just in case. I’m unarmed, and you’re too pretty by half.” I had been climbing trees since I could walk. Now I sat among oak leaves and watched from above. I could see the shadows of the fish, slender silver shifting through the river water below. I could see down on to the thick dark gloss of Jak’s head and the width of his shoulders.


      There were eight men, dirty, unshaved and hungry. They wore a hotchpotch of armour, hauberks hanging awry and unravelling, one with a cuirass thick with mud and rust. Two had bows and all eight carried swords, but none wore the badge of their lord or captain. Jak sat and fished, smile quietly in place. The soldiers stood on the opposite bank and watched him for some minutes. His brocades and his placid confidence made his station clear. “You’d be one of Lydiard’s men, then?” said the taller bowman eventually.


      Jak looked up as though he had noticed them for the first time. “And you’d be deserters, then?” he said pleasantly.


      The bowman sniffed, one of them laughed. “We ain’t deserting no one, not as how the fighting’s stopped. We fought under old Jowchat’s colours, but when he stopped paying, we stopped following.”


      “And we ain’t no Westers, neither,” said a third. “Fought for our rightful king, that’s all, for all he’s a nut-brain they say. We’re not aiming to cause trouble. Just passing through, hoping for food, ale and a warm bed.”


      “You might find all three,” smiled Jak, his attention back on his fishing line, “if you’re lucky, but this is loyal Eden country.”


      One of them sat heavily on the shallow bank, hauled off his boots and sank red, bleeding feet into the cool water. The black glue of old congealed blood and the pink ooze around his toes spiralled off into the current. The man was bald and from above, I could see the silvered maze of scars across his skull. “It’s true Jowchat supported the different sides, one after the other, but we fought for coin, not for the cause,” said the man, squinting one-eyed into the sun. “I’ve no interest, either side. But more often, Jowchat led us to follow King Chas, and even when he turned traitor, he came back eventually.”


      The tall bowman frowned. “Speak fer yourself, Cheseman. Maybe with the Eden-King back in power, I’d have changed allegiance, but Shamm’s Eastern spider said your king’s a bastard.”


      Jak was now just sixteen and looked younger, but he continued to smile and re-baited his hook, flicking it back into the deeper water. “The king’s business is his own,” said Jak. “And his lords aren’t short of good honest men, with no need to recruit deserters and scandalmongers. So those only interested in gossip and rumour aren’t likely to be welcome around here. I have no purse or coin on me, and nothing worth stealing except a freshly caught pike, a small roach, and the maggots for catching more. Go down to the village if you wish, where there’s a tavern and a church and half a dozen widows looking for husbands. But I warn you, these people are loyal to the king, bastard or not.”


      “And who might you be, tongue so glib, and little more than a child?” demanded the tall bowman.


      Jak looked up at the man and seemed to consider. Then he stretched out his legs and returned to his fishing. The silence eddied in the breeze, and the river ripples caught the sun. Finally Jak said, soft voiced, “I give my name to those I respect and to those who respect me. None other.” I was frightened to breathe. The challenge of eight heavily armed men, outlawed and hungry, seemed not to worry Jak in the least. So much for my courage compared to his.


      “Well,” said one of the soldiers at last, scratching his nose with the point of his bow, “no doubt your name is your own business, and not mine. But perhaps we’ll just be taking that big fat fish for half a breakfast each, and the little un’ for an extra bite. Then we’ll be going.”


      “Take them,” said Jak. The fish lay beside him on the bank. I had just caught the roach myself, and it was still flapping on the grass. The pike was a huge ugly thing with teeth like knife points. It had already gasped its last and the lustre was fading from its scales. “You’re welcome to them. I have the patience and the skill to catch more. Don’t choke on fish bones.”


      The bald man reluctantly thrust his sore feet back into his boots. “You’ll be the local lord’s son, I imagine. Well, we said we wanted no trouble, and we’ll cause none. We’ll light a fire back through the forest, cook this and be gone before you know it. Later p’raps we’ll see what these welcoming widows of yours are like.”


      Jak looked up, the small cold smile still in place. “I doubt they’ll be welcoming men in armour, not after these past months’ memories. Nor welcome talk of bastards and war.”


      The bald man sniggered. “Without our armour, we’d be walking well-nigh on bare arse nekkid. Would please them womenfolk even more, you reckon? And it’s little bastards we aim on making, not chatting over. Just don’t go sending the Law-Fister after us.”


      “He’s a busy man,” smiled Jak. “I wouldn’t trouble him for so little.”


      They stomped through the bracken like a herd of wild cattle across the moors, and it was some time before the forest lay bathed in clean nature once again. Jak came to help me down from the tree. I intended dropping into his arms, but he stepped back and I landed on my knees in the mud. “I thought they were going to fight you,” I complained.


      “Not worth their time,” said Jak, “since it’s friends that hungry men need, not corpses left under the bushes and the Law-Fister on their trail. Besides, I have my dagger in my short-coat.”


      “A dagger against eight swords,” I sniffed.


      “A skilled and fit man against eight starving cowards,” grinned Jak.


      “But those men,” I mumbled, “would have fought at Strakken and probably other places before that. They must at least be experienced. You’ve never fought anywhere except the practice lists.”


      “But I should have, and at Strakken too, and been part of the glorious victory.” Jak scowled, which was an expression I rarely saw. “Yes, I’m untried, thanks to my father. There are boys of fourteen expected to fight for their king, and those even younger who follow with the supply wagons and deliver arrows on the battlefield. But at sixteen, my fool of a father still hides me from harm as if I’m some frightened simpleton.”


      “Then I thank your father for it.” I stuck my chin out, “and thank my mother too, for her lucky charms.”


      He softened into smiles once more, and the golden haloes spun around his eyes again. “It’s kind of you Freia, to care for me. But those widows have lost their men, and they rightly stare me out when they see me riding by.”


      “Little Lizzie was widowed and lost her eldest son at Strakken too. Both grown men of her family slaughtered, and the only male left is a babe in arms.  So it’s a tragedy of course, but she’s never been so happy, with not a bruise on her face ever since.”


      Jak shook his head, picking up his hat and his fishing line. “But even widows who hated their husbands can starve without them.”


      “Lizzie’s sister-in-law feeds her and her family sometimes, and my mother feeds them the rest of the time,” I said at once. “There’s always the community will step in and help. And now her eldest daughter works at the big house. Your house. She’s been taken on as a maid-servant for your mother and can send her wages back home every ten-day.”


      Jak grinned at me. “Step-mother. But yes, I know the community helps in times of need. And your mother’s a good woman, though I’m not sure I believe in lucky charms and nor does the church. But Strakken field’s well over, thank the Lord. No more war, no more widows. The north lies in peace again. It’s as if the sunshine has come out. We have to think of the orphans, the widows, and the out of work soldiers – but there’s no more need to clean up the miserable filth of the battlefield.”


      I sniffed and said, “Will the peace last?”


      “There’s nothing left in the North to fight over,” Jak insisted. “But we lost our fish. Come and help me catch another.”


      The vagabond soldiers kept their promise and did not try to cause trouble for the village, but they brought something else with them that did. They brought the pestilence, contagion and death.
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      It had been many years since the last local outbreak of the pestilence. Just a few months ago there was rumour of a woman living near who had broken out in pustules and quickly died. Hearing the story, our neighbours had begged my mother to prepare and store a supply of herbal potions ready for the spread that was feared, yet if it was the Great Death indeed, which soon seemed unlikely, at least no wandering minstrel or itinerant beggar carried it to our village.


      But after the soldiers passed through, the Great Death came to stay.


      I hadn’t seen Jak for a few soggy and rain-drenched days since we had met the soldiers, but he came for me early one dewy fresh morning. He took my hand, following the old deer trail through the wooded slopes, helping me collect kindling. It took some searching to discover anything even partially dry, and the forest smelled musty and close. Tangled fern dipped into mossy sludge underfoot where dew and rain had pooled, and around the knotted tree roots the low lying bracken had turned boggy. My thin shoes were badly worn and the wet leaked through the fraying seams. Suddenly I slipped, and my feet slid from under me. I fell heavily back into Jak’s arms, and as he caught me, quite unprepared, his hands grasped me around my breasts. His palms, warm and hard, closed tight, but he released me so quickly it seemed I had burned him. Stepping back, he looked wildly at me, panting like a shocked virgin. “You must never,” he said, breathless, “allow me to do that to you again, Fray. Promise me. Promise you’ll never let me hurt you, or spoil what we have.”


      Naturally, I was disappointed. “You do this to girls all the time,” I said accusingly. “I’ve watched you. But if it’s so wrong, shouldn’t it be me getting upset?”


      “No, because you trust me,” he said, now looking contrite. “But I’m not always trustworthy. I hurt people. Perhaps I ought to care, but usually I don’t. With you, I would care. Very much. I keep telling myself not to take advantage, but one day – being tempted – and wanting so hard – I might still – you know – if you let me. Even though I’d hate myself afterwards.”


      Although I had stopped growing upwards, I had started growing outwards and was, at last, aware and tentatively proud of high budding breasts and a slight curve at the hips. Yet Jak’s continued determination to touch no part of me except my hands, or sometimes to smooth back a wisp of unruly hair from my cheek, shamed me as if I was permanently twelve years old and inviolate. Now I tried not to sound pitiful, and mumbled, “I know I’m not beautiful. I know I’m skinny. But am I truly so – awfully – unattractive?”


      “O, Fray.” He stared at me and sighed. “Of course you’re attractive. Beautiful in fact. It’s wanting you so much that makes it so difficult. And if I ever – well, you have to stop me.”


      “In that case,” I said, cross because I still felt the pleasurable warmth of his hands and my breasts tingled where he had clasped me, “you must be the guardian of your own behaviour. Don’t expect me to be your target and your shield too.” I rather enjoyed a little temptation and didn’t understand Jak’s rigid gallantry at all. My moral upbringing included murder by poison and had never encompassed the strictures of Church-taught chastity. Now I noticed some velvety death-caps in the beech shade and wondered if I should collect them for my mother. “Personally,” I continued as calmly as I could, “I have been waiting for you to make love to me for a year and a half.”


      Jak’s black frown brightened into a slightly reluctant grin. “I’m perfectly well aware of that,” he said, “which I can promise you makes it a good deal harder for me. But I won’t do it.” He paused and the grin widened. “Well, one day I will,” he added, “but not until you grow up and I marry you.”


      I stared at him and then at my feet where the fungi nudged my toes. “Don’t be silly.” I thought I sounded ridiculously breathless. “Your father wouldn’t let you.”


      “I won’t always have to do what he tells me,” said Jak. He leaned forward and I leaned back against the trunk of the oak. I hoped he would kiss me, but he didn’t. He took my hand again and linked my fingers Between his. “We’ll have a wedding night worth waiting for, Fray, I promise it. I’ve been struggling with temptation ever since I met you, but it’s a struggle I mean to win. I intend treating you with respect until I’m able to marry you. I’ll pledge it now if you like.”


      His words surprised me, but I wasn’t taking him seriously yet. He often teased me, and I thought this must be more of the same. Marriage? A lord’s son to the local mad woman’s brat? So I giggled and said, “And will you be faithful, just to me?”


      It seemed he hadn’t thought of that. “What, from now on?” he said, sounding quite startled and distinctly reluctant. Then he paused, almost blushed, and said, “I suppose I should. I mean, it’s another sort of being respectful, isn’t it. Anyway, there aren’t many left.”


      “Women? Or do you mean virgins?” I was intrigued. “Or don’t you like repeat visits?”


      Now he had the grace to blush properly, which amused me. “What I meant was, there aren’t many of the local girls left who trust me anywhere near them anymore. Their parents have warned them to keep away.” Jak squeezed my fingers. “Yes, I’ll be faithful, Fray, if that matters to you. We’ll make the pledge now, and when you grow up a little, we’ll do it properly.”


      “I’m nearly fifteen now,” I lied, chin up. “And you’re not much more.” Now late June, it was three months since I had turned fourteen years, and as far as I was concerned, this made me as close to fifteen as could be counted.


      “You’re three years old and as innocent as a butterfly, and I’m sixteen, which is nigh grown for a man,” Jak said. “But in any case, we have to wait because of my father. One day he’ll die or be called off to war again. If I ignore him now, he’d kill you and me too and cause trouble like saying your mother’s a witch.”


      “Everyone calls her a witch,” I pointed out.


      “She’s a herbalist and a doctor and a good woman,” he nodded. “I don’t believe what they say about her selling curses and poisons. I know better than listen to village gossip.” I didn’t answer. After all, they weren’t my secrets.


      He pulled me down to sit amongst the old mushrooms and years of decay and we faced each other, cross-legged. The ground was mulchy beneath my skirts. I clung tightly to his hands and looked into those beautiful sea-green eyes, heavy-lidded over the filtered sunlight dancing in his pupils, and as deliciously seductive as I ever remembered him. “I swear,” his voice very soft, “to marry you one day, Freia. I’m yours, and you’re mine, and I won’t ever take anyone else to wife, whatever happens. There, now we’re pledged with a proper Accorder de Futuro.”


      “Kiss me then,” I whispered. “Being betrothed means being allowed to kiss.”


      He lifted my right hand to his mouth and kissed each fingertip without moving his eyes from my face. Then he pulled off the heavy gold ring from his thumb and pushed it onto the index finger of my right hand. It was far too big for me. I hooked my finger over to stop it slipping off. “We haven’t any witnesses,” said Jak. “But this is my proof.”


      “I’ll hang it on twine and put it around my neck,” I said. Then I realised I had started to cry. He rubbed my tears away with the ball of his thumb and kissed the tip of my nose. It was the most intimate thing he’d managed yet.


      “I can’t kiss you properly, my dear,” he said gruffly, and his breath felt hot on my cheek. “I can’t even hold you close. If I did, I wouldn’t be able to stop. Just remember, even if I have to go away, we belong to each other, and I’ll come back and get you when I can.”


      In all his life so far probably no girl had ever said no to him, so as far as self-control went, he was hopelessly unpractised. I still wanted his embrace, his kisses and his caresses, but I was deeply touched, amazed and inordinately thrilled by what he’d said. I was even a little scared by the solemnity, finding the prospect of actually wedding Jak virtually impossible to believe. So I knelt on the soft ground in front of him and picked the death caps, my face down, hiding blush and breathlessness. “Do you think they’ll really let us? One day, I mean? Be properly married like real husbands and wives? Even with me being no one at all?”


      Jak eyed the velvet fungi with some mistrust. “I wouldn’t have those for supper, if I were you, Fray.  And yes, of course they’ll let us.” He leaned forward again and took my hand, his ring warm between our entwined fingers. “Well, that is, my father wouldn’t. He’d as soon spit toads and beat me and send me away again. But once it’s done, it’s done, and no one can undo it.”


      “You have other relatives,” I pointed out.


      “My vile step-mother has no authority over me. I have cousins but they’re fools and braggarts.” He nodded, insistent.


      I stared back at him and said, “Well, I think I’m a poor choice for anyone. I don’t have any debts. But I don’t have property either apart from some ducklings. And obviously, you’ve no interest at all in getting me into bed.”


      He clearly wasn’t falling into my trap, and he just grinned at me. “Not interested? Oh, if only you knew. But I’m not going to tell you, and I can’t talk about it because then I might end up doing it. Besides, I’m hardly the king. And a good king – well, he’d have less freedom to do what he wants than his own peasants in the fields.”


      “I don’t care about the king,” I whispered. “I only care about you and getting married and wondering if you really, really mean it. Can I tell my mother?”


      He stood quickly, pulling me up with him, and shook his head. “She wouldn’t approve, and she might tell my father. But I mean every word I say, Fray, and you have my ring to prove it. So if you want a witness, tell a friend. One of the village girls, someone you trust.”


      “The village girls are all in love with you,” I pointed out. “They’d be jealous and cause trouble. I don’t have any friends.”


      “Then tell the priest,” said Jak. “And I’ll tell our chaplain under confession so he can’t pass it on. Then we have to forget all about it and act normally.”


      “What’s normal?” I demanded. “You treating me like your baby sister and then tumbling every other girl you see?”


      He smiled and held my hand and led me home, just as he had when we first met. “I told you,” he said. “I promised, and I meant it. From now on, now we’re really betrothed, I’ll be faithful. Absolutely faithful. Even in my head.”


      My mother scolded me for the grass stains on my gown. I gave her the death-caps and she added them to her secret larder. That night I dreamed the dream that would haunt me for many agonising years ahead, of Jak’s arms around me and his kiss hot on my mouth. It happened only in dreams. Once awake, I could only guess what that felt like, but in sleep, I felt it hot and loving every night.


      Jak’s ring was not only too big for any of my fingers, but it would also have been far too noticeable. I threaded it on ribbon cut from my shift and hung it around my neck, nestled between my breasts together with my mother’s talisman. When I was alone, I pulled it out and held it tight and imagined what it would be like being married to Jak. I don’t know if my mother noticed. Usually, she noticed everything. What she didn’t notice, she managed to know anyway.


      The local priest disliked me intensely but mostly because of my mother and the fact that neither of us ever attended his church. He was still obliged to listen to my confession. “Forgive me, gods above and below, and everything else I ought to say whatever that is,” I muttered, kneeling before him, Jak’s ring clutched in my palm. “I just want to tell you that Jak Lydiard and I are pledged. We’ve made a betrothal promise, so one day we’ll be married. But it’s secret.”


      “Well, that’s a fine thing to confess,” pouted the priest, “and you certainly don’t sound contrite. I’m sure what his lordship does is no concern of mine, and once he becomes the Eden-Lord he can do what he likes, but in the meantime, I can tell you that half the foolish females of this county seem to consider themselves promised to him. I’ll give no absolution for improper fornication unless you show proper shame.”


      I stared into his frown. “This is different,” I mumbled. “We really are engaged to each other. He’s given me his ring as a pledge. We swore an oath. I just want you to remember since Jak seems to think we might need a witness one day.”


      “I’m a witness to nothing,” said the fat man. “I heard no oaths and saw no pledges. I want no trouble from the Lord, and I can tell you here and now, I disapprove as much as he would if he knew. Whatever sins you and the young lord get up to, I’m sure it’s not the first time nor the last, and you can run off and confess to your mother instead of me. You and she may live in my parish, but you’re not part of my congregation. I’m not interested.”


      I scowled at him. “There wasn’t any fornication. We didn’t get up to anything, and I haven’t sinned at all, at least, not in the way you mean.” Unfortunately. “Jak respects me,” I sniffed.


      “Yes, no doubt, so you may think,” snorted the priest. “But wickedness is wickedness, and you show no remorse. Remember, death comes early in these troubled times to those who sin.”


      But it wasn’t me who died, it was the priest. He caught the pestilence. Three days after I had told him my secret and asked him to bear witness, he woke sweating in terrible pain. He lived in a cottage in the shadow of his own domed church. Here my mother visited him for the first time in her life. The local doctor had taken one look at the fat naked man in the saturated bed, diagnosed the Great Death, and abandoned him. Word travelled fast. My mother took him drinks, bathed his tonsured forehead, supported his bulk while he drank, and then left him to say his own prayers. He died some four days later and alone, but by then there were many just as sick.


      There were no celebrations in the village that year, no bonfires or feasting. The Monthly-pyre was not even erected in the square. The people hid, closed their shutters tight, or gathered in the church to pray.


      For five nights, my mother went out on the hills under the lowering skies, searching for herbs and special remedies. During a swirling black storm, she found the last precious ingredient she believed would keep us alive if either of us caught the Sickness. Then she sat on the beaten earth floor by our central stone slab where she lit the cooking fire, set the pot trivet high and boiled the tincture three times over until it was concentrated and dark and smelled like rotting tree bark.


      “Listen carefully to me, Freia. There is not enough for others,” my mother told me. “Most of these herbs are those I always use, and there’s willow of course, to dull the pain. But some of these berries and roots are very rare, and so are these mould scrapings and fungi. I have added fermented gyst and spores grown in the dark on damp manchet. This is a secret mixture, both difficult to assemble and difficult to brew in the right quantities. I cannot share it.”


      “But we aren’t sick,” I mumbled, suddenly afraid.


      She nodded. The condensation from her cooking pot rose in clouds to the rafters where black droplets hung for hours, darkening the smoke-stained wood even further and wetting the strings of sausages and bacon slabs hung there to dry.  “I have different medicines, ointments and tonics which will help other folk. They will even cure a few, perhaps,” she said. “Some will live, and some will die, and that is the law of all nature. But for you and me there must be something very special. No, we are not sick yet. But even in spite of my talismans, our danger is as great as anyone’s for the pestilence is wildly infectious, and if I visit and nurse the sick, I might more quickly contract it myself and then bring it home to you.”


      She would not even let me leave the house. The sickness, she said, would permeate the air and creep into our bodies through our mouths and noses and skin. “Remember, Freia,” and she repeated it twice, “I will store our special formula in the little black jar under the bottom step up to our bed. If I become ill, and you know the symptoms to watch for, then you must give me half this bottle to drink, and immediately take the rest yourself.”


      “I could help you with collecting herbs out on the hills, and then with the nursing,” I said. I didn’t want to sit inside all day. It made me miserable, lonely and scared. “You could teach me doctoring.”


      My mother’s hair was darker than mine, very long and thick with a russet tinge like a fox’s brush. When she shook her head, her hair fell around her face like the vicious coils of her poisons. “No. And you will obey me, Freia. I demand it.”


      “But I have to see Jak.”


      “There is no point,” said my mother. I couldn’t see her expression behind the shadows of her hair, but her voice was very soft. “And you must not approach him. Young Jak Lydiard is already facing death.”
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      As soon as my mother left the house and me alone within it, I hurried to change my clothes. I had always been allowed to run free, barefoot and unchaperoned but to gain access to the big house I could not risk looking like a thief or beggar. So I put away my Lindsay wool and wore my one respectable robe, dark red linen with fine white gauze at the neck. I still looked like an ignorant country child, but since that is what I was, I was content, for once, with my appearance. But the skirts of my best gown were longer than I was accustomed to and trailed into a short train at the back. Flustered and fumble-fingered in my hurry, I was afraid I might trip, especially since I wore my new buckled shoes to which I was also unused. So I pinned my skirts at the hip with my mother’s beloved pearl brooch, the only piece of jewellery I believe she had ever owned. This should keep my hems from the mud, and I hoped to return the brooch to its special pouch before she noticed its absence. I then placed the head of a little briar rose on her pillow as a message in case she came back home before me.


      There was already a rich misty twilight as I crept out into the warm evening shadows. Skirting the village and keeping to the overhang of the birches, I ran all the way across the hills up to the grand Lydiard Hall.


      My shoe buckles came undone, my gauze collar flopped askew, I was hot and pink and hopelessly out of breath, and my skirt hems trailed in the mud in spite of my mother’s brooch, but at almost fifteen years old and thinking only of Jak, none of this mattered to me at all. I arrived at the manor house in its stern stretch of grounds overlooking the village beyond and below, and at once scurried around to the servants’ dominion. I managed to reclaim my breath, tidy my escaping hair and brush down my skirts. Then I rebuckled my shoes, stuffed my cleavage back inside the neck of my gown, and silently prayed to the church’s numerous gods and the entire hierarchy of pompous and meddling angels. Finally, I entrusted my mission to my own determination. But first and foremost, I trusted my mother’s medicine.


      Only a pale glow of candlelight showed at the back of the big house where the kitchens met the brewery, buttery, bakery and pantries. A young maidservant was on her knees, sleeves rolled up, scrubbing the steps leading to the kitchen doors. She looked up, frightened as I came to the lower step. I knew her for this was Lizzie’s daughter, but at first, she didn’t recognise me in my fine clothes. The flaring of the one tallow candle beside her distorted her face as she stared, eyes wide and mouth open. I didn’t blame her. They were frightening times, with the pestilence on the move. For a moment even I, increasingly intimidated, wasn’t sure what to do. I couldn’t speak.


      “Get out,” she whispered. “This house is cursed. The young lord is sick to dying.”


      “That’s why I’m here,” I said, making my voice steady. “I’ve brought medicine.”


      “I wasn’t told to expect anyone,” stuttered the girl. Then I bent towards her, and suddenly she recognised me. “Lord be praised, it’s you, Freia. Did your Mamma send you? Most everyone has run away, but I’ve been ordered to scrub every entrance and leave vervain and lavender on the steps. I’ve been scrubbing for hours, and I’m so tired. But they say it will help. Do you think it will?”


      “Perhaps,” I said. “Though it’s late and you should be in bed. Or maybe you should run away like everyone else. But I’ve brought my mother’s medicine for the young lord, so I have to see him.”


      The girl whispered, “Leave it with me, Fray. I’ll make sure her ladyship gets it in the morning.”


      I glared. “The medicine can’t wait. I’ll take it to him myself.” She stood, knees shaking, so I pushed past her. I was lucky she was alone. Any kitchen this size would employ an army of workers, and at this time of night, the scullions and apprentices should be asleep under the benches. I’d never seen a kitchen like it, all gleaming white enamel with a hundred copper pots and skillets on long shelves. The fireplace was so vast it covered one wall, though the fire was out and lay in a heap of black ashes like a portent of death. There were several doors leading off, and I had no idea where to go. “The young lord’s bedchamber?” I demanded. “Show me where it is.”


      “I don’t have permission to let anyone in,” trembled the girl. “I daren’t do anything without permission. Her ladyship would have me whipped.”


      “For curing her stepson?” It made me wonder again why Lord Lydiard had not at least sent for my mother once his heir fell ill. “Come on. You’re wasting time,” I said.


      “But if I take you up to him,” whispered the girl, “you mustn’t tell anyone I showed you. Anyway I suppose if you go in there, you’ll catch it too, and then you’ll die, so it won’t matter.”


      I’d always known she was a fool like her bully of a dead father. “Hurry then,” I said, more loudly. She was used to taking orders and started to obey me. Then I realised she wasn’t alone after all. Someone else had heard, and one of the kitchen doors was flung open. Just a scullion, scared but wielding a carving knife and ready for battle all the same. The boy was white-faced, but at least he’d had the courage to stay at his post when most of them had fled. Brave – or too dull to understand. I recognised him too and marched over to glare at him. “Stupid boy. You think there’ll be robbers breaking into a house already cursed by the Sickness? Or is it the disease itself you hope to stick that knife into?”


      “Wot d’you want here?” demanded the child, his blade flashing in the meagre candlelight. “Ain’t no one allowed in after dark, lest they’s the sheriff or the mayor, and you ain’t them.” It was the local butcher’s boy, youngest son of a nasty old sot who had been known to blow between the mutton membranes to make the joints seem larger, and sometimes stuffed wet rags between the beef ribs. He’d passed more than a few days in the village stocks for it, and more than once too, for a dishonest man rarely learns from his punishments. The son, I decided, was as dense as the father.


      But I was getting desperate. Other servants could still be working in the outer chambers, and any moment someone with considerably more authority might burst in upon us. So I swooped on the little urchin. “Out of the way,” I commanded. “I bring medicine, and if you delay me, there’ll be trouble.” I turned back to little Lizzie. “Quickly, show me the way and tell this horrid boy to let me past and not call out for anyone else.”


      The house was huge and unlit. The shadowed passages seemed endless. A hundred corners turned left, a hundred more turned right, and at each turn, I feared the sudden grasp of a diseased and tremulous hand, the sour breath of sickness down my neck, the appearance of the steward or someone else determined to stop me, or even the dying gasp of a crawling corpse. No other sconced candles flared but Lizzy’s daughter carried the one small stub from the kitchen to light our way, her other palm shielding it from the draught. It flickered pale sepia puddles on our scurrying toes and spat smoke. We hurried up great staircases and along narrow corridors where oak doors soared massive and tight-closed in the gloom. I knew I would never again discover the way out. Then finally Lizzie, daughter to Lizzie, stopped. She pointed to a doorway, turned at once and left me. I stood alone in the sudden blackness and took a deep breath. I clutched my mother’s little earthenware jar, and I opened the door.


      Lord Lydiard had never taken wards so Jak, an only child, slept in the large bedchamber by himself. Now no servant kept watch on the straw pallet at the end of the bed for in sickness, Jak was isolated. The canopied bed took up half the floor space, and within it, the sleeping figure seemed tiny. No one had been around to raise the shutters, so the long uncovered windows welcomed the moonlight which striped the floor and the wall tapestries in pale witch silver. Jak’s breathing was hoarse and ragged, and he did not know I was there.


      The bed curtains were already pulled back. The old velvet was threadbare and torn as if it had hung there for too many years, witness to the clutching hands of dying generations. Dust gathered in all the folds, and I could smell it. I could smell the Sickness too. I sat carefully on the edge of the mattress, sinking into the billowed feathers and the heavy covers. I leaned over and put my palm on Jak’s forehead.


      The evening’s warmth had turned cold. Past midnight, it was a drear morrow and a long way from dawn. My hand was cool, and Jak’s brow was fire. I thought he opened his eyes and saw me, but when I leaned closer, I saw he was still in sleep and only the nightmare of delirium moved his lashes. All his skin was slick with sweat which glowed in the moonlight, but his face was flushed, and his jaw tight as though clenched in pain. His nostrils were caked in dry blood, and where the quilt was pulled right up to his chin, its edging was wet, all dark sour stained with sweat and vomit. I pulled it back a little. Jak moved, fretful as if disturbed by my touch, but he did not open his eyes, and neither did he speak, though his forced breathing gurgled shallow in his throat. I looked around for something to clean his face and soothe his fever. There were pillows on the floorboards around the bed as if he had thrown them off in tremor or convulsion. I piled them back and pushed some behind Jak’s shoulders and over the bolster, supporting him so he would not gag on his own vomit. There was a jug of water and a basin on a chest by the window, and besides this, I found a tangle of prepared bandages. I used them to bathe him, cooling his face and head and then his neck and upper chest, but soon the little water was all gone. I dried him with my own skirt and kissed his cheek. Clearly, it was days since he had been shaved and the youthful stubble was thick, but the perspiration made his skin seem smooth. He did not wake.


      I sat for a while calming my own fears, knowing I could not give him my mother’s precious medicine to drink until I could wake him, or I risked him choking, or spilling and wasting it. The little white moonlight pooled around the bed as the moon slowly sank, readying for the day. Jak’s breathing continued to rattle as if it clung only reluctantly to him and would burst out soon and leave him empty. His tongue was swollen, his mouth smelled rank, his gums oozed pus, and his nose had started to bleed again. The sweat streamed in tiny rivulets down his face and into the valleys of his neck. He was naked beneath the covers, and all the proud muscles of his wide shoulders now glistened as if oiled. I put my cheek against his and called him. “You must wake Jak,” I whispered. “You must wake, for me to cure you and make you well. I promise to take all the pain away, but first you must come to my call.”


      He went hard, quite rigid, and began to shake in uncontrollable spasms. Convulsion gripped every part of him so that the quilt was flung away and I was thrown off, having to hurl myself across his body to keep him on the bed. For some moments I held him as tightly as I could, my face in his hair, repeating over and over my promise to make him well, my prayer to whatever god would condescend to listen, and mumbling a little magic charm I had heard my mother sing many times. Gradually the terrible shaking eased, and Jak went limp in my arms. I continued to hold him tightly and smoothed back his hair, cooled his forehead and his eyes and wiped his mouth with the train of my gown. His saliva was brown, like slime in the midden heaps.


      When I sat up a little, I saw he was finally awake, and staring at me. There were streaks of blood in the pupils of his eyes, and where they should have been clear and white, there was a checkered crossing of bright, fresh scarlet.


      I thought he said something, but although my ear was so close to his mouth, I could not hear or understand him. Thick fur-tongued and half caught in the tremor of delirium, he could only grasp at words; wild sounds, guttural and slurred. I leaned closer. “I don’t hear you,” I whispered. I had my mother’s medicine bottle ready in one hand, fingers grasping the chipped wooden stopper.


      Jak strained desperately to make his words clear. I was smoothing the sweat from his forehead with my fingertips. He flung my hand off, spitting the words he struggled so hard to say. “You must – go – away,” he croaked.


      I shook my head. “Listen,” crooning as I did to wounded forest creatures, “I’ve brought medicine. You’re going to get better Jak. Not just better but cured. Can you drink, if I hold it for you?”


      He stared at me through a crimson mist, as vivid, I suppose, as the aura of colours through which he had told me he viewed all the world. He had never told me what colour the word death was. “No,” he managed to say, his voice split and croaking. But he forced himself to keep talking. “I’ll make you sick Freia. Leave me. Get safe away. I’m dying. I won’t be – your death too.” It took some time for him to get all the words out and most of them were so disguised, I only guessed them. His poor croaking voice must have pained him, but I sat patiently and held his hand as he ordered me gone, his hand clutching mine like a vice, a bird’s claw clamped around my fingers.


      “Tell me,” I insisted, “can you keep the medicine down if I help you drink it? Just a few drops at a time?”


      At last he said, “I – don’t – don’t know.”


      “Then we’ll try,” I said. I pushed another pillow behind his back. He had thrown the covers off in his last convulsion and now lay naked to the waist. Around his chest, a swollen black and purple rash clustered, bathed in a sheen of perspiration. The misshapen bruises joined in places, turning all his body livid as the last of the faint peeping moonlight cringed and slipped away. I wanted to put my arm around him for comfort and support, but when I touched him, he groaned, a guttural wheeze deep down in his throat. Instead, I held the medicine bottle to his lips and tipped it gently.


      It was a bottle that had once held poison, one of my mother’s favourites. “But there is really little difference between poison and cure,” she had told me more than once. “Too little poison may cure a sick man. Too much medicine will kill another.” I hoped desperately that the medicine I now held, keeping my hand steady through desperate determination, would be the cure she had promised.


      Jak sipped, taking just a few drops before he coughed and I took the bottle away, but the liquid showed no stain around his mouth, and I knew he had swallowed a little. I watched as he slowly regained his breath, the coughing lapsed into spittle and again he opened his eyes. “Fray,” he whispered, “it’s too late. I’m dying. You mustn’t be here. I’ll give you the sickness.”


      “Then we’ll die together,” I said simply.


      “When I go, I have to know I’ve left you safe.” He managed to shake his head. “And I stink. The stench of my own body makes me heave. Leave me the medicine if you want but get out while you can.”


      “You’re too weak to drink it yourself,” I told him. “And I have to nurse you as well. I know what my mother does, and I can do the same. This potion is very strong, but I’m only allowed to give you half, and without any nursing, it might not be enough. Just lie back, my beloved, I know what I’m doing.”


      I didn’t really. My mother had never let me accompany her, so I hadn’t watched exactly what she did, but she had spoken of it and told me what signs to look for should sickness come to either of us. “The pestilence is an evil thing, and more foul than any other disease I have seen,” she had explained. “The body dies, although the sick man still lives within it. All the inner organs leak and bleed, even the brain and the heart. The flesh breaks away beneath the skin and starts to rot. The bladder and bowels no longer hold onto their waste, and even the tongue oozes shit. When finally the huge black pustules swell up and grow, then it is the promise of the end. Look for them on the neck by the ears, under the arms, and in the sweaty folds of the groin. The patient may linger in agony while the lumps heave and bleed and grow big as an apple in autumn, but the pain of them is so terrible the sufferer wishes only to die.”


      Her words echoed in my head because what I now saw was just as she had described and Jak’s misery echoed the agony she had spoken of, but there were no dark apple sized swellings on his neck or under his arms, and that was a relief. My mother had also told me how I should nurse her if she became ill, and so I thought I could manage. First, I wanted clean water and didn’t know if I could retrace my way to the kitchens or find a pump or a well. Jak was still clutching my hand.


      “If you save me, and then you die, I’ll kill myself,” he whispered.


      His words were clearer, his voice faint but steady, and I wondered if the medicine was already helping. “We’ll both be safe,” I said very firmly. “Can you direct me to clean water? I need a bucket and towels.”


      He was a little calmer when I staggered back with the pail of water. I had gathered cloths from the kitchen, and the water had once been boiled over the cooking fire, remaining still faintly warm. There had been no maidservant nor scullion to interrupt me, and I had quickly found what I wanted. Now I poured some water into the jug and began, very gently, to clean Jak’s face. He lay, fever-bright, and watched me in silence. His eyes were still bloodshot, but his breathing grew almost quiet.


      Eventually, Jak said, “Does your mother know you’re here?”


      I considered lying. “Not actually,” I said. “But the medicine is from her.”


      After a moment he continued, “Does my father know you’re here?”


      I smiled. “No. It’s the middle of the night. I sneaked in through the kitchens.”


      He leaned forward slightly to rinse his hands in the bowl I held for him, then collapsed back against the pillows. I gave him cooled water to drink, and then two more sips of the medicine. He was able to take it without gagging, and I watched his face relax a little. He thanked me, no more than a hoarse whisper.


      Slowly I washed Jak’s arms and chest, very gently across the wide festering expanse where the internal bruising distorted his skin down to the hard flat plain of his belly. I had never seen him naked before. Unclothed, he was all slim sinew and muscle, he would have been so beautiful if the skin had glistened with health instead of sweat pouring over discoloured pits and hollows where the rash ate his poor body. It seemed strange to see him so vulnerable, with all that strength subsided into pain, and without even the force to hold up one of those muscled arms by himself. I liked feeling the curves of his body beneath my fingers, but he was as weak as one of the little animals I often saved from the farmers’ traps. I held him against me as I washed his back, dried where I had washed, then leaned him once more against his pillows.


      Not even a village lout was immodest enough to bare his chest under the sun, not even while ploughing, and there had never been a male friend come to my mother’s house. So at first, I had been startled. “I didn’t know men had nipples,” I said. Jak looked at me as if he thought I might be mad. “It seems rather unnecessary,” I explained.


      “My dearest,” his voice was fading again, “you have to leave me at dawn. My father rises early. You have to leave before he comes. I’m too weak to protect you.”


      “He won’t throw me out,” I said. “He won’t dare. I just don’t understand why he didn’t send for my mother when you first got ill.”


      “He did,” whispered Jak. “She didn’t come. I don’t blame her.”


      I stared open-mouthed. I didn’t believe it. She wouldn’t do that. “That’s not possible.” She couldn’t have been called, yet Lord Lydiard knew she was a fine herbalist and had saved Jak’s life when he was a baby. “But no one’s going to throw me out,” I hurried on. “I’m staying until you’re well.” He hadn’t the strength to argue. I gave him two more drops of medicine. He had nearly drunk halfway through the bottle. The rest of my work would be in nursing, but I was so frightened that my heartbeat pounded against my ribs and made me nauseous. Whatever I did might be too little. The medicine might have come too late. Something else was making me nauseous too. “When,” I asked shyly, “did someone last change the sheets on this bed?”


      He tried to clear his throat, shaping each word with effort. “I don’t know,” he said. “I haven’t always been conscious. There were dreams – I didn’t always know what was real – and what was nightmare.”


      “I think,” I said carefully, “that everything needs changing.” I could smell it all, the terrible days of untreated pestilence, the filth and the heat and the pain. It was overpowering, and I was sure it must be holding the seeds of the sickness inside it.


      Jak sighed and clutched at my hand again as I started to pull down the covers. “No.”


      “I have to,” I said. “My mother says cleanliness is part of the cure. Old clothes, old bedding and dirt in the air – they make the contagion. And smells, the doctors say, carry the sickness. Anyway, you’ll feel fresher afterwards if I can make the bed all fresh and clean.”


      “I’ve pissed in this bed for the past three days, and diarrhoea too,” said Jak softly. “There’s vomit and blood and shit. Leave it be Freia. My father can get someone to clean it up tomorrow.”


      “I’ll do it now,” I said. I sat still a moment, looking at Jak’s beauty all turned into dark, filthy hollows and bloodshot eyelids. “It doesn’t matter to me, Jak, honestly it doesn’t.” I went to find clean sheets. The chest under the window was stacked with folded linens. I found sheets with embroidered monograms, a great fluffy quilt of duck down, a brocade bed cover, and pillowcases with ruffles. “Gracious, Jak,” I smiled. “You’ve enough stuff here to bed down the entire village.”


      He wasn’t listening. He was in more pain than I could imagine, and he didn’t want me up to my wrists in his shit. He grasped vainly at my hands again, trying to stop me, but I pulled gently from him. He had no strength to struggle and could not have forced away a feather. So he sighed, turning his head aside as I pulled the quilt down to his feet.


      It was an enormous surprise. Not having seen any man naked before, I wasn’t sure what was normal and what might be the effects of the pestilence, so I wished my mother had explained more. Even if I’d never had a father, she had nursed enough men through a hundred different diseases and had to know what they looked like and what to expect. I did not. Now I was aware of Jak’s eyes, unblinking, concerned for me, concentrated on my face. I knew my amazed confusion must have been obvious to him.


      “I’ll wash you first,” I said quickly to cover the shock, “and then I’ll change the bedding. Can you move at all, my love?”


      “Fray – it’s – not right –”


      I shook my head. “There’s no time for that,” I said, “and just for this once, I’m stronger than you. I’m going to make you well again, and this is an important part of it. So, do you think you could roll over – if I help?”


      “I’m not sure.” He saw my determination and surrendered to the inevitable, but his eyes were fever-bright with suffering and the misery of self-loathing. There was pity too, but that was all for me.


      All around Jak’s body, a mire of seeping filth, had collected. At its outer edges, cracked like chipped enamel, the muck covered all the lower bed. His legs, belly and groin were rubbed to raw meat by faecal sludge and acid urine. The stench was overpoweringly foul, but I tried not to let him see my disgust. I poured more warm water from the bucket into the bowl and used the softest of the cloths I had found.


      He closed his eyes, tightened his jaw and said nothing while I cleansed him as best I could. In the sweat ravaged creases of his groin, the shit had collected and in parts, had hardened. Where it had also been bloody, so the dried remains were glued to his skin. Removing it carefully, I found open sores beneath.


      And I found the buboes. The signs I had most feared were there, nestled black in the sweat-damp hair Between his legs. I knew nothing of a man’s private places, but I knew about buboes. Jak had two on the right-hand crease of his inner thigh, and they were hard and livid purple like the dark eyes of Hell. I thanked the Lord they seemed still small, little larger than grapes or the first tiny apples in spring – not those of autumn ripeness. When I touched one, Jak shuddered, cringing, as he swung his head away and clenched his teeth.


      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “The pain must be truly terrible.”


      He didn’t answer. I bent again and continued washing each part of him, very gently, knowing I still hurt him, and unable to avoid his agony. As I touched and moved and washed the unexpected masculinity of him, the strange projections, the soft, curling bumps and swells, he groaned, but then clamped his jaw tight so as not to cry out or moan again. “It is a thing so awful,” my mother had told me, “that even those on their path to recovery may die suddenly from the pestilence. Their hearts burst, the pain being beyond their capacity to bear.” But Jak was strong and so brave. He was my Jak, my love, and I would help him live.


      I leaned him to the side a little, to wash behind. His skin was encrusted with excrement and each part of him fetid, but at least at the back, he was not so different from a woman, and I was less embarrassed to touch him. With a deep breath, and biting my lip in concentration, I smoothed the wet cloths across his body and eased away the filth. It took me a long time to remove the sheet, now slimy and sodden, from below him and replace it with another. I should have turned the mattress. Better, the mattress should have been burned and a new one put in its place. But all that was beyond me, so I folded pillow slips over the part of the bed most soiled and soaked, and laid a clean linen sheet across. Jak had to help a little by bending his legs, then rolling back. I knew this effort took the very last of his strength, though he made no complaint and very little sound. When I had finished, he looked close to death, the sweat poured across his body, and his face was violently flushed with a tinge of dirty saffron, turning green around his nostrils and mouth. His eyes closed as his breathing shallowed, gasping and rattling. I pulled the fresh feather quilt up to his shoulders and leaned forward, kissing his forehead. “Oh my beloved,” I whispered, “in just one more moment you can rest.”


      I thought he had fainted, but after a minute he opened his eyes. He tried to speak but could not. I propped him again with clean pillows and gave him first two more drops of the potion, and then cool water. He drank both. I wiped his mouth, then the perspiration from his brow. All his beautiful black hair was sweat-straggled and smelled sour. His breath was vile, but the ghastly stench of the soiled bedding still lay discarded at my feet, and that overpowered all the rest.


      He had now taken half the medicine, so I put the little bottle back into my purse and took out the salve my mother used. “There is one more thing I have to do now if you are calm,” I said. “I think it will hurt very much at first, but afterwards it will soothe and cure.” So I pulled back the covers again, ignoring Jak’s hopelessly flailing hands, and began to smear the ointment very gently over all places where his skin had burned away, rubbed, ruined and noxious, leaving the flesh red raw and weeping. Once all these were covered and the soft healing grease had begun to be absorbed within, I started again, covering all Jak’s thighs and belly with a thick balm. I was a doctor, I told myself, and so could not be embarrassed. But I was careful and did not touch where I could avoid.


      Finally, I covered the buboes. Because these swelled from the soft wet curling hair at his groin, they were difficult to treat. Each time I touched them, Jak shuddered and the whites of his eyes, still striped in a maze of protruding veins, seemed to roll. I was soon breathless and miserable with the pain I knew I caused him. The black boils were solid but not smooth, as though just beneath the wafer thin skin something evil pulsed, ready to break out and contaminate with pus, bringing the final rancour of disease. But I continued until both buboes were hidden beneath a slick of thick cream. Jak sighed as I pulled the covers back up to his chin. He closed his eyes again, sinking down against the feather pillows as if he was shrinking into himself.


      But while touching those terrible lumps, I had not entirely avoided touching other parts of him. Those strange and private parts, which I had never before known to exist, had been warm to my fingers. I was timid, sitting quietly for a moment afterwards, calming myself. I realised I was quivering like a plucked lute string. So I steadied my shoulders and leaned over, my ear to Jak’s mouth and then to his chest. His nostrils and gums had stopped bleeding, and although his swollen tongue was still thick and brown, his breath was now almost silent, his heartbeat was strong and rhythmic, and he no longer succumbed to convulsions or delirium. But he was deeply unconscious.


      I imagined his nakedness once clean and rich with energy and knew he would be even more beautiful than I had realised, but I still could not be sure if all men were the same. I could not understand why a man would grow outwards what a woman wore inwards. I could not be sure whether Jak’s appearance was due to his masculinity, or simply to his terrible illness.


      He was unconscious, so I could not ask him.


      Perhaps I would never have the courage to ask anyway. If we married, as he had originally promised, then I might ask. But marriage to the Eden-Lord, heir to Lydiard, seemed so unlikely for a witches’ brat, I could not believe in such a glorious future. Yet the witch herself, my amazing mother, would now bring the Lydiard heir himself back to life and save him from a hideous death. Would that, I wondered, appease the Eden-Lord sufficiently? Might he even give permission for his son to wed the daughter of the woman who had saved his life?


      I was washing my hands in the bucket when Lord Lydiard found me.
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      It was a kindness, and I thanked whatever god had arranged it, that Jak was already fully covered and unconscious when his father marched into the chamber. I had been so frightened of hurting Jak, and it had all been too serious, too black and too miserable. There been little time for embarrassment. But I would have felt instantly shamed if Lord Lydiard had walked in some minutes earlier and found me with my fingers at his son’s crotch.


      He shouted, “What the devil?”


      He was a large man and angry-eyed, not tall but well fed and coarse with indulgence. You could see he had never been as beautiful as his son. Although I was shaking, I said, “Hush. He’s asleep. I’m a friend of Jak’s, and I’ve spent the night doctoring him. His fever is part broken, he’s already past the worst.”


      “I know exactly who the shit you are,” said his lordship, now sunk to whispering. “And why didn’t your bloody mother come two days past?”


      “I’ve come,” I said. “My mother never received any call.”


      He could see the pile of putrid sheeting on the floor and he could smell it. It permeated the room. He could see I’d been working to help and not to hinder. So he stood panting in the doorway, caught between anger and relief, only part dressed, having hurried from his bed to see how his son had passed the night and try to help him through the day. “Then thank our blessed gods,” he said. It didn’t seem he could summon up the humility to thank me, but he hurried quickly to the bed and lifted Jak’s limp hand.


      Jak opened his eyes reluctantly, just a flutter of lashes into a world he had no wish to re-join. He had started sweating again and where I had washed and dried, now shone gleaming in the sudden intrusion of daylight. He tossed aside his father’s grasp and tried to whisper something. His father did not at first understand what the son tried to say, but I did.


      “Don’t hurt her.”


      “What?” His lordship sat on the side of the bed, kicking away the piles of sodden linen on the floor. “No need to speak, my boy. The wench came to help? Yes, yes, I know. She’ll be given food and money. No need to worry about that now.”


      Jak had slumped again, and I thought him lost in a troubled murmur of delirium. I said, as firmly as my courage allowed, “I don’t want money, and I don’t need food. But I won’t be sent away.” I wasn’t used to talking to Lords, but I was prepared to blackmail this one if I had to.


      He didn’t even bother looking at me. “If your mother sent you, then you can stay,” he said over his shoulder, “though I’d have sooner she came herself.” The first stains of dawn had tinged the light pale rose, and the windows were suddenly dazzled in pink. I had thought Jak unaware of his surroundings, but now he wrenched his head away from the brilliance, squeezing his blood-striped eyes shut in pain.


      “The light hurts him,” I said. “I must close the bed curtains.” The fat lord watched me as I pulled the heavy drapes, dislodging dust and peeling flakes of faded paint and brocade. Jak’s face at once slumped into shadow, but he did not reopen his eyes. Although he had drunk all the medicine I had given him, and although at first, he had seemed stronger for it, now he seemed to have relapsed.


      “I’ll get a girl to get rid of this shit,” said his father, nodding at the discarded sheets. “If you want to stay, you can sleep there on the pallet. For now, go down to the kitchens and break fast. Send a laundry maid up.”


      It was midday when my mother arrived. She swept up to the room where I was once more washing Jak and applying a thin layer of her ointment to the weeping sores across his chest. He was asleep, murmuring and lost in a confusion of dreams, having spent much of the morning unconscious. Once convinced that I was efficient, his father had left us alone.


      She stood cloaked in the doorway, silhouetted, daylight behind her and deep shade before. “You seem to be managing very well without me,” said my mother.


      It was a soft green shadowed room where I worked and Jak lay, slipping between conscious agony and a daze of unreality. He could not bear the violence of light in his eyes or across his face, so now the window shutters remained tight closed, and the bed hangings were drawn into a canopied cave, enclosed in darkness and heaving suspense. I lit no candle, so in the depth of the looming gloom, I saw more by touch than by sight. Jak spoke little, but in his more lucid moments, he clutched at my hands and whispered to me of the threat of death and visions of punishment for his sins. “They are right about Hell,” he said once. “I saw them, all clouds of fire and demons of thunder. It waits for me.”


      “It is fever,” I whispered back, “not truth that inspires those dreams. I am staying Jak, you won’t frighten me away. Even your father says I may stay. Tomorrow I promise you’ll start to feel better.”


      Once my mother had arrived, I was able to believe it myself. She brought me more of everything, including even the precious medicine which she had intended just for us. She was calm and brisk, explaining to me as if I was already her assistant and experienced in doctoring. Jak, she said, being in the late stages of the sickness, should finish the whole bottle I had stolen for him, drop by drop, over the next two days. Of the other bottle she had brought, even though we were not yet ill, she and I must immediately drink half each. It was the only way to keep us safe. I sat, nodding, watching her.


      “Lord Lydiard called you,” I said dismally. “He called for you at once when Jak got sick. He sent messages twice. You didn’t come.”


      “Don’t be a fool Freia,” said my mother. “I even treated the fat priest who was a man I loathed. Why wouldn’t I come to your friend, whom you love?”


      I was talking as softly as I could, though Jak slept and could not hear. Besides, I had long ago learned that being angry with my mother never did me any good at all. “Jak thinks you didn’t come because you don’t approve of him.”


      “Godfrey told his wretched wife to send for me as soon as the boy became ill,” said my mother, sitting down beside me. She took the basin from my hands and began to wipe the trickles of green bile from Jak’s face. “It was the wife who decided not to pass on the request. Jak Lydiard’s step-mother would prefer he did not recover.”


      “If you knew that –” I began.


      “I didn’t,” said my mother, “not until an hour ago. I came back after watching another man die, to find your petals on my pillow. Of course, I knew where you had gone. I came here and questioned the servants. It is very easy to discover the truth when people are frightened of you. But indeed, I would have come anyway. As for not approving of him, he is mistaken. I approve. I approve more than he will ever know. Yesterday, as soon as I heard of young Jak being ill, I prepared more of our special medicine and planned to bring it to him this morning.”


      “The medicine you said was only for me and for you and no one else?”


      “Indeed. For you, for me, and also for him.


      “Thank you,” I whispered. “Now I can believe he won’t die.”


      My mother gazed at me very calmly for a few moments in silence. Then she said, “He never would have. Not from the pestilence. I ensured that, many years ago. I make few genuine charms, but when I do, they always work.  Besides, I know something of this young man’s future, for I’ve seen it in dreams. I knew already he wouldn’t die.”


      “You told me he was dying,” I said, staring back. “That’s why I came.”


      My mother shook her head. “I told you he was facing death. But I did not say that death would take him.” She had raised both eyebrows at me, usually a sign of grave displeasure, but she wasn’t angry after all. “There was a risk of course, which is why I made more medicine,” she continued. “I do not believe in taking risks and have sometimes even been wrong with my foretelling. Not often, but sometimes. But Jak Lydiard will grow to be a great man. I have always known that.” Then she pointed to her own little trousseau broach that I wore. “You left me the petals of the briar rose, but I see you wear my pearls. That is a rose of infinitely more value.”


      I hung my head. “I had to look respectable, or the servants might not have let me in. But I know how much you prize it, though you’ve never told me who gave you such precious jewels. You must take it back.”


      “No” She turned away. I thought I heard her breathing strangely harsh, but when she spoke, her voice was calm and controlled again. “Keep it,” she said. “I always intended to give it to you sometime before I die.”


      She stayed with me all that first day and on into the evening. She taught what I did not already know, and she gave me the comfort I needed and the confidence I lacked. Still, Jak was rarely conscious. Clearly, my mother’s special potion did not produce immediate results, but she put trust in her ointments and medicines, and little in conventional nursing. “Bleeding a patient already so weak?” she scoffed as soon as I mentioned the usual solution of cutting, applying leeches, and prayer. “The poor child already bleeds. See his gums, his eyes and nose. He bleeds from his anus and bladder, fingernails and toes. His liver and kidneys bleed, and his whole body bleeds beneath his skin. We must build his strength, not leech it further. Nor will I lance the buboes as some ignorant doctors do to drain the evil, for the pain alone can burst a man’s heart. My salves dissolve the pus and shrink the boils until they wither, leaving only dry scars.”


      Food was brought up for us, and the High-Lord Lydiard came twice to see his son. He was angry with my mother for not having come earlier. “You,” he started to shout, then remembered, and turned yell to whisper. “At last you come, when my boy is well-nigh past curing.”


      “Ask your wife why I did not come at once,” said my mother. “Though I’m told she is no longer here and has run from the fear of disease. But before leaving, she sent no message, and I was never summoned.”


      But Lord Lydiard did not choose to believe the spite of a madwoman, and he blustered, keeping his distance as if frightened to touch her. “He arranged the poisoning of his first wife in order to marry the second,” my mother told me afterwards. “He was infatuated. He also needed more children. After his son came close to death as an infant, Godfrey of Lydiard believed he should produce other heirs. But lust was an even greater attraction. Now pride will not allow him to admit the choice he made was wrong.”


      “And futile. They never had any more children,” I pointed out.


      “That was inevitable,” smiled my mother, “but not something Lord Lydiard ever understood.”


      “I don’t understand either,” I said. “You talk in puzzles.”


      “And will continue to do so as and when I wish,” she said. “I will only remind you of my ability to create many potions, and there is one special powder which ensures infertility. But I’ll promise you this Freia. Before I die, I will tell you – everything. Mine is a grand and dazzling story and will shape your whole future. The story is unique, as I am myself, but for now, you must be patient. The Great Death will not claim us, and I have no intention of dying yet, so you must wait a deal longer before you learn the wonderful secrets of my life and yours.”


      When, in the continued dark as if an endless night, Jak woke sane enough to talk a little, my mother supported his back while I held a spoon to his mouth. He accepted my mother’s presence without comment, but once he said to her, “Will you clean below, and treat the pustules if it needs to be done? It is not something I would have Freia do again.”


      My mother smiled. “One day,” she said, “I believe you and my daughter will live in partnership and you will have occasion to doctor her, as she now doctors you. For the moment, she is learning what she needs to learn, and intimacy is a part of it.”


      “It isn’t only that,” said Jak, shame-voiced, though he accepted her prediction of our union without surprise. “But she’s a baby. I’ve no control of either bowels or bladder. It’s not the way I want her to know me.”


      “We have few choices over the manner of our dying or the manner of our loving,” said my mother. “You must accept both as they come to you.”


      Later in the afternoon, two stable hands and the kitchen boy I already knew came to change the mattress. “Burn that filth,” ordered my mother. “And wash your hands afterwards.” They bundled it out, having replaced it with a huge feather swathe, all fluffed and covered in heavy linens. I held Jak while they moved him. There was no strength at all in his legs, and he could not support his body. He was too heavy for me to lift even with my mother’s help, but I could steady his weight while he was shifted, and then ease his position again to settle him once the job was done. At all times, his limbs caused him terrible pain. Moving his legs was the worst and sent waves of great agony through the calf and thigh muscles and up his back. Then the sweating would break out again, and he would double over, and vomit bloody slime. After this sometimes he would faint, or slip into a stupefied state of part delirium, part trembling. But he had no more dreadful convulsions and best of all, the buboes began to shrink.


      Jak’s hair, being very dark, sprang thick and black around his groin, but the buboes were hairless, cocooned in the creases Between groin and thigh. The ugly uneven lumps had turned to hard stones, still horribly tender but now increasingly pale. I told my mother, peering close and being very careful what I touched even though Jak was unconscious, “They are much smaller and lighter in colour. They were deep purple. Now they are a dirty brown, like smoke on the rafters. At least they haven’t burst.”


      “Bursting inwards is the worst,” said my mother, pursing her lips. “It’s rare for them to break open on their own, but I’ve known it to happen. They become infected and the flesh falls away, lying open to the bone. The disease re-enters the body, and so contaminates the lungs. Once a victim of the pestilence spits bloody air and breaths out bubbles of pus, then he is surely dead. The bubo must, therefore, be protected. Be careful you keep the area all around the loins covered thickly in the salve.”


      “That’s not so easy,” I said with a sniff. “There’s a lot down there, strange things that I didn’t expect to see.”


      “For those united in romantic promise,” said my mother, “both of you seem remarkably squeamish about certain matters.”


      “It’s not something you ever taught me,” I said. “I was hardly prepared.”


      “And I suppose you never noticed a man’s codpiece,” frowned my mother, “or wondered about its purpose? And have you never watched the wild creatures you nurse, or see how they mate? No? But this isn’t a conversation I intend starting now. Or ever.” She had gone to the window and was looking out over the kitchen gardens and the hills beyond. From the manor, the village spread out below, squashed around its church spire and the little patch of green square, seemed like a child’s toy. “I have taught you the important things in life, Freia. The beauty of nature and the magic of the seasons. I have taught you the great lore of poison and herb. I have taught you how to heal both body and soul. Everything else you must teach yourself. It interests me very little.”


      “You never taught me how to make charms,” I murmured, “and I should like to know how to protect the people I love.”


      She sighed and shook her head. “That is a skill I cannot and will not teach. You do not share my visions, and never will. Some call me witch, and admire my talent while they fear me, which you should not wish to share. Is foretelling witchery? It is the making of medicine which is important, the understanding of herbs, how to help a woman in childbirth, and how to cure many sicknesses. Only this should absorb you.”


      The hours passed slowly while Jak slept. “But since we sit here in peace,” I said hopefully, “there are many things you could tell me if you would. You told Jak something about his future, you predict his recovery and say that he’ll live with me and be my husband. Did you guess we were pledged? Then you said that I’d be sick, and he’d need to look after me. But you’ve always told me I couldn’t catch diseases after you’ve dosed me with herbs all my life and put your talisman around my neck.”


      “I can’t protect you from everything,” said my mother softly. “And besides, there are many things which can kill, that are not diseases at all. I believe – eventually - you will suffer from something you have chosen yourself.”


      That sounded strange, and anyway, my own health didn’t matter much to me. “But Jak and I will truly, really, be together?”


      “You know I hate foretelling,” said my mother, turning away. “I avoid it when I can.”


      I nodded. I knew. “But the things you foretell are nearly always right,” I insisted. “You could live in a castle and advise kings if you wanted to.”


      “Kings? Kings are even more easily frightened, especially of death. Nor are they more God-protected than the rest of the rabble,” said my mother. “In times to come, on through the long dark centuries of the future, there will be kings who will bring great pride, wealth and power to Eden, and kings who bring bitter ruin.”


      “Why tell me that now? I want to know about Jak.” I shivered. “Tell me something useful, something happy, if you tell me anything at all.”


      “Happiness is not the province of humanity. But I’ll tell you of the two kings you will know personally,” said my mother, and her voice drifted off into the shadows in the way she had which often alarmed me, as if she had become her own ghost. “The first will pretend to be a man of great love and honour, a king of tolerance who believes utterly in loyalty and justice – and yet will be a creature of subterfuge and cruelty. The second will be your friend. Because of Jak, this king will admire you.”


      I whispered, “You keep talking of kings. Just tell me about Jak.”


      “It is your Jak,” sighed my mother, “who will put you into the company of kings.”
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      She left me late that night and went back to our own cottage and the calls of the sick and dying. “He will recover,” she said again, kissing my forehead as she left. “But it is strangely difficult for me to remain here in this house, in a manner I cannot and will not explain. Not yet. One day I will explain everything. But for now, you must nurse him alone.”


      Too tired to think again of my mother’s hints, I curled to sleep on the bundled straw pallet at the foot of Jak’s great bed, pulling the thin cover around my ears. Airless but cold and dank in the dark hours, the room smelled rank, and the sickness hung like clouds from the rafters. The moonlight was faint, escaping the cracks between the shutters and striping my eyelids grey and silver. Throughout all the night I could hear Jak’s struggle for breath, the shallow panting of his effort to live and sudden mutter of exhausted delusion. He was recovering, I was confident of that, but his recovery was erratic. One moment he could speak, breathe deep, and see me clearly. Then he collapsed again, lost all strength, and thought me simply another product of fever as he gasped in pain. Alert for his need of me, I clutched to chill night-hope and barely slept in spite of exhaustion. I yearned to give him comfort. I would have climbed into bed with him had I dared but could not risk causing Jak the very pain and discomfort I wished to ease. He tossed, his sleep constantly disturbed by night terrors in a daze of suffering, but I was a restless sleeper myself and could not risk my elbows sharp to his ribs.


      Finally, a little before dawn, I sank into my own rambling dreams. When I woke and scrambled up to see how he was, Jak was awake already. Excited to see him regain cohesion, I knelt, watching him blink, guessing his thoughts. He gazed at me as I grinned back at him from the foot of his own bed. The carmine hatched maze of leaking blood had gone, his eyes were clear and bright as if his sight had been washed, their dark green depths like wells in shadow. It was quite obvious he was vastly improved at last. Although his cheeks were hollow, the skin sprang fresh and soft, the sallow glaze all faded. I jumped up and climbed on to the side of the bed to take his hand. His flesh was supple, warm and full of life, and his fingers closed tight around mine. I was as happy in that moment as I had ever been in all my life.


      “You are truly over it,” I breathed.


      “I thought I had dreamed you,” he said softly. “To have you here, in my own room, touching and caring for me, I didn’t think it could be true. I thought it was a vision. Fever’s illusion.”


      I couldn’t stop smiling. “I’ve been here one whole day and two whole nights. Though,” I thought aloud, “it seems a lot longer.”


      The wonder in his eyes and their bright clarity was mesmerising, and his voice was again deliciously his own, with that soft resonance I loved so well. “How Freia? How have you brought me back?”


      “My mother’s medicine,” I said proudly, “together with my nursing, and your strength and courage.”


      “And how, amongst all god’s miracles, have you come here?” he asked.


      “I heard you’d caught the sickness. Of course, I had to come,” I answered. “I came at night, so there was no one to throw me out. Then your father realised I was good at the doctoring, so he was happy to let me stay. Yesterday my mother came with more medicine. You’re so much better Jak, but of course, it’ll be a few more days before you are quite right again. How, exactly, do you feel?”


      “I feel wonderful,” he lied. “It is immeasurably sweet to wake newborn, and discover an angel at my bedside.”


      I put my palm to his forehead. In spite of his exaggerated claims, he was still hot, and his skin felt oddly paper dry. “I need to send down for warm water,” I told him. “I find I can order all the servants to obey me., although, of course, most of them have fallen sick or run away. Enough remain.  It’s very exciting.”


      He smiled. It was his first smile since I had found him sick. It tip-tilted into the deep corners of his mouth, but as his lips widened, they cracked and began to bleed, bright red beads like the pricking of a finger.


      When the boy brought the basin of warm water and the cloths, I held cooled ale for him to drink, wiped his mouth and sat beside Jak on the bed. Then, still wary so very gently, I washed his face, hands and shoulders, as much for pleasure, his and mine, as for necessity. The dreadful dark rash across his chest was so faded that I squealed with delight, and began, a little more robustly, to wash where the dull sepia echoes of the marks still remained like meat juices splashed over his body. But as I touched there, so immediately he recoiled and held his breath. “If you tell me the truth about how you feel,” I said at once, “I’ll know what to do next.”


      He continued to smile. “So you have slept here, Fray. So close to me and in my own chamber. But I’ve missed it all, sweltering through delirium, not even aware of my own great good luck.”


      “Good luck indeed, since you’ve been very near to death,” I said. “It’s just as well you’ve forgotten most of it. But you’re still not telling how you feel.”


      “Must I tell the truth?” He was grinning now, and the corners of his mouth were splitting and bleeding more profusely. But now nothing stopped his smiles. “I feel as though I’ve been run down by a hunt of galloping horses and then severely beaten by my tutor as I was as a child. My legs and back feel broken in many places, and the rest bruised for life, and surely, the top of my head is crushed in and possibly disunited from its neck. Have I perhaps been already executed and quartered? I believe I dreamed it was so, and disembowelled too. Then in places which should not be mentioned, there are spiteful pains like many stabbing knives, and my chest is tight, as though forbidden to breathe too deeply or too well in case it snaps. Is this enough?”


      “Gracious heavens, Jak,” I stuttered. “And that’s while you’re getting better?”


      “Oh, I haven’t mentioned the throbbing pain in my eyes, continuous nausea, or the aching dizziness,” Jak smiled. “Fray, my love, all this is nothing. Less than nothing compared to what it was before. I am deliriously happy.”


      “Delirious is what you have been for two days,” I said. “It’s wonderful to hear you speak so clearly. At first, you couldn’t speak at all, and then everything you said sounded as if you were drunk.”


      “It must have been dreadfully wretched for you,” said Jak, the smile dissolving. “As bad for you as for me. I had no choice. You didn’t need to come.”


      “I had no choice either,” I said.


      “I hope,” said Jak, with a returning glitter of the smile in his eyes, “that I haven’t shocked you too much. Delirium, after all, makes for a dangerous conversation.”


      I remembered the shit on the sheets and my surprise when I pulled down the bedding on the first night. I wondered just how much he had truly forgotten and hoped most of those memories had been lost forever. “You didn’t say anything shocking,” I said. “Most of it made no sense at all.”


      “In that case, how mightily boring for you,” grinned Jak. “I apologise.”


      But it was when I asked him if there was more pain in his legs around the loins, or if he thought the buboes were shrinking further, that he began to remember. “I have an ointment,” I explained, “that has to be spread very thick. First, the place has to be washed, then salved.”


      “And that’s what you’ve been doing?” he said. “By the Lord, Fray. Was all of that nightmare real, then?”


      “I can’t climb into your dreams yet, Jak,” I said, “so I don’t know. But if you want to turn modest, then I have to tell you, it’s too late. Whether you like it or not, I now know you rather better than I used to. And considering what you have spent your last two years doing to all the local girls, I can’t imagine how you can feel shy now.”


      He wasn’t amused. Not yet. “Shame, not shy,” he said. “A diseased groin and a bed full of shit? Was that your first sight of me naked?”


      “I thought,” I said, and it was the truth, “in spite of everything, and the pain and the filth, and to be honest, the surprise because I’d never seen a man before, that you were quite, quite beautiful.”


      Then he laughed. “You will give me the ointment,” he said, “and tell me what to do, and in future, I’ll do it myself. And the servants can carry me to the privy if I can’t walk.”


      “I hardly think you’re strong enough for any of that yet,” I said, “but if you are going to be a prude, I can call one of the kitchen boys, or perhaps your groom. He seems a sensible young man.”


      “Why didn’t my father get in the wretched apothecary to help you at the beginning?” demanded Jak. “Or the barber? And where’s my boy Tom, who used to sleep on that pallet?”


      “Evidently the poor apothecary died two days ago,” I said, “because his medicines worked as little on himself as they did on everyone else. Your barber ran away, and as for little Tom, I believe he went home to tend both his sick parents and your father had to let him go. You have only me and had best get used to it.”


      His new awakened enthusiasm bubbled with energy, but in less than an hour, he was exhausted again, and weakness returned as the morning lengthened. But there was no terrible relapse. By midday, I was able to order gruel from the kitchens and feed it to him one steady spoonful at a time, and he swallowed almost half. Then I gave him two last sips of my mother’s dark medicine. On his orders his young groom was sent for, to wash him and tend the buboes while I sat like a ninny and looked modestly in the opposite direction. Finally, in the evening, he drank a little spiced wine and retched nothing back. Lord Lydiard came to see him at sunset, shuffling in, tired from his own depression. He kissed his son roundly on the forehead and told him he was a good boy and his father’s pride and joy, and left again quickly, fearful of the humours of the pestilence though flushed with pleasure at Jak’s return to health. After he had left, Jak said, “It’s the first time the old man has kissed me in twelve years at least, and I believe it possible I shall now fall ill again.”


      “Kiss me instead then,” I said, my own smile as unrelenting as his. I was curled on the big wooden coffer under the window, and the fading sun’s crimson was warm on my face.


      He still could not look into the light, but he squinted at me and laughed. “While my tongue is furred thicker than my cloak and my mouth tastes worse than the devil’s arse? My sweet beloved, one day, when I’m well again, and we’re free to marry, I shall kiss you so that we both remember it forever. Then that kiss will lead to even more beautiful discoveries.” He could speak now without the words slurring, and without running out of breath mid-sentence. “Until then, my beautiful girl, all I can do is dream of you. That, in itself, is a delight.”


      He was still too sick for me to tease him. “Hush then,” I told him, “and settle for sleep.”


      “And you sleep on that miserable straw?” He sighed. “I should be there, and you in the bed.”


      “Or both of us in the bed together,” I nodded. “My mother says you’re right Jak. She says it will happen one day.”


      “Of course it will, my love,” he said softly, “I swear it will.”


      “Then I shall wait for that,” I said.


      I had added a little boiled water to my mother’s medicine bottle, so every last sip of the potion could be drunk, and none wasted. Now time alone would heal. I could, and did, believe as I saw the rash fade even more to a pale mess of greenish bruises. Jak no longer bled from nose, gums, eyes or other places less mentionable. He did not vomit, nor relapse into nightmare once asleep, and the pains in his legs and joints eased. The fever had almost gone and so, he told me since I was no longer permitted to look, had the buboes. “Gone to pebbles,” he said, “horrid little bumps, hard puny things the colour of lentils.”


      “That’s the very, very best of news,” I said at once. “And so fast, too. My mother says the pestilence makes everything bleed inside, so the liver and the heart and every other little bit of you has to get better piece by piece. It may be a long time before you can walk. It may even be a long time before you can eat properly or do ordinary things again. But once the buboes disappear, then we can be sure everything else is on the mend.


      I passed three more days in Jak’s chamber while he recovered. We lived in a cavern of gloom rarely split by the sudden glimmer of passing light. Nothing outside the chamber affected us. I knew the sun rose, and I knew it hung high over our world, blinked, and arched downwards again. I knew it set and shrank, leaving the chill of night to creep in and turn shifting, whispering shadows into black pitch. But nothing else truly existed except ourselves and life outside was simply a dream.


      Lord Lydiard scuffled in each day’s end as the sunset and wished his son good rest. He did not catch the sickness himself and told me that no one else in his great house was ill, though few were now left. The pestilence had struck, breathed hot, and then died alongside its own victims.


      I would have stayed longer with Jak, adoring our closeness, but then something happened which punctured the bubble. The fault was largely mine, but I never regretted it for it brought the most beautiful moment of all.


      During the final day, after the sheeting had once again been changed and as the smaller moon shone its sliver of crescent through the window shutters, then while I was settling Jak for the night, he said, tentative and absurdly timid, “Will you stay here with me for tonight, Fray, in my bed? I am no longer so very sick but have no strength for seduction, so you’d be quite safe from me, I promise. You’d sleep more comfortably, and it would be the very greatest bliss to have the warmth of your body next to mine.”


      I was already leaning over him, my knees on the mattress and my face within inches of his. His eyes were all green glitter and the lashes half lowered. My breathing stopped as if I had forgotten how to do it. “Yes, Jak,” I whispered to him. “I’ll sleep with you, whatever way you want me to.”


      “What I want,” he whispered back, his voice husky and strained as if it was an effort to summon control, “is a great deal more than I should, and a lot more than I’m presently capable of. For now, I just need you close.” He sighed, his voice sinking, almost unheard. “I want the touch of you. The feel of your body and the beat of your heart. That would be the strongest medicine of all.”


      I sat there for a minute, looking down on him. Then I remembered about breathing and inhaled deeply. “Do you want me,” I said, “to take my clothes off?”


      He didn’t answer for a moment. “I don’t dare ask you that,” he whispered at last. “Don’t let me think of that. Just come here, as you are, and hold me.”


      So I did. I climbed in with him, all creased skirts and bare toes beneath. I had long since kicked off those uncomfortable buckled shoes, and my woollen stockings had frayed two days past and then fallen down. My dress was not as clean as it should have been for I had worn it through everything and it had become soiled with my own sweat and Jak’s too, but none of that seemed to matter one jot. I was as nervous and excited as if it was my wedding night.


      Slowly and gently, he pulled me close to him, one arm around my waist, the other brushing my cheek. At once, my body fused to his as though I had been waiting all my life to complete one simple need. He had no fever. That had passed. There was a new fever, as burning as that of the sickness, and all his nakedness was aflame with it. He entwined one leg across me and nuzzled my neck, his head tucked down to mine. “How I have dreamed of this,” he murmured, his mouth against my skin and the heat of his breath tickling my ear. “These past few days, having you beside me made all my dreaming bright and true. But so tantalising, my dearest, so very tantalising. I cannot have you here like this any longer, without at last bringing you into my arms.”


      For the very first time, I was free to curl my own arm around him. The rash of ulcerous bruises across his chest had healed even further and had now left only silver marks like the bases of little cups, drying under the unction I had spread. Now beneath my hand, I could feel all the beauty of him, the dry silk of his skin, the hard raised nipples, the smooth valley between each line of rib. He had lost muscle during the sickness, but I could touch all the hidden strength of him, potent beneath the impotence of the pestilence. “But you are naked, and I am fully clothed,” I whispered to his shoulder.


      “That gown is all that protects us both,” he whispered back. “As sick as I may still be, if I held you naked, I could not trust myself with your innocence.”


      “My innocence doesn’t interest me in the slightest,” I said with more asperity, “in fact, it’s a disadvantage and makes me clumsy. I would have been a far better doctor to you, Jak, if I’d been rather less innocent.”


      “But now,” and I felt his smile crease against my cheek, “you know me very well, and I keep few secrets from you. If you touched me again, the way you had to before when I was only half alive, I would surely – well, never mind what I’d do. All your own magical secrets must be kept far away from me, Fray, except in my dreams.”


      I could have said and in mine. Indeed, now I dreamt of the very same thing, though muddled and befuddled, retreating into wild imagination, having no idea how such matters were actually arranged. Instead I said, “I’m happy, just like this. It’s the first time you’ve allowed me so close.”


      He said, just a small, thoughtful mumble in the dark, “Have I been so frightened of you, for so long?” Then he levered up a little, leaning on one elbow although I knew it still hurt him to stretch. He pulled the curls back from my face and looked down deep into my eyes. “How have I stayed so stern? When all the time, I’ve wanted nothing else but to put my arms around you? You glow with health like a little blue candle behind glass and your eyes are the softest golden green, all forest in spring.”


      “You’ve certainly never been frightened of me,” I said.


      Very tentatively, he leaned down again and kissed my neck, in the little curve where it dipped between my collar bones. His kiss felt warm and soft and sweet. “You are wrong,” he murmured. “I have been terrified.”


      “You said you – loved me.”


      “That’s why. Terrified of hurting you, of disrespecting you – of losing control and being so tempted I couldn’t stop.”


      From my neck, his lips moved up to my chin, like a hind grazing the short grass in tree shadow, all breath on simmer and a growing ardency. His hand, now in the small of my back, pressed me even closer against him. I felt the pressure of each finger and the strength that, even while sick, could strangle or break, if he’d wanted. But now his wanting was a different kind. His mouth searched mine.


      I had not expected it. He had told me, even the day before, he would only kiss me once we were free to marry. But, all control weakened, he kissed me now. His lips no longer cracked to bleeding but were dry and hard against mine. He opened my mouth with his own, and I breathed his breath. All the heat and passion of him entered me and burned into my throat. I clung to him without any thought about causing him pain. He explored my mouth, and his tongue was sweet tasting wild-fire. Then, perhaps even without intention, his hand traced down my neck, smoothing and caressing the hollows of my own bare flesh, and slipped beneath the creased gauze to find my breast.


      His kiss finally snatched away in a breathless gasp, then ended in a deep sigh as if he had found, at last, what he had always been looking for. Then his fingers closed on the fullness of my breast beneath my gown. He stayed very still then, as if fearing to move, or perhaps savouring the dream. The edge of his hand caught the little raised circle of his own ring still tucked in my cleavage out of sight. Then he kissed me again. When he let me breathe, I whispered, “Please don’t stop.”


      His hand was still on my breast, fingering across and around the nipple and caressing so gently as though unable to believe the truth of what he was doing. I felt a whole river of sensations rush through my body from my head to my groin. He whispered back, “You are safe from me, beloved. I have to stop. I am still too weak.”


      I said, adoring but confused both by my own feelings and his, “I feel you moving Jak. Down there. Against the inside of my leg. Again, like that. Something is pushing at me. Is it painful? Am I hurting you?”


      He chuckled, his mouth against my cheek. “Indeed. You are driving me quite mad, my love, but the fault is all my own.” He moved back a little, and reluctantly untucked his hand from my gown. “I’m glad you wear my ring there.” He sighed. “One day I’ll show you what I mustn’t speak of now. For this night, if we sleep, perhaps we can both share the same dream while we share the same bed.”


      “You’ve made my heart beat very fast,” I accused. “How shall I sleep?”


      He settled my head back down on his shoulder and put his hand tight on my waist. Then he leaned over and lightly kissed both my eyelids. “I’m a fool, beloved, and as irresponsible as my father always tells me. Close your eyes and dream of other things, and in the morning, we’ll be doctor and patient again.”


      “I love you, Jak,” I whispered to his shoulder. “I always will.”


      His voice drifted from over my head, “Sweet Eden-witchery, I swear, one day I’ll show you the love I feel for you.” But exhaustion had overtaken him.


      Perhaps he was already asleep when I said, “Then let your gods bear witness, where your priest could not.”


      Having been brought up in the church, Jak would have been taught many things that he did not believe and did not practise. Celibacy! That had never been Jak’s choice. Ten-day visits to the chapel and prayers on your knees, with gifts to the priest to wipe away your sins. The Lydiard nobility was wealthy and no doubt he’d given whatever gifts his father told him to supply, but I knew he did not attend chapel as he should. Yet he spoke of our gods as though he believed in them, so I said one prayer now, on his behalf.


      “Gods of many names, Jak may have sinned many times, but he’s the kindest, best, cleverest and most beautiful young man in the world. You wouldn’t want to lose him. Honestly, you wouldn’t. So keep my Jak alive and well and give him true happiness.”


      I went to sleep, reliving his touch and his kisses.
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      Ever since I had taken over Jak’s nursing, Lord Lydiard came to visit his son as the sun set behind the mountains; the long golden streaks slanting through the window casements while the few remaining servants scurried to light the candles in the principal chambers.


      Yet the next day, Lord Lydiard bustled in just a little after dawn. Perhaps he was feeling more than usually hopeful and blessed. Or perhaps he had slept badly, and his dreams had troubled him. Maybe, excited by his son’s evident recovery, he was simply eager to corroborate the facts and could not wait to see him again. I do not know. But he discovered us entwined: his noble son with the wicked poisoner’s daughter. I woke with the old man’s fat fingers gripping my arm and wrenching me from the feather warmth. He could see I was fully dressed, but Jak’s naked arms were around me, and his flushed cheek had been on my breast. Lord Lydiard bellowed like a boar at bay. “Fucking whore. And in my own house and the boy just returned from the dead.”


      Jak was hurled immediately into a confusion of conscious nightmare. He flung up his arms, grasping for me, and the sudden shock and effort brought back a fit of retching. “You fool,” shouted Jak, struggling with breath. “It was Freia saved my life.”


      “And now intends to ruin it,” Lord Lydiard roared back.


      I stood shivering, still imprisoned by Lord Lydiards’ grip. “I love him,” I mumbled. “I’d never do anything to hurt him,” and it sounded lost and inane. It was also the most unwise statement I could have made, though I couldn’t know that at the time.


      “Then get out,” raged Jak’s father. “I’ll look after my boy now. You’re no longer needed. Get out, get away, go back to your hexes and your poisons.”


      “If you speak of poisons,” I said, caught between anger and fear, “then -” But he interrupted me, as of course he had to. He slapped my face, so hard that I was silenced at once and stood there gasping.


      Jak was half out of bed. He grabbed the bedpost, heaving himself up, then fell naked across the rumpled quilt. “If you hurt her,” he wheezed, “I’ll kill you.”


      Lord Lydiard turned back to me, calming a little, though his voice was more spit than words. “See what trouble you cause,” he said. “But you’ve saved Jak’s life that’s true, and it seems he knows the place for gratitude and reminds me of my duty. Go home now, and I’ll send payment later. Don’t come back.”


      He released me. I stared at him and then at Jak. Jak was still gasping. He could not yet support himself, nor easily move his legs. I sat beside him, pulling up the covers and easing him gently back against the bolster. Lord Lydiard moved at once, but he saw his son’s face and hesitated.


      “It’s all right,” I told Jak softly. “I understand. You have to get well, Jak, that’s first. We’ll have plenty of time together after you’re quite better. I’ll go home now.”


      “I’ll talk to him,” whispered Jak, panting for breath. “I’ll make it good. Come back tomorrow, once the sun’s up.”


      I turned to face Lord Lydiard’s flushed fury again and spoke with all the confidence I could muster. “Jak needs regular food,” I told him, just as if I was a proper doctor. “Milky slops, curds on bread, and warmed hippocras with soft cheeses. There’s still some ointment left in the pot, and Jak’s groom knows what to do with that. Your son’s getting better. Much, much better. But he’s still weak, and he needs plenty of rest.”  Then I put on my little shoes, smiled shyly at Jak and left the room, head high and conscious of dignity. Although my gown was creased and dirty, and my hair was tangled across my eyes, I felt grand and cool. I had sweet memories of the most beautiful night of my life, and I had my mother’s promise that there would be many more to come. So I went skipping all the way home, with my heart pounding and my face all pink with memory and anticipation. The world seemed so God-washed and beautiful that I couldn’t hold it all in my mind together.


      I had inherited none of my mother’s knowledge of foretelling, so, even with Lord Lydiard’s scowl at the back of my eyes, I was bouncing with happiness before I arrived at the cottage. But it was silent and empty, and leaves had gathered around the open doorway, while the door creaked on its hinges and two white ducks pecked mournfully at the bare ground.


      She always told me that life carried its own risks and death was a much safer option. It was the pestilence had killed my mother after all, though she had never caught the disease, and Lord Lydiard had known about it, and not told me. He had not instigated what happened, but he had allowed it, and probably even welcomed it. It meant the eradication of the principal witness against the wickedness of his own past. He had other reasons too, but I didn’t find those out until much, much later.


      They had come for her three days ago, the next morning after she had helped me nurse Jak. Her simple friend Ulga told me about it. Eventually, unable to find my mother and alarmed by the open door and the emptiness of abandon, I had gone to Ulga’s hut and found her there with her hair like a grey tousle of unravelling threads and her nose red from crying. Her words were never very clear, and I had often wondered why my mother had befriended such an old fog-witted goose-head, but after much patient time and pauses for sobbing, Ulga told me the story.


      The Great Death had left each home with its toll of tears. There had once been four thousand and three god-fearing souls alive in Lydiard, and fifty-nine families on surrounding farms and outlying cottages like mine. In just over two ten-days there remained only three thousand and sixty-six, and twenty farms without a single person left alive to claim the land, with a baker’s dozen of virgates the same, livestock wandering forlorn and crops left to ruin. Jak was one of only twenty-seven who had caught and then survived the Great Death. There had been one day when funerals had been held in our little cemetery at each half-hour from sunup until past whispering dusk, when the young chaplain himself had fallen, almost into the open grave at his feet, and had been carried away in convulsions.


      This poor man died quicker than many for he was already frail, shivering with fatigue and bent with depression. He had lived at the manor house and been cleric to Lord Lydiard. It was he who should have given the last administration of forgiveness to Jak on his deathbed. But Jak had not succumbed to death, and the chaplain had, and no one had been there to give him absolution. Jak’s pallet boy Tom had succumbed as well, with both his parents and baby sister too, but most of the manor servants had run away long since, as had Lord Lydiard’s squire, taking whatever silver he could find with him. Lady Lydiard, after the first days of growing terror, indeed, the morning after I had moved into Jak’s bedchamber myself, had hurried to her family in distant Balm Town and had Jak not already been ill, Lord Lydiard would have accompanied her.


      The townsfolk had set their dogs on any wandering journeymen who might be carrying the infection, but the sickness continued to spread. So being God-fearing and honest people, they reasoned, as did all the smaller surrounding townships during those fetid days, that it was Holy Judgement brought the pestilence to the land. As with myth and legend, only Lord-God punished the people where evil had been permitted to thrive. But as decent folk, a simple devout and upright congregation, they concluded some other wicked creature and surely not themselves had brought God’s wrath upon them. There were no money-lenders in our village to brand as scape-goats, no paederasts, no known thieves or murderers. There was only my mother. She was the wise woman, the herbalist who accompanied the local doctor, or came alone and administered to the sick, to women during their birthing pangs, and had been doctor, nurse, confidant and their only carer throughout all this time of horror. But she was not liked and was instead often feared. Rumours of poisons and curses and her own defiant superiority over the years had made her few friends except the befuddled Ulga.  She and myself, her errant daughter, never attended church services and never confessed. This alone was confirmation of sin. And although my mother had visited those dying of the pestilence, she had cured only very few. Yet she had not caught the infection herself; a sign she was inviolate as the very source of the cursed wickedness.


      They took her out, ten stumbling but self-righteous men from the town who had lost wives and children to the Great Death, and they raised the party-pole on the little green grassed square, bound her to it, and stoned her to death. For such an act, they knew the gods would be pleased, now pardon them and rescind all punishment. I don’t know how long it took her to die, and that is something I cannot think on. I only know the good village folk then returned to what was left of their lives. Nothing was left of my mother’s.


      Ulga said, “I buried her, the poor dear, all broken and bloodless, and light enough for me to carry her body myself, draped all pale and chilled across my arms. Come with me, little love, and I shall show you her grave.” Not consecrated ground in the churchyard, but a lumpy hillock under the willows, and Ulga and I sat there together and cried on to each other’s shoulders.


      After I had found out everything, I went back and sat on my own cold floor beside the ducks and cried again for many, many hours. I wanted to kill all the town’s people and set fire to their thatches. I wanted to skewer the skinny butcher on his own steel and gouge out his eyes with his own false measuring weights. I wanted to stuff the fat baker in her own oven and feed the swineherd to his pigs.


      I could hear my mother’s soft voice in the back of my mind, and my crying did not drown it out, but somehow made it stronger so that her words echoed, as if she was calling to me across a great, empty expanse. “It is beautiful here, sweetling. I will be happy now, where I could never understand happiness before.”


      “I don’t care,” I howled. “You can’t leave me.”


      “Indeed,” echoed her voice, “I shall miss you too, since you have been almost my only love in life. There was only ever one other. But now in death, there is much more I have found to love. I will not return, Freia. Do not look for me in the clouds or amongst the stars. Look into yourself and discover your own strength.”


      I slept in our neat feather bed alone and for the last time that night, waking at times to call for her. Yet she did not answer.  I could now only remember her words from the past.


      “They have a kinder system in the great Eden-City,” she had told me once. “Of course, a people so clever at their poisons, are bound to be more civilised. They isolate their sick during times of pestilence, and bar the city gates. No one enters, and no one leaves. The disease is therefore contained and so passes quicker. Nor do they blame their God for punishing them with disease. In the city, they live too near to their High-Priest to ever confuse religion with justice.”


      Instead in Lydiard, my mother was the people’s bribe to God. I did not forgive Him or them.


      When I woke again the next morning, all alone and gripped in misery, I began to do the things that I had done all my life but had never thought about before. Now everything had new meaning and demanded an effort that I was surprised I could support. I took a bucket down to the well and collected water. I washed my hands and face and feet, and then left the half empty bucket for the ducks. I fed them, scattering the seed outside where both ducks and hens could scrummage their own living from now on. I combed my hair and cleaned my teeth. I changed my clothes, though kept Jak’s ring around my neck, hung my mother’s talisman on the same chain and kept my mother’s pearl broach hidden in my purse. I wiped my eyes a hundred times. I locked the door of my mother’s home behind me and walked across the valley and up the little hill to the manor house.


      It was midday when I arrived. I went to the back by the kitchens for I did not expect to be welcomed at the front door. But I found the back closed and when I peeped through the small window, there was no one there. No one scrubbed or cleaned or cooked. No steam rose, no smells of soap, brewing ale or baking bread, no chattering servants. The huge room with its iron and copper and bright enamel was as empty as my own little cottage. I went around to the front and knocked on the grand wooden door.


      The steward came at last, a long nosed man I had met before. He knew exactly who I was. “His lordship has instructed me to give you this,” said the steward.


      I didn’t look at what he was holding out to me. “I must come in,” I said. “The young lord is expecting me. I must go up to him at once.”


      “You may not.” The man looked down the length of his nose at me, as if he could see through his nostrils. “Neither of their lordships is at home.”


      I stared at him. “That’s impossible,” I said. “Jak’s too sick to go out.”


      “His lordship Lord Lydiard is mindful of the fact that you were faithful in your duty, and tended his young lordship’s illness,” said the steward, all prim in his blue and silver livery. “He has left you this purse in payment and gratitude.”


      “I don’t want it,” I said. “I want to see Jak Lydiard.”


      “I have told you,” repeated the man, prim but patient, “the household is no longer in residence. Lord Lydiard, accompanied by his son, left early this morning. They have gone away. I am not permitted to say where they have gone, but it is some considerable distance.”


      “He was far too weak to travel,” I stuttered.


      “Evidently not,” said the steward, still studiously polite, “I assure you, mistress, they have gone. They will not be returning in the near future. I am informed Lord Lydiard does not intend you to see his son again.”


      I swallowed bile. I felt sick. “Did he, did Jak Lydiard leave me a message?”


      The steward shook his head. He was finally getting tired of me. “The young lord was fast asleep when they left, and was carried out to the drawn litter,” he said. “Lord Godfrey left you only this purse, as I have already told you. Indeed, I shall be packing up and closing the entire household by the end of the ten-day. His lordship intends setting up residence – elsewhere.”


      There was no point arguing, for the steward had no authority to gainsay his master’s orders, and he stood immovable, holding out the little leather purse.


      In the end, I took it. His lordship had been generous. He had put a reasonable price on his son’s life. I lowered my head to hide the continuous tears, said my dismal thankyous, then turned on my heel and walked very slowly back down the hill and into the country lanes. There was the scent of honeysuckle on the air, like a fluff of nostalgia that followed me, breeze driven, until I reached the open fields. I watched my feet crush the little heads of scattered flowers as I trudged. Jak had told me my colour was as blue as the wild blossoms on a summer’s day. It was a fine summery day indeed, but now I felt grey, like storm clouds.


      At home, I counted Lord Lydiard’s money and divided it into three purses, which I tied around my waist under my skirts. I packed my two spare gowns, one still soiled from Jak’s agony, and made a package tied in a pillow slip which I could carry on my back. There was no food in the house, but I collected three hens’ eggs and two duck eggs and boiled them in the bucket over the fire. I shooed the hens out into the long grass with the ducks and emptied out the last seed for them to find.


      I pulled up the bottom step of the ladder to the bed and brought out the collection of salves and medicines my mother stored there. Then I went outside. Under the window close to the doorstep, I began to dig. The earth fell away in little blocks and beneath was the big black stone, flat topped and heavy. I sat down and scraped with my fingers until I managed to lift it. There I collected my mother’s precious legacy, all in its dusty narrow jars with their coded labels. I tucked those I could carry, very carefully wrapped in leaves and then linen, amongst the package of my clothes.


      They weighed heavy with their musty sinister secrets, but my mother had loved them all, and I was sorry to leave any. Each container was a wicked treasure, the art of slow death and beautiful in studied detail. I decided which to take, and which, those too heavy and too many, to leave. I brushed the pale earth from the three tall pewter bottles, well sealed to protect their viscous leaden mixture of antimony, mercury and salt. There were many tiny earthenware tubs, stoppered in blackened wood chips, containing hemlock, brews of herb, berry and fungi, and some of the wolfsbane from roots I had collected myself. There were small leather sacks too, and two tiny curls of deep green glass, holding my mother’s most expensive merchandise.


      I replaced the stone over those remaining and scraped back the earth, stamping it flat. I was still crying as I locked the door behind me and kissed the little battered handle. Then I hitched my parcel to my shoulder and began to walk down the hill.


      Along the first lane, I saw a shadow dart behind a tree, and nervously I stopped. Realising he’d been seen, the butcher stepped out into the sun streaked lane and faced me. “You’re leaving then,” he said.


      I stared at his silly face and loose mouth and little round eyes squeezed together over the bridge of his nose. I took a very deep breath. “You were one of them, weren’t you,” I accused.


      Half defensive, half apologetic, “No good holding grudges now, Mistress Freia. Sommint had to be done, and someone had to do it. Now look, the pestilence is passed. Not another innocent soul’s death since we done it.”


      I wanted to rip his horrid tight curls from his low furrowed forehead. “My mother was innocent too. She helped birthed your youngest boy. Feet first he came, but was born alive because of her. And your Lucy would have died during the delivery, but she’s alive because of my mother. You killed the woman who saved half your family.”


      He rubbed his nose on his sleeve and wouldn’t look into my eyes. “My Lucy ain’t saved. She’s dead of the Sickness, like my son Ned. There’s only the youngest boy left to me now, and he’s working up at the big house. What I did saved him, and that’s worth it, clear as day.”


      I was choking on my words, and there was no gain in standing talking to this creature. “You’re a vile and wicked murderer,” I gulped. “Think on the guilt of that for the rest of your miserable life.” I pushed past him and went on down the lane.


      He called after me. “Weren’t just me. T’was six of us, and all good men, what did the right thing. No guilt in that. And your ma – well – she did good sometimes it’s true, but she did wickedness too, with her hexes and her nasty potions. So don’t you go muttering curses now girl, nor blighting our crops. Reckon if Father Malcolm were still alive, he’d have told us we did good to kill the Curse-Giver. And we did it like the priest says. Lord Godfrey, he knew. “Do what you think best”, he said, and didn’t never interfere.” His voice finally wavered, floating behind me, so I stopped and turned and glared at him. “Soon as she were gone, so were the pestilence,” muttered the butcher, backing away from my obvious fury. “There’s the proof for you, clear as night follows day. No gainsaying it.”


      “If there is a Hell,” I shouted back at him, “I hope you burn in it. And Lord Godfrey too. And to Hell with your gods, and their preaching if they think it right to kill a good woman with rocks and stones.”


      “Blasphemy,” growled the stupid man, gaining confidence. “Get going, wench, afore we does you in too, and burns you for sacrilege and heresy.”


      If he said anything else, I didn’t hear it. I trudged away from all the horror of it and hurried under the forest canopy where I could cry again in peace. There were birds amongst the leaves over my head, my stinging eyes were soothed by the shade, and my thoughts softened with birdsong. Deeper in the shadows there lived the foxes I had saved in the past, partridge and little owls wings I had mended, and piglets snuffling to find acorns, alive because I had helped them live. I felt myself amongst friends again.


      The only other friend I had was long gone, off to a grand new home where I would surely never find him. He would gradually grow strong again, forget me and be married off to a noble’s daughter. He’d be called to war, pronounced a hero and be knighted, prosper and grow rich, have his own children to whom he would leave his riches, and thrive into a healthy old age. I wished him all the luck his God had denied my mother and me.


      Her foretelling had not always been my mother’s blessing, and sometimes, though rarely, it had been proved wrong. She had said I would live with Jak and be his wife in happiness. But I could no longer believe it. She had not even foreseen her own imminent death. For that, at least, I was glad.


      Lydiard was a hillside township, and the lord’s palace had been built almost on a cliff edge, facing out over the spreading plains, fields and outer cottages. Peering to the left, you could see the town, looking down like a god on the little twisting roads, the small houses and larger buildings of court, officials and church. It was lower and more restricted than other palaces because of this, and now I hoped Jak would have an even more luxurious life.


      Sometimes, in the higher mountains at our backs, the great Lacine wolf-cat could be seen. The rarest creature in Eden. Being so rare, any sight of one was supposed to bring good luck. Now desperate for the luck of some generosity, I thought I heard a rough growl. Only one creature growled, although I had never seen or heard one in my entire life. Immediately I turned. I saw only the dark fur of its hindquarters and one glimpse of its richly striped chest, belly and forelegs, as it loped away into the forest, and I once again burst into tears.
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      I walked for many days. I didn’t count them. It didn’t matter anyway. After quite a seemingly endless trudge, my cheap shoes cracked and lost their supposedly sturdy soles. I chucked them away onto the midden heap of a village I passed.  Bare feet weren’t good for long walks, but I had no choice. Once I tried to plait some shoes with the reeds from a stream, but my workmanship was poor, and they fell apart. My feet toughened, but I was gentle with myself after they started to bleed. After all, I had no important task to achieve, I had no rush to arrive, I wasn’t even sure where I wanted to arrive at all.


      The great freight trains past me like tornadoes when I dared travel south, following the rails. I could have jumped aboard. Their steam and smoke cascaded from their chimneys, with a stench like fire and smut. Their low thundering horns blew constantly, threatening immediate death if anyone crossed the rails when they were near.  On, and on, that repeated deep rumble and the blast of the horn, they seemed more like devils than saviours. Their front fifty or sixty carriages were simply metal crates on wheels, without suspension, big roofed box-like affairs without any form of comfort, and all for freight, imports from the great southern ships, or soldiers transported from one part of Eden to another. Then, trailing and rattling, came the three or four comfortable carriages for customers who paid to travel, giving them benches and even a row of cubicles with seated holes in the metal floor. Finally, open metal trays, three or four clattering and clanking slabs on wheels, just roofless trailers where anyone might, in desperation, jump on and ride for free. Jumping off could be more dangerous than jumping on, but you have to wait for a corner rail where the train always slowed. Better still – find a station. But whoever managed to clamber or leap aboard, since it was quite legal to travel free, had little enough to hold onto and no comfort of any kind. The trains rumbled and whistled, smoked and puffed, and crossed Eden every day. They crossed the Corn on the rail bridge, dripping its filth on those below. Don’t build your island under a bridge, was the saying. We should have more sense, the saying meant, to ensure our own misfortune.


      With Eden such a grand and massive country, one train would take four days to travel from north to south, and six days to travel from east to west. But we had a new train every second day, and there were shorter lines which might take only hours. Crashes had happened on the short lines, but not often. No one bothered too much. Most of us hated the trains anyway. That deep resounding horn was a nightmare, echoing from over great distances.


      So I walked. I’d never travelled on a train before, had hardly ever seen one, and wasn’t going to start strange habits now.


      It was several months before I arrived at Eden City. When I got there, I wondered why I’d bothered. It was surrounded by the great and ancient wall smashed in parts, marked with fire, stone, explosions and mould. There were gates which could be locked at night and unlocked in the morning. But there were also great gaping holes which you could just walk through, just kicking the occasional pebble from your path.


      I knew I was angry. I had been furious for months. The stupid brutes of my hometown had murdered my mother with cruelty and blind ignorance. And then, immediately afterwards, Jak had deserted me. When bitter, I blamed Jak. He had chosen to run, rather than marry me. But for most of the time, I had sufficient sanity to know it had never happened that way. Jak had been too ill. His father had carried him off and made sure I wouldn’t find him. At least I had money and I knew exactly what I wanted to do with it if I could discover the best way to make it all come true.


      I slept in the sheltering shade of what I supposed were the palace grounds.


      Every day on that endless walk I had spoken to Jak, and to my mother. Sometimes I thought they answered me, but then realised I was simply remembering what they had said to me long ago.


      “Look, Jak, white birds all along the great river. I never asked you if you’d seen the Corn and its birdlife. They screech and shriek like demons.”


      “Birds are pink and gold.”


      “What about the black swans and the white skybirds and the glorious blue parrots?


      “All pink, with gold around their heads and the tips of their wings. Tell me I’m crazed, my love. Oh yes, I see the colour of their feathers and the beauty of their crests. But I also see the inner colour, which tells me of reality, thought and magic power.”


      As I walked my thoughts danced alongside, sometimes sweet, sometimes harsh and stabbing: my mother’s words, and her caresses when I was younger, Jak’s laughter and the golden glint in his deep dark green eyes. But now my mother was gone forever, and there wasn’t any Jak, so the colours had bleached from the world.


      Then, “You and Jak will live long together. He will introduce you to kings. He will bring you happiness few other souls could understand.”


      At least I was sure that Jak still lived. Kings, then?


      I stared up at the trees peering over the top of the high railings. They enclosed the gardens into privacy, but above railings, treetops and all, I could see the spires of a mighty castle.  So I curled below the shadow of a tree which stretched its boughs way beyond the confines of the palace boundary, and since I was exhausted, as I now was every day, I slept without dreams.


      I was surprised, the next morning, to discover the tall double gateway wide open, seemingly open to anyone, with a wide paved road leading in. There were guards at the gate, but they seemed entirely disinterested in anyone absurd enough to visit the place. So I walked in. I expected pikes to my ribs and sword points to my neck. Yet I received not even a yawn. I continued to walk, and was soon halfway up the path, staring at the enormous painted castle before me. Every tower was a different colour, every doorway another, windows patterned, and brickwork painted white. The roof and turrets were striped in bright colours, and I stood in wonder.


      Perhaps, I thought, this was how Jak saw the world with all his vivid colours merging across the sky’s gloomy grey.


      Passing a round hillock of sanded paving, I saw the long line of nooses dangling from the wooden gallows, and the ladders used for hanging men until death. There were eight nooses, thick rope and all heavily stained, but also all empty. The same, but far smaller, two nooses only, had stood in the central square of Lydiard, but once the invasion was over, before I was born, the last of all the enemy were hanged there, and I never saw one. Thieves and abusive husbands, wicked men and brutal women were locked in the stocks for several days or imprisoned in Lydiard. They were not hung. I was delighted to see that no one was hanging here. I hurried past the gallows and didn’t look back.


      The grounds stretched in all directions, and people walked everywhere, on grass, on paths, between bushes, and even across courtyards and into the main building. I wasn’t going to risk doing that. I slipped around, keeping to shade, and skirted the palace to arrive at the back where I expected the kitchens, stables and laundries. They were all there. I could smell them.


      Including the gardens, this was as large as a village. Not a bad sized house for one man and his wife. But they employed hundreds for the grounds were alive with gardeners, and servants, wearing similar clothes of red and green, were rushing to and from this to that.


      I walked across the cobbled paving beside the stables. Two hundred horses at least, and many of them kicking at their half open doors, neighing or snorting. The grooms were running so fast I was sure they were all in a panic. Then I saw a skinny boy trying to adjust the lacings of his britches beneath his livery, looked up, saw me watching him, and blushed furiously. Now, the grooms having reached their impatient mounts, the horses were being led out to exercise, and I quickly found myself caught between swinging tabards, a great clatter on the cobbles, the eager snorting of the animals and the cursing of the men. Very much in the way, and being creased and stained from the road, it was clear I was certainly no lady.


      “Get over here,” shouted the boy. “You’ll be kicked or trampled.”


      Nervously I hurried aside. “I was aiming for the kitchens,” I said, and even in my own ears, it sounded forlorn, as if I was some beggar child, starving for the lord’s discarded scraps.


      With a scornful nod, the stable boy led me there. Scurrying after the child’s narrow dwindling shoulders, I asked him about recent guests to the castle. “I’m looking for – people I know. Lord Lydiard and his son. Would you know if anyone recently passed through here, or if grand lords have come to stay?”


      “Of course I’d know,” said the boy. “It’s the stables have first knowledge of all the guests. Well, we would, wouldn’t we? You think they take the horses to the kitchens for breakfast?”


      Best stay polite. “I don’t know anything about castles. But in the kitchens I might find work.”


      “Well, there’s been no grand guests in an age, and they don’t employ no beggars in the kitchens,” sniffed the stable boy. “Go ask. I don’t care. But reckon they’ll throw you out.”


      Finally arriving at the kitchens, I was told the same. There had been no important visitors, no cavalcades, no notables of any kind. It seemed no kitchen boy had ever heard of Lord and Lady Lydiard from the north And I knew, as I spoke, that I was a fool. Travellers accompanied by a young man recently half dead of the pestilence, would not be welcomed by any tavern or an inn, not by relatives, nor other lords, and certainly not by the nobility, including the mighty king himself. Any such attempt would probably be counted as high treason.


      But I had arrived at the end with nowhere else to go and begged for work. I said I was much practised at everything, including medicines, healing and nursing.


      “No beggar child will be trusted to help a doctor,” the assistant steward said, staring at me with distinct distrust. “And we prefer to employ experienced cooks in the kitchens, and boys to scrub.”


      “Something else then?” I asked, feeling shamefully pathetic. “I’m awfully – hungry.”


      “Oh, very well,” the man said, brushing down his livery as though I had blown my own beggarly dust all over him. “You can work in the laundries. They’re short-handed. Over there. Third doorway beyond the pantry. Tell the woman in charge that Slacks sent you.”


      So I followed orders and was given one the nastiest jobs I could imagine. Women, of course, did not wear undergarments, but men did. And what they wore beneath their britches was often stained with brown matter, and I naturally knew exactly what that was. “Scrape it off with the blunt knife-edge,” Mistress Tucker told me, “Then wash the knife in the deeper sink bowl before throwing the garment in the tub for boiling with all the rest.”


      The whites were boiled together in vast wooden tubs over individual fires. One tub was for sheets and other white cotton bedding. Another tub was for the gentlemen’s under-britch-wear and the female’s petticoats. A third tub was used to wash aprons, tablecloths, drying cloths and place-mats. The final tub was for anything else white, even if it was now grey or scummy sepia.


      Within a ten-day I regretted ever having come.  I had never learned how to take orders from strangers, and although I was only recently turned fifteen, I found it was now too late to learn. If the castle was colourfully gorgeous outside, and up within its main quarters, the servants’ quarters and winding stone stairs,  pantries, spicery, wine and ale storage freezing, were damp and draughty, while the buttery and brewery were even worse, dripping with three hundred years of collected condensation turned to ice. Yet close by, the bakery and laundries were steaming with an enormous clog of steam from the ovens and the tubs, and sweat of the servants working there. One girl fainted. The heat was vile and sucked out all the air. I thought the steam worse than the screeching billows from the trains. The heat where I worked was worse than the bakery, and at least they had pleasant smells, whereas we had a stench which made me sick. Yet everyone had colds. Lug the youngest scullion, who was nine, wore green fustian livery but the ends of his sleeves were black from a lifetime of sneezes and a small nose needing to be wiped of its drips. I wondered if I might soon look the same.


      The water bubbled and spat, incessant and turgid. Each bucket was trudged through from the well within the kitchen courtyard, then added to each tub until it was half full. Then the bundled linens were rinsed through, scrubbed of their stains, and finally forced down below the water level to boil. Skinned fingers, scorched hands, wrists scalded, and knuckles rubbed raw, shoulders bent from the weight of the buckets, nose pink and cheeks either chapped from the freezing draughts or flushed from the heat of the fires and the water, while my elbows screamed from the scrubbing, my feet were blistered, and my head permanently ached. Once boiled and scrubbed, the more important linens were bleached by adding urine, collected by the scullions from the night’s chamber pots. Sometimes lime was added when stains were persistent. Everything sweltered, everything stank.


      I never asked questions about the work I did. I didn’t want information. I wanted out. I presumed that the lord’s underwear was cleaned somewhere separately, but we certainly handled a great deal, surely that of all the servants of all types, and what they received back, some still faintly stained from previous soiling, could have belonged to anyone before. No item carried the name of its owner.


      I was well used to cleaning out my mother’s cauldrons. Since having been used for many diverse purposes, they always needed washing most thoroughly. A mixture of henbane and hemlock still slicking the edges of a pot would not mix well with the evening’s pottage. But these huge laundry tubs and coppers were so much larger, and these also needed scrubbing out before attending to everything necessary for a royal family and a staff of two hundred or more.


      My small hands grew hard like corrugated grease, ridged with calluses, knuckles swollen and red, and fingertips peeling their skin like tatters of leaf waving in the wind. My fingernails oozed like softened fungi. My eyes stung from soap, urine and lime, and were desperate to close under lids as heavy as the looming stone walls.


      By the time I decided I had to leave, I had still not mastered the inner ramblings of the dark castle stairs and passages or the icy corridors which led from one level to another. Most parts of the castle were forbidden to me, each a different strata of unlit gloom reserved for those more important. But I certainly knew where my own duties took me for this was limited strictly within the laundry and the courtyard beyond. I knew how to collect water, call the scullions to keep the fire going, scrub away unspeakable remnants, and how to keep my eyes meekly lowered with my chin to my chest when addressed by my betters. When finally each working day finished, I rubbed my own salves on to my blistered hands, and then crawled below the laundry bench to sleep. My designated space curled between the younger girl Manka and Brilla, our sharp-eyed senior, was warm, clean straw and as close to the fire slab as the slabs would allow. I accepted humility. Freia come lately must be last in the shifting scale of status more important among the lowly, than among those accustomed to their rights. But I was lucky too, for Brilla demanded the place due to her in time earned and experience learned, and, though acid tongued, she grew fond of me and demanded I snuggle warm at her side.


      Although carried in huge chafing dishes, the food was almost cold before it reached the guests in the grand dining hall and if his majesty chose to eat alone in his own bedchamber, why then everyone else’s supper had turned to congealing sludge before they ever lifted a spoon. Their lordships accepted such inconveniences, whereas my dinner, one daily meal served in the lower kitchen, was meagre but sometimes hotter, since finally, after everyone else had almost finished, I was served straight from the trivet. No more palatable, however, for our cook was no artist and his assistants were no more than pot boys with claims above their station. If any grand nobleman dared come to stay, then best he brings his own cook with him. Yet I believed that every grand house suffered, for the pestilence had combed its stinking path through the whole country, and there were almost as many dead as those who had managed to escape and survive.
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      I had lived all my life watching the seasons as the different herbs and flowers sprigged the slopes around my home. The grass was my cradle, birdsong my lullaby and the trees my shade. Now I barely saw the sky, only a patch of cloud up beyond the soaring stone battlements. I tramped the cold, wet cobbles four times each day just to fill the buckets, and for the rest I was bent over the endless steam, fire, cauldron, boiling water and slowly dissolving filth. My horizon had once been bright sunshine, followed by the tawny magic of twilight. Now it was the condensation dripping from the walls.


      A man’s braes, I soon learned, were not simply a matter of masculine modesty, keeping the wool of his britches from rubbing against his tender parts. They absorbed whatever visits to the privy left behind. I began to understand more of a man’s habits than I wished to. I knew that the young wards changed their braes every three days, for I recognised the modern style, size and quality. The steward wore the latest fashion too; tight to the leg, brief across the arse and tied either side. His were as clean before washing as they were afterwards. Most of the rest were the old fashioned sort; baggy, shapeless and vile to touch.


      I had worked at the Royal Castle for only a ten-day when the first seeming disaster turned out to be a blessing, and the other seeming good luck turned out to be a horrible misfortune.


      Through every part of the servant’s domain, the buzz started in whispers and grew to mutters, then gossip. The king had caught the Plague.


      Some laughed. “That young shame-carrier deserves an early death.”


      “He deserves punishment for his sins.”


      “But he’s the king. The sovereign. Our monarch. He is above such things.”


      “He’s a man. Or at least, half a man. Men catch all diseases, and God inflicts the worst on the wicked.”


      “So our sweet-natured king prefers boys to girls? That’s simply common sense. Being wicked is altogether nasty to boys and girls both.”


      “No babies. No heir.”


      I was too tired to care much and knew nothing of our king. With Jak gone and my mother dead, I had cried enough and felt I had no more tears to give, not even for myself. My eyes were scorched dry and I felt numb. I didn’t even bother listening when those around me gossiped.


      “His majesty hasn’t recovered. Even with the most senior doctor in the land.”


      “They say one of the pages carried the disease in his hair and infected the king one day when he delivered a glass of wine.”


      I interrupted. “You can’t infect people through the hair,” I said.


      “How do you know, brat?” demanded one woman.


      Someone else said, “That page died in four days. The king has been sick for three days, and he’s not getting any better.”


      “They say one of the gardeners died too. What if someone here gets it? I thought the worst was over two months back.”


      “His majesty can’t die. Kings don’t die of common diseases.”


      We were so far removed from the royal quarters, none of us felt connected to the tragedy building, but we knew of the panic and chaos in the kitchens, where everyone ran in circles, following sudden orders and attempting to fulfil the strange recipes written by the doctor. Many were terrified, both of the Plague’s return, and of the possibility of their king’s death. Pounding upstairs, running steps echoing over our heads, out into the herb garden and back down to the cellars, up to the royal chambers and around and around. Yelling, crying, shouting, whispering.


      It was the steward who came to me. “You said you could make medicines. Is there anything for the Pestilence?” I had none of my mother’s medicine left since Jak, she and I had drunk every beautiful sip. So I shook my head. “The king is dying,” said the steward, looking down at me. “The only two remaining doctors are useless, and the one Principal is an unpleasant fool. I doubt you’ll prove any more useful, but this is his royal majesty I speak of. Everything, every single thing must be done to help, and at the very least to put the poor king out of his misery.”


      “Hasten death?” I asked in horror.


      The steward immediately slapped my face. “How dare you speak of such things,” he scowled. “I mean to alleviate all pain, and to bring a gentle sleep at the very least.”


      “I can do that,” I said, my cheek stinging. I rubbed it and scowled back at my toes.


      “Come with me,” the steward ordered. “and toss off that wet and filthy apron first.


      I scurried after him, up the back stairs, and immediately into a part of the castle I had never seen before, and never expected to. The corridors were immediately bright and light, the windows and their colourful patterns blazed with coloured brilliance. The tiled floors were straight and wide, and past the first two large doorways, they were fully carpeted in spotless white, while the walls were again multi-coloured. Windows swelled as we travelled each corridor, and finally, I scampered after the steward and discovered a corridor which was magnificent in colour and brightness, light and carpeted, with only one grand doorway. The door was closed. The steward put his finger to his lips and opened the door, virtually pushing me inside. He expected me to be intimidated both by the king’s presence, and the danger of the disease. But neither frightened me in the least and I tiptoed to the bed.


      The bed was almost a room by itself, large enough for ten people or more, exquisitely covered and swathed, curtained in silks and velvets, and heaped with feather pillows. But the brightness stopped here, and everything was dark and shadowed. Huge windows were shuttered, and the bed curtains were pulled. The little head was lost within the eiderdowns and bed covers but could be quickly identified by the rattle of snoring and the stench of the Plague.


      I saw bowls of clean water and cloths and used them to cool the small man’s forehead, and whispered in his ear, “Your majesty, can you bear to wake just for a few minutes?”


      It wasn’t the king who answered. A thin man in sweeping black robes stared at me from the other side of the bed, and in a low voice demanded, “Who are you, girl? How dare you come here?”


      The steward, standing just inside the door, said, “This is Freia of Lydiard. She is employed here simply as a laundry girl, but she claims to have knowledge of medicines and the possible cures for the Pestilence. Since you, sir, have not helped his majesty in any manner whatsoever, I took it upon myself to try someone else. Anything at all is better than nothing at all. I cannot dismiss you, sir, but I have the right to introduce others.”


      It wasn’t the sick king who intimidated me, but the doctor did. He had a very obtrusive nose which hooked over at the end as if looking to drink from the mouth beneath. He had no hair, and his scalp appeared almost polished. His eyes were squeezed into narrow ridges and seemed to have no lids.


      I said, “I have medicines in my bag, which I keep beneath the straw of my pillow.  I can fetch it now and can offer his majesty some gentle sleep while I try to mix a different drink to banish the disease.”


      “This could be poison,” the doctor scowled. “If his majesty dies, I shall bring charges of murder and treason against both of you.”


      I’d thought his majesty being so horribly ill was a dreadful thing, and without my mother’s skill, I doubted I could save him. This seemed terrible to me.


      But the presence of a doctor who surely shared the skills I needed, seemed like wonderful luck, and I was ready to imagine a cure for the king. But now it turned out to be equally terrible since the doctor was an unskilled and unpleasant fool.


      I looked first at the steward and then at the doctor. The doctor’s nose twitched, and the steward clenched both hands. I said in a hurry, “May I collect my medicines?”


      “Certainly,” said the steward, and called a page from the corridor to guide me and bring me back.


      The doctor called out, “Bring poison, wench, and I shall inform his majesty of your evil plans.” Since he had no idea that I came from a witches’ family and knew a great deal about poisons, I was mystified and extremely annoyed.


      It took some time to collect my bag of medicines and ingredients since the laundry was the furthest away from the royal bedchamber as could be arranged.


      And so it all began again. The sweating and the agony, the sympathy and the worry. Medicines that seemed to offer no help, and others which at least brought rest, sleep, and ease. It was that night, and I remained at the bedside when his majesty opened his eyes for the first time. They were blood-streaked, as Jak’s had been. In a gruff whisper, he said, “Kill me, wench. I have begged the doctor, but he refuses. The pain is too terrible. I have nothing to live for except agony.”


      It was fairly obvious that this man was not as weak as Jak had been, since he could speak and make lucid demands. “I can’t,” I answered him, not quite sure how to address a king. “I’d be executed. And I want to help, not kill.” I leaned closer, “sire, do you have buboes?”


      He stared back at me as if I was mad. “What are such things? Money? You want gifts?”


      I almost laughed. “They are like black or purple boils,” I told him, “which are a part of this illness, and are signs of how far advanced the sickness has come. They are painful, and hide beneath your arms, at the side of your neck, or in the creases at the top of your legs.”


      “I have no idea,” the king sighed. “That fool of a doctor never mentioned such a thing.”


      I sat on the edge of the bed, unaware that this constituted a crime. “I have to know,” I said. “It makes a difference in many ways. Can you ask someone to look where I say? I don’t think I should do it myself.” I supposed the man was naked beneath his quilts. I could see his neck and the top of his shoulders were uncovered. I saw no buboes at the side of his neck, but that wasn’t enough.


      “Call the page,” he told me, so I copied what the steward had done, poked my head around the door and shouted, “Page. Urgent. Come to the Royal Bedchamber.” A pattering of footsteps, half swallowed by soft rugs, came out of the shadows. I pulled the child into the room and pointed to the bed. “His majesty must be examined briefly by a boy,” I explained.


      Since his majesty was an eager client, although secretly, at the Molly House, I didn’t think he’d mind being examined by the young boy.


      The page was scared stiff and probably thought he’d catch the pestilence himself, but he obeyed whatever I demanded as I turned my back and called out my orders. The king groaned. The child said, “Little black spots between the leg and the sticky bits. One on each side. Nothing under the arms. Splodges all over the chest. Can I go now?”


      I let him go and returned to sit on the mattress. “Well,” I said, “with an attempt at reassurance. “You have the beginnings of the final stage of the Plague.” This was usually a diagnosis of imminent death in agony. “But it’s early, and I may be able to stop it getting any worse. I’m not sure. I’m sorry, but I’m not a wonderful doctor at all. I learned from my mother, and she was wonderful, but not me.”


      “Call her then,” he mumbled, sounding worse.


      “I can’t. She’s dead,” I said. “But I remember some of what she did when she cured the sickness. I’ll try.”


      He slept while I used his spacious garderobe annexe to mix my medicines. There were bowls of water, a well-padded commode, a bathtub with a cushioned headrest, and a multitude of pegs each filled several times over with the most luxurious robes I could have imagined. I used to think Jak wore wonderful clothes. It would be natural, I supposed, for a king to wear even more glory with even his britches bejewelled, but I didn’t have time to look closely.


      I made medicines as best I could. I remembered the ingredients, but I could not remember the quantities. There had been red mushrooms, the mould from the bread, the willow bark well boiled, and the poppy flowers. There were the seeds of the pomegranate and the parrotblossom, a well smashed gargoyle beetle, and algae from the river’s surface, well washed and stripped. I had a good supply of fungi, mould from wheat, grabbick and barley, and finally, there were the leaves of the slightly narcotic hemp itself, mixed with some oil of the huge golden magnolia stamen.


      The rare gyst seeds she had used were impossible to repeat, but I thought I had everything else. I remembered the deep colour of my mother’s medicine and tried to copy it. I dipped in a finger for tasting, since I’d drunk half a bottle back home, and knew how it had seemed. I did my best, and it took seven hours.


      I considered myself immune, but I wondered if half the royal servants might come down with it. Yet I was satisfied with my results, not positively assured, but confidently hopeful. That was when I fell asleep on the great couch with its velvet cushions, that stood in the room. I pulled it to block the door into the garderobe so that no one could steal what I’d cooked up for the king. I was probably the first female since his mother ever to sleep in his majesty’s bedroom


      Exhausted and slightly intoxicated by all the herbs and moulds I had mixed and inhaled, I slept long and well.


      I awoke with two grubby fingers creeping up beneath my skirt. For one crazed blink, I wondered if this was the king and how I would cope with such a thing. But it wasn’t the king, who slept on.  It was Bembitt, the man I hated most after the chief doctor himself.


      His Majesty's personal valet classed himself as a member of the senior household. His word must be obeyed, and his appearance given deference and respect. He did not eat in the kitchens with the women, the boys and the lowliest of the servants. He ate either by himself in his chamber, or in the evenings with the upper to mid-servants, a stratum ruled by the butler. He was therefore one of those who must always be approached with eyes lowered and addressed as Master Bembitt. I tried to follow the rules as Bembitt pottered around his majesty’s room, straightening, closing shutters and opening curtains, wiping down surfaces and ordering pages to clean the commode and build up the fire. He was twice as officious when his majesty slept and was too ill to hear or see. But after Master Bembitt had attempted six times to grope me, hands tugging at my skirts while pinning me trapped in the garderobe, I called him something else entirely.


      Bembitt laughed. “You’ll learn, stupid trollop.”


      “I certainly am learning,” I sniffed, keeping my voice low as it bounced dead and echoless from the damp stone.


      “You’re learning the wrong things, slut. I could make life a lot easier for you.” Bembitt, elbow to the wall, blocked my escape. “I could introduce you to the king’s young nephew Toor. Show me you’re worth it, and I’ll tell him you’re as pretty as he already thinks you are, but in places he hasn’t seen yet. First, open your thighs for me, and then for him, and you’ll soon warrant a promotion.”


      Work, full speed imperatives had already made me sweat, and now the sweat turned to ice down my back. “You’re a vile man, Master Bembitt. As for Toor, he’s never even seen me because I’ve never seen him.” I wondered if I could risk kicking Bembitt’s skinny ankles. He wore absurdly long piked shoes and would probably fall over if he tried to run after me. But there would always be a next time, trapped in some private place without escape from his revenge. So I just whispered, “Indeed, I believe the child can only be ten or eleven years old and probably still dreams of his nurse. You are quite, quite disgusting.”


      “The boy’s twelve years old,” grinned Bembitt. The saliva coating his teeth gleamed greenish in the shadows. “What age do you think every normal boy starts playing with what’s between his legs? And he’s seen you all right, watching you from the nursery window when you get water from the well. So now he wants you to play with what he plays with himself. I’m also his father’s valet and intend teaching him the right games. He’s just the age to start.”


      Jak’s heavy-lidded eyes and how I had first met him came into the forbidden corners of my memory. “You disgust me. I refuse to continue this conversation.”


      “I didn’t know it was a conversation,” said Bembitt without removing the grin or the arm. “But look out for me, mistress pure. I won’t be giving up so easily. And letting young Toor swive you while I teach him what to do, will benefit both of us, I promise. Think about it, silly little goose. Anyone would think you were a virgin.”


      He was short, bow-legged and horse-chinned, his stockings wrinkled in folds under the knees, and he curled his hair, so it crimped to his shoulders at both sides, lank and unwashed at the back. Even his breath was stale as if he had a stomach-full of bad manners to expel. Yet I had been loved by the most beautiful boy in the world, who could have courted princesses and instead had chosen me. Now some slimy lamprey dared to push his cold bony fingers down the front of my bodice and had once actually managed to pinch my breast before I struggled away.


      Now I shoved Bembitt and he banged his head against the door. That was when the king woke. Befuddled and in pain, his majesty blinked those bloodshot eyes, muttering, “what? Who disgusts? Am I so sick?”


      “Not at all, your majesty,” I said in a rush, grabbing up the medicine I had mixed, still warm in the vial and a small cup, usually kept for water. I brought everything to the bedside, and I emptied half the vial into the cup and held it to his lips. “Sip,” I ordered. “Sip slowly but swallow every drop of this that you can.”


      Bembitt stared at me, half glare, half snigger. “My dearest lord,” he came to the king’s side, “this wench is a fraud and a slut. No one has a cure for the Pestilence, and she gives you either poison, or a child’s useless drink.”


      I had one arm beneath the king’s small head, holding it up so he could drink, and the other on the cup. Otherwise, I would have slapped the vile idiot and risked whatever punishment came after. But all I could manage was to ignore Bembitt and continue talking to the king. “Your majesty, this is the best cure I can make and is my mother’s recipe. It may work well. If I’ve forgotten something, it may not work so well. But I think it will help a little at the very least. If you can take a cup of this now, and another this evening, I think it could really begin to make you better.”


      Bembitt slid away when the official doctor stomped in from his afternoon nap. Doctor Errin had a darker scowl than Bembitt. He marched over and snatched the cup from my hand. The king coughed, half swallowing, half spitting the last sip. “How dare you, sir,” he stared at his doctor. “You gave me no cure. I’ll try out what this girl prescribes, and you’ll not interfere unless I die.”


      Errin, sour faced, handed back the cup. It was empty anyway, but I held it tight and smiled at the king. “I swear this, my lord,” I said to my king. “I know a great deal of medicine, and if I cannot cure you of the Black Death, then at the least I will be able to lessen the pain.”


      I nearly asked him why the greatest man in the kingdom employed an entirely vile valet and a useless and vile doctor, but I couldn’t say it, and I more or less understood. There would be someone else who chose who to employ, and his majesty would simply assume the right man had been sent to him and would accept what he got.


      “That,” he sighed, falling back against the pillows, “will be the best of all. To sleep, to sleep forever perhaps, since I hold life as without value.”


      I nodded. His words already sounded clear. “Your majesty, I promise painless sleep but not eternal sleep. If the cure is successful, then life will become joyous again.”


      He looked up at me. “It never was,” he said softly. “But I fear this much pain.”


      The doctor leaned over, smelling the king’s breath. “The girl cheats, your majesty. She should be whipped.”


      “Get out,” the king wheezed at him, finally angry. “I want you gone, not to return. Now.” He spoke the last word as loudly as he could manage, and the doctor ran.


      I administered the second half of the recipe that evening, and the king smiled, perhaps half a smile, and whispered that the pain was ebbing.


      I became quite fond of my sovereign that evening. He woke sufficiently to talk to me, guttural half words, but I understood. I told him something of myself, and he told me something of himself, which surprised me very much.  “I know little of life,” I said, sitting on the edge of his mattress again. He didn’t seem to mind. “I grew up near Lydiard in the northern hills. Once I saw a lacine, and it was as beautiful as they say it is. But I fell in love with Lord Lydiard’s son, and my mother cured him of the Plague. I’ve made you her recipe. It worked before. But I was thrown from the house, and the lord took his son away. I’m just a village nobody, and they called my mother a witch.”


      As each hour passed, King Ram was welcoming more peace and less pain. His voice became clear. Softly spoken, he still managed to speak at length and smiled at me. “A witch? Well, young lady, I believe you and your mother between you may well have found the most magical cure ever know. I feel more myself each moment.”


      Delighted, I curled up. “I’d never left Lydiard before. You’ve travelled all of Eden, sire.”


      “I know no more of life than you, my dear,” he told me. “I live here in comfort, but I speak to no one with a brain, and I cannot even dress myself. That fool valet does it for me. I am as ignorant as any village child.”


      “I don’t think you’re missing much,” I replied. “The world and its diseases, battles, wars and miseries seem bad enough. You’re better off closeted here in safety.”


      “Not safety from the Pestilence. And no safety from utter boredom.”


      “Invite friends,” I suggested, “and have parties.”


      He smiled, although it looked more like a grimace. “You’ve heard about the molly house? I have friends there. Nowhere else. They call me wicked.”


      “Liking boys isn’t wicked,” I said, a little confused. “I like boys too. Or at least, I liked one special one. His name’s Jak. If I can like boys, why can’t you? You’re the most important man in the whole world. People should be thrilled if you like them.”


      His smile stayed. “I like you, Freia. Are you thrilled?”


      I was. I thanked him very much and smiled wide. “I’ll try very hard to cure you,” I said. “But I can’t promise.”


      “And I don’t care.”


      “I’ll mix another vial of medicine tomorrow,” I said. “Jak was cured by just one full vial, but he was very young. I think perhaps a grown man might need more. I’ll make two vials just in case. It’s quite a nice taste, isn’t it?”


      The king nodded and rolled over, burying his head in the pillow. “It is,” he murmured. Then, as if remembering something of importance, he rolled back, frowning. Clearly, he was becoming tired, but he managed to say, “Jak, you call him? Jak Lydiard, son of the lord? If he came to the city, I’ll find him for you.” His voice faded off. “I’ll not force him, but if he wishes to marry you, then I shall allow it. And make you my doctor.”


      I gulped, thrilled and excited, and my heart rushed and heaved. But the king was sick and might forget, and how could I remind a king. For now, I had to concentrate on the cure. I moved back, believing he was about to sleep. I said softly, “Each vial holds two cupsful. I am hoping that three more cupful’s will be the complete cure.”


      But he wasn’t sleeping. He was rummaging under one of his pillows, and, although wincing with pain, he held out one trembling hand. It was a purse he gave me, and I was amazed. I didn’t dare open the purse, but I thanked the king and kissed his shaking hand. “Courageous girl, to kiss diseased fingers,” he mumbled, “I promise you a great future as one of the king’s favourites. How does that sound? You shall not only be a lady, as the wife of the Lord of Lydiard, but the official royal doctor. That carries a salary to keep a village in comfort for many years.”


      I was excited, amazed, and almost in love with my king. “You deserve to be king,” I whispered to him. “You’re a great and kind man, your majesty.”


      I had no idea that half of what I said was shockingly improper. But he managed a smile. “Good girl,” he muttered. “And now I sleep.”


      I slept as well, back on the big cushioned couch. I slept very well.
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      When I woke, I knew immediately what had happened. The stertorous breathing from the royal bed had ceased. There was an unnatural silence.


      I had grown so very fond of the man, and I was sorry. I was also sorry for myself. I would, I was sure, be accused of useless stupidity at the very least, and malignant murder at the worst. I was puzzled, but I was now also frightened.


      I bent over the silent body. His small pale head was almost invisible amongst the pillows of feather-filled linen, and his nose and mouth were lost in the billowing fluff. He was quite dead.


      At first, I wondered if he had purposefully suffocated himself since he had often spoken to me of the ease of death. But the night before he had seemed optimistic as I assured him that my medicine could be a cure. I had already calmed most of his pain, and he had moments of cheerful optimism. No, he hadn’t killed himself.


      Then I wondered if I had killed him with a medicine far more toxic than I could have imagined. And I knew this was also impossible. What I had fed him the day before should have begun a cure. But at the worst, it might have been useless, not poisonous. There was not one single ingredient that could have killed. And late the night before his majesty had shown all the signs of a man recovering.


      Then I knew. Someone had come in the night while I slept, and the king too, and had smothered him. I suspected the doctor, but no doubt there were others who had wanted him dead. Kings are always both adored and hated, and others were ambitious to take the throne. I didn’t know who. It wasn’t my game.


      But I would be blamed for it.


      I hated the work. Bembitt was the final thorn on the rose, but truly the petals had already died and fallen. Castle life was little more than permanent misery. Since I had only come here to find Jak, there remained no purpose in staying any longer. Decent food, a warm place to sleep and the possibility of finding friends had seemed yearningly important at first, but I did not need the salary, which in any case was a pittance at Thruppence a ten-day. My sack of precious potions in their little tubs remained untouched in the chest which all the girls shared, each proud of owning some personal belongings and a change of linen. The purses of money given by Jak’s father remained well hidden and still safe tired under my chemise. And now I had the king’s purse and didn’t even know yet what it held. But it would not be mean. What king gives tuppence to someone who might save his life?


      But of course, then I realised that I had to run. Not just leave, but leave in a rush. I would be accused of stealing the king’s purse, and of killing him in order to steal it.   I wanted out anyway. So I ran downstairs, carefully shutting his majesty’s sad chamber behind me.


      The laundry girl Nevis wiped the soap suds from her arms with her apron, and hugged me goodbye when I hurried to retrieve my few belongings from my straw bed and the chest of more precious items. “I wishes yer good luck, Fray dear,” she whispered.


      “The king is dead,” I whispered back. “They will say I killed him, but I swear I didn’t. We became friends. Truly. I liked him. I think it was his other doctor who killed the king and will say I did it because he hated me. But I don’t know who did it, I just know it wasn’t me. But now I have to run before they drag me out to whip and then hang me.”


      I also told Issy why I was leaving, but she was cross and did not sympathise, and so I hurried away before she could tell anyone in authority who would surely try to stop me, or Bembitt, who might try to do something worse. I left the castle by its southern archway and hoped I was disappearing into the shadows. I couldn’t actually run, although I knew I was running away in fact, because any servant on the run would be the most suspicious thing possible. I still wore my laundry uniform, since I now owned no other clothes, but I carried a great deal of money. It was a bright morning of new rising sunbeams, only minutes past the pastel dawn. The brewers, millers and bakers were already busy, the scent of pie and pastry hot on the dew soaked dazzle, stalls blowing their tessellated hessian in the first breezes. I relished each pungent perfume even though they were a reminder of hunger to come, with wistful longings for lost security. I would surely miss cushions by the hearth and downy pillows on the bed, but these were now long gone in my past. So with determination and a deep breath, for I would be walking a long, long way and expected no comfort, basically because I had no idea where I was going.


      The taverns were all shut, but the church doorways were open. A city of spires and churches, industrious in worship, but two taverns and a brothel for every pulpit. The ring of the forge, the steady tap, tap of the cooper, the clang of the smith, the great clattering sweep of the mill. Steaming a little in the fresh risen sun, the refuse lay in rainbows, picked over by crows and scurrying black rats. As the good citizens awoke, the thrown contents of chamber pots would set the central gullies moving again, a constant liquid drift towards lower ground. Lord, how I wanted to breathe country green again before the sun climbed higher. But making a living and starting a new life in the countryside would be ten times more difficult and I wasn’t going to waste that money just by lying in the long grass and paying for food that someone else would bake.


      As usual, what happened wasn’t my idea at all. I walked the banks of the Corn and found my way blocked by a tall, dark building tucked into a side alley, windows to the river but door to the cobbles. I could go no further since a large crowd of angry and cursing citizens was striding down the same alley, shouting about the king’s death which had presumably just been announced, and demanding to know who had killed him.


      “They say it was the doctor,” one man shrieked. “I know that man. He killed my wife.”


      “Doctors cure, don’t kill,” said a woman. “A doctor cured me when I had a broken ankle. I heard it was some young girl in the palace that killed our king.”


      “How can a little girl kill a mighty man on the throne?” demanded another. “Tis rubbish. I reckon they’s trying to hide whatever bastard done it.”


      “The king hisself were the son of a bastard,” shouted a dark man.


      I let them push past. They were on their way to the castle, and I was pleased that at least some of the city folk cared about their wretched king and his death had saddened and angered them. If they blamed that vile doctor, I was just as pleased, whether he’d done it or not. But I knew my name would soon be announced as the creature who stole the king’s purse and then killed him before running away. As the crowd hurried past, my brain, what was left of it, puffed in circles, wondering about some new name. Jakka was the first name that came to my head since Jak was permanently in my thoughts, but I told myself one thing more. I looked guilty for several reasons. But surely changing my name would be the last proof if the Law-Fister wanted to investigate, and I’d be arrested on the spot. So if fear made me more guilty than I actually was – so give up fear from the start. I decided to keep my own name and act as innocent as I truly was.


      And then I looked up.


      The tall, dark building where I had been pushed into the closed doorway by the crowd, had a little note stuck on the inside of the one wide window of the ground floor. It said, “Property for Sale. Death of a family member leaves this fine shop open for sale or rent.”


      Perhaps it was too close to the palace, but then surely no fool would suspect a murderer to set up shop within such a short distance. And I had an idea. A stupid idea. A brave idea.


      I asked my mother. I even asked king Ram. “Mother, my love and dearest mama, is this idea a madwoman’s absurdity, or a sane woman’s path into the future?” I waited for the inevitable silence and then asked in different words. “Your majesty, King Ram. You know I didn’t kill you, and I think you must know who did. I nearly cured you, but that’s little consolation. Forgive me for thinking only of myself at a time like this, but is my idea a good one? Or a dangerous and foolish one?”


      It was at that exact moment that a slim man wandered past, heading in the opposite direction to the earlier crowd. He looked at me, looked up at the dark building, and muttered to himself, “Should make a fine shop. In this quarter where the rich buy their wares, ‘tis a great place to live. Some smart city dweller should start a herbalist’s shop or a spicery. ‘Tis an ideal place for an apothecary.”


      And he walked on. I was left standing quite still with my head swirling around and around and around. It had not been the king’s voice nor my mother’s voice, but it had surely answered my question as clearly as any voice from the clouds, for I had thought of calling myself an apothecary, and starting a shop that sold herbs and spices, medicines and tonics, and do the one thing I knew how. I could afford it. I began to wonder if some god or another might be real after all.


      The shop and its one storey above were empty, and I couldn’t be sure where to go or who to ask about the sale. So I slipped next door, where the door was open. “The shop next door,’ I said in a fluster, “who sells it? And how much?”


      The ecclesiastical clerk stomped downstairs and glared at me. “Is this a trick. You wear the palace livery, but you look like a beggar brat. What are you after?”


      “Umm, a shop for my father to start his business again,” I said, trying to sound honest. “He was an apothecary in Lydiard all his life, but we travelled to the city last month. I found work in the palace, but my father wants a business again. He can afford a good building. How much is it next door? Who do I ask?”


      “Myself, if you are serious,” said the clerk, looking somewhat less contemptuous. “But this is not a cheap rental, and for buying outright, it will be most expensive. Tis a good place with a large room above. There’s a kitchen fire at the back, and there’s a back door to the street leading to the train station and the train south. You can see the Corn and folk from the islands all come here to shop. This is a building belonging to the great chapel, and the priesthood, and this office is where we keep church records.  Beyond here is the weaver’s shop, and she makes woven damasks while her husband makes rugs for wall and floor. While on your other side up overlooking the river, are businesses where the wherries are built and repaired. ‘Tis a good area, and that I can promise.”


      “Good reasons for a horribly expensive price,’ I grinned. “So what’s the price? And then halve it.”


      He looked annoyed once more. “Ten crowns a ten-day to rent. Five hundred crowns to buy. And don’t waste time bargaining for I set no price myself. This property, as I have explained already, belongs to the church.”


      I pretended to laugh. In fact, I didn’t really know what such a business might be worth. Clearly, it was a perfect area for starting a shop, but a similar building in Lydiard would have sold for no more than three hundred crowns. So I said, “I can give you three hundred and fifty.”


      His head shook as though about to fall off. “No bargaining. Haven’t I made myself clear?”


      I was sorry and shook my head. After all, everything was entirely new to me. “I’ll be back with the money as soon as I can,” I said.


      I sat on the long grass on the riverbank at a mile’s walk to the west, and there, first making sure I was not being watched, I opened the king’s purse. I tipped it onto my lap and stared in excitement. After all, you can’t believe finding an absolute fortune when you haven’t earned a thing. My dear King Ram had thrust enough into my hand to keep me warm for life. There were one thousand crowns, and a huge emblazoned badge of honour with the royal arms engraved on gold and studded with emeralds and diamonds. It would be worth even more than the money. I had two hundred crowns strapped around my waist, which was the meagre generosity from Lord Lydiard in exchange for saving Jak’s life. His life was worth a lot more, but I had never expected payment. Now I had a full purse the mighty royal token all safely tucked inside a leather purse with a lock on its button, and the king’s seal on the back. I could certainly afford the shop I wanted, and to stock it well with everything I could possibly need to make my home seem like a superior apothecary’s, with a wealthy and therefore skilled doctor and medicine maker.


      I could even buy furniture. I had expected once again to sleep on straw. Instead a bought a bed almost as grand as Jak’s, and much cleaner. I bought herbs enough to perfume the street. I couldn’t appear in royal livery, so I bought clothes – respectable clothes, pretty clothes, expensive clothes. I bought a mirror.


      Now that was an education in itself. It was an amazing feeling, almost as exciting and strange as the feeling of being in love.
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      “You ungrateful whelp,” roared his lordship, “is this the respect you owe to your father? Over all these years – sparing no coin in your education – struggling to bring you up alone after your – dear sainted mother so tragically died – and now this! I warn you, I’ll have you strapped down – chained to the bedposts – bury the key.”


      Jak lay panting against the bolster. His eyes were glazed and fever bright. Freia and her mother had saved his life, but it appeared his father gave neither credit nor acknowledgement for it. Instead, the steady recuperation of the past days had gone up in fire. He stared furiously at his father, and managed to grunt, “After my – sainted mother – tragically died – you sent me away. Within the ten-day. Your only struggle was to get rid of me as quickly as possible.”


      “Away from the dangers of contagion,” spluttered Lord Lydiard. “Whilst I stayed – risking the deadly disease which killed your poor mamma – but sent you away to safety. Then your knight’s apprenticeship – the best tutors – the greatest lords to train you. I spared no effort – no coin –”


      Limp and spent, Jak was unable to crawl from the bed. When he had first discovered his father’s intentions less than an hour after Freia had been thrown from the house, Jak had cursed and struggled naked to the door. There he fell, too weak to escape. Now he said, “Tie me to the bed if you like. I won’t leave this house.”


      “You’ll do as I say, my boy. Or I’ll use some of that damned witch girl’s potions and have you drugged. We’ll stay the next few days with your step-mother’s people at Balm Town, and then when you’re well enough, I’m taking you to Eden City. Time we made an entrance at court.”


      Jak was wheezing, nauseas, sensing imminent relapse. “All right. I’ll go – I’ll obey – whatever you say – if you let me see her first.”


      Impatient, Lord Lydiard shook his head. “You’re a damned fool, Jak. Why must it be this chit out of all the wenches? I’ve never objected to your philandering, never stopped you spreading your damned seed across the whole damned countryside for the past two years and more. But now this?”


      “Then I’ll ask the same question.” Jak struggled to sit and face his father, but his body would not support him, and he fell back panting again against the pillows. “You never cared what I did – never cared who with. So why now? Why drag me away just because it’s Freia?”


      After a pause, “Damned poisoning heathen’s daughter.”


      “Who cured me of the Great Death. Who saved my life?”


      “Foolish boy.” Lord Lydiard stepped back to the shadowed doorway, the heavy key in his hand. “Your father knows what’s best, lad. Lie still, get some rest. No point ruining your recovery now you’re over the worst.”


      He was unconscious when they carried young Jak Lydiard out to the litter, strapped him in, and set off east. Lord Lydiard rode, an uneasy eye on the litter’s bouncing wheels beside him. The ruts in the roads were puddled, and each rattle and squeak of timber and leathers reminded Jak’s father of the risk he was taking. The boy was too ill, too weak to travel. But there was no other option. The risk of staying was greater. At first, they were refused entrance at the wayside inns. A victim of the Great Mortality, albeit a recuperating one, was no one’s guest of choice. Within the ten-day Lord Lydiard, now also accompanied by his wife who had agreed to leave her family’s manor and join them, set off again south, and at their overnight stops along the way his lordship was more careful not to mention the cause of his son’s afflictions.


      Jak’s health improved, and after a slow and tedious journey by litter, carriage and horse, Lord Godfrey booked the final few days at a much faster pace, agreeing to journey by train.


      He had never been on one before, although it was not something he admitted when he arranged the passage. The largest public carriage was near the end, with only the open slabs behind free for those who were willing to jump on and sit open to the rain, wind and possibility of being knocked off, thrown off, or roll off.


      In contrast, Lord Lydiard demanded the best the train company could offer.  “I am Lord Godfrey Lydiard, and I travel to the royal castle in company with my lady wife and my son and heir. He is recuperating from a throat cough, so wishes a comfortable journey. Indeed, I intend to travel in luxury or not at all. And I shall not only occupy one of the closed carriages, but also one of the freight carts since I bring with me all the essential furniture and belongings I require for a prolonged stay at court.” This speech was interrupted several times by the low rumble of the train’s horn, and the rattling screech of its wheels on the track.


      “These steam machines are so long,” it was said, “the driver arrives at one destination, while the last carriage is only just leaving the place of departure.”


      The steam pump which powered the great metal contraption was manually levered by four drivers who worked two at a time for one turn of the press each. The strength required was too great to work constantly, and on exceedingly long journeys, the two teams were replaced halfway. The steam roared upwards from the squat metal chimney, puffing grey as a rain cloud and sometimes larger. The steam would hang in the air for some moments after the passing, so that the first freight carts rumbled permanently beneath the clouds before the steam finally condensed and was blown away or scorched into droplets by a blazing sun.


      Once on their way, no train could stop suddenly or without the usual elaborate preparation by the drivers, who would lessen the speed of the pump little by little before the steam died and the train slid to its station. Crossing the lines on foot was always to be avoided, and although the train could be heard from a great distance, accidents frequently occurred and were always unpleasantly fatal.


      Most people were still frightened of the trains. Many others found them exceptionally exciting.


      The small party arrived at Eden City, entered the wide gates and clattered on towards the palace. Having sent a courier ahead to request a position and lodging at court and an interview with his majesty, Lord Lydiard was expected, greeted, and ushered into the cramped apartments prepared for them at the local hostelry. It was two days later that his lordship presented himself at Eden Palace and craved an audience with the Lord Wandong, the ageing lord of a small area north of the Falls, who was the official password for an audience with his majesty, and unofficially, required a bribe. Having completed the traditional arrival sequence, the Lydiards were finally accepted at court. They were then, her ladyship informed her female acquaintances, allocated little more than a trio of chilly vestibules, hardly better than prison cells, without private facilities or garderobe, and all situated as far from the warm hub of royalty as it was possible to squeeze anyone. Furthermore, they were given insufficient space in the stables for anything larger than a donkey, a candle allowance surely too meagre for a dairymaid, and a wine allowance which was positively an insult even to one of a fragile disposition. “I am, after all,” uttered her ladyship with a piteous sigh, “a lady. My dearest husband may not, as yet, hold positions of power or wealth, but we are a noble family with a title well respected for many generations. I intend petitioning the steward for greater comfort and consideration.”


      “Good luck with that ambition,” smiled her new friend. “But I doubt you’ve much chance of getting more than an extra chamber pot. You will just have to scheme and plot and ingratiate your way higher and higher just as everyone else at court has done.”


      “Humph,” decided Lady Lydiard, returning to her despised cupboards. “Considering my dear husband’s mental abilities, there’s very little chance of that.”


      Three days later, Jak woke and stretched. He stretched again. The sensation sang as if music eased his limbs. He could feel the reality of each muscle, the toned obedience of sinew to demand, and the old familiar reliability of every movement. The pain had almost gone. The relief was delicious, a feast to the hungry man. His head barely throbbed, his back barely ached, he could hear without confused drumming in his ears, and his eyes saw clear substance without peering desperately through a window of pulsing bloodshot mazes. He was himself again. He could stand. He could even walk. He could think. He might even be able to ride. It was a good time to start getting angry.


      “Your father,” her ladyship informed him, “is out hunting. He won’t be back for several hours. And don’t try cajoling me with your stupid stories, Jak, for I’m not interested.”


      Jak regarded his step-mother with distinct distaste. “I have never in my life attempted to cajole you, madam,” he said. “I cannot imagine any action more repugnant nor pointless.”


      “Then your imagination,” snapped her ladyship, “along with everything else, Jak, is sadly lacking.”


      It was later that day over a private supper in their own quarters that Jak addressed his father. “As you know, sir, small thanks to the journey here, I am at last feeling considerably better. Now I wish to return to Lydiard. I intend leaving at the end of the ten-day, with or without your leave. I should like your permission to stay at the manor house, but otherwise I shall lodge at The Stag in the village.”


      Lord Lydiard chewed his cold pork. He snapped a piece of blistered pigskin between his teeth, chewed further, and eventually spat it back out on to the platter. “Undercooked,” he announced. “Damned chef. Whole thing tastes like wet leather.”


      “Father,” Jak began again, “whether you ignore me or not, I’m going. You can hardly chain me to the bedposts here at court.”


      “Pass the custards,” demanded Lord Lydiard. “And as for you, Jak, I’ve a good mind to call in the court physician and have you declared dangerously pickle-witted and confined to bed, shackled or otherwise. And if you think you’re up to another journey of that length already, then you are pickle-witted.”


      “The boy’s always been a loon, Godfrey.” Lady Lydiard passed the custards. “But let the ungrateful brat go. I certainly won’t miss him. And then we would have more space in these horrid cramped chambers.”


      Lord Lydiard’s temper turned to sulks as he regarded his wife. “Not that cramped chambers should inconvenience you anymore, madam, since I believe you’ve recently found other far more spacious quarters to visit.”


      The lady did not appear contrite. “I shall do as I wish, Godfrey, under the circumstances, since what you do and have always done, now I shall also do as and when I choose.” She spooned her own serving of flavoured custard. “And don’t pretend you care, because I’m fully aware that you don’t. My friends, both male and female, are my own concern. So let the stupid boy go and ruin his life with as much freedom as you demand yourself.”


      “He’s going nowhere,” bellowed Lord Lydiard, shoving back his chair and standing in sudden heaving vehemence. He glared at his son. “I shall have respect and obedience in my own damned family, do you hear, if I have to whip you to get it. That wretched little trollop is safe back in her mother’s hovel. Maybe next year you can crawl up there with your tail between your legs and shag the wench – but not now. You’ll pay court to the king with due deference as a nobleman’s son should, and you’ll stay here till the winter season’s over. Your friend from Mandrake is expected sometime soon I hear. What was his name? Mereck? Old Harty’s boy, if I remember rightly. The witch’s trollop can damn well wait. She’s going nowhere. You’re staying at court, or I shall have you thrashed.”


      “You’ll find I’ve grown a deal too old to whip, sir,” Jak said, teeth set and breathing fast. “I may still be a little weak, but not weak enough for that.”


      “Whip you? I’ll flay you alive,” roared Lord Lydiard, brandishing his meat knife. “And don’t go thinking you’ll creep off in secret, for I’ll sell your horse and instruct the stables to refuse you admittance.”


      “Then I’ll buy a pony and cart.”


      Lord Lydiard stamped on the floorboards, frightening the family in the rooms below. “I’ll make sure you haven’t a penny to pay for it, my boy. Think I’ll go on making you an allowance, ungrateful brat that you are? I’ll not give you enough for a pigeon pie.”


      “I’ll sell my cloak.” Jak knew he hadn’t indulged in arguments this childish since he’d turned six years old, but now he couldn’t stop. “I’ll sell my boots.”


      “Then I’ll throw every damned piece of clothing you own down the privy,” Lord Lydiard bellowed, smashing his fist on the table and making every platter bounce. “You’ll stay worm naked in your damned bed, you damned cur, and have plenty of time to regret your damned impudence. Honour your father, that’s what you need to learn. And tomorrow morning, while I tie you to the mattress, I’ll send the damned priest in to remind you of it.”


      Just over a ten-day later, the castle rooftops steaming as the brief arrival of the sunshine reflected in the raindrops, the Lord Lydiard inexplicably changed his mind. Jak was brooding in the window seat, hunched over a book. His father sidled over and stood with his hands behind his back, paunch extended, and a benign smile fixed across his jowls. “Well, well, my boy. Reading the Chronicles of Vox, I see. Never could get into it myself, but I’m pleased to see you’re putting your spare time to good use.” Jak appeared to continue reading and did not look up. “Still cross, are we then?” sighed his father. “Well, as it happens, I’ve had a slight change of heart.”


      That made Jak look up. “Exactly what concerning, sir?”


      Lord Lydiard’s smile spread. “Of course – if you’re not interested –”


      Jak quickly stood, as was proper in his father’s presence, and attempted to look apologetic. “I’m all attention, my lord.”


      “Well now, that’s a little better,” said Lord Lydiard. “So, where was I? Ah, yes. About your intended journey back to the manor. I’ve decided to permit it.”


      Jak abruptly sat down again. “When? How?”


      “I assume,” Lord Lydiard continued, studiously placid, “your motives for returning back north have little to do with missing your home and the beauty of the mountains? Yes, yes, I know, it’s the yellow eyed chit who nursed you through the pestilence. Well, I’ll arrange a comfortable trip for you leaving next ten-day, with outriders and that favourite groom of yours to look after you. The train again, perhaps. Travel slow, and don’t tax your health, my boy. It’s barely two months since you were on your deathbed, and Lydiard isn’t likely to fall into the river in your absence, so no point hurrying. Besides, the house was closed up. I’ll need to send a couple of men on ahead to get the place opened up and staffed before your arrival. Then – when you’re ready, without urgency that is, no doubt you’ll come back to your poor old Papa again. I shall be waiting for you, Jak.” His lordship paused, smiling, then added carefully, “Naturally you’ll stay inside within the court until then. No jaunting around town before that, my boy. Build up your strength for the trip.”


      “I – I thank you, sir. I’m grateful.” Jak paused, suspicious and expecting a final stab from the shadows, but it didn’t come. He said, “But surprised, I must admit.” Lord Lydiard declined to explain. Jak nodded. “I’ll accept your arrangements with gratitude, sir. Freia will be safe with her mother in the meantime, and she’ll be waiting – expecting me. I assured her I’d come back for her whenever I had to go away. She trusts me. So thank you again, Father. I’ll be back before the roads close for winter, and I’ll bring her with me if she’ll come. But I’ll not choose to live at court. I’ll attend when possible, particularly if Mereck’s expected. But I’d prefer to stay in the outer city and lease my own lodgings where I can have Fray with me.”


      Lord Lydiard smiled, patiently smug. “An excellent idea, my boy, excellent No need to squash in here at court. You must do precisely as you think best. We can discuss that when you return, but naturally, I shall trust your youthful judgement as to exactly how a young lord should behave.”


      “I’m not that young anymore, Father.”


      “Indeed, indeed,” indulged Lord Lydiard. “Just sixteen years old, and surely as wise as the great King Dyr.”
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      Freia wore her cape over her head even when it was too hot for it and pleaded with all the gods for no one from the castle to see her and recognise the wench who killed the king and stole his purse. The passing horses and oxen also had their heads down, snuffling for spillage along the way, snorting dust and urine fumes.


      The long road facing the Corn was a mass of colour and scurry as stalls set up, shops opened their doors and let down their shutters, stumps to the ground outside to form the counter. Further along from the affluence of the Castle and its palatial surroundings, through the narrow slaughter of the Butcher’s Square with its bloody gutters and chicken heads, bounded by the stink of Cockerel Alley where the Scalders bailed the feathers from the butchered poultry and the hair from the pigskins. The stench of Shambles Lane eventually overcame that of the meat market, and the ox cart rambled on towards the other side of the city where the herbalists, spiceries and medicines could be found. Eventually, they passed the great conduit and down towards the chilly sweep of the river lay before them. The business she now intended to buy was there, calling to her., singing of future contentment.


      It was not quite as easy as she had expected.


      Returning to the offices alongside where she previously spoken to the ecclesiastical clerk, with the information concerning prices, rent, lease or buy, Freia had both her coin and her decision ready. But it was a different clerk.


      A short man half hidden in the shadows sat behind a desk of great size, completely covered in papers, all carefully piled according to content. The man squinted at Freia. “I doubt a girl child like you has the money required,” said the man through his teeth, half spitting.


      “I have the money, not that you’ve told me how much it will cost,’ she said, glaring and wondering just how belligerent she was going to have to pretend to be in order to make the idiot believe her. She stamped her foot for further emphasis. “If you’re not the person I need to see, then tell me where the right person is.”


      “Out,” mumbled the man behind the desk, “come back later tomorrow.”


      “I spoke with one of your clerks yesterday, and now I am ready to pay, I have my belongings ready, and I need a roof over my head. So, how much is the official price, and without any extra demanded under the table?”


      The clerk glared. Freia decided that her attitude of strength rather than female weakness had not helped after all.  “We are looking for an outright sale,” he said gruffly. And that’s going to cost thousands. This is a position in great demand. So come back tomorrow and stop bothering me now. I’m busy.”


      There was coin in her central pocket. “Please,” she told the clerk, who now ignored her with his nose to his papers. “I can pay. I have the money right here.”


      With a twitch of the nose, the clerk looked up. “That’s not nearly enough.” He glowered. “And this is church property. We don’t accept prostitutes or swindlers.”


      She had been called this before, as though no woman could manage herself or earn good money unless she dressed in velvets like a lady or worked as a whore. “I’m an honest apothecary,” Freia insisted. She had been excited and ready to change her life, yet now she felt like crying. “I was accepted by the other clerk working here yesterday.”


      “He was a junior without authority,” the clerk now stood, becoming angry. “And you, madam, will leave this instant.”


      It was a crushing disappointment. She had dreamed of sleeping that night in the sinking soft luxury of a real bed with real sheets. Now it seemed there would be one more night in the gutter. Even inns and hostels were wary of taking single females for the night since they would likely turn out to be whores, use the bedchamber as a brothel, and get the inn a bad reputation.


      Freia resisted the temptation to sob, fall to her knees, or throw her money at him. Instead, hands clenched, she decided to return another day when another clerk might be on duty. She wandered off to explore the city.


      Surrounded by a hundred battered barrows and carts, horses whinnying and the shouts of squabbling men, so the market filled; awnings fluttered in the sunshine and order sprang from chaos. Rows of stalls beneath the sky’s pastel haze, each in their proper licensed place, stallholders polishing turnips on their aprons until their merchandise gleamed. There was the sweet perfume of fresh strawberries and the sharp temptation of little brown onions in their thin flaking coats, dew still on the lettuce leaves and earthy straw still stuck to the roots of the leeks. But with a month to wait before harvest some stalls sold little more than cabbages, and these were stacked higher than anything else. A juggler took up his skittles beside the stall selling wooden whistles and tinderboxes, and the tooth puller wiped a large wet tongue over his iron pliers, cleaning his tools ready for the first customers. The calling had already begun, the music of the market, each man shouting his wares, his prices, and his quality.


      Freia pinned up her escaping wisps of hair, clutched the grubby hems of her skirts and walked carefully between the stalls, avoiding mud, offal and the shouting men.  But all three intruded, and there was nowhere else to go. Her shoes had worn thin, and the damp squelch of the mud now slipped inside the soles and found her toes through the holes in her stockings. She had nowhere to go and no plans, but she still had her bundle of possessions under her arm, heavy with her mother’s pots and bottles, and her purses tied safely beneath her clothes. She was strangely and consciously happy.


      Wandering, she, recognising the piled herbs her mother had often used in her potions, amused by the juggler and delighted by the young drummer boy and his sister singing, her hand outstretched. On the far edge of the open grass, walled off from where the market square sloped into the shadows, heaped straw bales had closed off a smaller square; a space barricaded and set apart. Around the outskirts, seated on the straw and standing behind it, yelling, jeering, cursing, cheering, frantically wagering and suddenly clapping, a mill of men watched whatever took place within the barriers.  Curious at first, Freia peeped through, yet with the crowd ten thick and everyone shoving, she saw nothing. But half smothered by the noise of the eager audience were the sounds of animals fighting; squeals, snarling fury and whimpering. Freia smelled blood.


      At her side, a boy whose head came only to the collar of her cloak and could, therefore, peer beneath the flailing arms of the spectators, said abruptly, “Bugger. The black’s ripped both the yeller’s ears off.”


      Freia looked down on knotted blonde curls. “Are you talking to me?”


      “I s’pose so,” sniffed the boy. “But no one’s forcing you to listen, is they?”


      “So it’s a dog fight then? It sounds repulsive.” Freia stepped back. “How can anyone enjoy watching animals tear each other to pieces? How can anyone spend time training them to do it?”


      The boy appeared to have missed the point and nodded earnestly. “Bloody hard work it is too,” he agreed. “You’d fink they’d be keen ter fight, being as it’s their own hides they’s fighting for. But most of ‘em either wants to scarper quick, or they start chewing on the wrong bloody bones. Mine, most likely. You tries to help, but you gets bit, you gets scratched, and then you sends them into the ring, and the wrong bloody dog beats the other bugger. All that trouble fer nuffing!”


      Freia eyed the child with distaste. “You bet money on this sort of thing? How horrible. How would you like to have your ears ripped off?”


      The boy looked up at her, grinning suddenly. “There’s plenty as risks it – but not me,” he said. “Too little and too skinny. But them fancy wrestlers – well – that’s a business is well worth the watching. I knew a big bloke once had both ears, and his nose bit off by the other bugger. I lost me wager on that bout too.”


      Through the scrummage, Freia saw a momentary scrabble of canine fury as one animal, hackles high, haunches low, raised a stippled ridge of hair along its back, snarled, and sprang. Blood striped its coat, but the fight was not over yet. Freia moved quickly away. “Perhaps, if the poor wretch survives, I could mend it. I help animals live. I don’t enjoy watching them die.”


      “Ain’t no one fixes up fighting dogs,” snorted the boy. “Specially not females, thinking they’ve got dear ickle puppies to cuddle. It'd tear you to shreds.”


      Freia gazed at the urchin with faint contempt and turned away. In such huge and unaccustomed crowds, she felt breathless and confused. She mumbled, “Stupid boy. A maimed and terrified fox is more dangerous than any fighting dog,” though she was not strictly sure if that was true. “I’ve healed foxes with broken legs, and I’ve healed men dying of the pestilence too. There’s nothing worse than that.” She shook her head and walked quickly away. A little light rain had replaced the early drizzle, and now damp cabbages stood in rows on the sloping counter, oozing wet earthy smells of leaf mulch and ox manure. A scalloped awning kept off the worst of the weather, while a sickle of sunshine streaked through the cloud cover and struck the sides of the first little parsnips, polishing their wet skins golden, bare brow- tailed like mice.


      Asking, though not expecting help, Freia said, “Do you know where I might find a bed for the night? A hostel? An inn?”


      He looked from cabbage to girl. “Try a brothel, lass. There’s two on the Corn islands and one on the Bridge. Inns and the like don’t take pretty girls on their own. Likely to cause trouble.”


      She looked across the great noisy square and its busy crowds, children running, couples laughing, well dressed matrons, their starched headdresses gleaming even in the wet. Full baskets, jangling purses. Selling, buying, business done and hurrying home, everyone with a purpose except herself. Freia felt shabby and lost, and for the second time, her confident excitement faded. She tried to scrape the mud from her shoes, but the thin leather soles cracked and began to flake apart. Pulling up her hood, she squeezed through the bustle, wondering where to go next.


      “That’s her,” a high pitched voice squeaked behind and a little below her. “She said as how she would.”


      “Then let her prove it,” said a different voice, far deeper and from some distance above her. He was huge and broad shouldered with a low forehead under a thick tousle of black curls. His eyes were small and red-rimmed as if he had trouble keeping them focused. His nose had surely been broken many times and now spread crooked across the middle of his face, more snout than nose, with two squashed open nostrils as rich in black curls as the top of his head. The yellow brindle dog he was cradling looked very like him, except that it was blonde, and oozing blood.


      Freia said, “I’m sorry.”


      The man stared. “Why? What for?”


      “I mean,” said Freia, for after all it was hypocrisy, and she felt little sympathy for either man or animal, “I’m sorry your dog is hurt, and you lost the fight.”


      “We didn’t,” said the man. “Toby won. But poor little blighter’s in bits. My boy said as how you claimed you could put him back together.”


      “We don’t reckon you can do it,” said the boy happily from his small shadow.


      Freia took a deep breath, pleased for a chance to be useful, although wondering what her fate might be if she failed. “Well, I probably can’t,” she said. “He looks very damaged, poor creature. But I’ll try. Is there somewhere indoors we can take him?”


      The dog’s eyes were bright trusting beads. They looked more aware than its owner’s, but it had no ears. Ragged bleeding sores striped the lean muscled body. Flesh hung in scarlet flaps and the upper lip was torn, gums lacerated. The dog choked as it swallowed its own blood.


      “If, that is, you wasn’t be objecting to where and what, as it were,” pondered the large man. “But being as we won the fight, Toby and me, we’ve good honest coin to pay for the doctoring.”


      The boy looked rough, the man worse. Both wore a strange combination of mismatched clothes and everything almost in rags. It would surely be foolish to go alone to a stranger’s house. Freia asked the boy, “Do you live there too? And your mother?”


      The boy grinned, eyes narrowed. “You’ll come?”


      Her ointments and medicines were in her pack. Homeless in a strange place, a reputation as a healer could be even more useful than money. Yet if the dog died, the reputation would quickly shatter. She looked down at the boy, who had not answered her earlier question. “Do you have a mother waiting at home?”


      “What, me?” He sniggered. “Not ‘xactly.”


      “You’ll be proper safe,” interrupted the man. “I gives my word.”


      As if his word meant something and made everything somehow all right. The dog was gurgling from a ravaged mouth. It didn’t have the energy to whimper. She thought it deserved a chance. Freia followed the man and the boy.


      They led her to the Corn, and stepped, hopping across, from one little island to another, the gurgle of the river looking dark and muddy between. The house they led her to was large, low except in the centre where it rose to a second floor and jutted out with a terraced balcony looking out over the waves. At the rear, she could see the building rose higher still, three storeys in fact, and a peaked roof with an attic turret. It seemed a grand home for such beggarly souls, but Freia was pleased that this was no slum in some back alley, and she willingly entered.


      Never having visited one of the islands before, she was fascinated at first, but then surprised. Inside, and twinkling at the windows, were many candles and at first, it seemed welcoming. The frontage was wooden, the roof tiled, the jutting upper floors seemed crooked, but the windows were large and contained real glass with brick surrounds. Even the door was well built with huge copper hinges and an even larger copper lock, handle, and knocker.


      As the boy pushed open the doors, Freia was equally impressed for the principal room was well plastered and hung with tapestries and rugs. The floorboards seemed well laid, and there were also rugs on the ground around the great stone slab for the fire. The Freia realised something was wrong. Underneath a steady leaking drip of rain, sat a row of young boys, all staring with interest at the female who had entered. They were not accustomed to females. The small faces, bright-eyed and interested, held two possibilities, and the first, that of an orphanage, was highly unlikely.


      The fire slab was empty as the day was warm, and despite the rain, there was no accompanying chill. It was surprisingly comfortable with a cheerful interior. At the back of the long room, a wooden staircase led up. At the front, the open space was layered in grime overlying the woolsack cushions. Yet a sense of welcome remained. Benches and screens divided one wall into a dozen cubicles, cushioned and bright. Even the ceiling beams were painted bright colours, and along the opposite wall, an ample table held a mass of upturned cups, platters and brimming beer jugs.


      The man laid his dog on one of the cushions and knelt beside it. “Ain’t no harm will come to you here, missus,” the man said, beckoning her over. “I lives upstairs but reckon it’s warmer down here.”


      Ignoring her worries, Freia sat on the straw. The dog bled on to the cushion. “I need more light,” said Freia and the boy, hopping interested behind them, lit a tallow candle stub. “And cloths for bandages.”


      “Go rip a sheet,” the man told the boy over his shoulder. “You got plenty of them.” The boy quickly disappeared upstairs. His movements could be followed by each creak and squeak of the floorboards above. The upper storey sagged down, creating a perilously convex ceiling to the lower, unbalanced by too little overhang of the frontage outside. The urchin came back with an expanse of soiled material and began to tear it into lengths. Freia pulled out her ointments. She had her own needles and thread. The man brought her a bowl of water. Freia, bending over dog and candle, worked for an hour while the dog licked her hands. After she had set a splint to its broken foreleg, washed, stitched and covered all its wounds in salve before bandaging them, she gave it water to drink with half a drop of mandrake tincture dissolved. With a snuffle of pain subsiding combined with utter contentment, the animal slept.


      The man sighed, leaning from his knees back on to his heels, mouth wide over yellow gums. “You,” said the man gruffly, “is a proper fine surgeon, mistress. And how much would I be owing you, then?”


      She had no idea. “Give me what you think it’s worth.”


      “My name’s Symon,” he nodded. “Maybe you won’t be knowing it, not yet anyways, but that there means summit, as it happens, and in these parts, there’s not many what forgets my name once heard. I may not be what you’d call a respectable man but knowing me can prove mighty useful to them as wants the difficult made easy. I gets things done, as it were, and what I wants done, gets done as and when I wants it, being as I waits for no man. So I reckon to give you half our winnings, Toby’s and mine, and that’s fair. But I can do a sight more if you wants it.”


      It was a very fat purse. “I don’t know what you might mean,” said Freia, her hand damp and very squashed from Symon’s effusive gratitude. “What could you do for me?”


      “What you done is mighty impressive, missus, and I don’t impress often, as it were.” Symon squinted through the spit of the guttering candle. “Set you up in a right proper business, I could. Doctoring. Apothics. Medicks. You got a shop already?”


      Freia was immediately dazzled. “No. Not yet. No house. Not even a room. I’ve seen the place I want, and I went this morning to get it and pay too. But they told me to come back another day. I looked raggy, I suppose, and they thought I’d try and cheat them or start an illegal business, but the place belongs to the church, so they just told me to go away.”


      Symon winked, which disconcerted her. “Then I’s the man you needs, mistress,” he told her. “Tis easy done, to get your own shop. Proper ‘spectable premises. That’s what I does, in a manner of speaking. Getting things. Doing things. You helped me, so’s I be ready to help you, mistress, if you wants it.”


      Freia stared up in amazement at the man looming over her. “I can’t imagine anything more perfect,” she gasped, fingers shaking as she wrapped the purse she’d been given within her bundle of potions. “Master Tanner, you are – exceptionally kind. And your son? What’s his name?”


      “He ain’t nobody’s son,” said the man. “And you doesn’t want to know his name. It wouldn’t be proper. He don’t matter.”


      Freia looked down at the blonde head bobbing cheerfully at her waist. “No. I doesn’t matter,” smiled the boy.


      “It’s a wonderful offer,” Freia said, half frightened to believe it. “If you can really find me premises at a reasonable rent, then it would be – a wonder – a miracle. Of course I accept. Either the place by the river that I’ve chosen already – or if that’s not possible, then any other you wish.?” She thought a moment, and carefully added, “I would be most grateful of course, Master Symon, but what I could give in return might be less than you expect. I mean – I could offer no personal favours. And would you – expect – a percentage of any profits?”


      Symon frowned. The frown folded what was visible of his forehead into dark furrows and his eyes narrowed. “I ain’t no respectable man, ‘tis true,” he said, “but when I says to help, then it’s helping I does, missus, and not no thievery nor wanting no personal favours, begging your pardon, which ain’t my trade. I gets you a shop, you does your business and that’s that.”


      “Thank you, you are very, very kind,” Freia mumbled, dazed.


      “It might take a few days,” nodded Symon, with a knowing finger to the massive expanse of his nose. “So where does I find you, once I done set it up?”


      The sleeping dog was snoring through its damaged face and smudges of blood again stained the bandages. “I’ll need to treat those wounds again tomorrow,” Freia said. “So I’ll come back here, if I can find it. But I don’t know this part of the city, and I haven’t got anywhere to sleep yet so I can’t give you my direction.”


      “Well, you surely can’t be staying here,” said the man with a slightly reluctant grin. “Nor upstairs, since I lives there alone. I’ll try and think of sommint. Bissom‘s chandlery mayhaps.” He nudged the boy. “Go ask Legless Alice. Explain nice. Say it’s for a proper respectable female.”


      Freia stared at the heavily bandaged animal whose life she had saved and who had somehow saved her own. That she might be raped or murdered at any time certainly occurred to her, but disaster ran an equal chance with fortune and sometimes fortune had to win. She would not be robbed. What sense to give her a full purse, if only to thieve it back? She clutched her bundle and dreamed of a shop, bright with polished pewter, jars, bottles, and the perfumes of all the herbs she loved. She shut her eyes and saw rows of her mother’s recipes amongst shelves of scales, pestles and bowls, all the equipment of a bustling business with the fire simmering hot and the door opening to a hundred clients. Upstairs, over her own premises: her own bed. And in her own bed, with feather pillows and linen sheets, there would float different dreams, of Jak and kisses and warm, strong arms to hold her safe. She thought perhaps one of the old gods sometimes smiled after all.


      The next island was tiny, and just one short hop from Alice to Symon. So she stayed five days with Legless Alice, who had two wiry legs of flesh and blood, but who was so addicted to strong beer that they rarely supported her. The old woman slept downstairs on the straw because climbing the steps would no doubt have meant falling and breaking her neck, so Freia had the little truckle bed upstairs to herself, sharing only with the lice, fleas, cockroaches, mice and rats. She occasionally tended the shop and sold candles and tapers, and doctored Symon’s big yellow dog which was frequently carried over by the nameless boy who had first found her and changed her life.


      The old woman spoke rarely. Alice was usually too cupshotten to remember how words worked and when partially sober, the gaps Between her teeth made sound sibilant and almost unrecognisable. Freia cooked her pottage and gave her three pennies for the use of the bed, but rarely understood Legless Alice’s stuttered responses. Freia didn’t press her gratitude. It was to be expected that grand city people would be too busy for her gossip or even to remember her face.


      Within a few days the mutt was breathing freely with a generous dribble of saliva and snot but a clean tongue and bright eyes. Wobbling on three legs and a twig splint, he continued to lick her hands. “Toby never does that to no bugger,” said the boy in admiration. “Toby bites every bugger, ‘cept Symon. Reckon he likes you, missus.”


      “I really would like to know your name,” said Freia. “You’ve done me a huge favour, you know. Can your master, whoever he is, really get me a shop of my own?”


      “He ain’t my master,” said the boy. “But Symon will if Symon says he will. Symon does what Symon says, and what he does, happens proper. There’s plenty needs to remember that, too. Every bugger knows ‘bout Symon and treats him careful, but those as don’t treat him careful don’t always live to regret it.”


      Freia blinked but hid her alarm. “And your name?”


      “I don’t matter,” said the boy.
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      Autumn sunshine, turning beech leaves golden through a glitter of rain, still clung to the high eaves of Eden Palace, but  Sir Pentaggo, velvet sleeves in a swirl and his hat feathers flat back in the wind like the ears of his hunter, galloped from the palace stables as if once again riding into battle, heading directly up Royal Street and straight along the Banks Road to the river. He was accompanied by only one other rider, a tall man, straight in his saddle, and riding very close.


      There was a rainbow arching like faded ribbons across the Cornucopia, but his lordship did not look up nor slow his pace. At the riverbank, he waited for no one. The wherrymen were shouting their business “Thruppence for the crossing to the south,” “Tuppence up to the Bridge,” “Best comfort and as far as you wish to go, cushions and conversation for them as wants it, and all fer half a stripe.” The wooden pier was a scuffle with a queue for wherries and smaller boats out from the islands, but his lordship’s mighty horse swept past, flicking its tail in their faces as they tumbled back from teeth and hooves. His lordship raised one many-ringed hand and called to the wherry approaching the pier. “Here! I require immediate transportation to the Great Council Hall.”


      He dismounted, flung his reigns to his companion, and stepped aboard the small rowing boat. He was quickly ferried to the one natural island in the central current, and there he was set down. He walked ashore and pushed open the great black doors.


      Without even removing his hat nor looking at the squires and stewards who hurriedly followed, the lord strode straight to the principal chamber, banged his knuckles twice on the long but empty table, and called loudly, “Numbers One, Two, Three and Four. To me. Now.”


      From the shadows behind darkened doorways, the councillors appeared, pulling their hoods to their eyes, and gazing at the man who had called them. There were not simply the top four who scrambled into their chairs, but all nine, each one far too curious and buzzing with anticipation to stay behind.


      Sir Pentaggo, who had long occupied the mighty post of chief squire and Head Steward to King Ram, now sat in the chair marked Number Five, but did not bother to disguise himself. He wore neither hood nor robes and sat easily beneath his feathered hat.


      “We have a great deal to discuss,” he said, not bothering to keep his voice low, “and every word is urgent.” He paused only for breath. “All of you are aware that his majesty the king, has been suffering from the Black Death. He was near death’s door when a woman recommended to me one of the recently acquired servant girls, saying that she was the daughter of a medicine-woman, and knew much of the same magic herself. I told the girl to do whatever she could to save our sovereign’s life. I expected no gain but wished to attempt everything on offer. She began, and very quickly, there were signs that her tonics had an effect, and his majesty was just a little recovering. This continued, and those of us who could watch the gradual improvements were excited and hopeful.”


      It was Number Two who mumbled, “So the king is improving? He knows he will survive?”


      “On the contrary.” Pentaggo grasped his hat and flung it from his head to the table. “Last evening his majesty was remarkably better and asked me to make the girl an honoured doctor with a high position at the palace. But then this morning I hurried to the king’s chamber, expecting even greater improvements, and instead discovered his majesty lying quite dead on his pillows. What is more, the small purse he always kept beneath those pillows for giving minor gifts, tips and tokens of gratitude was also missing.”


      “The girl?” spluttered Number Three.


      But the steward shook his head. “Why should she? Why spend so much time, effort and sweat attempting to make a man better, wait until her efforts are proved and about to be appreciated, and then kill him off for a piddling little handful of money, when she was bound to receive at least a hundred times as much from the king’s hand?”


      Number Two frowned. “You, sir? We have all plotted to kill this king and the last one from time to time.”


      “I did not,” Pentaggo sat at once, suddenly angry. “Because of his immoral habits, he was not always loved. But he was a good man and a good king. I considered him my friend, and now we are left with chaos and no true heir.”


      “Who killed our king?” growled Number Two “Bring the girl here for questioning.”


      “She’s run,” said Number Five. “With the whip at her heels, who can blame her? Finding his majesty suddenly dead, she’d be terrified of suspicion towards herself and some terrible punishment. I’ve no idea where she’s gone. I’ve sent out a troop of guards to find her, not for punishment or even for questioning, but for reward. So far, no one has found her.”


      “But you suspect someone?”


      “I do.” His lordship leaned forwards, velvet elbows to the table. “The Head Doctor at the palace. He has no magic, no skill, and no brains. But he’s a bitter and envious man. He hated that girl on sight and was furious when he saw the king recovering. I am sure he used poison, stole the purse under the pillows, and has run to the south. I intend catching him, flaying both his hands, castrating him and throwing him into prison.”


      “After you find him.”


      “You don’t think I can?” Pentaggo paused and sank back in his chair. “All that is important. But it’s by no means the most important of all. What matters most is the appointment of a new king, since King Ram had neither children nor close relatives. There’s no obvious replacement. This will start more battles, rebellions and conspiracies.”


      “There’s the old bastard Frink,” said Number Three, rubbing his nose.”


      “But that’s the whole point,” said Number Two, Frink’s not a bastard, whereas King Ram’s father was exactly that. Frink has some rights.”


      “A vile choice. And he’s too old. Will likely die within the year. Nor has he a legitimate son, since he’s rumoured to have killed the only legal one.”


      There was a scuffle of feet beneath the table, each man cleared his throat, some coughed, and finally, Number Five stood up, waving a piece of paper. “I make a suggestion,” he said. “I’ve written here a list of those I consider have some claim to the throne. Some are not men I’d recommend, but you all have a right to vote. I’ll pass this paper around, and if each of you could cross the one you approve, we can see how many votes each receives. Then we discuss how to approach the winner.”


      The chair occupied by Number One was slightly different from the others, being high backed, and dense with leather padding. The cloaked figure sitting there spoke very little, but his eyes seemed to spring like torches from his own shadow. His voice, rasping and soft, was only heard when Number Two, sitting to his right, thumped on the table for quiet attention.


      “There are only two claimants, as far as I am concerned, Master Five.


      The Lord Pentaggo narrowed his eyes. “Indeed, your lordship. But there are others. If I may pass the list?”


      It was studied, crosses scribbled, and fists thumped, but it was Number Eight who leaned back, whistled through his teeth, flapped the paper, and called one of the squires who stood back in the shadows against the wall. “Wine, boy, for all of us. And now, I wish to read this list. I’m not even sure who some candidates truly are. There’s Frink. Well, we all know about him, wretched old fool. Then there’s Borg and Ross Yes, I know there’s also another – King Dain’s grandson via his daughter. But now I can’t remember his name. And I know nothing of Ross or Borg either.  I have never met nor heard of them at court.”


      Number Five looked up. “Borg’s still a child, Lord Frink’s son by his second wife.”


      “Didn’t know he had one.”


      “Legal, I believe.”


      “And the last? Named Prad,” snorted Number Eight. “So who the devil is that?”


      “Not anyone notable these days perhaps,” Lord Pentaggo explained. “But he is a direct descendant of King Dyr, back at the beginning of our royal line, the son of the daughter of the daughter of King Dyer’s younger son himself.”


      “There’s no need for all this son of this and son of that,” wheezed Number One.


      “Surely the true king, whatever we may think of him, is the old Frink himself.”


      “And he has two adult sons,” interrupted Pentaggo. “Not children themselves, indeed, and you are quite wrong, to call Borg a child. Ross, the younger of the two, is married with adult children of his own.”


      “Well, that proves that Frink is too old, and no suitable king,” said Number One.


      Back at the royal palace, King Ram’s infested body was washed, dressed, and prepared for the pyre. It was seen that the rash of raised bruises across his chest, which had been recognised as the Pestilence and marked as so highly coloured and threatening to cover the entire upper body, were almost faded and now appeared as faint pink spots. It was also seen that the fat purple buboes that had given his majesty such pain, squashed between thigh and groin on each side, had also shrunk to little more than tiny pustules, light in colour, and covered in a sweet smelling salve.


      It was quite obvious to all who viewed the corpse, that his majesty had been close to recovery. His sudden death was a puzzle.


      “Poison, I believe,” the examining officer decided. “I see no cuts. No wounds. No holes or dents. No smashed skull or stab to the heart. Must have been poison of some sort.”


      “There are other sudden causes of death,” suggested his apprentice assistant. “Dysentery or influenza.”


      “Neither kill overnight, idiot,” his master told him.


      “Find some other cause,” yelled Ram’s ageing mother, tottering from her own bed. The lady had been refused all hope of visiting her dying son since there was too much risk of being infected, but then she had heard his recovery was imminent. The next morning he was dead, and she was furious. “I never got to see my own little darling, and now he’s as much my darling son as the roast chicken I had for break-fast.”


      “Your majesty –,”


      “Oh pooh,” said her majesty, “find the culprit. My baby has been murdered, Find the killer and bring me his hands.”


      Ram was set upon the grandest pyre the council could order built and entered the heavens in great swirls of coloured smoke and flame, but still, no decision had been made concerning his rightful heir. Bembitt, his much disliked valet, was one of those suspected of the poisoning, but it was pointed out that although he was capable of having stolen whatever he could grab once the king was found dead, it was hardly in his interests to murder his master. Doctor Errin, who had promptly disappeared, was the most popular suspect. He had been both useless as a medick, and unpleasant into the bargain, so surely had to be the culprit. After three days he was named, officially accused of high treason and of having poisoned the king himself and was sentenced to death.


      It was somewhat confusing when an elderly man wearing the label clearly saying Doctor Errin hanging around his neck, was indeed found executed, but not in the way that had been intended, He was discovered face down in the river beneath the Bridge, both arms tied behind him with wire, and his ankles also wired tight so that he could not swim. He had drowned and was partially eaten by the little blue sharks that infested the river where it ran deeper further up towards the Falls.


      “Not him then.”


      “Might be. Could have gone into a fit of guilt and killed hisself.”


      “After wiring his arms and legs? Wot arms did the bugger use to wire his arms, then?”


      There was still no decision regarding the next sovereign.


      Various suggestions were made, including a vote from the entire population of Eden. Since Lord Frink might be proved as the rightful monarch, in spite of his lack of friends and supporters, it seemed possible that he would have to be chosen in the end. Yet going to the legitimate heir of some years back involved the embarrassing and difficult necessity of subsequently admitting that the last two kings, coming from an illegitimate line, should never have been crowned.


      “Oh, choose the street sweeper down the road. He’s a nice guy.”


      “Choose me dad, He’s always said he’d make a good leader.”


      “Have no king at all. Stick with the council, whoever they really are.”


      “Pirates, probably.”


      All across the city, the ladies were ordering their gowns for the upcoming coronation, grand and sweeping sleeves to the ground, trailing headdresses, and deep cut necklines. Lace insets and collars, velvet shirts with a hundred pleats, fur trimmings and golden tassels, gossamer veils and bright jewelled ears, fingers and broaches to hold the neckline a little more closed after second thoughts. Hidden pockets kept flat, in case they hung loose and looked like a lady’s swelling stomach. The men were supposed to wear their uniforms, if they had one, and get a pretend uniform made if they didn’t. Children were told to stay at home, behave themselves, and stare from the windows at the grandest parade they were ever likely to see. And Doctor Errin, now officially dead much to his own fury, was politely asked to stay anonymous and out of the way.


      Unfortunately, no one yet knew who was likely to be crowned. No day had been chosen for any coronation, and all the expensive clothes would probably be too small for their owners by the time they were called to wear them.
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        * * *


      


      “Tis yours, lass,” said the man. “I done it. If I says so, then ‘tis done, like I says.”


      Freia held the dog Toby in her arms but nearly dropped him. “Excuse me Master Symon, but what’s done and what did you say?”


      Taking back the heavily stitched and bandaged hound, Symon regarded the girl who looked almost like a dwarf compared to his own size and tried hard to speak more clearly. “Well now, lass, I says as how I would do it. ‘It’ being the business you done wanted, and you told me where it were. There be others, but you says this one, so I done this one. Tis overlooking the Corn, and all ready fer an apothecary’s, if that tis wot you wants to do. There be two chambers upstairs and one big’un downstairs, and a cellar what used to have ale in mighty barrels. I guess there still be one or two old tubs. Now tis your shop, like I says. Up, down and down again, with all them rooms wot I says.” He waited, hopeful that this time she had understood him.


      “The same place I saw, where they didn’t want me and wouldn’t tell me the cost?”


      “Well, I reckons so,” said Symon patiently. “Tis where you says it were, lass.”


      Freia felt her own face burst into sunshine, she pulled the small leather bag of coins which Symon had originally given her from her central pocket and handed it to the large man. “How – wonderful,” she gasped. “I am so – so terribly grateful. And how much is the cost?”


      He shook his head, black curls tumbling over the bald patch and into his eyes. “And there ain’t no cost. Tis yourn. That coin be your’n, lass, and I reckon you gonna need it fer buying all wot you needs fer mixing and selling.”


      “Bought and paid for?” Freia was aghast.


      “Well,” answered Symon carefully, “’tis bought. As fer being paid fer, well in a way it is, and in a way it ain’t. But that be fer me to sort and not fer you to worry yer pretty little head about.”


      She had to stand on tiptoe and make a small leap, but then she managed to fling her arms around his neck and kiss his unshaven cheek. “You are a man of incredible charity and kindness,” she said, breathless and thrilled. “What a glorious gift. If you are now my landlord, then I must pay you, each ten-day of course, but in the meantime, I am absolutely delighted. Thank you, thank you, thank you, and of course if you ever need a medicine or a doctor for you or the dog or your little boy, then just tell me, and I’ll do everything I can to help.”


      Blushing a deep crimson, Symon was patting the kissed cheek, as if to preserve it, “Ain’t no cost, and belongs to you,” he said, still blushing. “But I’ll take you up on that offer fer when any of us is sick. Tis a mighty useful offer, that is, and thank you fer it, lass, though I hopes we never needs it.”


      Although Toby had two long scars instead of two ears, he seemed perfectly happy, and Symon had accepted the advice of never putting him again in a dog fight. Freia’s own future glowed. She moved in that same day. And she explored her new domain.


      Upstairs now stood a bed with worn wooden posts and a roped base beneath a mattress of fleece so thick she could not lift it to turn. It was soft, however, and would welcome her each sweet night. She had already ordered brand new clothes from the tailor, a simple smock but of good linen with a lace collar, a sleek gown of cotton with a high waist and sweeping sleeves for special occasions, a very warm cloak, and bright new shoes from the cobbler. She bought second-hand furniture from the warehouse near the Bridge., platters, bowls, a basin and mortar for pounding, saucepans, a separate cauldron, knives and spoons, and a huge pile of herbal ingredients for sale once prepared as medicines.  Freia also bought blankets, feather pillows, bed linen, and a thick tasselled canopy to top the posts for protecting the sleeper from small unwelcome things that tumbled in the night, those residents of the roof cavity; cockroaches, slaters, lice, mice and spiders. She did not bother to buy bed-curtains, since she had no need of them and felt no desire to close herself off from the world, nor to increase the darkness around her. The second upstairs chamber was very small, so this she used as a garderobe, bought pegs on which to hang her new clothes, and a warm rug on which to perch her chamber pot.


      


      The money was becoming a matter of concern, however. Not because she had too little, which had been her problem for most of her life, but because she now had too much. The two small purses originally tied around her waist, payment from Lord Lydiard supposedly for saving his son’s life, or perhaps simply to encourage her to go away. These coins were now quite spent on clothes, furniture, other possessions and ingredients for her new business. But she still owned a magnificent purse from beneath the dead king’s pillow, given freely and including a jewelled badge of honour as well as coin, and now had a heavy purse from the man Symon for having saved the life of his mutilated dog.


      Saving other folk’s lives, if she could continue achieving such a thing, clearly paid better than washing dirty underwear.


      Her mother had once said the opposite. “Killing is more profitable than curing, my dearest. For those who buy poison must pay not only for the poison of tasteless quality, but they must also pay for your silence.” But although Freia carried vials already mixed to kill, and the ingredients to mix many more, she had no intention of slaughtering folk she did not even know.


      Now she did not even need to pay rent or lease costs for her new home, and although she had spent a good deal on furniture and clothes, there was a small fortune left. She could eat well, buy what she needed, and hopefully earn her own money from her future apothecary’s business.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Fourteen
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      Over a busy ten-day, with visits and explorations to the three great markets and a hundred or more small shops, Freia collected firewood herself and hung the great iron cauldron over the flames as her mother had done, ready for cooking anything from pottage and posset to cures for chilblains and purges for stomach cramps. Then, with the fire crackling and the cookpot bubbling, the one downstairs chamber was bathed in a glow of warmth and contentment. The upstairs window was bayed and seated, and Freia sat there often, watching the white swans sailing on up the river to the Bridge and beyond. Idle contemplation, which her mother would have censored as improper for a young girl, now constituted one of the joys of living alone. So the bedchamber became her haven, and she thought her new home a palace, being without doubt almost as grand as the kings. Straight from grey laundry slavery, she was just turned fifteen years old and now owned her own business.


      Having wished to move as far from the great castle as possible, Freia had not searched for any neighbourhood seemingly housing the rich upper echelons, but nor did she feel any inclination to hide in the slums. Living those days in proximity to Symon’s home and business on the handmade island had been disturbing. Each evening the noise next door had become intense, numerous visitors arriving, often well after curfew, staying only a short time and then leaving as loud and imperious as they had come. Fights often broke out with swearing so loud and so imaginative that Freia soon learned expressions never previously imagined, but sufficiently explicit not to mistake their interesting meanings.


      So it had been good to leave. And when Freia walked briskly from her past to her future, her heart all sparkles and her chin up to the summer sunshine, she became, in full view and for the first time in her life, a respectable trader. Respectability was the luxury which she now believed made all the difference.
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        * * *


      


      The young man sighed and shook his head. “A sad reflection on my ingenuity. But I can only say I have not the faintest idea. Not even an inkling. Not even a guess. Besides,” and he leaned back in the large cushioned chair, “strictly speaking, it’s a taboo subject. We aren’t supposed even to discuss the matter, let alone make any conclusions. So since we have to sit in absolute silence and stare at each other. At the very least, Jak, you could pour me some of that wine.”


      Jak passed the brimming cup. “So I was about to poke my nose into royal business and ask questions I’ve no right to ask. But you must have some idea Mereck, since your title beats mine.”


      “Not only not a single frayed sniffle of an idea, my friend,” Mereck said, crossing his legs, “but I don’t think anyone does. That’s the whole trouble. There’s no actual heir– unless you go back to Frink. But that would mean we acknowledge the last two kings should never have sat the throne. But Ram never had a son, not even a daughter, and he died fairly young. The council hadn’t even started to work out the next possible dynasty. They thought they had loads of time.”


      “So the council isn’t as clever as it presumably thinks it is.” Jak refilled his own cup, raised it and drank. “But I suppose I don’t care. It makes no difference unless the crown sits some absolute maniac.”


      “Like Frink.”


      “Never met him. Never met his poor murdered son either, though folk said Atterick was as much like his father as the gods to the demons.”  Jak closed his eyes. He was bored rather than tired. No one spoke of much else these days, and although forbidden by public announcement, everybody was fascinated by the prospect of who to choose as the next king of Eden.


      “Some idiots stand to earn a fortune from this,” Mereck sighed. “Betting on one or another seems to be the only attractive pastime now, and the odds are growing huge. I back either Tamid or Borg.”


      “You’ve put your money on both? But how can you back Borg, when he’s Frink’s son? You mean to ignore the father for the son?” Jak shook his head, grinning. “Doesn’t make sense, my friend. Besides, it doesn’t make sense to throw away money on such a thing when it’s now illegal even to talk about it.”


      “Who cares about the law?”


      “People like me who have very little title. But,” Jak continued to grin, “I admit I did try to ask my colours about the next king. I said the names aloud and watched how the colours changed. But it didn’t really bring any clues.”


      “Blistering bacon, Jak,” his friend accused him. “You really are a pickle-brain, you and your funny colours.”


      Jak yawned, taking no offence. “I’m off back to Lydiard tomorrow to find my girl. I feel as strong as I ever have, and she’s the one who saved my life. Now I’m going to abduct her.”


      “Sounds thoroughly enjoyable. Much better than this dreary court.” Mereck heaved himself up from the cushions. “I should come with you. I’m dying of boredom here.”


      “I don’t want you,” said Jak. “It’s a damn long way, I want to sleep on the train, and when I get there, I want to be alone with Freia. We’ll see you when we get back. In a month’s time maybe.”


      “It’ll be the month of Forge by then, with the trees turning red and the rain turning everything to slush, the river overflowing and the days getting horribly colder while the nights freeze. I hate Forge. Three ten-days of bloody misery.”


      “It’s even colder up north in Lydiard,” said Jak. “But I might come back to a new king and a wedding of my own to celebrate.” He laughed. “What does the weather matter when you‘re about to get married? Kings? Do I poke my nose into this well-spiced pie and risk royal displeasure? Dare I try to satisfy my curiosity? No. I wed the girl I want and take her to bed for the very first time.”


      Mereck raised an eyebrow. “You mean that you never -? Oh well, no business of mine. Do as you always do, Jak. Forget manners and diplomacy and rush in regardless.”


      It was early in the morning of the second day that Jak marched from his father’s quarters, and meeting with Mereck outside the stables, walked with him to the end of the courtyard. The weather was fine, the train would be waiting quietly for one hour more at the station, and once Jak had boarded, Mereck would ride back to the castle leading his horse since there was no place for it on the train unless left in considerable danger at the rear. They rode together to the station, which was large and dour, like an oversized box made of wooden slabs with a metal roof, a long queue for paying fares and commandeering seats, and absolutely no comfort. But the train rested on its rails in peaceful silence, and Jak, having already paid and arranged his seat some days previously, climbed up the four little steps and clambered aboard. He carried only a small hessian bag stuffed with his own clothes and gifts for Freia, he pushed this under his seat in the most luxurious and most expensive carriage and waved from the window as Mereck rode off.


      The train began its lethargic surge to power within a few moments, the drivers’ guard calling through his megaphone that no one would now be permitted aboard since the journey had begun. The four drivers clambered into the tiny cabin at the front where the great steam press, the fire already lit, had begun to puff its smoke. Pumping began, and the low pressure condensed as the levers raised the engine into high pressure. The deep whistle growled three times and the train slid slowly into movement. One by one the linked crates, containers, carriages and flat platforms took on the rattle of the forward chug, and the train sped as it left the station.


      With the steam still clouding the windows, Jak settled back in his double seat and attempted to sleep. The noise and the jolting made sleep difficult, but once the endless monotony conquered every other difficulty, most passengers dozed, and Jak was one of them.


      Three days later and as stiff as the wooden planks on the floor, those still travelling looked from their laps to the station declaring Lydiard across its doorway. The train chugged slower and slower until able to stop. Sometimes when the drivers were inexperienced, the train might miss the station altogether and stop some distance further up the tracks, but at Lydiard, with no other place to visit further north, the train stopped exactly where everyone could stagger from their confinement, and stretch with desperation, before climbing up the slope to the town.


      Jak hailed the guard, demanding a horse from the hiring stables to take him as far as the Lord’s Manor. He mounted, swearing under his breath at his screaming backache and barely moveable knees, slung his baggage over his shoulder, and within less than half an hour he was back in the castle he now, although sometimes reluctantly, called home.


      Servants had been warned, although only a handful were needed. Jak asked for a bath to be set up, with water as scalding as could be managed, threw his bag to the floor of his bedchamber, and remembered with a mixture of horror and delight the last time he had been here. More than half dead and in a swelter of agonising pain, he had expected to pass away within a day or two at the most.


      Yet Freia had come, and then her mother. He had returned to life. He had kissed the girl he adored, and he had passed a whole delicious night of close caresses, both chaste and tantalising.


      It did not take him long to bathe, dress in clothes without the dust and creases of three days on the train, ask for his own much-loved horse to be fed, groomed and saddled and set off across the lower hills to Freia’s cottage where she had always lived with Hyr, her witch mother, whom Jak called no witch at all.


      The truth sprang out at him before Jak was close enough to the cottage to see the broken door, the smashed windows, or the charred marks down one wall. From some distance, Jak had seen the billowing colours which swarmed up like a warning from all around the roof. He saw black darts and the yellow slime of looming clouds. It was therefore, an empty cottage, with no space for the blue and green haloes of Freia and her mother, nor the pink and white fluffy dots sent up by clucking chickens and ducks leading their ducklings. Once he arrived at the broken door, Jak saw it was worse than the colours had warned him.


      The ducks and hens had clearly been stolen, the house torched, and the furniture smashed or purloined. The vandalism showered on the small building showed a hectic hatred, Jak began to guess the reasons.


      Inside a part of the ceiling had gone, presumably in flames, and the blue sky shone through. A small bird’s nest took advantage of the thatching. Where Freia had slept, the bed had been entirely burned, and Hyr’s wide bed and the three steps up to it were in splinters all across the floor.


      He rode back to the town, stopping at the haberdashers, a large shop which overcharged and therefore catered to the lords and their ladies.


      Although known as a good natured young man by everyone except his father and step-mother, Jak felt a bubbling rage which raised his voice and shortened his manners.


      “The medicine-woman Hyr, often called witch by the ignorant, I want to know exactly where she is and what has happened to both her and her daughter. Clearly, they had not occupied their own home for ten-days or considerably more.”


      The woman behind the counter wore swirling pink with a neckline to her waist with a blossomed bunch of artificial flowers tucked into her cleavage. She curtsied at once. “Ah, my lord. What a pleasure. You are home again and look mighty well.”


      “I should appreciate an answer to my questions,” Jak said without any smile.


      The woman seemed perturbed and blushed. “My lord, indeed yes, but first I must assure you that I had nothing whatsoever to do with any of this. The old butcher and the ironmonger Cob marched through town while you were dead or dying, they said, and would never recover. They claimed it was the gods who were punishing us for past crimes, but the worst was the witch since she was the greatest sinner. It was her poison killed your mother, my lord, many years ago, and no doubt, brought the Pestilence to our town. So Cob and Rucomp went to the witch’s cottage. The daughter wasn’t there, but the witch was, and they dragged her out to the town square. A lot of the people ran out to help. I promise I wasn’t one of them, me.”


      “That so-called witch brought me medicines and saved my life,” Jak growled. “What was done to her?”


      The haberdasher paused, then looked away. “They stoned her to death,” she said softly. “When the daughter came back, she was told the truth, and she cried and ran away.”


      For a long time, Jak stood and stared. There were also tears in his eyes and one streaked one thin wet line down his cheek. Then he turned on his heel and rode back to the manor.


      He called his groom. Giles ran from the stables to the young lord’s bedchamber, fell to one knee, and asked what was wrong. “Find out where Freia went,” he demanded. “Collect eight or ten men with some spark of intelligence and get them searching. She is no longer in her own home and must have taken work in some other place. Perhaps one of the villages, perhaps in the countryside on a farm or working for some hospice for the sick. But I want her found. And I want others found too. Cob and Rucomp, both dishonest and unpleasant characters, have been accused of setting up some mass hysteria against Hyr the Healer, and caused her death in a cruel and brutal manner. I want the true culprits named, whether it is them or someone else, and I want them brought to trial. Depending on the results, they will be executed.”


      Stalking back down the stairs, Jak stamped out into the grounds and stood staring down the cliff edge, swearing at all the gods beneath his breath.


      It was a ten-day later when Cob, Runcomp and Desforo were hung from the gibbet in the town square. Jak did not watch. He sat in the main hall, one leg stretched out, eyes glazed as he stared at nothing, losing his focus in spiced wine, and waiting to be told that it was over and done. No one had discovered Freia, nor had anyone been able to follow her trail. Jak had met the same emptiness. He had galloped every village and town and explored every step of Lydiard Town itself. He had roamed the country roads and asked on every farm. But she could neither be found, nor did anyone seem to know where she had gone.


      “Mahaps Shamm, m’lord. A lass on the run will go far.”


      “To the city, I reckon. Every female wants a chance at a good marriage in the city.”


      “Try the hospitals, my lord. But I think there’s a hundred or so across the land.”


      “Hard for a pretty girl to find work. Reckon she’ll be in a brothel in some town. Down south.”


      “Got no horse so can’t go south. Try east, my lord.


      Eventually, after a long and deeply dismal period of time, Jak returned to Eden City, the castle and court, his family and his friends.


      Without her colours flying in his face, he could be fairly sure that Freia was not nearby, but he did not surrender determination.
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      There were few in the land who resembled Kallivan from the south, the strong fighter having been awarded the honour of knighthood after many events when he claimed to have had protected and even saved the life of the great Lord Frink, possibly the true heir to the throne.


      Having killed his first son and heir, Frink had married again. This seemingly placid second wife, being considerably younger than her new husband, had birthed two sons by her lord, and the younger of these had been unfortunately discovered as lacking in the usual level of understanding. Ross was called dim-witted by his infuriated father, but he found himself a sweet wife and together they had a son, an unusual child from birth itself. He appeared to have no colouring at all except in his small masculine parts, which wobbled and sweated a light tan, especially while pissing. His eyes, however, were such a pale blue they appeared almost white, and his hair was a white fluff of thin scraps across his head. The main stretch of his skin was exceedingly pale, and even his toenails and fingernails appeared more white than could be expected. But he grew tall enough and wide enough as well, with muscles and teeth, long solid legs and matt white hair to his shoulders. His tongue was pink, and his teeth grew rather yellow, but most of him remained white as the summer clouds or the spray of the high tide. Kallivan also appeared intelligent, learned quickly, quickly knew far more than his dim-witted old father, and soon exhibited a filthy temper. The only two things he seemed to lack were colours and any sense of humour.


      Kallivan rode north, crossed the vast open sands, the busy Bridge over the river, and entered Eden City for the first time. He turned east along the Corn banks and aimed for the great towers of the castle which had been visible from the Bridge. Having entered the castle, he insisted on meeting with the High Steward and introduced himself with such regal imperialism, pride and arrogance that the steward did not dare disbelieve exactly who he said he was.


      “My grandfather Lord Frink was always the true liege lord and heir to the throne,” stated Kallivan coldly, but he is aged now, and has not the energy to ride north, let alone take the throne. I, on the other hand, am not his eldest grandson. I might claim the throne in place of my uncle Borg or my father Ross, but both might clearly present a higher claim. I am heir to both. At twenty years of age, however, and a Knight of the Realm, I demand a suite at court.”


      “Since, as I am sure you are aware, my lord,” said the steward, “his majesty King Ram of Eden is recently most sadly deceased, the council is busy examining all claims in order to decide on the new monarch. In the meantime, my lord, you are welcome to one of the higher situations at court. I shall send for a page to show you the way, and another to help your lordship settle into the allotted rooms.”


      Without bothering to waste his breath on a thank you, Lord Kallivan followed the page, and was ushered into a three chamber suite which he considered highly inferior, but spoke no complaint and after an exhausting journey, lay on the bed and fell deeply asleep. The dinner bell awoke him, and he discovered that food at court was about as pathetic as his new quarters seemed to be.


      On the high level and further towards the vast open balconies were the rooms occupied by Lord Jak, son of Lord Lydiard, and a far inferior lord of the realm, considering that he was simply heir to the fat lord of a small town as far north as Eden permitted its citizens, and what was more, a place of hills and mountains leaving little space for grand houses, sumptuous gatherings, or anything more notable than a few semi-extinct lacines.


      Lord Kallivan regarded Lord Jak with contempt when they met in the great dining hall. “Where did you say, my lord?”


      “Lydiard.” Jak grinned. “I doubt you’ve ever heard of it, my lord.”


      “Are you suggesting, sir, that since I come from the south, I must be ignorant of the country’s lords?”


      “Gods and demons, not at all,” Jak said, trying not to laugh. “What I meant, my lord, is that Lydiard is a small and insignificant area in the far north. There are many who’ve never heard of it. I’m probably lucky to have a place at court, but I came some years ago when King Ram and I became friends of a sort and was invited to stay on the upper level. You’ll be welcome to come to the balcony room whenever you wish, and we can take a cup together.”


      It was after a brief visit and a single cup of excellent wine that Lord Kallivan realised Jak had far better quarters than he’d been presented himself and loathed him immediately. He protested to the steward.


      “My birth-right is far stronger, sir,” Kallivan said. “I am not only a true Knight but stand third in line to the throne. This Jak Lydiard has no claim to anything, yet he occupies the best rooms in the damned palace.”


      “Not quite, sir,” said the steward with a haughty sniff. “There are six more magisterial suites, but they are all occupied, as is the balcony suite, by his lordship Jak Lydiard. That suite was given on the word of our king himself, and the present lord will certainly not be asked to vacate. Your position is one of high prominence, sir, but I have allotted the only superior quarters which are free at this time.”


      Stalking off in considerable anger, Kallivan kicked every step on the stair back up to his bedchamber and lit the candles he had demanded.


      The next day he approached the High Steward once again. “Sir, not having yet become familiar with the current situation in the north, I wish you to tell me how I may approach the great Council Hall and demand my place on the High Table.”


      High-Steward Pentaggo stroked his chin. “That is not possible, sir,” he said, not admitting that he had a seat on the council himself. “The High Council stands on the great central island and can be approached and entered only by those who wear a specific badge of entitlement.” His own badge was hidden, being worn within the middle pocket of his coat. “No one has a natural right to sit there. Amongst the Ten, there are knights, lords, and those without a title of any kind. These councillors have been elected within the council itself, and that is the only way in which any man may come to the High Table.”


      As furious as usual, perhaps more so, Lord Kallivan once again returned to his rather small bedchamber.


      He had not journeyed all this way for a more comfortable bed, a better climate, better food, or a bedchamber of sunshine with a commode instead of a chamber pot. He had come for power. The king, whose ungraceful slouch upon the throne had denied his family their heritage, was now dead. He had come here to make a claim and needed to discover the best way to do this. He could kill and had killed many in his young life so far. But a king usually claims the throne not through menace, but through his rights, his eloquence, and his justice.
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        * * *


      


      The river had begun to surge, and the winter sky hid behind clouds of purpled black like huge hanging bruises. It was mid-morning, but little light heralded the day, and Freia continued working by candlelight, pounding cranberries with wild mint. The door was shut hard against the wind.


      There had been customers. Not so many. Women from the back streets whispered of tonics to remove all risk of conception, or to remove what had already been conceived. These were easily mixed, boiled, and then pounded into a little blue powder. Freia sold cheap. There were old men who begged a cure for gout, busy women who pleaded for a cure to the ague, families who wished for increasing fertility, and encouragement in health and energy. Freia gave prices which matched each customer’s clothes and appearance, but she suggested no price when Bembitt, King Ram’s valet, appeared.


      “So! The washer-trollop,” he said, shutting the door behind him and leaning back against it. “They told me you’d been seen here. Now how did you manage to pay your rent after running from the palace without a rag to your name, unless you’d already stolen the king’s purse from beneath his pillow?”


      “How I do what I do isn’t your business,” Freia glared at him. “And as far as I know, it was you who stole the royal purse. I suppose you might have killed him too Either you or that vile doctor.”


      “Or you, dirty little poison-mixer,” Bembitt spat. He walked over towards her but kept clear of the fire where she was still mixing medicines.


      Freia turned, wild-eyed. “Get out,” she told him. “You know nothing about me, and in case you intend telling the palace officials that I killed the good king, let me assure you that I didn’t. He was a good man, we’d become almost friends, and I liked him. My cure was working, and his majesty knew it, and so did the High-Steward.”


      “So why run?”


      “I didn’t.” She thought a moment. “When I knew my medicines were working – even for the Black Plague – I knew I could do better with my own shop. I had money from my mother, and some from a man when I cured his injured dog. And the dear king was dead. That’s all I’m telling you. Now go away.”


      “I'll do you a favour, brat,” Bembitt said. “I won’t tell the authorities where you are, and I won’t tell the council where you ran to after stealing the royal purse, if you make me part lease-owner here. I should own half the lease and half the business, so that means half the profits.”


      She stared at him. “How dare you?” She had stolen no purse, but the gift from the king could now never be proved, and she had run, and she didn’t want to be found. Besides, she owned the building, not the lease. And if the slime-ball discovered she actually owned the whole thing and didn’t just rent it, then he was bound to believe more concerning the stolen money.  As the king’s valet, he might be believed more readily than herself. “I’ll give you half the leasehold,” since there wasn’t one, “and a quarter of the business, but just an eighth of my profits as long as you keep out of my way and don’t try and control anything or tell me what to do.”


      “I could threaten you with rape and slaughter,” Bembitt sniggered. “I could collect six, perhaps seven of my friends and ride up here to strip you out on the riverbank, me and my friends ready to rape you back and front. We’d attract a fair crowd, I’d imagine – give them quite a spectacle. An entertainment they’d remember a mighty fine time, I reckon. Then I’d kick your bleeding naked arse straight into the river.” He paused, saliva wet on his lips and his eyes bright. “You want to risk such an end? So you make a decent agreement with me, and I’ll keep my word with you. No attacks in the night, and no queue for the fucking. Half the lease and half the business. A fair quarter of the profits, and no charges, But I’m no medicine-mixer, and I’ll not interfere in any way.”


      Freia held her breath and then swallowed hard. She had almost vomited. Bembitt made her sick, and she believed his threats. The slime on his lips, the weak flab of the lower lip which hung always limp, disgusted her. His loose skin and his greedy eyes disgusted her too. Frightened of Bembitt, of both the council and palace authorities, she knew she had neither choice nor the courage to deny the man she disliked so horribly.  She had to agree. “I’ll keep a note of profits, expenses and so on. You will get one quarter whenever you turn up, but don’t come more than once a ten-day. But the lease costs a hundred pence a ten-day, so you have to pay a quarter of that too.”


      “Twenty-five fucking pence for this dreary place? You’re being fleeced. Anyway, you live upstairs, that’s obvious. I don’t. So it’s not up to me to pay. Your rent, slut, you pay it.”


      Since she had no rent to pay, let alone a hundred pence, she let that go as well. “But no more than once a ten-day. You’re disgusting. I don’t want more of you than that. I don’t want your help to compensate, I only want your absence. Disappearance!”


      He turned on his elongated boots, and Freia watched him go with hatred. Paying him anything at all would be infuriating, but at least she could cheat him by giving a lease that didn’t exist, and mark down her takings as very small before she calculated a quarter for Bembitt.  He’d receive very little.


      She had no idea that he’d also been thrown off castle premises, and would never return to court


      Business was growing, and Freia recognised the chief groom from the royal stables. Yet he seemed not to recognise her, did not threaten her, never mention the king, and bought a love potion. She told him, “There’s no such thing as a love potion. They don’t work. Even the ones with a pretty smell.”


      “Wot? My girl bin here telling you not ter sell me one, has she? I’m gonna get her, potion or no. So you sell me yer best, lass, and hurry.”


      Freia sold one with a purple tinge containing willow bark, which swallowed back pain, a compound of oyster, which was a popular aphrodisiac, a spoonful of strong red wine, and barley powder which made a woman feel weak. “Give the girl some of this, then stand well back but keep visible,” she said, charged very little and felt a strong sense of guilt.


      At least Bembitt did not return for a ten-day, and she began to forget that he had blackmailed her, and that she’d been stupid enough to pay what he’d demanded.


      The apothecary had been open a month and a half when the door opened, and the boy crept in, she hardly saw him. It was as if one of the smaller clouds had fallen, disintegrated, and come slinking into her shop dragging its little wet trail behind it. He was wrapped in a coarse hessian mantle pulled over his head, and in the sudden flare of the candle as the wind gusted, entering behind him, his face appeared yellow.


      “Mistress.” He sank down on the floor at her entrance, not stumbling but without the energy, or the confidence perhaps, to enter further.


      Freia did not recognise him. She saw only someone very small and ill. Hurrying over, she put her arm around the boy’s shoulders and helped him to the stool by the fire. “I can’t,” whimpered the boy. “I cannot sit.” He crouched in the warmth and immediately a thin steam rose from the soaked mantle and the drenched clothes and matted hair beneath. Freia knelt beside the child to remove his cloak and then she saw who he was. He fainted in her arms as she began to speak. She locked her door and carried the small body up to her own bed. He weighed little more than a fledgling. She had set a swan’s wing the ten-day before, a huge troublesome thing which spat at her, threatening to break her arm with its other wing. It had weighed much more than the boy.


      It was after she had laid him on her bed that she realised she was covered in blood. She had long since untapped the half barrel of old malmsey, though used it for wounds and not for supper. Now she added a pinch of ground spices and, with a bowl of boiled water still warm, brought a cup up to the bedroom. The boy had opened his eyes.


      “I’m messing up your nice clean bed,” he mumbled.


      “It’s as well you can talk,” said Freia, “because you have to tell me what has happened. Are you wounded? Or is it a flux? Have you somehow walked all the way from the Corn West Bankside? In this condition? I’m surprised they didn’t stop you at Puddlegate.”


      “Crept through just after first bell.” The boy gulped at the wine, bringing some tinge of colour back to his cheeks and a glitter to his eyes. “Ain’t no gatekeeper takes no notice o’ them early buggers. Too much bustle and shove. But this shop, well – ‘tis a mighty long walk.” The boy drank again, peering at Freia over the rim of the tin cup. “So you won’t throw me out? I says you wouldn’t.”


      She shook her head vehemently. “Certainly not. Why ever should I do such a thing? Drink the rest of the wine and then tell me what has happened to you. I don’t even know your name. And please don’t tell me it doesn’t matter.”


      The wine, the warmth and the soft comfort of the mattress became the first medicine. The child said, “I told him, if she stitches up your measly bad-tempered hound, then she’ll stitch me too. He says the cur’s worth more ‘n me, but I says you’ll not throw me out, whatever my value. And you hasn’t.”


      “You are prevaricating,” said Freia firmly. And then, because the child looked startled, said, “That means you are putting off telling me what is wrong. How can I help if I don’t know? Shall I undress you and see for myself? Have you been attacked?”


      “Sort of,” murmured the boy, slurping the dregs of the wine, then sinking back against the propped pillows. “And Feep’s me name. That is, I think me muvver called me sommint like Feep or Fimp or Flimp, but she’s not been around for a long time. They all calls me Feep.”


      “Symon didn’t hurt you?” Freia frowned. “Did he? Or the dog?”


      “Nar, Toby’s all right,” said the boy. “All patched up now and Symon’s not put him up for a fight since. Only thing he cares for, that mutt. It was a customer dunnit.”


      “Dun you?” asked Freia in some confusion.


      Feep nodded. “You never did catch on, did you? Me being a molly boy. ‘Cos Symon lives over me Molly House.” Freia paused, still frowning. “It’s me arse,” said the boy, without further explanation. “I’m ripped to buggery. Symon says I won’t never be able to shit again ‘cos of infection or sommint. Then I dies. That’s right, innit? But I says you could stitch it up.”


      The child had fainted again by the time Freia had removed his blood soaked braies, badly fitting britches and shirt. She turned him over very gently and began to wash the grime and gore from his protruding bones and fleshless buttocks. He was torn from the back of his crotch almost up to the middle of his pelvis; a gash longer than the length of her hand. Freia poured herself a cup of the same spiced wine she had given the child and would not allow herself to vomit. Clearly, it was a wound not caused merely by penetration, but had been done deliberately, with a knife perhaps, or something more jagged. She did not think the child would live.


      When he muttered, returning to consciousness and contorting in pain, Freia turned his head from the pillows and wedged a small rag beneath his nose, dipped in the solution she had mixed of ground poppy, mandrake and a little henbane root in water. The boy slumped again into an uneasy sleep, and Freia continued her sewing.


      She used water and then alum to cleanse, closed the dreadful tear in tiny stitches with a needle first held to the fire, and afterwards the skin smeared thick with her own special ointment of cow parsley, ragwort, groundsel and alum. The wound was long, but it had not been as deep as she had originally supposed, exposing only torn flesh and muscle but not bowel or bladder or other internal organs. Although the anus was ripped, the bleeding was clean scarlet froth. Perhaps, just perhaps, he would live after all. She changed her sheets, wrapped the little naked body in soft woollen blankets, and brought up a brazier of hot charcoals. When the child woke, she gave him more wine and renewed the rag of opium. He slept the night nestled in her bed. Freia curled on the floor at the foot of the bed, hugging her knees up against the cramps in her belly.


      She remembered doing just this before on someone else’s floor, watching while a young man raved in pain, and although the circumstances had then been so different, they were also so much the same. This was a child’s body and different in many ways to Jak’s, but at least she had now learned something of men, of their nakedness, and of nursing them. Freia did not open the shop that day, and she cried through the night, but the child did not wake until morning when the wind rattled the shutters, and the melting snow squelched into the thatch of the roof.


      For several days, Freia watched and waited. There was no infection, but when the boy raged in fever, Freia wondered if she had given too much opium, or even too much wine. She applied more ointments and dosed the child with potions of willow bark five times each day, made special possets, bought goat’s milk from the market, and mixed it with a spoonful of treacle, which she could now afford.


      “You can’t have solid food,” Freia told the boy, “until the wound has quite, quite healed. I shall make you soups, gruel and thin porridge instead.”


      “That’s all right,” said the boy, once he could talk again and nod, and even smile a little. “I’d be scared to eat what’d make me crap and burst them teeny stitches.”


      “You can’t even see the teeny stitches,” Freia objected.


      “I can feel ‘em, and I can touch ‘em. ‘Sides, I never used to eat much anyways. You already gives me more than I used to get.”


      “Did Symon not feed you?”


      “Look, missus,” Feep told her carefully, “don’t reckon Symon’d be proper pleased wiv me talking on him, if you understands me. So’s I can’t say wot he is, see? But I reckon I can say wot he isn’t. An wot he isn’t, is me Pa – nor me master, nor me pimp. I does wot I does ‘cos I always dunnit and I don’t know how to do ort else.  Symon, well, he lives upstairs. I only knows him ‘cos he knew me Ma. He don’t run the Molly Shop, though he do make a good friend to some of us boys and he don’t like to see us hurt.”


      Freia took a deep breath. “But the man who did this to you should be charged with assault. With cruelty. With immorality. With whatever people get charged with for doing terrible things like this.”


      “Don’t be daft,” said Feep. “Not wishing to be rude, that is.”


      “I am still not altogether clear,” continued Freia, ignoring the warning, while sitting beside the bed where her charge still lay cocooned, “what a molly boy does exactly, but since I am only inexperienced and not daft, I presume it is some form of prostitution. Such places, brothels is the word I believe, are surely regulated. They may not be considered respectable, but I understand they are perfectly legal. You could inform against your attacker.”


      “Not Molly Houses, they ain’t legal,” muttered Feep with a disdainful snort. “Proper stewes is legal all right, but Molly Houses just gets shut down. It’s wot them priest folks says, not that I ever bin to listen, but they reckon it’s wicked. Can’t say I feels wicked – just bloody sore. But them priests and gods and stuff got their own ideas, don’t they? So molly boys get chucked in the pillory, or whupped or plenty worse. ‘Corse, not that Symon would let anyone whup me.”


      “He let you get attacked,” said Freia.


      “Name of the game,” explained Feep with cheerful disdain. “Happens. ‘Sides, he weren’t there.”


      “It mustn’t happen again,” sighed Freia. “Nothing like that could happen again because you’d die at once. I’m beginning to guess what your job entails, and I believe you’ll have to change your career.”


      “An arse is an arse,” nodded Feep. “But not being tight no more after this, well, I won’t get so many customers. No one wants a loose bugger, as it were, pardoning the expression. Sucking don’t pay so well, but apart from me arse, I ain’t got nothing much else going for me. I don’t know how to do naught other.”


      Freia blushed, gulped, and tried to hide it. “You’ll have to stay here, then. You can help me in the shop.”


      “I told him you’d say that,” said the boy, gleeful in spite of persistent pain and restricted movement. “He says how I’d addled me brains. Mind you, that was mighty nice of him, ‘cos usually he says I ain’t got no brains.”


      “Symon?”


      “And he says to ask if you like your place wot he got you,” said Feep. “It’s bloody grand ain’t it?”


      The business was now thriving, and Freia opened her shop nine days within each ten-day. But now it was late evening and she had shut up shop, door locked, and candles snuffed out below. The little kitchen fire continued to heat its simmer of herbal mixtures, the warmth and perfumes rising through the floorboards to the bedchamber above. She sat on the window seat where she liked to curl, watching the slow passage of the river and the busyness of passing trade, with the familiar creak of the barges and cries of their crews, barrels and crates hauled ashore, the eel boats aiming downstream, the lapping of the steady tides and the gulls all eager white hunger in from the sea. The Cornucopia was the essential heart of the city, the cheery, endless flowing lifeblood. Now one of the thin sliced moons was playing a wayward floating reflection on to the water, and a scattering of stars appeared to shimmer across the far bank. Sitting there, half lost in dreams, Freia was only partly aware of what Feep was saying to her. She looked up. “Symon asked? Yes, it’s a beautiful place and I love it. Until now, I have loved him for getting my shop for me. Can I say that? That I loved him? You know what I mean, I hope. But sadly now I have half a doubt about what Symon does for a living. Dogfighting is brutal enough, but selling little boys is terrible wickedness, and I fear I may end up hating him.”
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      The scarlet Chapel towered over its own reflection in the Corn, and on the days held special in the godly calendar, it glinted with candlelight, and the High-Eden-Priest held ceremonies, preached his favourite sermons, and announced his own special list of sins and virtues.


      High-Eden-Priest Lord Ghorst listed pure chastity, love of the gods, loyalty to your lord and your king, and regular attendance at your church or chapel as the great Eden virtues. “The sins,” he said using his preacher’s voice, “are immodesty, especially amongst women, the disgusting habit of males pairing with other males, brutality and violence unless you fight in the king’s name, insulting the gods, merciless injustice and greed. These will be punished by the gods either during our lives, as with disease or injury, or after death if we manage to escape their anger until then. And long live the king.”


      “There isn’t one,” muttered someone in the vast crimson hall, and his voice echoed.


      “The gods will choose one very soon,” said Lord Ghorst.


      “You mean the council will.”


      The preacher who happened to be on the council, although lower in rank to some preachers of the past, clicked his tongue and decided to ignore the interruption.


      As the congregation rose to their feet, eager to repeat the list of what would now be classed as the best and the worst, at least until the next Holy Day, the chapel flared with the soaring beauty of a thousand beeswax candles reflected against the shimmering windows, the great silk banners and the swinging scarlet curtains. Within the inner sanctum, but back from the elevated royalty, Jak Lydiard stood muttering the correct responses while trying to keep his eyes open. Beside him, his father was booming with hearty piety. Across the aisle to his right and amongst the ladies of the court, his step-mother clutched her little ivory pendant and kept her thoughts to herself.


      “Sambod and Ytack, Wandong and Hosttang and all the lesser gods save us,” muttered Jak, on his knees for the blessing, “from war and turmoil ever again. Bring us a good king who will lead Eden in peace and prosperity. Most of all, I ask you to find the woman I love, and bring her to me.”


      He was aware of his father glaring, eyes red in the soaring lights under the high arches. The three-fold choir drowned out his words. From all across the land, they sought the purest voices, then trained for long years in the chant and the descent. Castrated in order to keep their voices pure, such half-men were much honoured and earned gifts in gold and silver. They spent long days in the Molly Houses but could no longer sing in a chapel if they were caught with their britches down.


      At the very back of the crowded nave and close to the great doors, the golden-eyed apothecary stood for a few minutes, bowing her head to the distant sounds of the choir. The singing echoed, wrenchingly harmonic, from the great vaulted roof beyond. The girl whispered her own brief prayer to Ytack, a god that puzzled her, but, she knew, was his. Obscured by the other women close around her, she could not see through to the sanctum where royalty now prayed for their own wealth and admiration. It did not matter if she saw nothing because he would not be there and if he was, which was inconceivable, she must not think to approach him. It was enough to pray for his safety and his happiness.


      When she opened her eyes, the sudden flare of a thousand votive candles and their pale smoke blinded her. She blinked, pulling her cloak around her shoulders. Then she slipped outside again into the soft padding snow and its strange witch-gleam under the stars. It was only a few steps down to the sluggish river but a very long, long walk to her own little shop where the fire would have died, Feep would be asleep and grunting in his dreams on the downstairs pallet, and the shadows would be cold and unwelcoming. But it was a home she had begun to love. So, breaking precedence, she slipped out early, holding up her skirts from the scrunch and drip of snow and slush. She left her footprints behind her, narrow pointed toes imprinted in the white.


      It was as Freia stood by the chapel doors, then turned, and hurried away and out into the snowy night, that Lord Lydiard, standing in a very separate place to his son, looked around hearing the scuffle, and saw the last person in the world he wanted to see.


      “Bloody demonic hell,” he told his wife afterwards. “I saw the bitch Freia. She’s here.”


      “Why call her a bitch?” demanded Lady Lydiard. “Unless you know that’s what she is.”


      His lordship muttered under his breath. “She’s a bitch because she’s a danger to my dearest son,” Godfrey said. “You know the bloody truth, woman, don’t be prissy. She may be a bitch, or she may not, I don’t give a damn. But she has to go. After all my trouble getting rid of her.”


      His disgruntled wife stared back and grunted, “I can’t even see the girl. She’s not here, Godfrey, you’re a fool.”


      Lord Lydiard looked back over his shoulder. “I thought I saw – was it her? Slipping out just before us? So if I’m right, she’s still living here.”


      Lady Lydiard pulled her hood over her neat little headdress, both spattered with snow dust. “Indeed it was, I expect,” she said, her words blown away in the wind. “First there’s the risk of the other lords. Most are slaves to their pricks, and she’s pretty enough. But then there’s Jak of course.”


      “I’ve no interest in anyone else’s adultery. It’s Jak that worries me.”


      “And with the little strumpet tripping in and out of the king’s private chambers, you think Jak wouldn’t meet up with her eventually?” Lady Lydiard’s stopped at the palace’s river entrance. “When you sent the boy back to the old manor, you should have ensured he stayed away a good deal longer. Duties, land, refurbishing the old house, anything.”


      “I tried,” sighed his lordship. “You know I tried. Damnation, finding the wretched hussy living right here in the palace was the only reason I sent Jak back to Lydiard in the first place. But once the king had died, it seemed the chit left as well. I presumed she gone home too. She’d failed in her damned silly medicines it seemed, so I thought the palace authorities would pack her away back to wherever she came from. Perfect indeed. She left, and Jak came back.”


      “But it seems that’s no longer true.” The lady pursed her lips. “You complain about my new friend, Godfrey, but at least he’s on our side.”


      “I don’t like the man,” Lord Lydiard shook his head. “Damned Southerner. Claims to be heir to the throne, and everyone laughs at such arrogant nonsense. I loathe him now, don’t trust him, and don’t want half the court to think me cuckolded.” He stared resolutely ahead. “Besides, that has nothing to do with the present danger. Jak’s back at court. And it seems that the wretched girl lives perilously close.”


      “I’ve had enough, Godfrey,” declared the lady. “Yes, the hussy was there at the back of the abbey – and if Jak sees her there, then you will have to cope with it.”


      “I’ll cope. I always do,” grumbled Lord Lydiard.


      “Cope?” demanded his wife. “You’ve never coped with anything in your long years, unless you shift responsibility or buy poison.”


      “Hush, woman, Keep your stupid squeaking down. The wench left the abbey before us as you saw, and Jak stayed in the chapel. It’s safe.”


      Up the narrow flight of back stairs, with a finger to her lips, she paused, looking back at her husband. “Safe this time.” She puffed into the dark corridor, her shoes echoing on the boards. No torches lit the lesser passageways. “But it’s time you thought of the future, Godfrey.” She found her own doorway, pushing the door open and hurrying inside. The snow frost danced from her shoulders to the rug. “I’ve been helping you with this for long enough. Do you want me to find someone to get rid of her entirely? But since the fault is yours, so the responsibility is yours, and the fear and the risks should be yours. Certainly, the means are yours,” she said, closing the door quickly behind them. “All you lack, Godfrey, is the intelligence to finish with this situation permanently.”


      Back at the chapel, its scarlet reflection flickering more like flames than the word of the gods, Jak sat quite still watching the congregation file out and away. Jak was equally eager to leave, but one thing had delayed him. A sudden burst of Freia’s colour, the surge of brilliance in azure that he had now always associated with love, had dazzled him and he had almost stopped breathing until the High Priest’s drone had interrupted. When he talked of his colours, his father turned and walked away, while Mereck laughed and called him a pickle-brain. But Jak knew the truth of his coloured vision. Usually. This time the blue had disappeared into candlelight and the flashing scarlet of the chapel. He did not entirely lose faith, but he knew well that Freia would never attend a church, especially this one which served the elite, the court, and the rich. She had never believed in any of the gods, and Jak knew she was probably correct.
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      Within the little apothecary’s shop, the fire was not quite dead after all, its reflections flung up to the beams, faint crimson flickers across the crowded bunches of herbs hanging there, paper dry and aromatic in the heat. Nor was Feep sleeping. Used to waiting for late night customers in his previous home, now he often sat late into the evenings as Freia sewed or told stories, his head in her lap, all blond curls and eyes closed. Although still too skinny for any self-respecting cherub, he was a pretty boy, and his eyelashes were like pale fuzz tufts on the end of a furred henbane leaf. She liked to coil her fingers into the mopped hair around his forehead, and he would sigh and smile. He called her collection of hanging herbs her own Palace gallows, with crumbling bodies left to rot and swing.


      “Please don’t think of that, horrid boy,” she told him. “It’s cruel.”


      “They hung my old lady,” Feep had explained cheerfully. “I were born in the Island Clink. Don’t remember it of course but I’ve walked past often enough. The stink spills outside, so you don’t want to walk too slow. It’s men and women, and pigs and dogs, them big brown beetles with wavy bits, and more mice than all of them put together. Those that don’t get eat, that is, fer them’s hungry days, wiv no more’n a crust of black bread, and only if you’re strong enough to keep hold of it. I reckon my mother were lucky to get hung. Most of ‘em dies afore they gets as far as the rope. Gaol fever or the pestilence, just starving their flesh away, or killed in fights with rusty nails. I ‘spose I ortta’ ave died too.”


      “It’s amazing that you didn’t,” Freia breathed into the perpetual shadows. No one wasted good candles. “A small baby, in such a place! Did some priest save you?”


      “Symon did,” said Feep, shaking his thatch with a grin. “T’was Symon wot got me out. Outta Whit’s, and outta me ma too. Being in the limboes at the same time, he’d got friendly with me ma, was doing her maybe, though I ain’t never knowed Symon to have a care for proper fucking, not even with his own hand, as it were. Birthed me, he did, and was him as bit the cord in two when the woman as promised to do it was too pissed to help. A few months later me ma were dragged off for the swing. Symon bribed his way free and took me wiv him. He brung me up, in a manner of speaking. He’d promised me ma he would.”


      “Do you know?” asking but hesitant, “Why your mother was sentenced to death? Do they hang poor women for simple things?”


      “Dunno.” Feep shook his curls, then blew upwards to dislodge them from his eyes. “Well – I knows you get the rope fer killing and stuff. Stealing off a lord. Pissing at the palace gates. Nasty stuff wiv a priest. Well, I done that but t’wer the priest’s fault, not me own. Tis him wot ortta be nobbed. But wot me Ma done, well, I dunno. I reckon Symon knows, but I’d sooner not ask. He’s the one as helped me from womb to street, as they says.”


      “But amazing that he kept his word,” murmured Freia with a hiccup.


      “That’s one fing he always does,” smiled Feep. “Symon’s word is like the priests’ list o’ good stuff.  Better, I reckon, since them priests is usually too pissed to know wot they’s saying.  Not that I ever goes to chapel, but I sure knows priests. Fact is, if Symon says it, he does it.”


      “He may keep his promises and be true to his word,” Freia looked down and away. “But I cannot admire a man who runs a Molly House and employs children so young to whore with grown men. And you too, after saving your life and bringing you up, he leads you willingly into such cruel pain and degradation.”


      “Ain’t no gradition being dug up,” Feep shook his head and his little blonde curls flopped.  “Symon does wot he has to do. Growed up wivout no ma nor pa hisself, and there weren’t no Symon to help him.  He don’t judge nor tells ovvers wot they ortta do, so he feels right comfy staying up top over the shop. But Symon rules the Downtown now. He don’t rightly have nort to do wiv the Molly House, part from living there and giving us some coin if we’s broke.”


      She was horrified again. “You mean he buys your – services as well?”


      “Gawd no, missus,” sniggered Feep. “Don’t reckon he even think o’ that. But he reckons on being our friend and does some mighty nice helping us when we meets up. He sure makes a bright share of them profits. Gets a share o’ everyfing wot happens in the Downtown. So he does what he does, just like I does what I can.” Feep shook his head again. “Now don’t go ever telling him I done told you wot he does.”


      “Oh dear,” Freia sighed. “I can’t say I’ve understood a word of what he does. I think I shall be a terrible coward and not think about it for now. And I love you, Feep, and will protect you. You don’t mind me saying that, do you?”


      “I know wot you means,” Feep changed the shake to a nod. “I reckons to say the same ‘bout you.”


      “You and Symon have already changed my whole life, and I’m deeply grateful. But,” Freia added, remembering other less recent concerns, “I am a little bothered that no one ever comes for rent. Symon explained in a way when I moved in, saying the place was mine and I don’t need a lease. He was giving it to me, but I owe him so much.  Now I’ve seen some of the palace authorities working and scribing in the building directly behind this one. Do they own this place?”


      “Symon’s orfority,” said Feep. “You don’t pay nuffing. No part share o’ profits nor no other stuff. Symon arranged it.”


      “Legally?” persisted Freia.


      “Don’t be daft,” said the boy.


      “I never signed a document,” Freia insisted. “What if the palace officials ask me for proof?”


      “’Twas top dog at the palace wot give it to Symon fer Symon ter give to you, lady.”


      “But Symon’s power, however grand you hint it is, can hardly outweigh the Kings’?” Freia said.


      “Fer a start, there ain’t no king. And there be some fings what some people don’t like to have knowed,” said Feep patiently. “And them’s just the fings what Symon likes to know. If you understand me. Them in orfority is them as does the worst. Kings and palaces, chapels and priests,” added the boy, “it were a priest did this to me. I won’t name no names, so don’t ask. They get nasty, see? ‘Cos it’s sinful to want to do wot they wants to do, and that makes them proper angry. Won’t blame theirselves. So they blames me. Me being the tempting wot causes the sin. That’s part of the game too.”


      Sighing, Freia stared into the little fire still sparking although dying low. “Then there’s Bembitt. He’s a really disgusting person, but I think he works at the palace and he’s blackmailing me. So it’s the same as you’re saying only the other way around.”


      Standing up in a hurry, jogging from one foot to the other, Feep glared and said, “You show me the creep, lady and I reckons I’ll scare the bugger off. Ain’t no bastard gonna scare my lady.” He raised both fists, then looked suddenly back down at Freia. “Wot you done fer blacking, then? You never does nuffing bad.”


      “Actually, I didn’t.” Freia tried to smile. “But if Bembitt tells the palace authorities that I stole something, even though I didn’t, they’ll believe him, won’t they!”


      “Bembitt?” Feep queried. Freia nodded.


      Torches blazed suddenly in the street as the Watch, hoods up, passed below. The night was quiet, and they moved on, flames gusting in the wheeze of wind. Freia watched them go and nodded. “Yes, I understand. It seems that everything is right with the world. But underneath, where the Watch does not watch, life is bleak and sometimes terrible. I know about that too.”


      “They reckon our gods is the ones who decides. But tis often them sniffy gods wot does the worst. I got piles as well,” continued Feep. “But I ain’t complainin’. Comes wiv the job. If they’s still there after this, that is. If they is, and when everyfing else gets a deal better and closed up where it’s s’posed to close up, you might have somefing for that too.”


      Freia stared into the darkness, thinking of plague and pestilence, brutal murder on the town square and the world of horror which she had thought, absurdly, to have escaped. “I have a special, very soothing ointment for haemorrhoids,” she said vaguely. “I believe soldiers suffer from them too.”


      “Good. I’ve bin and come to the right place, then,” said Feep.


      Freia got her bed back after three ten-days and Feep slept on a pallet under the counter downstairs. He didn’t mind and said it was warmer down there. He limped a little for some time, but after that he was better, he said, than he had ever been for nine years at least, or whatever age he might possibly be, of which he was not entirely sure. She bought him a suit of worsted and a russet felt cap. Having spent most of his life half dressed, these warm and smart clothes were a new delight for Feep, who was immediately proud. Life seemed somehow brighter, and unwanted memories receded.


      Once the ecclesiastical clerks and the occasional cleaner next door had drifted away as dark fell each evening, there were the ravens, the gulls, and the occasional robin, bright-eyed and crimson breasted against the snow. An unpaved alleyway at one side, serving as an outlet from the higher ground for refuse aiming for the river and flushed by the raykers and the rain, was lined with cellars and storage chambers, pitch before and flax behind. Directly behind stood a crumbling wattle and clay frontage in-filled with brick and crammed its two storeys of tiny rooms onto larger and darker chambers at the back, owning the yard which could be used as temporary stabling. Yet although often opened to a sudden scurry of liveried officials, scriveners, scribes or acolytes sent to research past dues and land conflicts, the chambers housed only scrolls, papers and the records of many years, mouse nibbled and damp stained, overflowed their shelves. The ink pots had dried, and the quills stubbed and broken. Freia was never asked for rent.


      It was often the truly rich who came, sometimes themselves, curious to see the girl who understood medicine. Usually, it was a servant sent to buy something for her ladyship’s rheumatics, a child’s split knee, or the lord’s sudden diarrhoea after a night’s feasting. Matrons, “A girl? And so young. Are girls permitted to speak of such matters?”  Doctors; “Do you know what you’re doing, girl? Treacle is a dangerous substance, not to be left in the hands of the ignorant and foolhardy.” Surgeons; “You’ll make up my own recipe exactly as I explain it, mistress, no more nor less nor one grain of chicken shit too little. I’ll not be trusting some nonsense mixture of your own.” The younger courtiers, or sons of courtiers; “Keep your potions. One sweet kiss is all the medicine I need from you, mistress.” But when she was asked to prescribe for the muscle spasms suffered by one of the king’s favourite horses, the assistant cook’s headache, the High priest’s constipation or a suspected rupture of the spleen, her cures were found to be quick and functional.


      The local midwives also came. Freia’s herbal mixtures could ease the terrible pains of birth and hasten labour. Promoting contractions in the heavily pregnant with a paste of juniper berries dissolved in a purge of mineral salts, could also be adapted for expelling a foetus still unformed, and, being usually bastard conceived, unwanted. It could be dangerous to sell a mixture used for abortion, but since it served also as a blessing and could be disguised as a medicine for a pregnancy past its prime, then there was little risk.


      There were other risks. “She won’t come herself,” said the girl, fumbling with her fingers. “And I’ve been forbidden to say who my lady is. But I’ve to ask if you supply charms. You know. Love potions.”


      “Love potions don’t work,” Freia told her. “And I’ll not have some befuddled lord accuse me of poisoning by sorcery. So what exactly does your mistress want?”


      “Nothing,” said the girl at once. “Not yet. She was just asking, to find out if you make charms. She’s curious. Only curious. I’m to go back and tell her what sort of potions you make.”


      “Medicines,” said Freia, steady-eyed. “Curatives. That’s all.” There was far worse on the top shelf where her mother’s more secret bottles sat, but they were hidden in shadow and were not for sale.


      So gradually, too busy for loneliness and too successful to be unhappy, Freia was also too tired once she closed up shop for anything other than a little food and then deep sleep. She dreamed, but that was the only time memories dared haunt.


      Feep changed everything. But other changes came too, and one, in particular, was considerably less welcome than the boy.
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      It was during the short winter days when Freia went out for supplies, that Feep learned to watch the shop and to sell what was already prepared and labelled. Still too weak to accompany her, Feep instead proved himself adept at selling, promoting and prescribing. He could not read, but quickly remembered and recognised which was meant for what.


      Feep was alone in the shop when Bembitt returned to collect his dues.


      “Where’s the female?” he demanded.


      Feep had learned how to serve a customer but had not yet mastered the skills of being polite. “Reckon you ain’t looking to buy naught if you talks about my lady that way,” he said, hands in the side pockets of his britches. “Anyways, she’s out.”


      “I’ve an official authority, signed and sealed,” Bembitt said, seemingly proud of holding anything remotely official. In one hand he was clutching a scroll of thick paper, rolled and sealed in wax. He waved this in Feep’s face. “Tell your mistress, when she returns, that I need to see her in the office directly behind this building. The ground floor window looks out onto the back alley known as Cooper’s Lane.  I shall be there and expect her to come immediately.”


      With a growing suspicion as to who this was, Feep demanded, “Wot’s yer name, then, mister?”


      But Bembitt smiled with malice. “That’s none of your business, brat. Tell your mistress that her partner needs to see her.”


      The small office was crammed in behind Freia’s shop and new home, gazing over the lane at the same courtyard. Part timbered, it was another tall, thin building of little rooms and damp corridors without ventilation. Inside was a squashed study with one large desk and three walls lined with shelves, each shelf stuffed with scrolls. The parchments were disordered, unloved and uncurling in disarray. There was a smell of dust. The desk was covered in ink stains and hardened blobs of old sealing wax. Behind it sat neither priest nor deacon, but a thin man with both bowed legs in black woollen stockings, wrinkling loose at the knees, showing off piked shoes, toes badly stiffened and curling upwards like small tentative accusations.


      Above the protruding legs and above the slab of desk, Bembitt regarded his visitor, and smiled with smug satisfaction.


      “No,” he said, “it is not a coincidence. It’s a ten-day I’ve worked here, a placement I discovered when I started examining your rights and titles – or lack of them – to this property. So now, madam apothecary, I have the greatest pleasure in telling you that you can leave. Get out. In other words, you have no legal permission to stay here, rent free and without a lease to your name.”  He leaned forward across the desk and leered. “Although I’m always open to bargains. I move into your home and share your bed each night, and I’ll legalise our joint right to the property.”


      Forgetting every word she had mentally prepared, Freia clutched her purse tightly to her chest and glared. “As far as I know, I have a legal right here, and the business is mine. I can find out the rights and any wrongs within a ten-day or less. And you’ll never enter my bed. Never. You won’t even breathe anywhere near it. And besides, you were a valet. What are you doing here now?”


      Bembitt smiled as widely as her disgust allowed him. “As for myself, my credentials are – impressive. And I knew you’d make something of yourself, too. A pretty girl can always bed her way into favour.” He crossed his ankles, which made his shoe points wobble. “And more, I knew you’d cured that other little slut’s warts, and a wretched variety of ailments amongst the scullions. Obviously, you had some skill with medicines. Your reputation flourished, even when there was no more laundry maid around to be rewarded.”


      With no mention of being chased for the king’s murder, Freia was partially relieved. She had naturally treated many of the other servants for minor ailments, but that alone wasn’t likely to save her from the ultimate accusation. “I left when the king died,” she said carefully. “But I wasn’t dismissed.” She thought a moment. “Were you dismissed. Why are you working here?”


      “Not your business, laundry girl,” said Bembitt, “What is more to the point is the accusation of stealing the king’s purse, and how I can help you now. I can, of course. For certain considerations and under specified circumstances. I’m sure you realise that exactly what you say and do now will either deprive you permanently of your business or enable you to keep it. I can arrange both. For whim – or – profit. You owe me the first ten-day half profit anyway. So, pay me that, and then we’ll discuss an increase.”


      She would have loved to throw the inkpot. “I have papers,” she said, producing them, neatly folded, from her purse. “I presume you can read? Here. These state that I’m the legal owner of this building in its entirety, including the business on the ground floor, with a right to full use of the stable courtyard standing adjacent. So look. You can’t bribe me, blackmail me or bully me.”


      The papers were not legal at all, but it hardly mattered because Bembitt did not even look at them. “So you know someone who can falsify and defraud. That’s a serious offence. But as it happens, I can falsify and defraud too, and I’m also very good at it.”


      Freia took her papers back. “I’ll show these to someone else, then. To your superiors.”


      “Who have no interest in you whatever,” said Bembitt. “It has all been left in my hands. You see, I’ve discovered you obtained the building originally by threats and blackmail concerning the previous priest of the lower parish, who sadly fostered certain unnatural vices which he could not permit to be publicly known. The present chapel authority, a god-fearing man who despises that priest, now forcibly retired, and the reason for your tenancy. But to avoid scandal, he’s agreed to let me deal with the matter, quietly if possible. So you have a simple choice.”


      “To deal with yet another man’s unnatural vices?”


      “Oh, my vices are perfectly natural, I assure you,” smiled Bembitt. “But for the time being, I’m more interested in a business partnership. I have my own apartments here and my own position to preserve. Indeed, I am already deeply involved in – other matters, let us say – which are of far greater importance and offer far greater rewards, should they continue and expand as I intend. You can keep your bed and your frigid little charms for the moment. If I ever decide to swive you, then I’ll go about it as and when I’m ready. In the meantime, your business seems remarkably prosperous. One day I might even decide to marry you.”


      Freia was shivering, though the room was stuffy. “I’d as soon marry a worm.”


      “Miserable words of failure,” snorted Bembitt. “Only the vanquished hurl childish insults. Calm yourself, behave like the respectable woman you are pretending to be, and come back and see me here tomorrow. I shall have our papers drawn up, perfectly legally for once. I’ll even approach the Parish delegation to the High Council for official membership. I might need to invent some more qualifications to impress them, but that’s no problem. You see, you should be thanking me.”


      Sitting, almost breathless, on her own cushioned couch back at home, Freia explained to Feep. “I never knew how Symon managed to get me this business, and I admit I was naive. Now I think I understand. He blackmailed the actual owners, being the chapel hierarchy of some sort, and in exchange for his silence, I got the shop. But no legal papers, of course, so Symon got this scroll of authority forged. I’m here, but I’m not legal. That damned horrible little worm found it all out. I’d wager he got thrown from the palace and was homeless and penniless, so decided to get work another way.”


      “Wot’s ‘ee doing wiv the church, then?” Feep demanded.


      “So he must be as illegal as me.”


      “I’s gonna see Symon,” Feep decided.


      Freia put out a hand. “You’re still weak, my dear boy. You’ve not left this building for days. At least wait until tomorrow morning.”
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      “But they distrust you,” frowned her ladyship. “Father and son both.”


      The thin man stood with his back to her as he gazed from the window across the shrubbery to the river’s glimmer beyond. “Why should I care for their opinion?” he spoke to the window mullions. “Why should I trust anyone, or wish to be trusted in return? Your husband is a vulgar buffoon. But I have considerable knowledge of how his domain is entailed. There are few restrictions and only the manor house, and its immediate grounds can be denied to you. He has neither nephews nor cousins, and only that overblown son. Once his tedious whelp is gone, then you will be the beneficiary in law.”


      “But I have informed Godfrey,” Lady Lydiard said briskly, staring at her lover’s back, “that this unappealing brat of his is no longer my concern.”


      “Then you are unwise, Valeria,” he told her, without turning. “The brat is indeed our principal concern.


      She sat, a little hunched, on the cushioned settle as the slanting remains of the daylight filtered through the window, turning her cheeks a sallow wintry green. “But Jak’s death ensures nothing if Godfrey sells the land not already entailed. He’s neither royalty nor wealthy merchant and might decide that without an heir, he’d best take the value in coin. He might draw up another testament. Or add spiteful codicils.”


      The thin man turned at last. He paused, as if summoning patience, and finally said, “You will continue to help your husband, madam, in keeping your step-son unmarried. A man wed, and ready to sire whelps of his own, would simply cause further barriers. Eradicating one is no problem. Two are more difficult to arrange. Eliminating three can only arouse suspicion.”


      Lady Lydiard also paused. She blinked, staring instead into her lap. “Is that what you want me for then, sir? The inheritance, and nothing more?”


      “You were not born into the right shape to tempt me, my dear, and you know this.” The gentleman smiled. He appeared calm, even complacent, but his clasped fingers twitched. The smile did not reach his eyes. “But as long as you accept my specific whims and desires – let us call them failings – then I am prepared to accept yours.”


      She shook her head, the little white headdress bobbing. “So some added comfort is always a pleasure, my love, is that what you mean? Very well. As we both accept that your somewhat bizarre desires are very close to those I also nurture, neither of us should complain. I do not.”


      Sir Kallivan frowned. “The law, madam, regarding inheritance, is one of my particular interests. I am heir to the throne.” He suddenly looked down at her, his frown increasing to anger. “You, therefore, know quite well, that when I inform you of your own rights, small though they be, I am telling you as any lawyer would. My interest, however, is small. Whatever you may inherit is small compared to my own claim, which is closer each day. The information I pass on to you, Valeria, is purely a matter of considerable kindness. We share a bed. You are neither young nor beautiful. Your waist exceeds the width of your breasts. I will never love you, Valeria. But we share – the attraction – to other matters. We can, therefore, enjoy each other’s night-time predilections. And I can be kind in return.”


      Sighing, Valerian Lydiard leaned back. “You put it so crudely, Kallivan dear.”


      He once again turned his back and stared out of the window, his hands clasped behind him. “I might choose to be far more explicit, should I wish,” he murmured to the raindrops forming on the mullions. “But in the meantime, madam, you will concentrate on the assassination of your husband and your step-son while I concentrate on my legal right to the throne.”


      Lady Lydiard was clearly disappointed. “Well, sir, you’ve explained my rights, and you call that a massive kindness. But I admit I expected a good deal more. I expected that you’d kill my husband yourself, or at the least, find and pay the killer.”


      The thin man tightened his lips, almost a grimace, but his lover could not see it. “You call yourself a strong woman,” he reminded her. “You claim skills. Intelligence. Determination. Yet you expect me to carry the full weight, while you sit snug and await the benefits? But let me remind you that your puling husband needs to believe that you still care for him and will gladly help him.”


      “I’ve already helped. Yet he shows no gratitude.”


      Sir Kallivan turned once more to face her. His almost colourless eyes had narrowed. “Shall I do it all then, as if you are incapable,” he suggested, soft voiced, “as I would with one of my – younger women?”


      “No. We have to work together.” Valeria shuddered. “I’ll tell Godfrey that my interest continues.”


      He regarded her a moment, his hands tightly clasped, long fingered, long palmed, the knuckles white. “Tell him tonight,” said Lord Kallivan.


      It was a long way from the castle across the city to where the alleys ran crooked and narrow, and the cobbles gave way to beaten earth and its muddy stench.


      Larger than any of them, massive-shouldered and half-naked, the man straddled the central gutter and pointed. “Hold the bugger face down till he tells, till he bloody admits it.” And he stood looking down, his two huge boots firm in the muck.


      The small man yelped, ending in a stifled splash as his mouth disappeared below water level. The gutter overflowed around him. Refuse, animal faeces, blood trickling down from the Shambles and the now melting snow was clogging London’s lower lanes whilst the drainage into the river would not run entirely free until it rained.


      Symon turned to the other four. “So? You gonna watch this bugger drown? Or you gonna tell?”


      One, stocky and unshaven, stepped forwards, peering down. “Don’t care if he lives or dies. No profit to me.”


      Symon grinned. “Then reckon ‘tis your turn, my friend, and see if there’s some other bugger cares for your livin’ or dyin’.” He turned to his companion, his foot was heavily planted on the drowning man’s rump. “Time to change over, Nob. Reckon we grab that one and let this’un run after all.”


      Both lifted their feet. The small half-drowned man crawled to his knees, shook the streams of urine and mire from his face, gazed around him in disbelief, scrambled upwards, and without a backward glance, ran up the alley and was gone into the shadows.


      Symon’s companion had grabbed the unshaven man who had claimed not to care. Struggling, he began to curse. Symon bent down, staring into his adversary’s frantic eyes. “Don’t you waste your time fighting now, little turd. I knows you, and you knows me. Only choice you got is to tell me quick.”


      The man told.


      “The bugger’s name’s Bembitt, he said in a hurry, coughing filth back into the gutter. “He come to me and says how some whores took over a shop wot ain’t hers, and he needs to know how she done it. So I went and found out. Didn’t know you was in on it, did I now?”


      It was afterwards that Nob followed Symon back up towards the bustle of the market. Nob, a little out of breath, said, “Well he told, and he paid, and he admitted. But you let all the buggers go anyways. So wot now?”


      Symon shook his head, a tousle of black curls around the bald, snow-flecked crown. “Don’t matter no more,” he said. “Never did. Wot the bugger told, I knowed already. Was important to tell, that’s all. Can’t have no bugger think to get away with secrets in my domain. T’was sommint I done, and no sod’s gonna undone wot I done. The fool didn’t know it were me, but he do now. That’s wot I wants knowed. Now I can put it right.” Loping back up the wind-blown alleys, Symon seemed content.  “Then I lets the bastards go free to spread the tale of what I does, and how there ain’t no gainsaying it,” he continued. “You remember that, Nob. I does business my way, and my way tis the best way, what always works.”


      “It surely does,” said Nob quickly. “Don’t you worrit ‘bout me, now, Master Symon. I ain’t gonna turn tail, nor do no double crossings.”


      “Just as well, then,” said Symon. “’Cos I’ve got a job for you.”


      Symon wore a long shirt, loose and falling open at the neck. Once it had been a grand shirt, bleached linen sewn into neat tucks over the shoulders, and with braided ribbons to fasten at the neck. It no longer looked so fine. Stripes of mud and old blood, trickles of dinner once eaten and beer once drunk decorated the linen, while the copious hem was ragged and torn. Beneath the arms, the material had stained dark and worn threadbare. Black body hair curled through one large hole. Symon also wore heavy leather boots, wooden soled and ankle high, which emphasised the size of his feet. It did not appear that he was wearing anything else. Unusually tall, muscled from jaw to toes and shoulders like tree trunks, Symon walked with a strangely menacing elegance. The prominence of his knees was hidden beneath the shirt’s bedraggled hems, but the bloody scars which marked his calves presumably began higher up.


      The remains of the snow, the bitter wind slicing through the Corn valley and the cloudy threat of oncoming sleet, had no effect on Symon’s apparent comfort. He neither shivered nor complained. But he did look around, and then say, “It’s a tavern we needs, Nob. Ain’t no point talking where we can’t see them what overhears.”


      “A tavern? Yeh, I reckon tis a mighty good idea. Be a mite warmer too,” hoped Nob.


      “Tis even warmer in them Demon-lands, they says,” Symon nodded. “But I ain’t got no interest in going there, neither. But in the tavern, we sees who takes an interest, and be they toasty warm nor mouldy frost grimed, I’ll be knocking heads together if some bugger tries to listen.” Symon grinned. “Now, forget yer silly shivers. Come on, Nob. Reckon you can buy me a beer.”


      “Tis the lass wot sewed up Toby, ain’t it?” Nob nodded conspiratorially. “You done got her that shop and now you knows some bugger took it back. Now you gonna put it right?”


      “When I does’ sommint,” Symon nodded, “It stays done. Reckon you knows that. If some bastard undoes wot I done, he pays. And he pays high.”


      Limping and very sore, it took Feep a long time to walk back to his old home and used his only coin for the wherry. Once having arrived, he staggered upstairs to see Symon. The boys were glad to see their friend again, but Symon was not.


      “You done walked fer miles, lad? Sick an’all?”


      “I had to,” Feep said. “Tis about Mistress Freia, and I reckon that be more important than aught else.”


      The explanations over cups of ale were prolonged. Then Symon returned the coin Feep had used and arranged his return to the apothecary’s shop by cart.


      On the following morning, Symon gave orders, sat back, and waited. Bembitt was brought to him at the island tavern and was pushed inside. Reluctant and frightened, Bembitt was aware of his possible danger, and knew of Symon’s reputation.


      “T’were you as bloody threatened a lady friend o’ mine, Symon said across the little table of wine drips, peering and furious, his nose and the heavy-lidded glare of his eyes directly into Bembitt’s face.


      Heaving backwards, Bembitt discovered two of Symon’s men standing behind him, blocking escape. He muttered, “I had an arrangement with that woman. A partnership. And I knew – well, I found out. I mean about your illegal property dealings, and how you gave that young woman that shop.”


      “You knows naught about me,” Symon said between his teeth. “But I tells you this right now, fucking coward as you is, threatening a little girl, cos she ain’t much older. You go poking them fingers in my business again, I promises this, you won’t have no fingers left to poke.”


      Bembitt shivered, although the tavern was warm. “I understand,” he whispered, as he most certainly did.


      “You takes not one ha’penny from Mistress Freia.” Bembitt nodded frantically. Symon continued, still hissing between his teeth. “You won’t be nor entering her shop nor talking from outside.” Again, Bembitt’s head bobbed, eyes wild. “And,” Symon finished, “you does anyfing at all behind me back to hurt that lass, or agin me, then I can make a proper bloody promise. I shall chop off both yer arms and throw the rest o’yer in the Corn wiv three bricks hung around yer neck.”
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      Symon was back home and snoring when Freia came to look for him. Now well aware of the business carried out on the two lower floors, Freia first peeped in, taking a very deep breath before calling out for Master Symon. A small group of boys clustered to the door. They asked their questions at the same moment, so she understood almost nothing, and instead said, “It is Master - I need to see. Symon. I believe he lives upstairs. Is he in?”


      The boys stared. One said, “Master Symon don’t see no females, he don’t. Nor we don’t let folks in, lest he tells us them folks is expected.”


      Then a plump and round-faced child wiped his nose on his sleeve, sniffed and said, “Is you the lady wot took Feep in, and patched him up?”


      “I’m no lady,” said Freia with a twitch of a smile and a pat to her newly respectable skirts, “But yes, that would be me. Feep now lives at my home and helps in my business.”


      “You runs a Molly Shop too then?” inquired the boy.


      “Certainly not.” Freia pushed inside. “I run an apothecary’s, and now I need to see Symon. He will not be angry if you allow me upstairs, I hope.”


      The stairs were narrow, rickety and dark although it was mid-afternoon. She knocked lightly on the one door standing closed before the top step and waited. The snores reverberated from within and she knocked again. It was on the second attempt that a grunt and splutter interrupted and eventually, the door creaked open. Symon’s very large nose popped through the gap. Then the door slammed shut again in a hurry. “I ain’t got no clothes on,” Symon called from within. “You’s mighty welcome, mistress, but one moment first, and I shall be proper.” Once more the door squeaked open, and Symon, fully clothed, stood within the widening shadows. “Tis an honour, mistress, that it is, though this ain’t no decent place to bring a female, nor can’t offer any place to sit nor any ale to drink. But tell what you wants, mistress, and I shall see it done.”


      Freia remained in the doorway. “I really must apologise for waking you up. Master Symon. And I really don’t want to be a nuisance, and I have so much to thank you for already. But, you see, I am a little frightened. Indeed, I am very worried, and I don’t know anyone else to turn to.”


      Symon’s big face softened. His small bright eyes crinkled, his flat cheeks billowed, the heavy frown lines faded, and his mouth stretched into what Freia imagined was a smile. “Now, now,” said Symon. “Some bad folks frightening my little lass, then? We can’t have that, can we now? You come in, mistress, though I’s sorry you’ll have to sit on the bed, being as I ain’t got no stools nor chairs. And now, you tells your good friend Uncle Symon all about it.”


      He stood, leaning back against the wall as Freia explained the situation, but after a few minutes, Symon took advantage of her brief pause, to explain his own situation. “You told me, you see,” Freia had murmured, “that I’m the sole owner of that building, the rooms above and the shop below. Yet now this man I so very much dislike and distrust – well, his name is Bembitt. But you won’t know him.”


      “I knows him well, mistress,” Symon said. “I has to tell you, lass, I’s no important gent nor got no title nor got no special rights. But over the years I done taken charge – you might say – o’ this area wot they calls the Lower City, and I controlled – well – I has to be honest, right nor wrong, I controls the gangs. So Master Bembitt is a fellow I done met plenty o’ times. Indeed, I helped him get a job once, wot he weren’t qualified nor much good at it, I reckon.”


      “Valet to his majesty the king,” Freia interrupted.”


      “Yeh, that be it,” Symon nodded. “He done me a favour, so I done one fer him. But now sounds like he fished about and found how I got papers fer the shop I gives you, lass, and found it ain’t right proper legal. Well, he ain’t proper legal neither, and I intend telling the bugger to leave well alone. You won’t see him no more.”


      With a sigh of relief deep enough to echo around the ceiling beams, Freia sank back against the wall behind the bed. “That’s absolutely – wonderful, and thank you so very, very much,” she said.


      “But it ain’t all,” Symon told her, “which is why I ain’t done come to visit you yet. ‘Cos when I found wot Bembitt were up to, I done found anovver business wot Bembitt were planning.” Now Symon took a deep breath and his chest swelled beneath the torn shirt. “Fact is, mistress, when Bembitt done poked his nose into my business fer yer shop, there’s folk wot done tell me. I went straight to knock the bugger down and tell him to keep his grubby fingers away from my grubby fingers, right and proper. So he tells me the bugger’s bin paid to knife a couple o’ blokes more important than he is hisself. Now it ain’t in the Lower City, tis in the Upper City, but I don’t reckon on letting some bugger wot’s bin prying into my business go getting paid fer murder in them lordly places. Thought as how he done me a favour, like saying sorry fer one fing and offering me anovver. He says as how I can do the knifing and he’ll pay me. But I’s the commander, see, and I don’t do the knifing. I ain’t no little shit knifer, begging pardon fer the language.”


      Gradually having become accustomed to Symon’s manner of speaking, Freia smiled and thanked him many times over. But she also said, “It’s not a nice thought, Master Symon, that you can kill someone for money. It doesn’t surprise me concerning Bembitt, since he’s such a vile man. But do you know which lords?”


      “I ain’t doing no jobs fer that bastard,” Symon repeated. “But it don’t mean I’s gonna rat on the bugger neither.”


      She apologised. “It’s just that I knew some lords once,” she said softly. “I used to live up north in Lydiard, and I knew Lord Lydiard. But most especially, I knew his son Jak. I – well, I admit – I was in love with him. I still am. Please, can I ask you, beg you in fact, never to take any knifing jobs against the Lords of Lydiard, especially Lord Jak?”


      It was sometime later that Symon accompanied his visitor back down the multiple creaks of the narrow stairs and to the front door of the Molly Shop. Freia said, “I am exceedingly grateful, Master. You are more than kind.”


      “Now, you’ll not be worriting no more, Mistress Freia,” Symon informed her, peering down from his considerable height into her small frown. “’Tis done, and now you be safe. When there be summit wrong, ‘tis Symon will see to it.”


      The small boys who had at first appeared downstairs were no longer there clustering around the doorway. Instead, there was a thin woman, wiping her hands on her apron. Her hair was loose, though some attempt had once been made to pin it up and signs of pins and coils escaped their russet tangles. She curtsied, a little bob of the knees in Symon’s direction, and said, “If I’d knowed, Master, that you was entertainin’ – I’d have brought ale. Tis not often, that is, so I’d take it the occasion is special.”


      “Mistress Jussa,” Symon explained to Freia, “what runs the shop.” He grinned. “We calls her Betsy, though it ain’t her name. The first old bugger as done it, she were Betsy, so the lads uses the same name fer evermore.”


      Outside it was sleeting, a steady drilling pound as the icy winter rain beat against the earth and rolled into the central gulley. The rain sluiced over the shallow step, trickling within the doorway. Freia gazed at the nervous woman, looked then at Symon, and thought of Feep. Jussa smiled. Symon had not given Freia’s name. Freia put her head down, pulled her hood as far as she could over her eyes, and headed off into the sodden city pelt.


      The first sleety wet days of true winter swelled the river to a torrent, and it flooded. A dirty smelling brown ooze slid under the base of the apothecary door, and Freia shut the shop for the day. It rose higher and she shut for another day. It was a ten-day in the end, for there were the floating corpses of mice, a small bloated piglet and a leggy heave of black beetles clinging to the flotsam. It took some time to scrub the smell from the floor and renew the fresh herbs, bringing back the aromatic welcome.


      Bembitt had no intention of crossing the man who could both ruin or end his life, but he kept an eye on the shop which he had once thought would be half his.  It was three days after the threats from the fearsome creature who ran all the gangs in Lower Eden, that Bembitt risked visiting the apothecaries.


      “Now don’t go getting nasty,” he told Freia. “I’ve no intention of buying anything, nor stealing anything. The share of the profits I should rightly receive – well, being a kind and generous man, I will sacrifice my dues. I accept I’m no longer in the partnership we had arranged, and I won’t start trying to manage the business.”


      “You couldn’t. You don’t know tansy from arsenic or nutmegs from acorns,” Freia glared at him.


      “But I know a pretty girl from a sour and churlish one. I once thought to marry you. Perhaps I still will one day. But if I do, I’ll school you into obedience and a sweeter temper.”


      Freia turned her back. “I’d kill you first.”


      Bembitt glared. “It may interest you to know that my other interests put your paltry profits far into the shade. Indeed, I am involved in a business of significance and political hierarchy. You could never understand such subtle matters, of course, but you should at least recognise the value of those who do.”


      “I don’t believe it. You’re as subtle as an ox.”


      “You are only a woman,” sniffed Master Bembitt. “How could you possibly understand? I should not even have told you, but no matter. Get back to your cook pots and your noisome recipes, madam, while I return to recipes of a very different kind.”


      “So why,” Freia demanded, turning once more to glare at him, “did you come here to visit my shop, since we no longer have any shared business and you know exactly how much I dislike you?”


      Managing a one-sided leer, he said, “I’ve got a reason, A damned good reason. You’ll find out soon enough.”


      Freia frowned into her cauldron. “I’ve no wish ever to see you again, Master Bembitt, and you have no reason ever to come here. Symon must have thoroughly explained the situation to you, and I believe he must also have explained what would surely happen to you if you disobeyed him. As for your intention of assassinating some lord or other, I don’t wish to know. I simply hope you’re caught and imprisoned or executed.”


      He stared, his face pale. “He had no right to tell you that.”


      “And,” Freia looked up, “you have no right to do it. “


      She had expected a slump in business over the colder winters season for the short days and long nights kept the city folk tied to their fire-warmed homes,, but the new young apothecary sometimes saw the lords and their ladies boating on the river in their bright gilded barges, or the ordinary folk walking past in the brief glimpses of winter sun. And both rich and poor came to the shop too, looking for cures for overindulgence; the curse of the season. Then another visitor, entirely unexpected, altered everything.


      Feep called, “There’s a proper dressed up lord to see you, mistress.”


      Freia had left Feep to mind the shop. Indulging the sin of idleness, she was sitting upstairs in her bedchamber, warming her hands at the brazier and staring, blank eyed into the coals as they spat soot. Her thoughts were of Jak, of her mother, and of the world’s wickedness which sent disease, raped little boys, and had murdered a good woman who had saved more than a hundred dying victims like Jak.


      Feep’s voice spun her back. “He won’t let me serve him. The lord says he’ll talk only to you, mistress.”


      For a moment, Freia stopped breathing. But it could not be him, so she pinned up the curls tumbling loose, and hurried down the stairs. Then she stood and stared until she realised her mouth was open, shut it with a snap and quickly nodded to Feep. “Wait upstairs,” she told him. “Tend the brazier.” Then she turned back to the man before her, clasped her hands at her waist to keep them steady, and inhaled deeply. He had not changed much, but then, it had been less than a year. He was a little wider perhaps and more loose jawed, but his eyes remained cold and hard. He was grandly dressed, the trimmings of his gown were marten, and his doublet was brocaded velvet with heavily slashed sleeves.


      “You’ve been asking after my son,” said Lord Lydiard.


      It was, at first, hard to answer. It was hard to breathe. She didn’t trust him. “I have.” She stared, making no polite attempt to avert her eyes. “But I would not expect you to help me. You risked his life when you dragged him away. And you knew they’d killed my mother.”


      “I had no hand in that,” said Lord Lydiard.


      “I know,” Freia said. “But you were our lord and the overseer of justice. You could have stopped it.”


      Lord Lydiard shook his head and scowled. “The people needed to cleanse the village of the pestilence. There’s only one way to ask any god’s mercy and forgiveness. Someone had to carry the guilt. You must know that.”


      “You love your Church and call yourselves civilised. Then you practise cruel sacrifice on the innocent.”


      “I haven’t come here to discuss religion,” Lord Lydiard said. “I’ve come here to tell you something. It’s important.”


      He was looking at her face to face, for he was not a tall man, she glared back. “To tell me to stop looking for Jak? And to forget my mother? I know what she was and what she did. You know it too. You made very good use of that in the past.”


      “More use than you know.” He held out his hand and she saw he was holding her own key. He had locked her door behind him. “Take it. But I have certain things to say and we must not be disturbed.” He walked past, his bulk pushing against her, and strode to the back of the shop by the wide hearth and away from the rattle of the front door and any peering customers. Lord Lydiard then seated himself in the one stiff-backed chair and looked into the fire as she so often did herself. She stood behind him, waiting. “Yes, I’m here to tell you to leave my son alone,” he said to the little flames. “It’s been some time I’ve known you were living here, and I’ve been informed of your questions. A few have come, smiling, telling me the new little apothecary chit on the edge of the Lower City has taken a secret fancy to my handsome son. Damned women and their damned determined intrusions.” He paused and sighed. “I’ve done my best to keep my son away from you, but sooner or later he’ll discover you’re here. Bound to. You’re too close.” Godfrey Lydiard looked up suddenly, twisting around and staring up at Freia where she stood. He was glaring. “Jak maybe thinks himself in love. But that’s just youthful foolishness for he’s a duty to marry someone of his own rank and knows it. He’ll be pledged to wed before the year is out. He’s my heir, so I intend arranging a good match.”


      “He’s pledged to me,” said Freia quietly.


      “So I understand,” said Lord Lydiard. “He informed me. But it does not stand. He’s admitted there was no actual marriage. Youthful nonsenses, no more. But naturally, he has been searching for you too.”


      “I hoped – I thought he would,” Freia whispered.


      “He’s resourceful. And you, my girl, you’re a damned sight more visible than you were before,” said Lord Lydiard. “I came south last summer, dragging the boy from his sick-bed to keep him safe from you – then dammit, found you’d set up business right here. So I packed Jak off north again. He returned to Lydiard for a month or so, but then came back here for the winter season. Now – well, where he is now is my business.”


      “I swear,” said Freia, words tumbling, “if you only let us, let him find me, allow us to be together – I swear I’d be the most dutiful and loyal daughter-in-law you could ever possibly imagine. I’d do anything in my power to serve him and all your family. That may not seem much, but I’m respectable now. I wouldn’t be such a humiliation. I even have a little money. Would the shame be – so great?”


      He let her finish, and then the pause lengthened into silence. Finally, he turned again in the chair and looked at her more calmly. “You’re a pretty child, Freia,” he said, “as I’d expect from Hyr’s daughter. Have you ever wondered about your father?”


      Freia shook her head. “I have none,” she said.


      “Of course you have one,” snapped Lord Lydiard. “And for that reason, you must never again search for my son, or pretend you’re pledged to him, or in any way try to reach him. And if he finds you, you must tell him you’re no longer interested. Tell him you’re not free to accept his courting any longer. You must do all this for his sake, but also for your own.”


      “I can’t be threatened – or bribed,” whispered Freia. “And I think you’re quite mad.” She gulped. “Did you – hate my father, then?”


      The fat lord didn’t even smile. “No, I’m remarkably fond of your father, as it happens, child. And once I was more than fond of your mother.”


      “Mad,” spluttered Freia, swallowing back the wild guess.


      “Not mad, child, nor even threatening.” Lord Lydiard stood suddenly, throwing back the sleeves of his gown, its long open skirts swirling away from his heavy calf muscles and the brocaded swell of his belly. He stared at Freia before striding again to the front of the shop. There he stopped, and turned, speaking softly. “There is a reason, which I can no longer prove now that your mother is dead. But you could never wed my son, not simply because a foolish peasant wench cannot aspire to marry a lord, nor just for fear of my disapproval. But because the sin of it would mean eternal damnation. The worst sin, that of incest. Do you hear me, girl? Do you understand? You will have to take my word for it. But I do not lie. This is hardly something I would lie about.”


      “I don’t understand you,” Freia whispered.


      “I think you do,” said Lord Lydiard. “You’re not a fool and I think you follow me perfectly well.” The corners of his mouth relaxed a moment as if about to smile, then hardened again. “When I threw you out of my house after finding you in Jak’s bed, did you simply think me morally outraged? Absurd. I’d have been pleased enough to find a strumpet in my son’s arms, proving his health finally on the mend.” Once again his mouth softened but his voice rose. He said, “I am your father, witch’s daughter. I sired you, and even thought to love your mother, many years ago when Jak was small and very sick. I called her to his bedside, but it was not the first time I’d met her. Your mother nursed him, cured him, and enchanted me. You are my daughter. You are my son’s half-sister and you must never again try to find him.”


      Freia shook her head wildly, curls tumbling, whispering, “You must be lying. It can’t be true. Why did you never acknowledge me before, then? Why did my mother never tell me? Lords accept their bastards. But you never accepted me. If you loved her – why did you hate me? Why?”


      “I’ve not come here to explain myself,” Lord Lydiard straightened his back, stared at her briefly, then strode to the door. “Back then, there were rumours – my wife – murder – poison – and acknowledging you would have brought up suspicions of other – worse sins. Besides, your mother was a vixen. She wanted no man’s hand in her mothering and at first, she never told me.” He stood a moment, then took the key from her limp hands and unlocked the door he had recently locked himself. “But as I’ve said, it’s not myself I’m speaking of. I’ll neither explain nor excuse myself. Quite simply, you’ll listen, and you’ll obey.” He handed her back the key. “Remember, and be warned,” he continued quietly, close into her ear, so the coarse stubble of his cheek scratched hers. “If you ever tell this story to my son, or to anyone else, I will deny it. But it is the truth, and although you may not have much regard for the High-Priest’s sermons, incest is considered the most loathsome of all crimes against all the gods and all humanity and those who commit such a crime will be eaten by demons at their death. You may not even care about your own soul, but if you’re the cause of my Jak’s everlasting punishment, then you will be lost indeed. Remember that, as long as you live. I do not ever expect to repeat it, and will not see you again, unless your actions force me to it.”


      He had gone into the alley’s shadows before Freia could reply. She stood on her doorstep, clutching her key and trailing her skirts in the mud.


      It was the blinding sparkle from the light on the river that finally aroused her, and then Feep’s hand, tugging at her gown. He said, “You’re gonna have to tell me all about it. Otherwise, I won’t know how to help.”


      She continued to gaze at the water, the sudden deep billow of ripples as a swan fished, tail up, and returned to air satisfied, creamy perfect, scarcely a glitter of wet feather on its long neck. How strange for the world to continue as usual, when it should have come to an end.


      “It’s far too late for help,” murmured Freia. She sighed then and looked down at Feep. “I suppose you listened attentively from upstairs. And I’m sure you heard everything. If you don’t understand it all, it doesn’t matter. Like you used to say to me, I don’t matter.”


      “So you had a lover? So what?” Feep was tugging her back beside the fire’s warmth. “No harm done anyhow.  Girls is always falling in love. They seems to like it that way.”


      “Jak wasn’t my lover,” said Freia, just whispers lost in the shadows. “He wouldn’t let me be. I was always so sorry about that, but now I suppose it was for the best. At least I can still love him. Once I loved him as a friend, and now I can love him as a brother.”


      “I never had no proper friends,” smiled Feep. “I never had no brother, neither.”


      “Nor did I. But now I have even acquired a father,” said Freia, “though he is one I don’t want. And I think the nightmares are back.”
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      He stood with his back to them, hands clasped behind him, and looked out from the great glassed window to the river beyond, it had been snowing for a ten-day.


      The slightly older man sprawled on the settle, legs stretched to the hearth, staying silent, chewing his lip. His thumbs were hooked into the fastenings of his doublet, the laces loose.


      The third man leaned against the mantel, his elbow to the great wooden slab supporting the height of the hearth. His face was underlit by flame, turning his smile cerise. “Oh, come on, Jak.” The third man’s voice remained soft. “Where’s the Lydiard laugh we all love? You know every man at court would be as envious as hell and determined to hate you for your looks if it weren’t for that laugh. Infectious good nature, Jak dear, and faithful Lydiard humour even in the face of disaster.”


      Jak Lydiard said, “Or simple bovine bluster, perhaps, but wear the purple velvet and the green striped stockings again, and I promise to laugh tomorrow.” But his voice remained expressionless and he did not turn around.


      The second man remained relaxed, stretched one foot further towards the flames, and inspected his fingernails. “Such disapproval, my lord. Such youthful naiveté. So who is it, I wonder, who has abandoned the manners of the court, my lord? You accuse me of speaking beyond my powers, out of turn, and in place of your father where your father has failed to speak. But I put it to you, my lord, that what I say is from kindness, and because of your mother’s concern.”


      “My step-mother,” Jak murmured, “who has no concern for me.” He did not turn. “And I must point out that your attitude of elderly, even paternal superiority is naive in itself sir, since you are not yet turned thirty.”


      “Ten years older than you, Jak. And ten years more of life and wisdom.” The older man not yet in his thirties shook his head. His hair was dull like unsieved straw or hay from the horses’ trough, sun-bleached perhaps, or simply devoid of tint. Cut a little short in a fashion now out-moded it did not gleam in the candle-light nor catch the fire’s sheen. His lips were colourless, and they moved very little when he spoke. He said, “Forgive me for suggesting, my lord, that indeed it is not myself who ignores the manners of the nobility on this occasion. Is it another, I believe? Perhaps yourself, sir?”


      Unmoving, Jak appeared frozen and continued to stare through the window, where the corners of each small pane were now frosted, collecting snow crystals in their leaden angles. Outside the snow had banked along the little used lanes, a dark foot patterned sludge where people walked, a deep white hedge where no one passed. Between road and sky, a dithering dance of falling snow obscured the shadows and turned the silent world white. But within the chamber, the world was crimson as the warmth sparkled with firelight and candle shimmer.


      “Mereck,” Jak said quietly, addressing only the younger man behind him, “these are your quarters, and I apologise for an abrupt departure. But at this time, and proffered in this manner, I am uninterested in your proposition, as I beg you will explain to his lordship. Any future alliance between my family and that of Pitten, Lord Verney should be first presented to my father, Lord Lydiard. I do not consider propositions put to me by Sir Kallivan, who is no member of my family and who does not command either my trust or my friendship.” Jak turned abruptly, swept up his gloves and hat from the table, and with a swirl of soft wool and sable, he left the room. He closed the door gently behind him. A little draught floated past as the door closed. The candle flames in the little chandelier bounced and blinked, and the fire spat sudden soot.


      It was several hours later, and still snowing. The Grey Hair was almost empty, and those few men drinking kept as close to the tavern’s hearth as they might. Across in the shadows where the chill was acute, the alcove, with its three stools and one small table, was occupied. Two men sat. Jak had his feet up on the third stool and leaned back against the wall. His cup was empty. “I won’t deal with the man, Kallivan. What in heaven’s name made you go through him?”


      “Verney,” said Mereck simply. “He knows I know you. He knows Sir Kallivan since the wretched man lives in the next court apartment along. What’s more, he knows Kallivan knows you. Happy families, and all that. And with our good King Ram now quite dead and not yet replaced, Verney wants honest, noble sons-in-law, titles for his grandsons and a little additional wealth and property hopefully included in the bargain. So he’s testing the wind’s direction. Pickled parsnips, Jak, with all the richest daughters already married off to any worthwhile proposition across the entire country, there’s not many of us left of marriageable age.”


      “I’m not disputing my damned tedious eligibility,” Jak snapped, reaching for the jug of ale on the table. “It’s Kallivan I’m objecting to.” Jak refilled his cup and passed the jug to his companion. “So come through my father in the usual way – don’t sidestep through my step-mother’s damned lover.”


      Mereck looked interested for the first time. “Is she? Is he?”


      “The man irritates me,” Jak frowned. “I’ve resented the woman for long enough. Now there’s her wretched prick-player poking his long white fingers into my affairs. He has no right within the family circle, but he sits in judgement, and he appears at every opportunity. He pretends a genial concern. But I neither trust it, believe it, nor want it. Indeed, I’m suspicious of his supposed attraction to my step-mother. To Valeria, may all the gods shake their heads. She’s twice his age or damn near it.”


      “Not like you to be irascible, Jak,” remarked his friend.


      “Even my father warned me against the man.” Jak shrugged. “My father loathes him and insists he has good reason. Well – wife’s lover – not surprising perhaps. He has a couple of mistresses himself.”


      Merrick rubbed his chin as though igniting the brain. “He’s from the south. Only appeared at court a couple of sixty-days back. First, he wants the throne. Now he just wants your step-mother.”


      “He hasn’t stopped claiming the crown. But he likes some prick-play while he’s at it.”


      “Well, fair enough, Kallivan’s not the problem, Jak.” He was losing interest. “Rayne of Verney. Heiress. That’s what we ought to discuss.”


      “So why not involve my father anyway?” demanded Jak. “Does he disapprove of this match for some reason? Or is he simply being ignored?”


      Mereck shook his head. “Oh nothing like that, Jak. Just that their chambers at court lie close, so Kallivan offered to do the introductions. Poked his nose in, if you like. Claimed a close relationship. Likes claiming this and that, I reckon. Fair enough. Make the overtures casual first – approach through the father afterwards if it gets serious.”


      With a sigh, Jak lifted his second cup of wine and drained it. “I avoid my father when possible. I avoid Kallivan permanently. And I certainly avoid all marriage propositions. Dammit, Mereck, I’d be delighted to become your future wife’s future brother-in-law, but I’m not yet turned nineteen, for goodness sake. I can keep my bachelorhood for a few years yet, I think.”


      “Is living with your dear father such a cosy alternative?”


      “I won’t be.” Jak shook the last snow frosting from his hair. “The court’s as corrupt in slander-school as any bordello. So I’ve leased a place of my own in Ferrod Street and will leave my father to the care of his mistress.”


      Mereck frowned over his cup. “Getting lost here, Jak. Besides, never been to a bordello. And this dreary insistence on Kallivan. So are we talking about your father’s mistress or your mother’s lover?”


      “Both. But she’s not my mother.” The grin came back. “Which of the Verney daughters do they want me for, anyway? Jally or Rayne? And is mine the same one you’re trying to escape?”


      “Coddled codfish, Jak, what an untrusting friend you are,” said the future bridegroom. “You’d be carrying off the younger, Rayne. She’s thirteen or some such, and plumply pretty. It’s my Jally with the squint. Besides, I’ve met my bride on a few occasions now, and I’m reconciled. She’s nice enough.”


      There was a new push of customers from outside. With the snow heavier and a sharp wind moaning down the chimneys, the weather being as unsuited to boating as the turd swelled river was unsuited to swimming, the last wherries had moored along the northern quay, and the wherrymen were eager for ale and a hot pie before taking their frozen bones off to their beds.


      Jak removed his feet from the spare stool and sat up. “It’s a pointless discussion, my friend, since I’ve no desire to marry anyone at present. If my wretched father brings it up, then I’ll be forced to act the dutiful heir, but I’ll still get out of it somehow. For now, it’s time to leave before this place gets overcrowded.”


      “Still dreaming of your little dairymaid, Jak?”


      Jak stood, looking down on his friend’s fox furred hat. “She’s not a dairymaid, Mereck. And I don’t dream of anything anymore.”


      Mereck finished his ale and looked hopefully into the bottom of the jug. “Leaving the dregs to me, then?”


      “I expect something better when I come to your wedding feast.”


      “Will you dare meet old Verney once you’ve turned down his prettiest daughter?” The other man stood, a little unsteady, reaching for stability at Jak’s arm. “Seems I’m pissed again, Jak. Perhaps the wine was stronger than I thought.”


      “Or maybe the first jug was, since you were just enjoying the dregs of that as I arrived.”


      “Dregs and more dregs, Jak, and the Verney dregs to come. It’s the wheel of fortune, and no escape once you see your destiny clear.” Lord Mereck clasped tightly to his friend’s sleeve, and together they left the tavern, pushing between the new jostle and squeeze.


      “Too much mutton tallow and the fierce sweat of the hard working man.” Jak let the tavern door swing shut behind him. “I need to breathe clean.”


      Outside the cold hit hard. Mereck part sobered with a slap of icicles in the face. “But it’s not like you to be pious, Jak, nor too damned proper. Since the old mare’s not your real mother, why care if she’s swiving someone else? And if your father has his own dalliance, then why bother at all?”


      Jak turned into the wind, bracing himself against the whistle and whack. He was not at all positive about his own sobriety. “Hopefully the palace isn’t locked against me yet,” he said, “so if you want support on the way home, you’d best come back with me. There’s a bed wide enough for six and you can snore yourself into a hangover.” He caught Mereck’s hat as it took sudden flight and grabbed his own off his head as a precaution. “But if you’re determined to talk about Kallivan the bastard, then forget it and you can hobble back to the palace on your own. I’ve reason to loathe the man, and it has nothing to do with my father being cuckolded, for which I don’t give a fig. My step-mother can swive with the King of Shamm for all I care. Now, my drunken friend, will you stagger home with me – or risk a solitary walk back to your own?”


      The attack came from behind.


      With a snow-laden gale and the pound of the river at their right, neither man heard the assault until the steel was in their faces. Jak swallowed hard, whirled, dropped both hats, and reached for the hilt of his sword. With his left arm, he caught his assailant’s blade in the thick folds of his cloak. Twisting, wrong-footing the other man, Jak wrenched his sword from his grasp, dropped loose the swathes of oiled cape and sent the assailant’s sword spinning. It landed at some distance with a wet thwack into the snow. With the swirling white storm and the swirl of heavy cape, the wind and the icy snow underfoot, both men slipped. The other man, now unarmed, stumbled, grabbed his knife from his belt, and stabbed upwards.


      Mereck, suddenly released from Jak’s shelter, fell to one knee in the slush. His fall brought his attacker with him, unexpected sprawling and gasping for breath. Then Mereck realised what was happening. He shouted, “Robbers,” and rebounded.


      The cold helped. Jak’s head, fuzzy from ale, candle smoke and sweat clouded warmth, had cleared. He kicked out, and the attacker’s knife jerked backwards, the man fumbled but before he could rise, found Jak’s sword point at his throat. Jak’s steel hovered. Then he called, “Where the devil are you, Mereck? Are you alright?”


      Out of breath, Mereck wheezed, “Of course I’m alright,” as he swept his own weapon in one great arc of snow spangled reflections.


      “Run for your life, fool,” Jak told his attacker, “or my blade goes straight through your gullet.”


      Small, wiry and spitting icicles, the little man scrambled up, didn’t stop to retrieve either his sword or his knife, and ran, skidding down the alley and into the riverside shadows. The second assailant backed off, saw his companion leave at speed, gulped once, and quickly ran off into the same shadowy distance.


      Jak turned at once and caught his friend as he fell. “What the –?” Mereck was bleeding heavily, a pump of lurid scarlet through chest, doublet and cape. Jak knelt, laying him down in the snowdrift.


      “Not as bad as it looks,” Mereck assured him, fingers tentatively feeling across the bloodstains. “Hurts a bit. Probably nothing.”


      “Probably something,” Jak said, ripping open the doublet lacings and tearing at the linen shirt beneath. The wound kept bleeding. Below the shirt was a fleece-lined and padded undercoat which Jak pulled open, and sighed. “It’s a nasty hole, but high enough to miss kidneys and liver, and well away from the heart. But if it’s punctured the lungs, I can’t say. Can you breathe?”


      “Breathing now, aren’t I?” Mereck objected. “It’s only a flesh wound, Jak. Besides, I can’t die at this age, not flat as a haddock in the middle of the Corn Banks. Not even a decent battlefield. Damned shameful death and I refuse to allow it. I was pissed, or the bugger would never have got his steel into me.”


      “Well, you must be able to breathe since you certainly manage to talk a lot,” said Jak. “Lie still while I find something to tie up this hole.”


      “It’s bloody freezing,” Mereck pointed out. “And you can’t tie up holes. Doesn’t make the slightest sense, Jak. You must be pissed too.”


      “Probably am,” conceded Jak. “But not so pissed not to realise you can’t walk. And how much blood does any man have, anyway? You must have lost at least half of it already.”


      “Making a mess, am I?” sighed Mereck. “Pissing plastrons, no doubt.”


      Jak shook his head. “It’s a battle between you and this endless wretched snow. You turn the stuff bright red. Snow comes down, and it goes white again. Then you keep bleeding – and there it is again – red as blood. Well, after all, it is blood.”


      “And over there,” said Mereck with a snort, “there’s black footsteps and sliding skid marks. That’s where those two ruffians dashed off. You should have killed them, Jak.”


      “Well, they certainly wanted to kill us,” and Jak paused, thinking. “Just robbery, I suppose. We must look as though we’ve a few kamps on us. Anyway, my daft friend, are we going to sleep here or move on?”


      “It’s too shitting cold to sleep in the street,” Mereck decided. “So we have to do something. So do we go and get some medicines or something to drink?”


      “It’s the middle of the night,” said Jak with disdain. “Everything except the tavernas will be shut.”


      “Wake them up, then,” said Mereck “Tell them your friend is messing up the nice clean snow.”


      “I’d sooner wake up your future father-in-law,” Jak said. “We’ve got three choices. Leave you here and I’ll go and get some of Verney’s staff to carry you up there. Or I try and carry you as far as Verney’s. Or you try and walk.”


      Mereck managed to elbow himself onto a wedge of arm, feeling for solid earth beneath the icy sludge. He frowned. “Thought you was taking me to your place. But probably too late for that. I can see stars. The Castle will be locked up.”


      “Those stars are snowflakes,” Jak said. “But it must be late. But I’ll rattle every door until the guard opens up.”


      Mereck thought a moment and then lay down in the snow again, seemingly finding it comfortable. He stared up into the white blur and allowed the flurry of crystals to settle on his eyelashes. “Well, that’s alright then. But you can’t carry me, Jak,” eyes closing. “I’m about the same size as you and you’re nearly as pissed as I am. You’d drop me. That’s bad medicine. Go to find an apothecary’s instead. He can help.”


      “Certainly not,” said Jak. “How can I ask a perfect stranger to carry you? And he might be even smaller than you for all we know.”


      “My mother says there’s a new one downtown. A woman. Good with herbs.”


      “That settles it then,” said Jak sitting suddenly cross-legged in the snow beside his friend. “Can’t ask some unknown woman to try and carry a man twice her size. I’m surprised you suggested it. Doesn’t make any sense at all.”


      Lord Mereck seemed increasingly confused. “Did I suggest that? Not quite sure why. But you’re right, Jak. You usually are. Wake some woman in the middle of the night and drag her out of bed and tell her to carry someone up the road to a castle where he doesn’t live, and where they’ll all be fast asleep anyway? No, best not after all. Not quite sure why I thought it would be a good idea. There was something to do with herbs and apothecaries and medicines. But now my head’s going around and round. Hold onto my head, Jak, and tell it to stay still.”


      “You need bandages, not medicines,” Jak decided. “So we’re going to try and make it to the palace. There’s a butler and a steward and a doctor with a hoard of scullions who can wrap you up and haul you into my bedchamber for the night. And your head looks quite normal to me, Mereck. Not spinning at all.”


      “I can feel it,” insisted Mereck, his voice becoming fainter. “Not the slightest idea why. So you could take me to my father-in-law’s quarters if you don’t want blood on your sheets, Jak. But Kallivan’s next along the corridor so don’t go knocking on the wrong door. I don’t know bloody Kallivan’s door from a cowshed. Not that there are any cowsheds in the Palace, far as I know, but there’s the Verney heraldic crest on our door.  Eagle, or some such large bird. Or maybe it’s a falcon. Never asked him. You’ll just have to do your best, Jak, if you’re sober enough to recognise an eagle from some putrid partridge.” He closed his eyes, muttered something about pissing peacocks, and managed to open one eye again.


      Jak staggered to his feet and stamped the snow from his boots. “I’ll go get guards from the palace, with a stretcher,” he said, preparing for a long solitary trudge. “But just don’t die from the cold before I get back.”


      “Well, I’ve not plucked the lute yet, Jak. I’ll wait, and die later,” Mereck assured him. “But I wish you’d just gone to the apothecary’s in the first place,” and promptly fainted.


      “Think I’ve lost my hat,” decided Jak, and set off up the lane towards the Castle.
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      Feep helped himself to Freia’s own store of cloves and made her a pomegranate pomander to put in the big chest amongst her gowns in order to deter moths. Not that moths were plentiful since it was late winter, and the big freeze had only recently gentled.


      The river had previously begun to freeze along the banks, but now a moment’s pale winter sunshine shuffled its reflection over that icy veneer, dazzling along the yellow smeared gutters, melting the thrown contents of the past ten-days’ chamber pots. As Fardox, the last month of winter, eased into Probyn a faint but unexpected warmth filled all Eden’s cluttered alleys, men risked leaving off their woollen petticoats, and the women tossed off fur-lined hoods for a day or two, showing off their bright silk chimney hats and turkey bonnets thick rolled with a fine veil to flutter like spiders’ webbing. There was a hint of more warmth to come.


      Freia was infusing boiled raspberry leaves and tansy for the monthly cramps, hairyhound and juniper berries to avoid the dangers of conceiving a child, angel’s leaf boiled with willow bark for the headache, and tonics of marsh whortles and pondweed to treat burning indigestion brought by feasting for too long. Such popular infusions had made friends amongst her customers, but she no longer asked the courtiers’ servants about that most obscure of lords and his handsome son. With a country finally at peace, there was no one missing good King Ram who had discovered sloth, celebrated pleasure and kept a grand court. So it appeared that the land thrived. An empty throne had once been thought a disaster. But the court still existed, still feasted, and still kept themselves aloof from the common man. Whether one Jak Lydiard had yet joined it, Freia could not know and would not inquire. He was forbidden to her, and even the long black nights forbade her to dream of him.


      At some small distance, Lord Mereck lay flat on his back and stared up at the inside of a bright silk tasselled tester which canopied the bed where he had been sleeping. Stripped, heavily bandaged and drowsy, his lordship’s principal agony came from the pounding headache, which was the consequence of the previous night’s drinking, fighting, and collapse in the freezing snow. He had remained in the snow while his friend trudged off to get help, and being already half-stripped, had suffered considerable discomfort. He was a good deal warmer now, but the discomfort had grown even worse.


      Jak Lydiard looked him over. “You’ll live,” he said.


      “You don’t appear so happy about it,” mumbled the other.


      Jak said, “Happy? Dammit, Mereck, you’ve brought me straight into the bull pit. Verney keeps glaring at me, his lady simpers, his daughter peeps at me around every door as if she’s weighing up my prospects from every angle, the other daughter constantly clasps my hand, thanking me for saving your life, and then there’s the risk of that bastard Kallivan walking in at any moment.” He shook his head. “Not sure your life’s worth it.”


      “Probably not.” groaned his lordship, clammy palm to his forehead. “Better off dead then.”


      “Get used to it. They seem to think you can’t be moved for ten-days.”


      “I didn’t do this on purpose, you know Jak,” Mereck objected. “I was pissed perhaps, but not entirely cupshotten. And it’s only a little hole. I’m not that bad a swordsman, and I’ll not have people thinking some putrid little thief out manoeuvred me.”


      “But the whole of Eden knows you can’t fight your way out of a wet shadow,” smiled his best friend. “Stop complaining, concentrate on looking healthy, then bribe the doctor to let you out of bed.”


      “A cold lonely bed too.”


      “Reminds me,” said Jak. “Your Jally. Nice girl. Very affectionate. What’s a small squint between friends?”


      But it was the other daughter who caught up with him as he escaped the Verney rooms. Bowing deep to his host and hostess, Jak had left by the river entrance, where a sweep of hedged paths led down to the Corn. He was aiming for the steps and the wherries for hire, but he had barely set boot to path when a small hand crept from behind and clasped his arm. “My lord? Forgive the impropriety, but I have been hoping to meet – to know the man – is it true, my lord? Are we affianced?”


      Jak turned, gazing down on a round pink face and trusting blue eyes. “Mistress Rayne?” He took a deep breath. “I must tell you we are not, but through no fault of yours. You must discuss this with your lady mother, and not, I think, with me. Indeed, there have been talks, yet involving the wrong people, and I doubt, I’m sorry my lady, but it cannot take place.”


      “Jally always tells me I act without decorum,” sighed the girl gazing up at him. “And Maman tells me I behave like a little child. But I think it quite sensible to want to meet the man you’re going to marry.”


      Jak shook his head, aware of being embarrassingly hatless. “A perfectly sensible wish, I agree,” he said, “except that we are not betrothed, and I confess, unlikely to be so.” He watched her frown and smiled. “Are you so eager to marry? You can’t be more than fourteen. And there are far better prospects on the market-slab than me, I promise.”


      Mistress Rayne clicked her tongue. “Is marriage just like a butcher’s shop then? Well, my mother wanted young Lord Mereck for me and King Ram for Jally, but it seems he went and died instead. So being older, she’s got Lord Mereck, and she said I’d get you. I wouldn’t object. You’re really nice looking.”


      “I am nice. But not nice enough for you.”


      She thought a moment. “I could stop eating for a few days if that bothers you, and then I wouldn’t be plump anymore. Jally says men don’t like fat girls.”


      Jak Lydiard suppressed a smile. “Some men do. And you’re not fat.”


      “I’m thirteen,” said Rayne, “so not that young. And you’re not old, are you?”


      Jak’s mouth twitched. “I wish you a happy marriage and a decent husband one day,” he said. “For the moment, enjoy the freedom of youth.”


      “Maman and Papa say you’re handsome and clever,” Rayne announced, refusing to surrender. “Well, you’re certainly very handsome. We could have plump and pretty children.”


      The girl was clearly extremely young, innocent and somewhat idiotic, but the fault was her parent’s. He was becoming bored and made a decision. “No more,” he told her. “We are closing in on dangerous topics, and your father will be cross if he catches us.” Privately he thought it quite likely that Master Verney and his wife were watching smugly from the upper casements, delighted to see him compromising himself with their daughter. “Besides,” Jak continued, “no girl should have children before turning fifteen. I’m delighted to have met you, but I’m marrying nobody and nor should you. Go back to your toys and dolls and bambolas.”


      “Puppets?” she declared. “At my age? How patronising.”


      “That just shows you,” Jak grinned.” I’m poor, pompous, pickle brained and patronising too. You don’t want me.”


      At the steps down to the little bobbing quay, Jak threw the coin to the


      wherryman, but turned and briefly looked back. The small girl was still standing on the garden path, bright hair curling almost to her waist, one hand shading her eyes as she looked out towards him. She waved once.


      While deciding whether to bother waving back, Jak realised that two squat men, wearing clothes he recognised, were trudging up the path towards the chambers next to the Verney’s. The thieves from the previous night who had nearly killed his friend were evidently visiting Kallivan. He continued to watch until they were no longer visible behind the hedges.


      Jak stood a moment. The wherry was waiting. He climbed down into the little boat, sat abruptly, and set off for the centre of the city.


      At the top of the stone steps to his palace quarters, Kallivan quickly paid the assassins he had hired, but gave them only a handful of quarter pennies between them. They had not succeeded and admitted it. He then returned indoors, slammed the door shut, and faced his mistress.


      Lady Valeria Lydiard sat naked to the waist on a well cushioned settle, her hair unpinned, and her hands clasped on her skirted lap. Only her large breasts sat smug and snug, the brown nipples pointing at her lover.


      “Damnation, shit and pigswill,” Kallivan swore beneath his breath. “The fools failed. Are your city gangs so pathetic?”


      “You think I know who controls the back streets and the brothels?” Valeria demanded. “I came here for something quite different, and it’s you, my lord, who did the bodice ripping.”


      “Not ripped,” Kallivan said, kicking at the grey material lying at her feet. “And much as I enjoy our games, my dear, I’ve now lost every desire, even to thrash your ripe pink arse or fuck you with the poker. It’s your step-son I want to murder and see him lying bleeding in the mud.”


      Although a considerable number of years older than Kallivan, Valeria’s breasts sat high and full, attending with a slight wobble to her lover’s words. “So we enjoy the same games,” she said. “And I’m very fond of you, Kallivan. But I’m not sitting here waiting until you get a hard-on. It’s a full erection I expect, or it’ll be the poker up your arse, my dear.”


      He turned away. “Don’t be a fool, Valeria, you know I’d kill you without hesitation. What I desire at the moment is to slaughter your step-son. Killing your grey-witted husband can be left to someone else. But I’ll arrange it. I’ll threaten some wilted whore at the Bridge Brothel and get the name of the best assassin in the Lower City.  I believed I knew him, some ugly monstrous foul-prick I said I’d pay for a good job. He gave me the names of the two I hired, who fell flat on their stupid noses. I may go back to him or find another.”


      “Just get the job done as quickly as possible.” The Lady Lydiard sat bolt upright and pursed her lips as though tasting something sour.


      Kallivan looked up quickly. “And don’t imagine your fine self coming to me after your husband’s dead and gone. I’ve most definitely no intention of marrying you, my dear. There’s nothing less likely. I fuck you, yes. We both like the twists and the game-shit. But I dislike you, Valeria, which adds pleasure to the fucking but nothing else. I find your company boring unless my prick’s up your arse. I intend getting my own arse on that damned throne, and you’ll not be sitting beside me.”


      Blushing and almost controlling her temper, she spat her answer. “I don’t want you either. I want your prick and your hands, and your tongue, and the words you say when we’re both in the mood. As for wanting marriage, no, I do not. I want my husband’s title and wealth, and then I want my freedom.”


      “Then put away those flopping balloons,” Kallivan told her. “I’m going out to find a decent killer. And then I shall go straight to the one fool I know on the council. I demand backing for my claim to the throne. Time is floating too slowly.”


      He pulled his cloak from the peg, tied the hood tightly beneath his chin, and buckled on his long sword. He was, he knew well, immediately recognisable to those who had seen him before or had simply heard of him, for the matt white of his hair and the pale blue glass of his eyes was not seen on any other man. At the market of the commoners, run by the gangs, he intended remaining entirely anonymous, and equally when approaching the council.


      He still intended joining them one day and would wear the even heavier disguise of the tumbleweed gown, long to the feet and high to the chin, with the deep hooded tumbleweed cape over it. He would be king, council member, and ruler of the entire country. Life would change, not only for him, but for the rich and poor alike.
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      With the grandest living quarters in the court’s secondary level of importance, quarters which almost qualified for the first level of importance, it seemed unlikely that any young lord would choose to live elsewhere. Yet Jak cheerfully relinquished his grand chambers and acquired something far less luxurious but far more private.


      He found court life resembled life in a back street slum, with everyone else watching, spying, knowing your business, and passing on the gossip and rumour. If he got pissed, which was happening more often, and stumbled home past the mid-hours of the night, the rumour would tell that he had been so entirely cupshotten that he fainted on his own doorstep, puked in the bushes, and didn’t get to his own bed until past dawn.


      More interesting and less pleasant were the conspiracies, the sniggering behind each woman’s back by the other women, and the plots bringing vice to the innocent. It was cheap. The king’s purse paid for accommodation, stabling, all food on the premises including feasts, firewood and an allowance of candles. But Jak didn’t claim poverty or reliance on the throne. He claimed freedom without gossip and bitter hatreds behind his back. He left the court, left his father, his step-mother and his friends.


      There was a tidy hearth in the principal solar and a smaller one in the main bedchamber, all reached by a narrow staircase accessed from the stable block at the back, or the corridor from the rear of the shop below. The four rooms were light with pleasantly sized windows, deep window seats, heavy beamed ceilings and a rollicking roistering bustle and hum from the busy streets below. No grand Hall, no kitchen quarters, and no space for live-in servants, but there was a bathtub which could be brought up from the barn behind the stables, a garderobe with a privy which emptied directly into the cesspit at the back, a comfortable adequacy of furniture and an iron cauldron hanging within the principal hearth, which could be swung over the open fire should the occupant nurse an unlikely desire to heat his own supper.


      Jak kept Giles his groom, who would sleep above the stable, and hired a small contingency of other servants, who would work on a daily basis, filled the cellars with a decent wine and ale from the nearest brewery, organised the local pie shop and bakehouse to deliver on a regular basis, and settled back to enjoy what he could of his freedom, even if it had to be alone.


      This was not a grand apartment, but Jak was not a grand lord. In comparison to the common man, he would be considered pleasantly wealthy, even wonderfully rich. But in comparison to the lords themselves, the great traders, bankers, royal emissaries and family, ambassadors, and the members of the Council, Jak was way down the list. Lydiard was not a prosperous state, being little more than hills, mountains and forest.


      At the front, peering across at the houses of trade and banking which tucked in between the shops like a purse hidden safe between doublet and coat, the haberdashery was all colour and pride with hats and feathers, veils and gauze, hosiery and ready-made shifts, kerchiefs and petticoats. Double fronted, gleaming with polish and silk, the shop did a thriving business. Jak lounged at the windows above, surveying the dash of customers entering below, the sudden black plumed shadow of a raven through the clouds, and the melting sludge of rain and rubbish across the cobbles. His father knew where he had gone but was unlikely to visit. Some friends were as always far too busy, but Mereck, once out of his sickbed, would come sometimes. Yet it was the youngest Verney daughter Jak first recognised passing by, strolling arm in arm with her sister and on the following day chatting happily to her accompanying maid. She began to shop in Pratt Street with unexpected frequency, especially enjoying the many delights of the grand haberdashery, buying more soft woollen stockings than she could possibly wear in a lifetime. Indeed, Mistress Rayne came almost every day to the vicinity and invariably glanced up, looking briefly, blushing slightly, towards the upper windows.


      “Why, the young lady bought garters, my lord,” explained the young assistant downstairs, surprised at his lordship’s question. “Mistress Rayne Verney is a discerning customer, my lord, and has twice bought garters this ten-day. We sell a superior quality, sir, of silk ribbons caught in a small bow that will not slip, nor protrude through the smooth lines of the skirts.”


      A little sunshine and sudden blossoming bushes and flowers brought an early spring. Golden rays peeked through the clouds and spangled across the first spiders’ webs and the slick of the previous days’ rain, tracing dragonfly sparkles on the river. Daisies clustered along the banks where grass grew through the flood lines, and birds searched for the first fat beetles and the tiny scuttling pink crabs. Tadpoles wriggled their tiny black tails, excited to be alive. But where the popular little apothecary’s shop fronted the river there was neither blade of grass nor flower, for the landing stage was paved where once wine kegs had been winched from barge to bank.


      Feep said, “Wary, mistress, if you’ve the sense I reckon you has. Sounds a mean faddle-riddle to me.”


      Freia said, “He’s probably a perfectly nice young gentleman.” But there was no point being prim with Feep, who already knew far too much about her. So she added, “But of course I don’t want him anyway, whoever he is. You know that. I don’t want any suitors at all.”


      “Then never mind the feminines and the respekibles,” sniffed Feep. “If you means no – so then you says no.”


      “I’ve no wish to offend anyone,” Freia sighed. “Hopefully if I don’t think any more about it, it will all just go away.”


      Feep snorted. “You ain’t no way dafter than most,” he declared, arranging the small labelled pots in the downstairs window.  “And you makes yer own choices, mistress, and reckon that choice orta be a bloody big no.”


      “Well,” Freia said, pulling on her cloak, “I’d guess the suitor himself comes from Bembitt. If I knew that for sure, ‘my no’ would be shouted from the attic window. But I don’t want to insult a decent man who seems to like me.”


      “Women!” Feep dismissed the situation.


      “It’s more Bembitt’s fault,” Freia said. “So let us complain of ‘men. But in the meantime, I have shopping to do, and you must guard the shop.”


      “From Shammites and pirates,” sniggered Feep, “wiv me knife up me sleeve where me kerchief orta be.”


      But it was from the pale man she believed she needed protection.


      The very first time the pale man entered the shop, Freia was surprised. She had already seen him at least a dozen times passing by, watching the door and staring at her from the riverbank, and all without explanation. But when he actually strolled in, she heard her own heartbeat quicken and immediately stepped back into the shadows behind the cooking fire. She never sat in the doorway as many shopkeepers did, but the door always stood wide, with the window shutters tipped down into an outside counter, balanced on two uneven legs. There was no way to quickly shut someone out. But she braced herself, ladle in hand.


      The pale man was impatient and when no one came to serve him, called, “Here, girl. Can’t you see you have a customer?” He strolled to the firelight, his flat hair and bleached skin suddenly catching the ruddy reflections. Freia wiped her hands on her apron and hurried forwards. The man said, “So what do you have, girl, for the – gout?”


      Although never having claimed to inherit her mother’s magical senses, her predictions nor her insight, now Freia had a feeling of cold dread, and was frightened without even knowing why. “My lord,” he looked like a lord in his damasks and fine linens, though his collar hung loose, and his shirt was creased, “I might offer a tonic of colchicum and myrtle leaf, and I would advise the suffering limb kept raised when possible, massaged gently with goose grease – I have some recently churned – and then well wrapped in cerecloths. If your lordship would like –”


      “I will take the tonic and the salve,” the pale man interrupted, flipping a handful of pennies onto the counter. “How much, girl?”


      “Three kamps for the tonic, my lord, and a penny for the ointment.” He left the four silver pennies, turned on his heel and began to march from the shop. But at the door, he turned, as though thinking of something else less important, which had only just occurred to him. He said, “A friend of mine was recently ill, and suspected poison. Do you sell poisons, girl?”


      “Never, my lord,” Freia said, stuttering.


      “And if my friend was poisoned indeed,” the man said, “what might he have taken?”


      “As poison, or a cure, my lord?”


      “As poison, fool.” Kallivan stood rigid, staring without emotion.


      “I have no idea,” Freia lied. “I do not make poisons, my lord, nor do I know anyone else who does so.”


      “Fisheyes,” Freia said to Feep later that evening. “Dead eyes. Lustreless scales on the slab. If he comes again, Feep, you have to follow him.”


      “Get noddled?” objected Feep. “You reckon I growed up in the country fields wiv them mucky cows or sommit?  Don’t be daft. If you want’s to know who the bugger is, then that’s wot I’ll find out.”


      Two days later, he came again. Courtiers without courtesy and gentlemen without gentle manners or charm were common enough. But somehow the pale and nameless man-made Freia shiver as though he brought winter with him. On the second brief entrance, he announced a new distemper and a new need for palliative.


      “Well, girl. The dysentery. What cure have you to offer?” But he was looking directly up at the little dark green bottles on the top shelf where dust instead of labels spoke their contents to him.


      “That condition is notoriously difficult to treat, sir,” Freia answered, unwedging the stopper from a small jar. The sweet scent of mint mixed with rue vinegar rose like perfumed smoke from a candle. “This is a medicine which is not always perfect but comes with hope.”


      “Stupid female. I am not interested in hope,” the pale man snapped. “It is – hopelessness that attracts me, and the purchase of your more precious and secretive merchandise. For what will not cure, may perform some other more important service.”


      Immediately understanding and even more frightened, Freia shook her head, whispering “I sell no medicines of hopelessness pain, or death, my lord.”


      He stared back with uninhabited eyes. “Then you are of no use to me.” And he left the shop.
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      I’ve been so happy, and I love my shop, the customers and friendliness it brings me, the sunshine and the river outside my door. I love lighting my little fire and heating wine when it’s a cold morning or flinging open my shop window when it’s warm. Still hopeful of discovering Jak – or for Jak to discover me, sometimes I wake feeling like bubbles, floating or jumping. I have more friends than ever in my life. Not real friends, perhaps, since they don’t invite me to their homes, and I don’t invite them to mine. But they stand and chatter and ask me about myself and my son. Not my son, I tell them, but what they think really doesn’t matter.


      Money was no longer the problem, which was a blessing I constantly remembered, having coin boxes from my so-called father under my bed, coin boxes from Symon in my garderobe, and coin boxes from King Ram in my cellar beside the empty wine tuns. I bought Feep a new costume. “Livery,” I said. “Which makes you an official apprentice.”


      It didn’t, because he wasn’t licensed and nor was I, but Feep was completely delighted. He stared in wonder as I took him to the tailors, had him measured, chose deep blue broadcloth with lace trimming on both sleeves and neck, with lighter blue breeches. Navy blue stockings. And finally, small black shoes.


      When these new items were delivered, brought by a courier and all wrapped in ribboned linen, Feep rushed upstairs to change, and came dancing back down with a grin that almost split his face.


      “I ain’t never had new clothes in all me life,” he confessed that evening, sitting on my feet with his arms crossed over my knees as usual. “And these proper shoes. They fits, real snug. Real leather. Tis more than I ever imaged, cos – well – I just had me shirt and braes afore. Went wiv no shoes, or once I had clogs. Naught else.”


      Another first in all his life – he grabbed my fingers, squeezed, then in an excited gulp, lifted my hand and kissed it. I was so touched. I almost cried.


      “I’ll buy you a second costume soon,” I promised him. “So you can change every week while I wash them. You can choose new colours if you like.”


      Then I saw the tears in his own eyes. He sniffed and looked down, embarrassed. I wished I could kiss his little hand too, but of course, that would have embarrassed him even more. He gulped again, sniffed onto the back of his hand, but carefully avoided the lace of his new sleeve, and gazed up at me. “Tis like them miracles wot priests talk about,” he said wonderingly, the tears still glistening in his eyes. “You done – well – there ain’t no more of them nasty old geezers with their pricks waving, and the pain up me arse every day. I eats better than I ever did, three times most days, and that be a bloody miracle too. Chatting, all friendly, no slaps nor punching. Tis bloody gorgeous. And now this. Real clothes. Oh, mistress, tis a proper miracle. Tis you, I reckons, wot’s a proper miracle.


      We both went to bed, snivelling quietly to ourselves that night.


      But several dismal clouds had fallen on my shoulders, spoiling my contentment. First Lord Lydiard, calling himself my father. For days I refused to believe it but making my own decisions about reality according to my own preferences is the act of a three-year-old. So I have a brute for a father, but an angel for a mother, and must accept that the man I was to kiss can only be called my brother.


      The pale man did not come again to the apothecary shop, nor did he haunt the street and the riverbank, staring at me as he had before. But as clearly as any man might, he had asked me to sell him poisons, Yes, I have them and could sell them as my mother did, but already I am scared of accusations concerning the king’s death. And cruelty is not something I can ever admire. So why do I keep them? I know why. It is always possible that some awful event will make me pleased with my store of painful death.


      Now there is Bryte. He pretends to court me, but there’s something about him, kindly though he seems, that I don’t trust. Yet I’m a coward and won’t refuse him outright. As the owner of a new business, I do not want enemies who might destroy everything. I’m ignorant, and I’m cowardly, and I must be strong. “You’re so young,” Bryte says, “You’ll learn to love me.”


      Pooh. I never will. But I don’t think he’d ever hurt me, so I accept him as a nice man. Would a nice man in my life be so bad? At first, I thought Bembitt had sent him, wanting someone to spy. But Bryte is so different from Bembitt, they’d never be friends.


      Three ten-days back when I had first opened my shop, I had asked lordly customers if they knew a Jak Lydiard. It was a woman I barely knew, smart in a large hat and pale blue velvet who told me one day, “Ah, girl, I believe you asked my husband once about some young Lord Jak from the north?”


      I looked up at her stopped breathing, and nodded


      “Yes, lives at court. Grandest apartments facing the Corn. A pleasant young man, I’m told, and affianced to that Verney girl.”


      I gulped. “To marry?” I asked.


      She turned to leave and spoke over her sumptuous velvet shoulder. “Yes. It’s a good family, I believe, the Verneys. A fair match, since both girls are heiresses. The youngest is Reyne. I knew her when I lived at court. I’ve never met Jak Lydiard, but my husband says it’s a good arrangement.”


      She left, and I cried. Feep brought me a kerchief, muttering, “Wot, again mistress?”


      Sniffing into his kerchief, I admitted that I was crying once again. I could hardly deny it as my nose was dripping like a wine jug. “Yes, don’t bother telling me,” I snapped back. “I’m boring and stupid. Jak’s forgotten all about me, and he’s marrying some girl he doesn’t love, probably for her money or just because his father’s arranged it. That’s what they all do. They have to do it, tradition and everything, and I was an idiot to imagine anything else.”


      “Besides,” said Feep, “tis yer brovver, ain’t he? Reckon you ortta be glad.”


      True. But I wasn’t. I had spent too long imagining myself in bed with Jak, his hands between my legs and his mouth to my breasts. I didn’t know any more about how it was done, but where my body ached for him would surely be how men made love.


      “Anyways,” said Feep, “I done found sommint more important. Tis yer pale man. Symon reckons he come to him askin fer a couple o’ fellers to knife two lordly buggers. Symon weren’t interested but gived two blokes he reckoned was fine wiv knives and such. Then the pale man comes back and reckons the two fellers was useless and now he wanted poisons. Symon says no – bugger orff. T’was yer nasty pigswill wiv white hair, I reckons.”


      I couldn’t feel admiration for Symon having turned down such a nasty request, when he simply passed the job on to someone else. But it was Jak I was thinking about.


      I never knew Jak’s mother, but I know what my mother told me about the poison that killed her. Jak, thank the gods, didn’t know that. But I thought about poison, about Jak being my brother, and went to bed feeling sick.


      Feep says that what Jak will never know cannot hurt or shame him, either in this world or in the next. But I do not tell him that my own mother foretold that I would live with Jak and be his wife. Was she simply wrong? Or lied, to please me? And after all, the sin she hid from me was small enough compared to the sin of murder, for which she had been well paid, and more than once.


      “Best do what you wants, mistress,” Feep lectured me. “Wiv life never being a proper kindly business, a man must take what he wants and not wait for it being gifted to him. I’ll make a wager as sure as piss in the pot, them priests and so forth has it all wrong. What they gets up to back of the chapel sure ain’t the same as they preaches to the likes of us. All codswallop, it is. There’s a sight more sodomy in them cloisters than in the molly houses, and that’s a promise.”


      He never whispers his true fears, nor weeps for what was done to him. I remember that first night when he crept to my door, his skinny body sliced and bleeding as he shuddered from pain and fell from exhaustion and loss of blood. It must have been agony when it was done, poor child. And what of before? A little boy so used to suffering, he could remember nothing else. So I admit arrogance and greed is as much the province of church leaders as it is amongst the ordinary folk, but Feep appears to have no moral understanding at all, and I wonder if it is my responsibility to teach him some. Yet how can I, when my own moral education is suspect, and both my parents were murderers?  So I reply with a prim sniff. “Your upbringing was sadly lacking, my boy.”


      “Hippo-crissy,” snorts Feep. “You wants a man in your bed – which is wot, being a female, seems fair expected. Then turns out the gent’s related. But the gent’s the same gent – the bed’s the same bed – and wot you wants ain’t changed neither.”


      “To sleep with my brother,” I now remember squeaking back at Feep. “Never.  I don’t believe in some sins. But I do in this one.”


      “Stuff ‘n nonsense,” says Feep, happily consigning the entire church hierarchy to oblivion. “I reckon it’s all just a way for that high-priest fellow to charge for dispen-whatsits. Besides, wot if that fat gent in the greasy velvet lied about being your Pa and it’s just a trick to get rid of you?”


      But I know he told the truth. A man who watched his wife die from the agony of the poison he fed her, is my father. The woman who brewed that poison was my mother. She also warned me away from Jak at first, yet then predicted I would live with my love one day and be his companion for the rest of my life. Had she told me the truth when I was little, none of this would be happening. And I’d thought her death meant I’d never know the hidden stories she implied and the secret truths she had promised me in the future. But now I knew them after all and wished I did not.


      Bryte was the man who now came courting, offering a good deal, even hinting at marriage. However, I was not going to entertain a virtual stranger, nor visualise an absurd and unwanted marriage to anyone. I had a knife for filleting fish and poultry, which would slice his heart from his ribs as quickly as it cuts butter, should he ever try to touch me. But he did not. As for morals, I remembered that it was another’s vice which had begun it all, for I had no right to the property where I lived and worked and had gained everything from Symon’s illicit generosity.


      When this unexpected flatterer visited me the first time, I was busy mixing lavender and soft soap for the eradication of head lice. He did not appear as though this was a medication he would ever have need of. His hair was thick and tawny, and he was a good looking young man except for his nose. Unfortunate, piercing and sharp, it seemed too prominent for the narrow cheeks and too long for the rather blunt chin. He was by no means tall but stood at least taller than myself and was well if plainly dressed. I approved the look of him. Having introduced himself, he told me he’d seen me many times through the window, a distant friend had suggested he come visiting, and he asked me permission to come again.” I’m not interested in being courted,” I told him rather abruptly. “But I’m always pleased to meet new friends.”


      Feep, who had naturally been watching from the back of the shop, later said, “Could do worse, I reckon.”


      “He’ll do nicely for someone,” I said. “But not for me.”


      Feep tossed his head and brought back the lop-sided grin. “Good fer you, mistress. I doesn’t like the bugger, but didna wanna tells you that, in case you was all maidenly keen, if you knows what I mean.”


      I knew exactly what he meant and agreed.


      The next time this gentleman visited the shop, he stayed somewhat longer, chatting easily about life well away from palace gossip. He was a little serious, seemed neither wealthy nor poverty bound, and led a respectable life of ‘Findings’ – being knowledgeable concerning where one man might discover what a gentleman needed. So he acquainted servants with new masters, the skilled man with those who needed such skills, shops with customers, and customers with the right shop. It was a manner of working that did not appear to be work, and therefore left the gentleman untarnished with the label of a working man.


      In spite of Feep’s disapproval and my own doubts, I began to rather like him, principally because he was invariably cheerful and spoke about new and more interesting subjects than I was used to. “Well, give the nob a go,” advised Feep. “No harm, is there?”


      “Master Bryte directly hasn’t asked me anything. He’s waiting, I suppose, which is diplomatic and polite. But it gives me no opportunity to explain my lack of interest.”


      “Womens,” muttered Feep.


      I hailed a wherry and jumped off at the Molly House island, but I found it dark and closed with a small boy’s nose peeping from a window, but no one answered when I thumped on the door. Surprisingly, Legless Alice was sitting in her doorway. I doubt if she recognised me. “I am looking for Symon,” I said.


      She peered. I was not his usual sort of customer. She said, “E’s out.”


      “Do you actually know this?” I asked. “Or do you just think it’s the right thing to say?”


      “Orff out,” she repeated, holding outstretched an unsteady hand. “But I’ll tell ‘im you was calling, if you wants.”


      I passed over the required coin. “Would you please tell him Freia came. Can you remember the name? Can you remember to tell him?”


      “I ain’t fuckin’ stoopid,” remarked Legless Alice, closing her fingers tight over the coin and disappearing back into the semi-warmth of the chandlery.


      Back on dry land, the back alleys, their shadows now sun-streaked, were filled with children. Some huddled small and forlorn on doorsteps, waiting hungrily for parents to reappear from the taverns, while some played hopscotch, knucklebones, or hurled bladder balls, sliding down the excrement in the gullies, chasing cats and pigs, slipping, falling, laughing, happy with a world now less grey.


      With no sign of dog or cockfighting, today’s market was only for shopping. Not even a puppet show, or a juggler had ventured between the busy stalls. At a stall I bought eggs with the nesting straw still stuck to their little warm shells, spring laid and now less expensive than in winter, and an essential part of both my medicines and my supper. I bought dried herbs. I ordered and paid for root vegetables to be delivered the next day. I wished I had brought Feep with me to help with the carrying, but someone needed to watch the shop, and after all, I had come not for buying but for private business.


      But Symon was not at his usual place in the market where he did his deals and met clients. Now having trudged enough and waited enough, it would be close to dusk once I arrived home, so I decided to leave. The market still buzzed, but there was no one I knew. The women of the Lower City, like myself, all came here to shop. Ladies came too, not for shopping but to watch the great muscled working men with their rolled-up shirt sleeves and chests bursting from their smocks, to catch a wicked glimpse of a cockfight and secretly place a bet on the outcome, well, many ladies came and never told their husbands, who also came, and never told their wives.


      Then I saw someone I recognised, the woman Betsy or whatever her name was now. “Symon?” I asked, not needing to explain further.


      I was surprised when she shook her head in a friendly but conspiratorial hush, her finger to her lips, and hustled me into a dark corner behind an empty stall. “Poor bugger,” she said in a whisper. “Got dragged off to the great Doom. Locked up fer cheat and theft. Accused by some bugger wot lied through his arse, he did.”


      I was horrified. “He’s a gang leader. Doesn’t that keep him safe?”


      “Yes, I reckon so,” the latest Betsy assured me. “But this were one o’ them mighty lords wot says he stealed. Fellow who reckons he’s king an’all. Kally somint. And Symon, well, he’s mighty angry. Reckon he’ll bribe a guard soon and be back wiv us. But tis bin three days already.”


      I stared, thanked her, turned in a rush and nearly tripped over my toes, and hurried home. Feep was dozing next to my cauldron, and the fire beneath had gone out. A nasty chill lay like death around my feet. made me shiver. It felt like an omen. I woke Feep and told him what had happened with Symon.


      “He ain’t,” Feep spluttered after I’d twice repeated the news. “That don’t happen to a bloke as leads every rotten gang in downtown.”


      “Betsy told me. She’d know, wouldn’t she?” I assured Feep that my dismal news was correct.


      He dragged his new fur-lined cloak from the peg, and passed me mine, just as grand and just as warm. “Can we visit, then?” I demanded, already half out the door, the key in my hand ready to lock it behind me.


      “Maybe,” he muttered, “but we gotta go there and talk to them there guards and ask when we can go see him.”
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      Another island, another shadowed monstrosity, another gloom leaking into my heart and head while my stomach churned. And I stood there, facing the most terrible sight on the Corn.


      The doors were shut, huge as iron cages, but the guards could be seen within, dressed in black livery and well-armed with an unsheathed sword and knife at every belt. I stood at the barred doors and tried not to shake or stutter. “I know a man recently arrested and brought here,” I addressed the guard who was staring at me. “He is here, I’ve been told. I know him innocent, but I doubt that’s your concern at present. I wish to visit this man to discuss his future. May I enter?”


      But with a snort of debris, the guard plodded closer, shaking his head. “Your name, mistress, and his name,” he said, as if a chant he’d repeated a thousand times, “then you waits here whilst I gets an appointment. Reckon it won’t be today.”


      He was in the communal dungeon, a ghastly place I was quite sure, shared with criminals of every sort, some armed, their pigs and dogs, their whores and other women, almost no food, no privy even one to share, and little chance of release.


      The guard, taking his time without the least interest in whether he kept me waiting for hours, wandered back and lounged against the iron rails. “You got permission,” he told her, “but not fer a ten-day. You come back ten days from now, early in the morning, and bring food for the prisoner, and we’ll let you in for an hour. If you comes on the wrong day, you don’t get in. If you comes too late, you don’t get in. If you don’t bring nuffing useful wiv you, you don’t come in.” And he slammed the double wooden doors in my face.


      Waiting a ten-day seemed interminable. After all, I told myself, this isn’t my father. Indeed, I had originally wanted to speak to him about the pale man. I had no reason to involve myself in this dangerous situation. But then, of course, I had every reason. It was still all about the pale man. And also the friend who had changed my life with the most amazing gift. So I counted the days and knew when I should return. Then, disappointed, I turned to leave.


      A woman I didn’t know stood behind me. Waiting, I presumed, to enter the prison gates with an appointment already made, and she began to walk past me. But then she stopped, and looked, and smiled. I had no reason to stare at strangers, especially outside Eden’s harshest gaol. But for some reason I did. There was something about her face. I liked her eyes. They made sense to me in a way that made no sense.


      Her little smile was sweet, and I smiled back. We passed each other, I went away to the wherry landing, and she walked inside the huge iron gates, and that was that.


      It was the next day when I decided to walk down to the docks. Here goods from all over Eden, and some even from Shamm or the outer islands, were brought in by sea or land, then loaded onto the freight trains, or even shipped up the Cornucopia and unloaded at the docks within the city. Prices varied, although I had no idea what those were.  Beautiful things were on sale for lower prices, for this was no shop. It was where shops bought up their goods, and then sold them later for double the price. I had learned to do the same. Oils and perfumes, unusual spices and powdered crystals.


      I had rarely been so courageous as to shop here before since the cargo sellers would stand high on their boxes and yell their wares while the crowd stood ready to shout a price, and the bargaining would begin with a noise like a dog fight. But this time I needed a distraction, something I might call fun, laugh at or buy some half-price treasure. I had even risked that ultimate shame of a sunburned nose. But although the day started with a bright blue sky and promise of sunshine, up came a blistering east wind, so, pulling my hood over my head, I tucked my purse out of sight beneath my cape, and prepared to hurry off to barter and replenish my stocks direct from source. Feep stayed to mind the shop. I liked the city bustle and my solitary wanderings and was glad to walk alone.


      I joined in the clamour of buying, waving my arm in the air and shouting the price I’d pay, so acquiring some of the cheaper alum from the west I coast, cumin and oil of wormwood, vinegar and nutmeg, and a handful of precious cloves for grinding since Feep had misappropriated my previous store. Of course I was tempted by the sudden bright beauty of the painted pottery, the rare blue glass and ready dyed silks, luxuries I had rarely seen before; bales reeking of their own musky perfumes and woven fabrics staggering in their brilliance with colours which would have surely fascinated even Jak. Glass prettily tinted was for windows in the homes of the rich. But now I also gazed at glass fashioned into cups and platters and pots and even jewellery.


      It was while I was at the docks that another unknown woman approached me. Dodging the crates, I had turned to leave when someone grabbed my arm. Pulling her back from the danger of swinging ropes into the softer shadows of the warehouses behind, I heard half her whispered words and guessed the rest.


      “What is wrong with your husband? Are you sure it’s me you need for I’m no doctor, mistress, and not accustomed to visiting folk in their own homes. There are many proper doctors who will accept some service in kind if you cannot afford the fee.”


      “My Lord is dying,” she said, grabbing at my sleeve. “He said to bring you. Only you.”


      Surprised, I said, “I warn you I have no idea how to bleed a man, nor diagnose from the urine or by the moons and stars. But I will come if you tell me where.”


      She became shrill. “You must come with me now, or it may be too late.”


      I looked into the sad little face and said, “But I must return home to leave all these supplies I’ve bought, and more importantly to collect the medicines I need, once you described his ailment.”


      She lowered her voice to a whisper again, but this time, I heard her quite clearly. “Poison,” she said.


      It was a long walk back home and then to the small house in the Upper -City where she took me, but she spoke very little as we walked, and although I asked a hundred questions, she answered few of them.


      Having first visited the shop herself, she had been so insistent that Feep had finally told her where to find me. “She blubbed all over my apron,” sniffed Feep when I got back there myself. “Kept shoving them coins into my hands. Well, what could I do?”


      “She says,” I kept my voice low as the woman was waiting outside, wringing her hands and sniffing loudly, “her lord has been poisoned.”


      “Then best not go near,” glared Feep. “Don’t sound like safe folks to me.”


      “You think they might wrap me in a blanket and ship me to Shamm for the slave trade? Well if that occurs, Feep, take over the business and good luck to you.”


      “No jokes, missus – them things happens. I should know,” frowned Feep.


      Several hours of walking transformed the woman into a shivering bundle of fearful misery. Clinging to my side as if I might change my mind and desert her, she led me into the streets running back towards the Castle. The street led straight up from the Corn with its clamour of stalls, bargaining, rubbish heaps and bustling squeeze, but here at its first and widest part, the shoppers strutted instead of scurrying while the shopkeepers kept the runnels washed out and swept free each morning. Indeed, the west end of the street was positively clean. It was to a goldsmith’s business that she led me.


      The shop was large and double fronted, but the shutters were fully closed and inside there was light neither from sun nor lamp. As the woman unlocked the door and pulled me in, interested eyes from neighbours and passing traffic shifted, then averted, pretended disinterest, then quickly peered back. The woman locked the goldsmith’s door behind me, and all the colourful ostentation was quickly extinguished by shadow. A glint of metal glowed, barely discernible. At the back there were stairs. Stumbling in the sudden dark, I followed the woman up into the front chamber above. I had feared just one thing.


      But it was not Jak. For the second time in only a few months, it was Jak’s father. My father. He lay sweating and rolling on a wide canopied bed with his eyes wild and frothy yellow spittle across his chin. The woman who had brought me rushed to the bedside and grasped the old man’s hand. His fingers were hooked and stiff as if already in rigour. The dark room smelled with the familiar stench of acid urine and loose bowels and something else unpleasantly sour. I wanted to say, “When I nursed your son from an even more dreadful disease, you threw me from the house.” Instead, I stood straight, looking down at him and said, “Who did this to you?”


      His pupils were dilated; black tunnels into terror. He spluttered, finding it hard to speak as his mouth was thick with bubbles of brown saliva. “My wife and her damned lover. Come here.”


      I didn’t want to touch him. His breath stank. The sweat slipped around his layers of neck and into its folds like the grease basting a suckling pig on the kitchen spit. “How long?” I asked. The woman who had brought me now bent sobbing over the other side of the bed and seemed beyond answering further questions. “Days? Hours?” I insisted. “What have you eaten or drunk?”


      Godfrey, Lord Lydiard, threw off the woman’s clutching hands and reached for me. His fingers closed on mine like a blacksmith’s pliers. “Last night, in my wine,” he said. “I don’t know what the devil it’s made from, but it came in a small flask. Green it was, green liquid with an acrid stench.”


      It was another nightmare. Anything to do with this man turned into nightmare. I tried to reclaim my fingers, but he wouldn’t let me go. “But if you knew all that,” I said, confused, “why did you take it? How could your wife force you to drink something you knew could kill you?”


      “Because,” he said, shaking now, though I wasn’t sure if it was convulsion or anger, “I meant to kill the bitch myself. It was the poison I’d bought. She found it. Put it in my cup and added enough sweet grape swill to hide the taste and the smell. After I drank the wine, she told me. Told me and laughed and locked me in this chamber. It wasn’t until Jesha came this morning I could send her for you.”


      Now I was shaking myself. “Then why should I help you?” I demanded. “Have you made a habit of murdering every woman in your life? Poison is a vile death. Perhaps it’s one you deserve.”


      The woman began sobbing again, but Lord Lydiard smiled through foaming lips and kept tight to my hand. “Every woman? No. I never hurt your mother. And I’m your father, witch’s bastard. So you know all about poisons, don’t you? It was your mother I paid to kill my first wife, even though they’d known each other for six years. Is it one of yours that’s killing me now? I bought through another man and I don’t know where it came from. But I fancy it’s one of yours.”


      “I don’t sell poison,” I stuttered, pulling back from the bed. “I never have. But I’ll try and help. I’ve brought antidotes, but after all night and most of this morning, I warn you, I think it’s too late” I pointed to the snivelling woman across the bed. “Will that creature obey my orders? So light the candles, three at least. And get me hot water, cloths and a clean cup.”


      I knew. I thought I knew. I recognised my mother’s brew. This was her mixture of crushed dwayberry speckled with grated Monkshood root and stirred into undiluted Laurel water. A soft green liquid like dew from the forest, it smelled sour but dissolved tastelessly in wine. Once drunk, it started immediately on its track through the body, destroying as it travelled. My mother had called it butterfly and coded it ‘F,’ for death was sluggish but inevitable, and only a master would know the antidote. I was a master, but it was too late. All night the body had been ravaged by a potion meant to leave its victim conscious until the final moment, to know he was dying, and how, and why.


      Yet if this had come from my mother’s store, I knew no way of it having been sold, nor by whom. Not from my shop. And if all the way from Lydiard, and bought originally years before, I did not understand how or why it had been unused and kept safe for so long, even to be carried, eventually, to the city. I could think only one thing – that Feep had sold it without knowing what it was.


      “Jesha,” I told the woman who had brought the things I’d ordered, “now you must beat the whites of two eggs after removing the yolks. Then add one finger pinch of the powder I’ll give you. Beat the mixture until your arm aches. Then give the bowl to your lord to drink.” It was past the stage for a purge, but at least he could vomit some of the filth away. I had brought two purges with me, of rue vinegar, hairyhound and rhubarb in different strengths, and a tincture of ground willow bark for the pain. Throughout the long afternoon I administered these, repeating the doses endlessly, but it was clear the poison continued to do its work and I could not save the wretched man’s life.


      At first, I didn’t care. He disgusted me. But then, in that fearful enclosed heat with the misery of the little woman Jesha at my side and the agony of the man who called himself my father, I finally hoped I might cure him. He rolled, perspiring and moaning, his great belly heaving beneath the bedcovers, throwing them off, then tugging them back in a fit of shivering. He remained conscious until finally, night drew in when he lapsed into occasional delirium and such violent sweating that I thought he would melt. But he was an ox and a brute, and his body withstood all the pain. While he vomited endlessly, Jesha held his brow and the bowl and soothed him. “It will be all right now, my love,” she whispered to him. “The girl is here. She knows what to do.”


      I no longer knew what to do. When it had been an hour since his last attack of dry retching and spitting nothing more than a thin green slime, I gave him a spoonful of diluted digitalis from the foxglove leaf, and within a few minutes his heartbeat steadied and he sank back against the bolster and closed his eyes. Poison of course, but as my mother had always told me, a tiny dose of poison at the right moment can bring back life. So it was now. The rigid tightening of his hands and jaw loosened, and he sighed deeply. The sweating subsided.


      I examined the rash spreading across his barrel chest, flat scarlet, burning hot to the touch. It was the final stage of the dwayberry poison, and I did not think I could contradict it. I gave another drink of the expensive white powder; my best ground poppy. Not enough to cause vomiting this time but enough to bring some relief, a small antidote to the syrup of the evil purple berries he had drunk. Then, drugged and exhausted, finally he slept. I pulled up a big-armed chair to the bedside and curled there, watching the deep rise of his breathing, the rattle of exhalation and the mutter of inconstant delirium. The shadows flared across the rugs and tapestries and the heavy hangings of the bed. It was a large luxurious chamber, worthy of the goldsmith’s business below. The ceiling beams threw down their own huge black stripes over the shuddering flicker of the candle flames. Then the room seemed monstrous. I remembered other rooms, other times, other fears. Amongst my thoughts was the surprise that my mother had ever wanted this man and had bedded him. Had she simply wanted a lord in her arms? But she had never seemed that way to me and had been impressed by nothing.


      “You’re his lover,” I said to the woman.


      Jesha stared back. Her eyes were reddened, her concave cheeks still wet. She nodded. “For years,” she whispered, as if frightened to wake him. “Forever.”


      “Then I have to tell you,” I whispered too, “I am quite sure he will die.”


      She started to cry again. “But everything you’ve done? And he said you would be able to heal him. He said you were the best doctor he’s ever known.”


      “Then he hasn’t known many,” I said, curt. “But I do know about poisons. So does he.”


      She gave me the answer I was hoping for. “I know,” she murmured. “I was with my dearest lord when his first wife died. I have been with him since I was little more than a child. He took me from the fields to the pantries and then into his bed. I have been with him ever since. I know all his life.”


      “Then you know he deserves this,” I said, staring straight into her wavering watery eyes.


      “Never,” she answered, clutching at his hand which now lay relaxed and motionless on the quilt. “How can you say that of your own father? You were born out of wedlock, as I was, but he sired you. You owe him your life.”


      “He murdered his first wife,” I said. I didn’t want to talk to this woman about Jak and said nothing of the child left motherless back then. “Now he planned to murder his second. He poisoned the first to marry the second. Why did he want to murder again? To marry you?”


      Jesha blinked back her tears. “His first wife deserved to die. Lady Sara was arrogant and cruel. This woman is worse. But he would never marry me, although he’s loved me for years. As a child, I worked in his fields. I milked his cows. I picked his barley. I helped in his haymaking.” She was proud now, leaning back, sighing as she related her life to me. I let her talk as it clearly brought her comfort. She began to smile, that silly lost simper of an aged woman recounting the love of her youth. “I’d always loved him as my lord and master,” she went on softly. “Then it was the double moon day. I’d spent the morning since dawn collecting eggs. Strange to remember what I thought then, fingers sore, back sore, just working on into the heat of midday as I always did. Never knowing how my life was about to change, and how nothing would ever be the same again. At twilight, there was dancing around the maypole with all the village children and our beautiful lord came down to offer ale and raisins.” She was misty-eyed and I smiled to myself. How she looked was probably how I looked when I thought about Jak. “He was such a handsome man,” Jesha continued. “Perhaps you only knew him later. He’s grown a little stocky perhaps. That’s the risk of good living. But he’s still fine and strong.”


      I looked at the face lying back on the pillows before me. The heavy lids ended in a short frosting of fair lashes now closed over the swathes of puffy fat. A face of spreading layers tumbling into loose jowls, multiple chins each with a scratch of greying stubble. Every line and fold spelt degenerate living and irascible temper. Now approaching death brought a purpling beneath the eyes, a sinking of the rounded cheeks, a pinch to the flared nostrils. But it was a face of excess. “You must love your lord indeed, to call that handsome,” I said without spite.


      Jesha bent over the bed and kissed his forehead, smoothing back the wisps of sweat mired hair. I realised then, as I had never bothered to consider before, that the man had my colouring. Light brown hair with a curl around the face. Eyes, though closed now, cold hazel; brown behind gold. Wolf’s eyes.


      “A mature man is entitled to gain a little flesh,” insisted Jesha, as if it mattered to prove to me this man’s worth. “But you call him my lord, though he is also your lord and your father,” her voice back to a whisper. “Won’t you acknowledge him as your sire?”


      “No,” I said. “I’ve never needed a father, and I don’t want one now. Certainly not this one.” So she’d been a Lydiard child as I had, this silly, fluttering, wretched Jesha. And when she was a child indeed and still a long way from her womanhood, her pompous lord had seduced her, taken her into his house to work in the bakehouses and laundries. He had kept her with him through two marriages, the birth of his legitimate son and heir, an affair with the local wise woman and the birth of a bastard daughter. Finally, she had followed him in his transference to the Royal Court. But I had never known her and doubted if I had ever even seen her. I wondered if Jak knew who she was.


      Indeed, she told me, this was Jesha’s house, and not his, that we sat in now. Lord Lydiard had finally arranged a marriage of convenience for her, to a goldsmith in exchange for money, patronage and favours. Jesha had become respectable and comfortably affluent, while with her husband’s compliance, she remained my father’s lover.
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      More interesting perhaps to wonder why Lady Lydiard had planned to murder her husband. Probably because she discovered his intentions towards her.  Certainly not because of his mistress. That had already been as accepted as all normal court practises. Adultery, abhorred by a church that preached ghastly after-death punishment, was in practice considered just as essential for general comfort as a mug of ale for breakfast. I’d been told that and although this was Jesha’s house, being her legitimate husband’s home and business, Lord Lydiard clearly often slept here with his mistress, or even in the master chamber without her. It hardly surprised me. But it surprised me that Lady Lydiard also came here, had been here the evening before, administering wine and meat as if the place and the right were her own. My father’s habits, I decided, were as unattractive as I had always imagined them.


      But this time I did not sleep on a pallet at the foot of the bed, nor stayed curled in the big chair. It was deep into the night when Jesha showed me to a secondary bedchamber, tucked away at the back of the third floor where the walls, protruding out into the street above the lower structures of the building, creaked all night in the wind like a barge caught in the river currents. It was a lullaby I welcomed. Before the first light of morning, she brought me ale and bread and begged me to come quickly. The dawn was still barely flushing the sky through the unshuttered window.


      “I have dismissed the servants for the day,” Jesha whispered. “I will do anything you need myself, and privacy is best. My husband understands. He has gone to stay with his mother. I think my lord is a little better, but he is in great pain.”


      But it was exhaustion that gave the appearance of peace. And he was never going to recover. “I can give him a little more poppy drink,” I said, “but I have no other antidotes, for there are none. If I give more foxglove juice, it will kill him.”


      The rash had not subsided. It was spreading across his chest and up into the merged layers of his neck and chin. Where his mouth had been wet with a froth of saliva, now his lips oozed blood and formed protuberant scabs like calluses. His voice was dry rasping, an effort of speech, but he was clear-sighted and awake. “I cannot swallow,” he stuttered. “But the thirst is terrible. I must drink.”


      Jesha held a bowl of milk for him. He had already refused the morning beer. “Milk will further coat the tongue. Boiled water would be better,” I said. “At what hour does the delivery come?”


      “The water-carrier has already been,” she said. “I’ve mixed water with the sheep’s milk and warmed it. That’s what my mother always gave me when I was young.”


      Lord Lydiard was drinking greedily with a burning thirst, but it gushed from his mouth, and he choked and spluttered as he tried to swallow. “Drink slowly,” I ordered, “and only water.” I saw that his hands, podgy fat fingers and yellowing nails, were already paralysed into claws and he could not hold his own cup. His lower eyelids were bruised, almost black. “And open the shutters,” I ordered. “We need light. This is not a pestilence where sunlight will be agony. This endless darkness is like a funeral.”


      Undiplomatic words, and Jesha started to cry again. “Damned women,” spat Lord Lydiard, finding lubrication enough for his irritation. “I’ve been surrounded by them all my life. A plague of them. My mother loved animals more than me. I doubt she loved me at all. She was a bitch and her mother before her. Wives and lovers. Even a witch of a daughter.”


      I laughed and said, “Be thankful for it. Considering you took long enough to acknowledge me.”


      “That was your mother’s idea, not mine,” said Lord Lydiard, looking up at me suddenly, the glint of malice clear amongst the bruises. “She used me. She wanted a child. I loved her. She never loved me.”


      I said, “You don’t understand love. What you felt was lust. I’m glad she wanted a child and not a husband.” I was cooking the poppy syrup over the low fire in the hearth. The thin rising smoke was straight as an arrow, up to the rafters.


      “I love my son,” sighed Lord Lydiard. “Though I doubt he loves me either. But at least I know there’s a good man to carry on the title.”


      I only realised it then. Jak, wherever he was, and without knowing, was about to become High-Eden Lord Lydiard. I paused, looked the dying man in the eyes unblinking, and said, “Where is he?”


      But he looked away. “I’m dying with a yoke of sin around my shoulders. Avarice and lust, anger and envy. Murder. Oh, don’t purse your lips and look prim. I don’t regret any of it, and murder least of all. But I won’t die leaving you to run off and corrupt my son. I know women. I know how they lead men astray. You’d lie with him and never tell him he’s your own brother. I won’t risk that. He’s a good boy. Leave him alone.”


      I nearly slapped the old fool. Instead, “I didn’t sell this poison to you or your wife,” I said calmly. “It’s you who die burdened with vice and guilt, not me. I love Jak. I wouldn’t do anything to hurt him.”


      “I bought from another,” sighed Lord Lydiard. His voice was cracked and rasping, one moment dry and gruff, then spluttering brown dribble which he could not swallow. I reached across reluctantly and washed the sweat from his face and the spittle from his chin. “But there are many dealers in the city,” he said suddenly, staring back at me. “Valeria’s lover knows how to bring death. The man is filth, pale as curdled milk and virulent as the dysentery. He bleaches away life with his fucking evil. I once met another creature like that, the colour of maggots, and the brain of a maggot too. I knew him as a child and chased him from my lands. Now he’s back to haunt me. He and Valeria will try and steal from me when I’m gone, but I’m no fool. Matters are already arranged, and only Jak will inherit.” Lord Lydiard paused, almost choking.


      I whispered, suddenly interested, “Are they related? What are their names?”


      Closing his eyes in pain, my father now managed to croak the names, but not much more. Kallivan – sir – Valeria’s lover. Wants to be – king. What – a joke. The other? So long ago. A brat. Stealing. Hunting licene. Thribb I think. Not from Lydiard.”


      “If this is the end indeed,” whispered Jesha from her own far shadows, “then I must call the priest. You cannot die with this weight of unshriven sin, my love.”


      Lord Lydiard looked across at her, then back at me. “It’s true then? You can’t save me?”


      “I believe you’re dying,” I said into the echo of the pause. “I came too late to turn back the inevitable. But it will be a slow death. There’s time yet for absolution.”


      All morning he lay there with Jesha clutching at his hands, while the poison ate its path within the lolling body and the pain grew worse. He still spoke sometimes, but it became increasingly hard to understand. His tongue swelled, his throat pulsed virulent scarlet lumps, and the drink he craved he could take only in tiny sips. His eyes shrank, the whites shrivelling into sepia, crimson rimmed, all gaping black pupil in a frame of petrified blood and puss. The rash across his chest moved up over the lower part of his face, further attacking mouth and nostrils until he could not close his lips, which split and bled and splayed back from his gums so his mouth was all blood and salt, further ravaging his thirst. I gave cups of willow bark, then of the strongest poppy. Jesha held the cup to his lips, but he could sip only sometimes.


      Then, as he stared at me in horror, the whole mass of him began to solidify. He was paralysed.


      “Now, truly, you are dying,” I said. “You must decide when to send for your priest. When he comes, I will leave.” There was nothing more I could do. My mother’s poisons did not easily surrender their intended victims.


      My father could no longer speak, and the distortions of mouth and face and eyes were all stone in an agony of realisation. I pitied Jesha. Her sobbing was a distraction, all helpless misery that made her useless to me as a servant. So I did it all myself, and washed the bloody froth from the man’s face, pressed his staring, terrified eyes closed, and dripped water against his bursting tongue. He still breathed, still conscious, though it was a great effort and a throbbing, desperate heartbeat.


      “Listen carefully,” I said. “I can give more opium poppy now. It will kill you. But you are dying anyway. The opium will kill quickly and free you from pain. The poppy brings sleep, and then death during sleep. Squeeze my hand if you want release.”


      He squeezed. He had the strength still to do that, and he squeezed until I thought he would crush my fingers. “Get your priest,” I told Jesha, shaking her. “Hurry. “I’ll give the opium when I hear you returning, but then I have to leave. For God’s sake, don’t tell the priest about me. I’d lose my business and perhaps my life too. Now hurry.”


      I had mixed mandrake root with the opium and held a little now, spread on a rag, beneath Lord Lydiard’s nose. It calmed him and lessened his suffering. When Jesha had gone, running down the stairs as if the hounds of hell were after her, grappling with her headdress as she tumbled out of the door, I sat there, holding the cloth and talking my father out of this world and into the next.


      His eyes, closed now, could no longer open but I knew he heard me. “Your priest will shrive you,” I said, clear and direct to his ear, “but I will give you a last gift, since you are my father and gave me life, even though it is a life I do not always want.” The afternoon sunshine now lit the room and the bed and the body on it like a pool of golden ripples, brighter than any goldsmiths. “There will be no pain,” I promised, “and no more fear. The poppy death brings peace.” He twitched a little, as if desperate to speak. But he was no longer able even to squeeze my hand. He was twisted into immovable, conscious stone. All I could hear in the shifting sunbeams and the little flurries of rising dust was the erratic pounding of his heart and the guttural wheezing of his breath. I continued. “My mother told me this many times. You loved her once, so you should believe what she believed. She said dying was the most beautiful adventure of all.”


      When I heard the grating of Jesha’s key in the lock downstairs, then I took up the opium drink I had mixed and slid the liquid on to his lips and tongue. I watched the petrified muscles relax a little and the flushed skin fade. I told him, “Very soon you will begin to fly. Let the breezes take you.”


      I stood at once, pulling on my cloak and bringing it over my hair to partially hide my face. I went back briefly to the bed and leaned over. I removed the opium rag and put it back into my pack with the other medicines I had brought.


      I hurried down the stairs, passing Jesha and the priest on their way up. I must have looked like a servant and the priest did not notice me. I let myself out and stood taking a deep, deep breath of crisp, bright air. Leaning back against the wall, eyes closed, I decided that nursing the sick was not something I would ever willingly do again.


      When I opened my eyes once more and blinked, I had completely changed my mind about where I was heading. Home would seem too drab. I had watched a man die in a vile manner, but I had not loved him for even one moment. Yet Jak would miss him, and never understand what or how it had happened. It was Symon I needed. Lord Lydiard had spoken of a man, his wife’s lover, who he had described as pale and bleached as milk. A man who brought death. I thought I knew who that was. But there was another man, the one who had somehow sold my mother’s poison to my father.


      All the grand shops were open, busy and noisy. The customers were a sweep of silks and velvets, brocades with fur trimmings. The women wore gilt netting and pearl pins to cover their hair, and the men’s hats were all brushed felt, feathers and damask. There was more wealth on each well-combed head than I would see in a month of selling herbal potions.


      Walking from Upper to Lower City along just one long road was interesting – even humorous. The differences became so immediately obvious. And even more obvious was the shouting, clashing, and general noise that abruptly echoed from the banks of the Corn which ran parallel to this street.


      I turned, ready to leave. A street fight was something I certainly wished to avoid. But then a child tugged at my skirts from behind, and called out, “Mistress, is it you? Come on then, come on. You can’t leave now, mistress.”


      I didn’t recognise the boy, but I thought he must be from the molly house. So I asked, “Is it Symon? Is he out of prison?”


      He was already running back up the alley, but he shouted over his shoulder “It’s cos he ain’t here, mistress. Come quick.”


      I smelled blood, then realised it was on my sleeve, the blood of the man who had pushed into me. I picked up my skirts again and ran as fast as was possible towards the river and the Molly House.


      The little dark alleyway was paved in hard beaten earth, muddy from the rains and slimy from refuse, and the trampling of boots. There was no central gutter so what fell, stayed until washed and cleared. No city rayker was ever paid to clean here, but sometimes some dejected inhabitant would make an attempt to clear his entrance.


      We called a wherry to take us over, but demanded double the kamps, since the fight on the island could be heard streets away. Yelling, tussling, running, and four spread bleeding on the ground. Had I arrived before, I might have been hurt myself. The boys told me about it afterwards when I sat cosy beside the molly house fire drinking ale, a thing I certainly had never thought to do in my life.


      The latest Betsy, always Betsy whatever her real name, who ran the molly house, lay beside the doorway. She had been knifed through one eye, and the gushing mess of her face made me heave. I had never seen anyone so monstrously hurt, and although I knew she must be dead, I had to be certain. I knelt briefly, and then quickly moved away. I still had the medicines I’d taken to Lord Lydiard’s bedside, but all for treating a man dying of poison, and of little use to me now except for relieving pain. Two boys were injured, and I gave them the willow bark tonic.


      Then the boy who had called me to him, crept from the shadows outside. “We needs Symon back,” he told me, leaning his head on my shoulder as I bandaged his arm. “Wivvout him, we gets all the drunks and them nasty buggers wot wants to fight as well as fuck. We gotta get Symon back. Now we ain’t even got Betsy.”


      Another boy peered out, his head pushing beneath the other’s arm. “And clear up that dead female,” he muttered, “lest the sheriff or some other silly bugger comes. It’s enuff trouble we got ain’t it, wivout having no more. We needs a cart to carry ‘er down and bung ‘er in the river.”


      The first boy said, “Not our Betsy. She be ours and we ortta bury her or make a pyre.”


      “Wot wiv?” objected the second. “No coin, no grave hole. That priest don’t do nuffing fer free. A fire brings trouble an’all. And I ain’t paying my lickle bit o’silver fer that mean old crone wot made my life a buggering misery.”


      “Into the river,” shouted someone from inside the doorway.


      And it was done. Rolling just ten steps, the boys saw the body splash into the high tide, brushed off their hands, and hurried back indoors.


      “Squimber,” said one of the older boys, who introduced himself as Pod. “Squimber was the boss of the Lower City way back. Symon took over, but Squimber never died. But the old bastard musta heard as how Symon be in the Nick now, so he come around to do mischief without no one to stop him.”


      “Just revenge?” I asked.


      “Ain’t no such fing as just revenge,” complained the boy who had brought me here this time. “Revenge be everyfing, ain’t it.”


      “Lest Symon comes back soon,” Pod said with a stamp of one foot, “we ain’t gonna have a Molly House no more. Reckon Squimber will burn it, being too old to take over proper. Burn it and burn us too.”


      Frankly burning such a vile place didn’t seem a bad idea to me, but certainly not with the boys inside. ‘But it’s several more days before my appointment to see Symon,” I explained.


      “Nah,” Pod said, shaking his head at my ignorance. “You reads and writes, sure enough. So you get pen and paper and you writes out your own appointment. Just put the prison name at the top in big black letters. Then guards don’t know nuffing. They see the prison name, and they reckon what you says must be true. Go early, take a basket, and tell ‘em ‘is today yer appointing.”


      Being one of the older boys, Pod worked less, but helped the others more. His speech was far more understandable, and I wondered if he’d come from a better family. In which case, why was he here? But I didn’t ask. I didn’t think he’d ever answer anyway.


      It was much later when I left, hailed a wherry and got myself back home at last. Now I would go the following morning to visit Symon, but I hardly expected to manage his release.


      Exhausted, back at home, I discovered Feep in a temper, not with me, which had never yet happened, but with Bryte, the silly young man who had tried to court me. I hadn’t seen him for some time and had virtually forgotten him. It was the pale man I worried about, my father’s miserable death, and Symon’s arrest. Why remember an idiot I didn’t even find attractive?


      “He come here looking fer you,” Feep informed me, almost dancing with pent up emotion. “Told me orf, the cheeky bugger did, fer not askin’ him in. You’s out, I told him. Bin gone nigh three days. Bugger orf till she comes back.”


      “I suppose you could have invited him in,” I sighed, collapsing into the chair by the back fire, which had gone out. “He’s a respectable man. A ‘Finder” he calls himself.”


      Feep tossed his curls. “Don’t be a duffer, missus. It’s his job, ain’t it, to see quick who knows the difference ‘tween a fart and a farrow, and them simple folk wot don’t know a tumbler from a trollop. So your gent reckons you wouldn’t never know wot the word ‘Finder’ means. Tells you it’s all fer finding apples for them as likes apples, and ‘neeps fer them as wants ‘neeps. You believes it, ‘cos you don’t know no better. Wot sneaky Bryte don’t know hisself, is that you gotta boy wot knows a goose from a gander and an arse from an elbow and has met them Finders afore.”


      “Perhaps,” I decided, “there are honest Finders and dishonest Finders, just as there are honest traders and dishonest traders. Master Bryte, I’m convinced, is an honest man.”


      “Talk to the bugger if yer wants then, and call ‘im friend,” snorted Feep. “But best keep yer coin locked up, fer that there gent’s ‘bout as bleedin’ trustworthy as a Prison gaoler.”


      I accepted that my increasing business surely seemed attractive to a man on the watch for a wife and companion, and had I not been financially secure with the promise of more to come, I doubt he would have come anywhere near. No sensible man overlooks the opportunity of respectable ambition, nor the possibility of filling his purse with honest profit. But I didn’t suspect him of duplicity.


      “Pig piss,” said Feep, and turned away. He was rarely quite so vulgar, so I knew he was angry.


      “You’re only a child and can’t possibly know everything about the man,” I said, now equally cross. “You admire Symon and think the best of him. But perhaps he’s the boss of the molly house after all. They certainly don’t manage well without him. But it’s him I’m going to see tomorrow.”


      Early the next morning, I walked to Eden Gaol with a basket over my wrist, and my almost empty purse clutched very tight. The forged paper of official appointment was folded in the same firm clasp. I knew exactly when I was coming closer for I could smell it.


      The prison loomed mostly within the stench of the shadows. Bryte had told me during one of his civic-minded lectures how it had been extended some years back, intending to give a fresher air and greater space to the impossible squash of semi-humanity living there in the interminable darkness. But Symon had told me more, for once he’d said that the compassionate extensions had only given space for more inmates to pile in, breathing each other’s sweat and excrement, while the deaths from starvation and suffocation now outnumbered those from typhus. And now Symon was there himself.


      I showed my forged permission. A disheartened gaoler unlocked the first gate and searched my basket for what might be considered improper or illegal. Knives, I supposed, or anything that might be used as a cudgel. He found only wrapped wedges of spiced veal, half a cold pigeon pie and a flask of ale. He nodded, and I was passed on to the second gate. The corridors divided, leading to smaller cells for inmates of more respectable standing, those who could pay for special treatment, and others whose crimes were minor. Then there was a stone passage leading down, with condensation weeping from the walls in streams like the ribbons of a maypole. At the black end was another iron gate. The second gaoler had come down with me, leading the way with a small lantern. He unlocked the last gate with a grinding of rust and stood at the top of the steps, pointing downwards. “Far across there, mistress,” he said. “Against the north wall, and his dog with him. Once you get close, call the name. They all know Symon and will make way for you.”


      The guard left, and the pitch-black closed in again. I stood teetering, looking into an abyss of nothingness. Then my eyes adapted. Once I could see a little, it appeared worse than when I could not.


      It was a dungeon, though not far below ground level. Inset into the walls and at the height of two men, were narrow open windows, slits in the massive filthy stone. There was light, after all, and air, of sorts. A haze of slovenly grey entered through the windows and slunk desultorily into the pit below. Faces emerged from the gloom, grasping hands stretched out to me. Then as I stared, the lumps became people. Their skins were calloused and raised in bites, boils and welts. The noise, an undercurrent like the moaning of an underground stream, bubbled continuously beneath the surface. Then there was the incessant coughing. Suddenly shouting – but the angry sound shrank back as if ashamed. The murmuring misery closed over the space. Some were sobbing in pain, all prisoners in dark and hopeless degradation and dejection.


      I thought myself accustomed to misery. But this was new. I stood for some moments, trying to regain courage. Then I stumbled down the last steps and stood shaking at the edge of the marsh of bodies.


      A hand grabbed my ankle. I looked down, frightened, but saw only humped shoulders and a toothless gape. I shook the fingers off, bent down and said loudly, “Symon. I’m here to see Symon. Where is he?”


      The man flinched and immediately let me go. My ankle felt damp and dirty where he’d clasped. He hoisted himself up, yelling, “She’s ‘ere fer Symon, Let the girl through.” I pushed my way in the direction the man had pointed.


      Above the seething anger and interminable groaning, fingers were pointed, and bodies moved aside. Few of the inmates seemed fully dressed. Their clothes were ragged and torn. Children scrambled naked.


      As I scrambled towards the far wall, I saw continuous listless fighting, the apathetic brutality of boredom, the endless squabble for food and the vicious tyranny of the struggle for position within some self-imposed hierarchy. Bullying for power amongst the powerless. It seemed some lay sick, dying uncared and unwatched, pus-eyed on straw moving with lice. Men shared space with a variety of their animals. A small pig wheezed in a fat man’s embrace. Love – or bacon. There were dogs and hens, a goat was bleating in pain from some abuse, a burrowing of rats ever busy, a pigeon dead of a broken neck, its eyes already infested with cockroaches.


      There was a central gully running through the entire width as far as was possible to see, and here men pissed, shit and vomited, rats and beetles swam, and other filth floated. When I came to this, I looked down, then along its stinking length. Two men were pissing, their shirts tucked up. I looked away, although they seemed unconcerned. It was an effort to keep a hundred hands from my basket and my feet from falling, but when I called for Symon, they let me pass, even as my voice disappeared into the hoard.


      Then I heard him. “By some almighty god’s almighty shithole,” vibrated a deep voice from the far shadows. “What the fuck is you doing here, mistress?” The shadows assimilated and a face leaned from them, all broken nose and widening grin. “Begging pardon that is, for the fucking language. I tends to forget me manners in here, y’ see. I picks up pissing bad habits.”


      I struggled forwards. Feet, legs and bodies instantly moved for me. Suddenly, instead of trying to steal my basket, hands helped me forwards. “Hello Symon,” I said with enormous relief.
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      “Not that it ain’t a proper grand pleasure to see you, mistress,” frowned Symon, patting a place on the disgusting straw beside him as if welcoming me to a couch of feathers and velvets, “but you shouldn’t never have come, leastways, not alone.”


      “There was no one to bring,” I told him sadly. “I couldn’t bring Feep, I thought they wouldn’t have let him in. And I have such a lot to tell you. I’ve brought some food, though not much I’m afraid. But if there is something special that you need, I promise to get it for you.”


      Symon was looking at me very hard. I supposed his eyes had become used to the permanent torpid lightlessness and could see better than I could. Then Symon said, “There be sommit wrong, mistress. You’s not been well, I reckon.”


      I felt like hugging him, but sat still, hunched and dismal, and looked down at the fleas jumping in the straw at my feet. I mumbled, “It’s very kind of you to be concerned for me, considering what you must have been through yourself. But it’s true things have – not been so good lately.” I handed him the basket, thrusting it onto his lap and kept my eyes down. I couldn’t say any more for a moment, and I knew the tears were brimming at the back of my eyes.


      Then Symon did the least likely thing in the world. He put both his great big arms right around me and pulled me tight to the breadth of his chest. “There, there, little one,” he said. “Tell all about it, and Symon will put it right.” And I burst into tears.


      He patted my back, which felt like blacksmith’s hammers, and held me until my sobs faded into sniffs and I managed to reach in my purse for a kerchief. “I really didn’t mean to do that,” I said in a very small voice


      “I reckons you’s free to do wotever you likes, mistress,” smiled Symon, finally releasing me. I must have wobbled slightly but I sat up and blew my nose. “Tis a bugger of a place, and has a right nasty effect on some folks,” he continued cheerfully. “P’raps not the brightest o’ spots, I reckon, and I doubt you was expectin anyfing quite like it. The wrong end of the cesspit, as it were.”


      “I brought food and ale,” I explained. “They told me to. I suppose they don’t feed you much?”


      “Oh, I does all right,” Symon assured me. “Some doesn’t. There be a carrier brings water. And beer for them as has some coin. Same wiv the fodder. Them as can’t buy, gets black bread throwed in. One bun per soul, but o’course most gets stole by the biggest bugger in the heap. Tis me – the biggest bugger – but I doesn’t steal, and I don’t eat no black bread neither. I buys me own supplies.”


      There was a snuffle at Symon’s heels. A warm wet tongue found one of my fingers and gave it a sympathetic suck. “I suppose you can afford enough for Toby too,” I said. “I’m glad you have him safe.”


      “My Toby eats as I eats, nor wouldn’t ‘ave come without him,” he said, as if he had entered on a voluntary basis. “But he’s not hisself in here, poor little bastard. This air’s proper rancid. Toby has the wheezes. But thanks very much for the grub. Looks good, it does, and if you shares it wiv me, I reckons it be dinner time right now.”


      He didn’t look starved and it wasn’t food his breath smelled of. “I think you’re slightly drunk,” I smiled, remembering the hug.


      “’Course I is,” said Symon. “Be fucking stupid if I weren’t.” He hiccupped and paused for thought. “Beggin’ pardon, that is,” he added. “Fer bad lang’ige.  But tis wot I calls a permanency in here, for them as can manage it. Ale, that is, not the lang’ige.” He took the flask of ale from the basket and offered it first to me. I shook my head. I needed my wits clear.


      The hum of continuous misery, hopeless argument and hunger was a low hanging curtain, a dark cloud perhaps, all around me. I knew that anyone weak, sick, or old could never last long in such a place. And as my ears became attuned to the buzz of melancholy speech, so I heard that indeed every lost soul spoke almost to themselves, cursing and swearing, as if these were the only words they knew. Certainly, a vocabulary would quickly diminish in such a place of overcrowded lassitude and relentless nothing.


      “It must be – horrible,” I mumbled, already running out of words myself.


      “Not proper like I reckons you thinks,” Symon told me. “There always be sommint to get ready fer, like who’s gonna fight fer the bread next time, and which bugger’s gonna be top dog fer tomorrow. Some silly bastard’s gonna slip into the gulley, and we all laughs, then there’s gonna be anovver fight. Tis them little things as keeps you alive, mistress. Ain’t naught else. But waiting. Waiting ain’t a healthy pastime.”


      No, it wouldn’t be. I’d spent a lot of my own life just waiting. It was something I hated and avoided. Then I told him, without more than necessary detail, what had been happening in my world.


      I told him about the pale man, and I told him my story of the poison and my father’s death. I didn’t bother talking about Bryte as he seemed an irrelevance, but I described in detail the problem with Squimber. After I had told him the story of my troubles, I felt better, just a little, as if sharing the news lightened the weight of it. “I know you can’t help me,” I mumbled, still keeping my eyes, teary and blurred, on my lap. “Not now, Not from in here. But if you have any advice – I’d be grateful. I owe you help with the Molly House now poor Betsy’s gone, but I can’t fight some gang leader, and nor can the boys. And I’m still frightened of the pale man.”


      The story seemed to have sobered him. He said, “I got money, lass.” His voice sounded strangely gruff, and I hoped he wasn’t annoyed. “Get more I will too, for anyfing you needs.”


      I was touched, but said, “Money,” I confessed, “isn’t my problem. It’s safety for Feep and me, and for the other boys too. And I suppose I came because I haven’t got any other friends and I had to talk to someone.” Now I was trying very hard not to cry again, so I clasped my hands tight and went on, “Though it seems your problems are worse than mine, and I’m sorry to have troubled you.”


      Then I looked up. A huge glistening tear was sliding down Symon’s face, leaving a track through the dirt like the snail’s shining passage, finally ending in the thick stubble across his upper lip. Another, matching, slipped down the other side of his face. His eyes were filled with tears. He sniffed loudly, wiped his nose on the back of his hand, which smeared more snail-silver across his face, and looked earnestly at me. “You, sorry, mistress? T’ain’t fer you to be sorry.” Then he broke down completely and began to weep. I reached out and patted his huge hand. I didn’t know what else to do. It was a strangely dignified weep, and he made no attempt to disguise it. After a few moments, he said, “Poor little boys. They ain’t got no life worth livin, I reckons. I helps a bit, but not wot I ortta, cos I’s so stooped to get meself in the clink. As fer you, mistress, you’s a proper little angel, and it ain’t good fer you to watch yer Pa a’dying. As fer bein’ scared o’ that white-haired bugger, tis my fault. Kallivan, the bastard’s called, and he come to me fer stabbing two fellows he wanted dead. I says yes, and sent two o’ my cheaper men, but luckily they done no stabbing nor killing, being stooped. This pale fellow, he comes back to me to complain, but I says bugger orff. You see, lass, t’was your Jak he wanted done in, and the father too. Now I knows tis not your Jak you wants done, so I tells Kallivan no way. That be why I’s in here, cos he made up some sneaky story and gets me arrested. The bugger, lies and schemes, and now I ain’t at home to look after them poor little brats nor Betsy herself.”


      That was just too much and I also burst into tears. We both sat there, staring into the gloom, both sobbing but trying to comfort each other. Finally I managed to say, “I’m so sorry to add to your cares, Master Symon.”


      He shook all those tangled black curls, the bald top of his head like one of the Corn islands in a storm when the river turned rough.  “Tis my fault, mistress, that it is.”


      “You think the pale man wanted to kill Jak. But why?”


      But Symon shook his head again. “I doesn’t ask the why, mistress. I asks the wot. Them whys ain’t fer me to know. Now ‘tis me that bugger’s after – not you, mistress. But you’s my friends – you and little Feep. Tis a responsibility, that it is, to watch out fer friends. And them little lads wot lives downstairs o’ my place. Tis my guilt, failing to protect, an’ I shall do sommit about it when I’s out. I gotta get meself outta here bloody quick mistress, and don’t worrit ‘bout nuffing.”


      “But, Master Symon,” I pointed out, blowing my nose again, “However will you manage to get out? How long do they want to keep you here?”


      “They ain’t said,” he admitted. “Reckon they’ll wait a couple o’years afore some stooped trial.”


      He had stopped crying, but now I started all over again. “Oh – Symon,” I wailed. “Not two years. That sounds like forever.” I knew he was a little drunk, but now I felt as though it was me under the influence of alcohol. I hated this dungeon so very much, and my pity extended to all the other people trapped here and guessed a good half might be innocent. Once I started crying, I couldn’t stop.


      “Proper brave, that you is, mistress.” He sat looking at me intently. “Now Symon will make it all better, that he will.” It was about now that I discovered he was holding my hand. His own was so much larger and very rough, that my fingers were growing numb. “You come ‘cos you’s a right clever little soul and you knows your Symon can help, wevver he’s stuck in the Screamer’s Camp, or no, and you ain’t guessed wrong as it happens, ‘cos I can. I gonna make amends.”


      “I – I –,” I had run out of words but was wriggling my fingers to get the blood flowing again.


      “You takes my word for it. And don’t you go worriting ‘bout that there divine justice neither,” said Symon. “Folks does wot gets them by and most doesn’t have no choices. Some does, and some don’t, and getting punished wiv devils and hellfire for sommit as you has to do, well it don’t make no sense at all.”


      I sniffed. I’d never yet decided what to think about such things. I said, “I’ll speak to the judges. I’ll try and get you released.”


      “I ain’t claiming no innocence,” Symon assured me, lowering his voice. “Besides, when someone does wot someone has surely bin paid to do, I shall be out, quick as spit.”


      “You’ve already bribed your way out?”  I smiled and it felt like the first smile for a ten-day.


      “Depends who’s askin’,” said Symon, grinning suddenly and tapping the side of his nose. “But while I’s waiting, some fings I reckons I can still do. You’ll get your coin, mistress, sure as there’s pricks in stewes.”


      I gulped, “Not coin, I really have enough,” I said. “But you say you’ve already paid your way out – yet they’re keeping you waiting. What if they don’t let you out at all?” I tried to smile again. “I’d hate to spend the next few years visiting this place.”


      Symon chuckled. “I ‘as to keep up me reputation, mistress,” he said. “You never survives in the Cheap once they gets to know you gives up pissing easy. Them as turns t’other cheek down here, well they gets a bloody big meat hook straight through it. Then yous dead meat yerself, sure as slugs lives in shit. Your friend Symon knows how to look after hisself, he does. Your pale man, as you calls him, well he’s big shit and has the power o’ the ‘sir.’ But me, I’s big shit too, in my own way. Out soon, I’ll be, and will find the bugger wot informed on me, that I will.” He paused, looking me over. Then he said, “But you mustn’t come here no more. Tis no proper place for decent females. I’ll arrange to have coin sent, mayhaps wiv Pimping Tom, a good bugger, he is, and I trusts ‘im. And don’t you go sniffling no more. Uncle Symon be your friend, mistress, and that be all you needs to remember.”


      “I will wait,” I said, almost faint with gratitude, “and I hope you come soon, and in the meantime, please keep well.” I had staggered up, ready to leave, when I thought of one more thing. “This is surely a silly question,” I continued, “but there’s a man who keeps coming around and telling me he wants to be my friend. It’s courting, of course, but I don’t want him. He’s nice, or at least I think he is, but I’m in love with Jak, as I’m sure you’ve guessed. Besides, Feep doesn’t like this man, and he must have a reason. And I’m just not going to go courting with a virtual stranger.”


      “I reckon Feep’s got his reasons,” Symon frowned. “Who is this bugger?”


      “His name’s Bryte,’ I answered. “No one special. Says he’s a ‘Finder’.”


      Symon reached out and grabbed my arm, which startled me, and I sat down next to him again in a hurry. “Bryte the Finder?” Symon said in half a growl. “You chuck the bastard in the Corn, lass. He ain’t a good fellow, no way. A Finder finds the best one wiv a knife when you wants someone dead. And he finds poison, weapons, and them that uses them. He’ll find a good thief to go steal wot you wants, and he’ll find a whore wot does them yucky backwards stuff or mucky things. So you don’t even say good morning to this fellow, mistress. You shuts yer door in his face.”


      I stared. “You’ve heard of him?”


      “Go-Betweens goffers I call ‘em, or Finders some says, with mighty wary prodding as to who trusts who. Fixers, Finders, Gofers – tis all the same – like the gent what you says comes a visiting to you. Most of them ain’t nice folk, but they’s part o’ my business. When I meets them, ‘tis after a fair time of setting up. I don’t ask no questions, ‘cept about the job. They don’t ask no questions neither. If they did, I’d tell them to get lost mighty quick. In my game, you can end up on the gallows quicker than spit. I don’t take no risks.”


      I asked, surprised, if he’d met him. “Surely,” Symon told me. “Just the once.  The bugger worked fer me once, but I sent him orff, cos he were a bastard. So don’t touch the pig-fucker, lass, pardon the language. You waits fer me. Anovver ten-day and I promise to be out on the streets agin, and protect you, Feep, and them lads downstairs. And if you likes, I shall protect yer Jak as well.”


      I had to kiss his cheek, even though it was very, very grubby and his breath smelled of dysentery.


      When I staggered home, Feep was waiting with the cup of wine that I most definitely needed. I told him all about everything as usual, and he sat at my feet, his cheek leaning against my leg. He was content. “I trusts Symon,” he said. “If he says it, then he does it. So it won’t be too long, and I reckon he’ll be here at the door wiv a mighty big grin and a big mug o’ ale.”


      “And you can send that man Bryte away if he comes again,” I said, smiling. “You were right about him all the time. Symon says he’s a bad man.”


      I couldn’t see Feep’s face, but I was quite sure he was wearing a smug smile.
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      “I’m making friends,” I told my bedchamber window and the trickles of silver drizzle sliding down the outside of the thin translucent bone., “But I’m making enemies too.” The sky outside was a misty haze of rain. But the drizzle was clearly inspired, and within minutes it had become sleet. I could hear the pitter-patter of falling drops on the Corn, soon turning to the pelting rush of continuous water on water. “If I’m not careful, the enemies will outnumber the friends. First there’s Feep, and close behind there’s Symon. There’s Clara and Clova, the two sisters who are my best and sweetest customers, and there’s Jesha, my father’s poor mistress. Is she a real friend? I’m not sure. But I’m sure of my enemies. There’s Bembitt. He’s an absolute bastard, pardon the language Symon dear. There’s Kallivan, the pale man. There’s Errin, the horrible doctor from the palace. And now I think there’s Bryte, who will probably be cross when I tell him no more.”


      I often spoke to the sky. Feep answered back, and the sky didn’t.


      But talking to Symon had been such a relief, and a veil of hopeful contentment had drifted back, as if trusting Symon had made everything better. At least, once he got out of that vile place, I hoped he would. A ten-day, he’d said. That was three days ago. Seven to go. Not much.


      When Bryte arrived two days later, I was determined to be strong. But he walked in with a great big smile and a bunch of wildflowers he must have picked himself from further up the riverbanks. Laying them on my window-counter, he turned to me and spoke at once before I could shoo him out.


      “Mistress Freia, you’re looking wonderful today,” he said in a hurried burble. “Last time I came, I found you out, and your young assistant sent me away like a naughty puppy.” He laughed, good natured. “I take it the lad doesn’t approve of me. Well, I’m not surprised, and it’s wonderful that he watches over you.”


      I managed to get a word in. “I’m sorry,” I said, looking straight back at him, “and I thank you for the flowers, which is very kind and thoughtful of you,” I was losing my way already, “but, that is, I really can’t accept your visits anymore. You see,” although I thought he probably didn’t, “I have no intention of marrying. Ever. Well, not for some years, anyway. And although you haven’t asked me, so I must seem very forward, but I want you to know that. Just in case.”


      He should have laughed at me and walked out, but instead, he came closer, took my hand in his, and kissed two fingers before I managed to pull away. “My dear Freia,” he said, “you are quite right to warn me since I had every intention of asking you to be my wife one day. And I respect your refusal. But let us at least be friends. And friends can help each other, admire each other, and surely go walking together.”


      Can they? But I walked with Feep. Alright, he was almost young enough to be my son. I would walk with Symon once he was released, but he was old enough to be my father. So I nodded. “Yes, and thank you,” I managed. “But not too often, or people will certainly think we’re more than friends.”


      He paused, then leaned over the counter, smiling even more eagerly. His teeth looked rather yellow, but at least they were all there. He could have been a pleasant looking man, but his eyebrows rushed across his face like a troop of stray dogs escaping from a Catcher. Hairy, even shaggy, there was one eyebrow that didn’t bother to stop and think over the top of his nose. Indeed, the nose itself was not an aid to beauty, for it was a little too long and ended in a frozen point, quite sharp, like a sword tipped poker.


      His voice, however, was kindly, and what he said was always kindly too. “There’s a Flame Festival tomorrow on the south side of the Corn,” he told me. Nice things again. “Will you come with me? I’ll take you over and show you everything. It will be one of the best days of your life, I can promise. And just as two friends, sharing some fun.” He raised that one bush of an eyebrow at me. “It would please me greatly, mistress, and I know you would enjoy it.”


      Oh, botheration, and thank goodness Feep wasn’t in the shop listening. “What time?” I asked.


      “I shall come for you at midday,” he said, and marched cheerfully outside.


      So I hadn’t been strong at all. But it did occur to me that even if this man was a criminal ‘Finder,” he was still polite and friendly, and Symon himself was chief gang leader, and therefore far, far worse. It seemed I was going to end up with gangster friends after all.


      I lied to Feep, and it was the very first time. That evening snuggled around the little fire, me in my big cosy fire and Feep curled on the cushioned stool at my feet, I said, “by the way, Feep, I’m going out tomorrow. There’s some sort of festival on the other side of the Corn. I doubt we’ll have a single customer with that going on, almost in sight from the banks. We need a holiday, I believe. I intend going on my own.”


      “Sounds like proper good fun,” Feep looked up at me. “You minds if I comes too?” I had a horrible feeling he’d say that, and I felt even more guilty.


      “I’m terribly sorry, Feep,” I said, “but I want you to go and check on the Molly House. Those problems with the other mob-boss are worrying me.”


      “Squimber?”


      I nodded. “So I just want you to go there and make sure they haven’t been burned down or anything. Then,” and I managed a big smile,” you’ll be halfway over the Corn anyway, so get a wherry the rest of the way, and come over to the festival. We might see each other.” I was hoping we wouldn’t. But I wasn’t in charge of Destiny’s Wheel so I could only hope for the best.


      Feep seemed happy enough with this arrangement, but I sensed his surprise. However, I was looking forward to the day out, something quite different from my usual working and worrying day and banished any doubts about Bryte. I was partially sorry, in spite of this, that Feep did not accompany me, and told him. “Oh, no matter,” Feep finally snorted. “I seen it all afore.”


      My sense of guilt merged with my ridiculous pleasure at the flattery. But we’d be in public and nothing terrible could happen. Someone unusual did attend however, someone who had certainly never attended a joust in her life before. That was me. I was so excited, I barely understood what was going on as I was flushed breathless by the swerve and press of the huge snorting horses so close, the running of the pages and the calling of the grooms, bugles, trumpets, shouting, swearing, steaming horse dung at my feet, the sudden hauteur of a knight striding Between the tents in his shining armour and the flick of his velvet cloak; – “Here boy, clean this up and quick,” – the smells, colours, jostle, scuffle and clash, swinging tabards and the crack of banners blown back against their posts. It was a cold morning and the wind whipped up the coats of arms, tossing the horses’ ribbon-plaited manes and the knights’ plumes, their visors up, eyes squinting.


      Then the sudden vibration of canter between the lists. Metal on metal, metal on wood, metal on bone. The Southern parade grounds rang with fevered impatience. Each knight’s pavilion was decorated in mock grandeur, and since the Butler faction made the greatest play, it was all pointedly in honour of the past queen, mother of King Ram, the Lady Via and once the Lady Butler from that grand eastern family, now. prominent within the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Her uncle glowed, glorious in ermine and white velvet, a magnificent spectacle had the sun only shone more kindly. But even under a sullen sky, he sparkled as he retired to his dark robed pavilion – a white velvet knight ducking into his black velvet cave.


      The stallions galloped between the lists, hooves into raked earth and kicking up a haze of dust. Their long plaited tails flicked, trailing the entwined ribbons while through the swirling haze the swords rang out, faces hidden within their helms, but the sneering cry of insult and challenge ringing clear and loud.


      For a moment, I couldn’t see, and grabbed Bryte’s arm. The dust rose and even steel was hidden. Then a sword was raised high, I heard the squeal, and one armoured knight tumbled backwards from his mount. The crowd clapped. I wasn’t clapping. I’d seen dead men before, I’d watched men die, but killing for entertainment made me cringe.


      As the swirling dirt sank back, I saw that the man wasn’t dead. He stumbled up, grinning, helm gone, tin sword bent. Some cheered him, others taunted, and the failed knight limped off. His horse followed, snorting with derision.


      I quickly let go of Bryte and moved away. There were other less quarrelsome entertainments to watch.


      There was music, and people were dancing. Bryte tried to take me in his arms, but I shook my head. “I can’t dance,” I told him.


      “I’ll teach you.”


      But I still shook my head. I wasn’t going to willingly step into this man’s embrace. “I like watching,” I mumbled. “Choose another girl.” He just smiled, so I marched over to the cluster of other stalls behind the musicians’ raised platform, where jugglers and fire eaters were performing, a young girl singing and trying to keep in tune with the minstrels, cups of wine and ale sold with tiny pastries, bowls of nuts, and fruit. Bryte bought me a little creamy pastry and a cup of red wine. I took both and thanked him, but he had proved another point as far as I was concerned. I much preferred hippocras or white wine, and savoury pastries rather than sweet ones. Bryte was evidently not a man who bothered to discover, or remember, his lady’s tastes.


      But I ate and I drank, and the day was pleasant in spite of the chill. When my host showed me home, a wherry right across the whole width of the Corn and a blast of icy wind through its centre, I thanked him but did not invite him in. The shop was shut, and Feep was nowhere I could see, so Bryte with a grimace of disgruntled disappointment, walked off down the twilit road.


      Feep staggered home two hours later, by which time I was a little worried. I was even more worried when I saw him, for his face was smeared with blood.


      “Tis only a snout bleed,” he informed me, flopping down beside the fire I had lit against the cold.


      “You were punched in the nose?”


      “Tis Squimber,” Feep sighed. “He done took over, the bastard. We all did as we could wiv kicking the bugger and shoving knives where his guts is. But well padded, he were, and I don’t reckon he felt a bloody thing. He chucked a few stones and I got one in me nosh, but I ain’t really hurt. I’s more worrited ‘bout Squimber.”


      I gave him a cup of ale and a large beef pie with no silly goat’s cream. “What will happen?” I wasn’t sure when Symon might return, and in the meantime I couldn’t imagine I could be much help myself.


      “I reckon t’will be Symon as deals wiv it,” Feep said, which was fairly obvious. “But still, it ain’t nice. Fer a start, them boys won’t see none o’ the coin they makes. Fer anovver, Squimber will go pimping, I reckon, and pick up nasty pig-swill to bring back, wot’ll hurt the boys, and demand too much. And Squimber thrashes them as don’t obey. “


      There were half-formed tears in my eyes. “That whole place ought to be closed down. Burned down perhaps. It’s vile.”


      But now it was Feep shaking his head with the small drip of nasal blood spinning out into the little flames. “Don’t be daft, mistress,” he told me. “We’s all orphings, every one o’ them lads too. Like Symon was. Living above, he done helped fer years, wiv doctors and blankets and ale and grub. When we grows up, most joins Symon in the gangs. Well – wot else is there? No chance o’ living wivvout a crumb nor a penny. Wot else was we supposed to learn?  Thieving? Be that better than being fucked. Most of the old men is not too bad and pays well.”


      Now I really was in tears. “We need a new king. A king to change things and make Eden – kind.”


      I was crying and Feep was laughing. “No chance, missus,” he cackled at me. “You wants wot them stooped priests tells us? No way. I ain’t gonna suspect no paradise. Coming ter you – well, that were the best thing that ever happened. We all gets a bit o’ luck sometimes, and tis bad luck the next.”


      Having already made up my mind during Feep’s discussion, and having washed his face, told him to lie down with his head tipped back, and finally put him to bed, I stayed up for some time making my plans. I didn’t know whether to forge another appointment to go and visit Symon or try to talk to this foul brute Squimber myself. Eventually, I made up my mind and chose the more stupid and more courageous option.


      The following morning the bitter wind down the river had turned to a gale and every open door, every hanging curtain, every flag and every banner was slamming back against its window or wall. The high tide had brought flooding waves and the crests of flying spray were turning to solid hail. “Shit,” I said, and didn’t beg Feep’s pardon for my bad language. “Will the wherries be out on a day like this?”


      “Some will.” Feep was collecting our cloaks, both fur-lined and both hooded. At least we’d be a little sheltered. Standing on the small wooden landing stage on the Corn bank opposite my home, we watched the graceless wobble of the few wherries with the courage to keep working. I tried waving at several, but a woman and child probably didn’t seem like the ideal customers to the boatmen.


      “We could jump,” Feep said, looking up at me from with the fluff of fur-lined hood.


      I stared out across the river. There were so many islands built, it was hard to see how many, but I guessed a hundred. The one I knew to hold the Molly House, which stood way out in the centre and well to my left, was a considerable way off. “Are you mad?” I demanded.


      “Well, if I were, I reckon I wouldn’t know anyways,” Feep pointed out., “but tis possible ter jump from one and t’ovver if you knows the way. Wot I does.”


      Wearing long skirts and heavy-soled shoes didn’t suggest any easy athletic prowess. “How long would it take?”


      “Dunno. I done it afore,” Feep answered. “But I doesn’t go counting them minutes, does I?”


      Even the most determined wherrymen seemed to have abandoned their courage, and not a single boat for hire passed our position, so I eventually, having already decided it was me that was mad, not Feep, nodded and said I try it. “If I drown,” I added, somewhat unnecessarily, “Tell Symon I tried, and I’m sorry, and he can have his shop back and close the Molly House.”


      Further along the bank nearer the rail bridge, was another landing stage, more like a pier, which extended further out, and here we stopped. It was already partially underwater, but its stubby ending was very close to a small island protruding from the waves. “First’un,” said Feep, and jumped. I was impressed. I was pleased too, because my longer legs managed one large stride, and we both stood on new land. The scrunch of pebbles and mud beneath our feet was unpleasant but reassuring. Two small buildings had been erected in the tiny island’s raised centre. “Them’s beauty shops fer ladies,” Feep explained. “Not them royal ones wot live at court, but fer them as has a little coin and wants to look better than they is.”


      The next island was considerably larger, and the jump between was larger too. I took a deep breath and was almost certain I’d fall and might even drown. Feep moved back and then ran forwards, leaping into the air like a little bird. On the bank of the next island, he stood there, hands out, and I followed his example. He caught me, lovely boy, and I clambered up onto the place he called ‘The Fancy Bonnet’ which was clearly a tavern. It was too early in the day for this to open but the aproned and very stout woman who was trying to sweep the dirty seep of the Corn from her front step, seemed unconcerned that we had bounced onto her island. “Morning,” she said as we hurried past.


      The gap to the next island was the largest, and I truly did flop into the water when I tried to jump it, but only my boots and my hems got wet. Once again, Feep caught both my hands and dragged me up onto the steps of Banking House, where loans were made to those stupid enough to put themselves in the Banker’s hands. But not only was it an imposing building, and an imposing island, it also had a small bridge leading to the next island, very tiny, which Feep told me housed the bankers themselves in some luxury, three sumptuous cottages stood indeed, but we hurried past. There was another little bridge, and we crossed that easily., even though the rising waters were now not far below.


      The other islands between us and the Molly House were of various sizes, and various businesses thrived there. Each jump was different, but each was just possible, even though my boots were soon so thick with mud, I had to kick them each time to clean them for the next leap. Eleven islands in total, and each entirely unexpected. One held a huge shed for wherry-building and repairing, and the tiny adjacent block made the oars. The clutter of wood and metal seemed almost as chaotic as a junkyard, but I could guess that each wherry would be an expensive thing to buy, but also the start of an excellent career. And there was no straight line, one island faced the lower city, another tipped back the way we had come. Then facing south, then jumping north before leaping to the west. We got there of course and immediately I was both glad and sorry.


      The river waters grimed and floating with bird and fish corpses was slurping up the banks towards the Molly House, and there lay a small boy I knew as Tweet, a child not more than five years old, I think, spread half-naked on his back and almost certainly dead or dying. I ran over with a squelch and cradled him. He cuddled into my soft fur lining, and gasped, spat blood and died in my arms. Poor little wretch. Feep grabbed my skirts, and I laid the boy back onto the muddy grass and we both ran to the main doors. I could hear screaming.


      Inside there was a scrummage so thick and so terrifying that I couldn’t even see who was doing what. Feep obviously understood more than I did, for he pelted into the welter of waving arms and legs.


      Feep yelled, “Tis Squimber, the bugger, and three of his uvor buggers onto our lads.”


      “Four grown gangsters fighting some little boys?” I demanded, horrified.  But the noise around us was difficult to talk over. For just a brief moment I stood, wondering what I should do – and what I could do. The main chamber, huge and now covered in strewn blankets, slit straw mattresses and kicking bodies, had one wall where a previous window had once been boarded up, the shutters nailed firmly in place. But it was straight through this solid barrier that a rock the size of my head came hurtling and the wooden slats splintered into a gaping hole. The boys leapt from the pitching stone, and stood momentarily, breathing hard. Then they all rushed to the hole, attempting to peer through without being seen from outside. As a crumbling red brick followed the rock, widening the hole, the two youngest children raced for the stairs while Squimber and his three brutes stood and sniggered.


      I stayed where I was and saw very little at first, but I heard the old man’s voice. It was sibilant and threatening. “Is that you, boy? Little Feep showing his nerve? Well then, lad, where’s my Betsy?”


      “You knows exactly where she be,” said Feep, standing solid. “If’n you didn’t know, you wouldn’t be here. T’was your pig-swill as done her in days back, knowing as how Symon ain’t here. But you ain’t taking over, and we doesn’t want yer.”


      “You done her in,” yelled another boy.


      “The river was it?” asked the same voice. “Chucked her in, eh? Well, you’ll get no thanks from me, little prick. You’ll keep quiet and keep working, for every one of you boys belongs to me. This is my shop and my house now.”


      “We doesn’t want you,” yelled another boy. “Tis Symon’s house and reckon he’s coming back bloody soon. He ain’t locked up forever, y’know.”


      There was a pause. Then Squimber said, “You thinking to run the molly shop yourself, lad? Well, you know the business clear enough and from the inside. But as fer Symon, I done talked to them gaolers. He ain’t coming out soon, no way.”


      He was talking fast to cover the sound of his men creeping closer, but we all heard, and secretly made our plans. I was now standing, obscured by shadow and ready to move quickly in any direction. One of the men grabbed Pod, but Pod slammed his head forward, butting the other man, forehead to forehead. Pod grinned as the other tumbled backwards, unconscious.  The boys squeezed together, forming a wall around Squimber, who stood looking back, sniffing as though disliking the smell. His back was bent, he was thin, sharp-nosed and bright-eyed, well dressed, clean and white haired beneath his hat. But below his doublet and coat, his legs were as skinny and scrawny as most of the boys, and his short leather boots seemed too large for the ankles that disappeared into them. He did not expect to see a woman and turned to stare at me.


      “Looking for pleasure with little boys too, is it mistress?”


      His voice made me cringe. I had already grabbed the poker from beside the old fire slab, and now pushed Feep behind me. “Your vile business is at an end, Master Squimber,” I said, more bravado than real courage and all I could think of to say.


      Feep, unimpressed at being shoved behind my skirts as if he needed a woman’s protection, now reasserted himself. All of them, even Feep, now carried knives. Feep said loudly, “Remember, old man. You ain’t no one’s master no more.”


      Pod marched forwards. “Dirty old bugger, that’s you, Squimber. From now on you keep your shrivelled prick in your codpiece, for no one wants to see it no more, nor swiving nor pissing. Or I shall cut it off, that I will.”


      The boys gave courage each to the other, and now they all crowded closer, pulling out knives or sticks from the hearth. But Squimber threw out both arms and whirled around, buffeting and slapping the boys as if they were his serving maids. “I know you, every one of you,” he said, still sibilant and soft voiced, not intimidated even though there were now ten boys around him. “I know your tight little arseholes, I know your gobbling little mouths and your sweet soft lips. I’ll not hurt those who gave me such kind loving. Now, boys. Unless you want the spanking only I can give you, put down them nasty weapons, and old Squimber will look after you like always.”


      I couldn’t get near him anymore. Some of the boys still raised their knives, but they had been trained to fear their masters since they were tiny, and not one managed more than threatening. Gripping the poker tighter, I yelled over the boys’ heads, “Symon’s back in two or three days. He’ll – he’ll – he’ll kill you if you harm any more of the boys.”


      Pod gulped, “I’ll kill the bugger meself, no need to wait for Symon.”.


      Feep squeaked, “Get ‘im, get ‘im,” and tried to jab forwards but Squimber turned again, and bent, staring directly into Feep’s eyes, just a finger’s breadth apart.


      “Little paederast. Little prick. Drop that blade. Get onto your knees and beg forgiveness like you should do.”


      For one horrible moment, I thought Feep would do just that. He stood motionless, staring back and biting his lips. Then the unexpected happened again.


      In a flurry of filthy skirts, the smell of many months of sweat and unwashed hair, someone hurtled amongst us, leapt bodily onto Squimber’s back and pushed him headlong onto the fire slab. There was no fire lit, but the ashes were red hot, some drifting, but most lying in a tight hot pile. The old man’s boots squeaked and slid, he tumbled headfirst. The side of his face struck the raised and jagged edge of the hearthstone, and his nose, eyes and mouth were swallowed by embers. He screamed once, long and shrill, terrified and furious at the pain that engulfed him. Now those same red ashes, with something to grab onto, flared into tiny flames. Heat licked around the spotted sepia of his skin and found the lank white hair, melting the wax in his ears and lapping at the little grey curls in his nostrils. His lips drew back in tiny flamelets. Soot and ashes silenced his cries. And Legless Alice stood with one foot to Squimber’s back, pressing him down, and the point of her long knife to the back of his neck. “Burn, you measly snort,” muttered Legless Alice, and Squimber did. He was dazed by the fall to the stone and trapped by heat, foot and steel. I watched in horror as his face disappeared into liquid grease, his hair caught alight and sizzled, and the edge of his shirt collar began to scorch. Pod took one look, smiled very wide, and ran to the open door. “Ain’t nort to fight fer no more,” he shouted. “The nasty old turd is dead. Come and see.”


      Squimber’s remaining men didn’t even bother to look, they knew exactly what had happened and moved away, boots tramping off again to their own rowing boat. Legless Alice had collapsed on the floor, legs straight out before her. I tried to think of what to say. But Legless Alice spoke first. “Got any beer, then” she suggested, a little slurred, and two of the boys ran to find her a brimming cup.
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      The rain, the gales and the floods continued, but I stayed only long enough to treat the cuts and bruises that some of the boys had suffered, to make sure that Squimber’s hunks had all left, and to see the old man’s body thrown to the rising waves. Then I took Feep’s hand very firmly in mine, and we walked home.


      We all knew about the king, or rather the lack of one. Few of us south of the castle grounds were much interested. It seemed to make so little difference. Something similar had been the cause of the great invasion, people said. Thanks to all the gods, whether they were growling at us, sniggering at us, or couldn’t even see us because they didn’t exist, I hadn’t been born at that time. Ruined buildings still stood stark against the outskirts of the city, and where the outer wall had been repaired, the new stone was ridiculously clean in contrast to the old grey crumble which they said was well-nigh a thousand years standing. The invasion had nearly massacred half of Eden and half of Shamm’s male citizens. What misery. What absurdity.


      And now perhaps kings didn’t matter. There had been processions in favour of various different members of the family where no end of heirs made one claim after another. They had supporters, every one of them, and some of these marches were violent or abusive. So it seemed that some people cared a lot about kings, or the heirs cared so much they paid the poor to pretend they cared. But not in the Lower City.  I had a bitter taste which still slipped over my tongue when I thought of King Ram, and his death., my involvement and my fear. But now nearly one year past the royal pyre, I was no longer nervous and never thought of the king at all.


      Yet I  thought of him all over again as the Watchmen marched through the entire city the following morning, proclaiming that the new king had accepted, and in four days’ time, the rightful  monarch would sit the throne, receive the anointment and the crown, and ten citizens would be chosen to bring him gifts and swear his proper position on behalf of their neighbours.


      “There will be a respectable citizen chosen to represent the Upper-City. There will be a respectable citizen chosen to represent the Eastern border city. There will be a respectable citizen chosen to represent ---”


      I wasn’t listening because I was worried, not about some dithering king, but about Symon. He was due home but did not appear. Walking over to the riverbank, I took a wherry first to the Molly House and then to the Eden Prison. No, he wasn’t at the Molly-House. I hoped he wasn’t in prison either, but that was unlikely.


      As I scrambled from the wherry, I saw the woman I had seen here once before. She smiled at me, as she had before. Most of the women I’d seen here had either been quite obvious whores, or the elderly, probably mothers, who had no time to smile at anyone. Misery was the principal pastime here. But I smiled back at the woman and liked her face. There was something increasingly familiar about it, and for a stupid and fleeting breath, I glimpsed something in the back of my mind, as if there would be a meaning, an event perhaps, of further understanding in the future. But that didn’t bother me. It was common enough to pass the same neighbours over and over without really looking, and so familiarity was common enough.


      But when I approached the gates and their miserable guards, I joined the misery list. “I don’t have an appointment, but Symon should have been set free by now. Is he still in the dungeons? And when will he be released?”


      The liveried guard trotted off to find out and trotted back quite quickly. “Still here, mistress. No date set for release. Reckon it’ll be a ten-week at least afore the trial since the courts is ever more busy. You his wife, then?”


      “No,” I said, and then, “Yes, I am. Will you take him a message?” The guard, more obliging than most, nodded. So I said, “Tell him everything at home is fine again. Better than fine. Problems solved. We, that’s me and the children, we look forward to seeing him again as soon as possible.”


      Yet another wherry, and this time I went home to Feep, collapsed in the chair by the fire, and closed my eyes.


      “Bin wagers on wot bugger gonna be king,” Feep informed me. “You wanna bet?”


      “I’m totally uninterested,” I said without opening my eyes.


      “I put coin on the bugger Frink,” Feep said, sitting at my feet as usual, his arms folded over my knees. “Go on, have a go.”


      “Oh bother.” I blinked. “Alright, but just a penny or two. And what’s his name? The southern one? Fringe, Frog, Frab?”


      “Frink,” Feep obliged. “But reckon he’s the bugger wot’s bin nasty about it all. Marchin’, throwin’ stones and shouting. Not the one I’d want.” He yawned, showing all those little neat teeth. “When there be a procession wot’s noisy wiv clobbering and throwing stuff, then you can be bloody sure ‘tis fer Frink.”


      “What does a king do anyway?” I asked with genuine confusion.


      “Wears a big gold hat called a crown,” Feep sniggered. “Gets tons o’ coin and wears posh clothes.”


      I decided Feep was probably right and that was about it. However, one of my customers the next day insisted that the king, and the right one, mattered far more than that. “My dear girl,” said Mistress something or other, “which king rules us makes all the difference in the world. We never meet him, naturally, and we know he’s rich and powerful, sits the throne and makes the laws. But he also gives us an heir, which is just as important.”


      That didn’t seem important to me. “So a king makes the laws. I thought that was the council,” I answered.


      She shook her head with a bob of her cap and veil. “No, my dear.” Clearly she thought me a fool. “The king makes the laws, and the council implements those laws. The king also leads the people both by example and by rule. Of course, should there ever be another war, the gods forbid, he would lead us to victory.”


      “Diplomacy?” I asked. “Or with the sword?”


      “Well, both.” She had turned to leave. “Every king travels to make peace with others, or to enforce his own power. Much of what he does is certainly secret.”


      Like visiting the Molly-House. But I didn’t say that. I allowed Feep to back Frink for me, but only a wager of tuppence as I didn’t know anything about any of it. I enjoyed Feep’s company, I enjoyed mixing my medicines, I enjoyed working in the shop and talking to my customers, and I enjoyed going tired to bed and dreaming of floating, flying, or kissing Jak, none of which were going to happen. But the contentment was almost secure, like a blanket of great warmth around me, not as glorious as the feeling of being in love, but delicious in a different way, Safety. Peace.


      Yet there remained one increasing worry for still, Symon did not appear. I was wondering whether I could do something to help and would cheerfully have returned to the prison Island to see him, but since he had not yet even had a trial, I supposed it would be pointless. Nor did I have any desire to return to the Molly-House, where the faces of the boys, those endless little beds, and the knowledge of what went on simply made me sick.


      But I had locked up for the night, Feep was already in bed, and I could hear his tiny dreaming grunts, and I was halfway up the stairs with a lit candle wavering in my hand, when there was a loud knock on the door. Visitors at this time of night were not what I wanted, but with friends like Symon, it was possible that after-dark information could be important.


      Naturally, my thoughts also flicked to Bembitt and the pale man, but I hurried back down the little staircase, stood inside my front door, and called. “Who is it?”


      A very official voice thundered back at me. It certainly wasn’t Bembitt, but it wasn’t Symon either. “Mistress Freia? Please confirm your identity and open your door to council business.”


      “I’m Freia,” I said, but not opening the door. “And who are you?”


      “I represent the High Council of Eden,” said the voice. “I have important news, mistress, and wish to explain. I carry documentation which will reassure you should you have doubts on this score. But my business is neither threatening nor accusatory. Open the door, Mistress Freia, and I will explain.”


      I didn’t believe a word. Unless this man just happened to be ill, I saw no reason to speak to him. I said, “I’ve never had official business with the High-Council in my life, and there’s no reason why I should now. Come back tomorrow in the daylight when the shop’s open.”


      He sounded slightly irritated. “That would not be private, madam. Which is why I have come at this precise time, even though it has taken me away from my wife and my supper. So open this door, and I can prove my credentials and explain my news.”


      “News?”


      “I believe that is what I said.”


      So now he was annoyed. Against my better judgement, I opened the damned door. And there he stood, little and round-faced, all brilliant in scarlet and golden livery, with a hat carrying the Eden emblem, and a document fluttering between his fingers. He actually looked fairly convincing. With a gulp of doubt, I let him in.


      He stood in the middle of my shop with the candlelight I carried and the remains of the fire’s embers to show up the dark ink scribble, and I read the paper he handed me.


      “Mistress Freia,


      As a well-known doctoring healer and Apothecary, and specifically the benefactor of his late majesty, the noble King Ram, we now invite you to be the official representative of the Lower River-Side City quarter and attend the upcoming coronation of Eden’s new monarch. If you accept this remarkable honour, you will be informed of the date which will be decided by the High-Council for his majesty’s anointment.


      You are free to refuse this considerable honour. If you choose to accept, kindly inform the courier and sign where he indicates.”


      


      It made no sense to me. I looked back to the scarlet and golden man. “Have you any idea what all this is about?” I handed his paper back to him.


      “Naturally, madam,” he informed me, and his chest swelled with pride. “Indeed, I have been commissioned by the High-Council with the information which must remain highly secret from now until after you have attended the coronation itself. The new king’s identity is of extreme importance and cannot be known yet, neither by the lords nor the common citizens, the date of the king’s first appearance is also utterly private and cannot yet be announced. You do not know either, but your knowledge exceeds others, since you know the name of the king has been decided, and a sovereign will soon rule Eden once more.”


      “So I can’t tell anyone? I don’t mind. It’s all a puzzle anyway. But, the biggest puzzle of all, why me?”


      “That is one thing I do not know myself, madam.” He stared back, unperturbed. “But if you accept, you must sign your name to the bottom of this paper. If you cannot write, you must either write your initial, or leave a cross.”


      “Since I read the paper,” I glowered, “it’s fairly plain I can write too. But I’m not sure whether to accept.”


      The official, after all the bother and hassle, looked extremely impatient. “Why not?” he demanded, sounding considerably less authoritative.


      Actually, I didn’t really know. It was just all so strange. I had nothing to do with kings, and although I had met, treated and almost cured King Ram, he had died anyway. I thought myself under suspicion rather than waiting for reward. Besides, there must surely be many others living in my area, others, who were far more important. Some even who worked at the palace. I had too – but only as a laundry girl. And did I want rows and rows of dressed up strangers staring at me?  Including a king. A king, for pity’s sake? “What would I have to wear?” I asked.


      “Your costume would be supplied,” he told me. He regarded my long grey tunic devoid of any decoration except a stained white apron, and almost smiled. “This would be a gown of luxury, which you would be permitted to keep.”


      That was tempting. I still had money, but expensive clothes could cost a fortune, and I had no reason to own one, except for my own pleasure. “And I’d just dress up and come and sit at the palace, and then go home again?”


      “You would,” said my visitor, “present his majesty with a small object of some kind, which would be given to you before you entered the great hall. You would say the words which you would first have to learn by repetition. But this would be easy. Just six or seven words. Then curtsey to the king, back away, and sit down again until the whole thing’s over.”


      I began to think it might be fun. With a small hiccup, probably insecurity, I spoke quickly before I could change my mind. “Alright, I’ll do it. As long as it’s not tomorrow or anything.”


      “It will not be within such short notice,” he said. “So sign here.” He pressed one bulbous finger-tip to the paper I now held.


      I signed. The ink smudged. The official thanked me, turned, and left. I immediately locked the door behind him and sat back down beside the hot ashes of my fire. It was distinctly odd, but I could see no reason to mistrust any of it. No one would murder me in front of the king, surely. And why would anyone want to murder me anyway? I might even become memorable and gain more good customers at the shop.


      Secrets. It had to be utterly secret. So I told Feep the next day.


      “But you can’t tell anyone,” I insisted. “It’s really important, Feep dear, so please, please, please don’t tell another soul. Not even Symon.”


      “He ain’t here to tell nuffing.”


      I wished he was. “No. But he’ll be home soon. In the meantime, I had a most unexpected visitor last night.” And I told Feep all about it.


      “Bloody walloping pig’s liver,” he exclaimed. “Be that true? Or was some fiddler making a flaming tease?”


      “It’s true.” Well, I hoped it was now I’d signed and accepted.  I had a vague hope which drifted at the back of my mind. I wasn’t going to speak about it, and I didn’t even want to admit it to myself, but I couldn’t help wondering if Lord Lydiard, Jak himself, would be at something so important as a coronation. That idea began to fizzle in my head, if he sat amongst a hundred of the nobility, all dripping in velvet and lace, I still thought I would see him. He would be as handsome as always, and how could I miss him!


      Even more positive was the likelihood that he would notice me. If I walked up to the throne with some silly nonsense in my hands to present, then Jak must see me. And if any crumb of interest remained, he might then be reminded, and ask who I was and where to find me.


      For two nights, I went to bed as happy as a child with new shoes. All over again, those same old hopes tumbled into my mind like bubbles, as brightly coloured as a lord’s clothes. Even had I been demented enough to forget, I would have been reminded by Feep, who constantly grinned, called me Proper Mistress of the Coronation, and asked me if I’d be popping the crown on the new king’s handsome and honourable head. “Reckon they orta ask you,” he said, “there ain’t no one else wot’s done saved a king’s bloody useless life.”


      “Since he died anyway, my act of magnanimous clemency was fairly pointless.”


      “Don’t be daft. You dun says them big buggering words just fer muddling me up,” he cackled, “I knows. I ain’t bloody stooped. Asides, since we dunno who this next king gotta be, I reckons tis gonna be a right ugly bugger. Just as long as ain’t the pale man.”


      A shivering thought, but too absurd to worry me.


      It was on the third day that two more visitors came into my open shop, although not together, and I didn’t want either of them.


      Firstly it was my increasingly boring suitor who pushed his way in.  Bryte was looking rather pleased with himself. I asked him what the big grin was for, and he shrugged. “My delight at seeing you, Freia my dear.”


      I let this sickly over-affection pass and told him I was busy. I was. Three customers were poking their noses into my jars of herbs, and one woman was helping herself to a pinch of cinnabar. But as I moved towards her, Bryte put out his hand. Annoyed, I brushed him off, and served each of the women, all wanting something different. Unfortunately, when I had finished and the shop seemed empty again, I looked around and the wretched creature was still there, arms crossed, leaning back against the wall. “You can see I’m busy,” I told him. “And I couldn’t accept any invitations, I’m afraid. There’s too much to do.”


      “My invitation is far too important to ignore,” he said with obvious satisfaction. “I’ve just completed an extremely good business deal. Money galore, my dear.”


      “I’m not your dear,” I said with increasing rudeness. He was getting on my nerves as usual. “And congratulations on your business. That’s very nice for you. But honestly, Master Bryte, I shall have to end this friendship. I’m not after your money, and I’m not after your company.”


      His eyes snapped and clicked cold. His smug smile had been warm. Now his mouth was a small slit in a hard face, and his eyes were ice. I’d never seen him look like this before and the sudden change ensured my rejection.  “Madam,” he said with echoing clarity, “I have spent a good deal of my time at your side and spent a fortune on you at the recent festival. I have no intention of disappearing, and I suggest you understand something most important. I am well aware that you have an abundant wealth yourself, and now that I also have a growing balance, together we could live a prosperous and comfortable life.”


      My own voice now matched his, clear and cold. “I told you before, Master Bryte, I had no intention of marrying you or anyone else. And since it now appears that we don’t even like each other, I hardly think our life together would be at all comfortable.” I walked forwards. “Now I’d appreciate your leaving.”


      He grabbed my wrist. Swinging me around to face him, my wrist twisted, and I gulped. “We’d be comfortable because we’d hardly ever see each other. You’d continue to work here during the day, and I’d continue my own work. I’d be back here at night of course, supper ready and into bed, I’d fuck you most nights, then leave you alone. Your brat Feep would have to go, of course.”


      “Have you any idea how revolting that sounds?” I yelled at him, managing to free my wrist. “A comfortable life together? It sounds more like torture. Now get out.”


      With his long sharp nose in the air, Bryte left without another word. Two more customers entered so I barely had time to think about anything else. It was an hour later that I sank down on the chair and nearly burst into tears.


      But I was interrupted. “Bloody Hell,” sneered Bembitt. “Snivelling little chit making a fool of herself as usual. What’s up now? Stubbed your poor little toe.”


      I jumped up so fast, I nearly knocked over the chair. “You’re the last person I want to see,” I shouted, trying not to sniff. “What do you want now? Can’t you leave me alone?” I felt such a victim, and that annoyed me more than anything else. Then I remembered I had been chosen to attend the coronation of the new king, representing the whole of Eden-Lower-South, and that made me confident again. I wished I could tell Bembitt, but I wasn’t quite that silly.


      He said, “A friend asked me to come. Just to see you and tell you a couple of things.”


      “I’ve nothing to do with your friends – if you have any,” I said, sitting down again. “I’m entirely uninterested.”


      “Wait.” He shook his head. “Your own filthy friends might be mixed up in this.” I was about to push him away when he grinned. “I’ve got a partner in a business deal. It’s going well, and there’s good money in it. Plenty of good money. But I reckon you might want to help.”


      “I never want to help you.” Which was true.


      “It’s a prison break-out,” he said, watching my face as my expression changed. “Planned for tonight. It’s all set up with fire and a group of ready men from the lower quarters. The Island Prison, that is – and we’ve got a wherry too, all ready to go.” We stared at each other, and he was still smiling, whereas I was shocked. Almost open-mouthed. “So, you gonna be involved or not, little miss perfect and pure? For you’ve a friend as dirty as any in gaol, and that I know for sure. And he’s one will be jumping from his rotten little hole and over the dead bodies and will need a place to hide.”


      With my head in a whirl, I said, “If you mean Symon, then of course he can come here. But he’ll know that already. I don’t need you to tell him.”


      Any such horribly illegal plot would be dangerous, and I despised Bembitt for being involved. Yet here was me, perfectly ready to be even more involved, and hide one of the escapees in my own home.


      Bembitt said, “You meet me tonight on the Corn banks,” and he leaned right into my face, leering like some hungry predator about to lunge, and already imagining his dinner. “Just downstream, where you can see the prison from the land. Midnight.”


      Feep was upstairs, cleaning up after one of his pillows had popped. The feathers floated like tiny clouds and found every hidden corner. I pointed upwards. “I will,” I said, now soft-voiced. “And I’ll bring Feep.”


      “Don’t”. Bembitt glared. “Stupid kid would alert his filthy Molly-boys. No kids, no shouting, this will be secret. Quiet and careful.”


      “Feep isn’t daft, and he obeys orders,” I complained.


      “No,” Bembitt insisted. “Don’t tell him. Make sure he stays at home to let Symon in when he turns up.”
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      So winter ripened with the fruit on the trees hanging dark and heavy and the showers turning to sleet. Then with each day’s musky dusk drifting later and later over the Corn, Feep waited until nightfall and then crawled to his little narrow bed, pulled the handful of blankets around his shoulders, stuck his thumb in his mouth once he thought that I was no longer watching, and in minutes was asleep. Yet tonight I did not follow him to my own bedchamber, and I waited downstairs until the sky was pitch and I guessed midnight had bloomed.


      The night’s silence was so shiveringly full of menace and secret movement, that I hovered on the riverbank for a very long seeming hour, desperately dreaming of very different possibilities.


      Symon back and in my home, hiding for a few days, was an interesting thought. I was extremely fond of him and owed him everything. He’d be good company, I hoped. And he would get rid of the vile Bryte for me, even probably Bembitt as well. Feep adored him and would be happy. And since Symon claimed to be innocent of the crime he had been imprisoned for, even if no doubt guilty of many others, it would be a fair escape. But the night was cold, and I squinted, wind in my eyes, as I looked across to the silent building they called Eden-High-Prison.


      Then I wondered if the escape, apart from releasing Symon, would set free many other terrible criminals who would bring the worst danger back to the city, killing, stealing and fighting again. With my hair in my eyes and my heart beating ever faster, I felt ridiculously vulnerable, almost guilty, and extremely cold. The slap of the water grew rougher as the wind whined. I stepped back and stared up at the moons. Neither was visible, presumably hidden behind the clouds. Without moonlight it was harder to see, and careful of secrecy, I carried neither torch nor candle. A candle would have blown out anyway. But with what little I could see, it seemed the prison building stood in its usual silent threat. No movement flickered and no wherries crossed. But I continued to stand there, knowing how delays could pierce any plan, and a secret and illegal one could easily be interrupted, needing something longer than a simple delay.


      I continued to wait. Drifting from Symon to Jak, my thoughts dulled, becoming ever more absurd. I wondered if Jak would yet know of his father’s death, whether he had discovered how it had happened, and whether he had planned his revenge. Yet since the death had now been some time ago, he must surely know. His father’s mistress would have told him, or would she be a secret still? Then his step-mother would have told him. And did he miss his father? Whatever revenge he’d planned would now be over. I could not be sure, but it seemed that the pale man and the step-mother were those to blame.


      Somewhere above and behind me, I could hear the call of an owl, and then another answered. I loved the birds, but this sounded weary, or perhaps it was a warning. Then a mouse scuttled across my toes and over towards the lapping tidal slush of the Corn. It was the only sound now, that slurp, slurp of water.


      Passing time should be a silent business, but now it started to shriek. Standing there in the chill, constantly alert and ready, began to seem absurd. I hummed, then tapped my feet, almost dancing to my own tune. But tiredness over-slumped everything else.


      After all, Symon knew exactly where I lived. Heavens above, the building belonged to him.


      Quite abruptly, I’d had enough. I had never trusted Bembitt, so why should I start now. The story had sounded true, but now it shouted of lies. I began to hurry. My house wasn’t far. In order to breathe, calming my fears, I slowed. and only realised how much time had passed as I saw the glimmer of light above the peaked rooves all around. That tiny glow of dawn was a pastel sheen in the black. A small bankside shop was opening, the young man unlocking his door, taking down his window shutters and clicking them into place as a counter, the glassless window now the opening to his spicery.


      It was just to pretend everything was normal, and that I was foolish to worry, that inspired me to buy two twists of cardamom and pounded ginger, sheltering in the depths of the shop while pretending an interest in all varieties of spices, watching as a slight drizzle sprang prisms of colour outside. Jak’s colours! Within only a moment the rain had stopped, although in an intermittent dazzle, drops cascaded from beneath the houses’ jutting upper storeys in a tiny sunlit waterfall. Other shops were opening. The night’s silence was a small growing bustle. Another shop, then a third opened. Cutting through the door of the Finally I bought the pie I’d promised Feep for supper the evening before but had never brought him. The rainbow spangled its reflections in the puddles at my feet, and at first the air smelled washed.


      But as I came close to the corner of the street where my own shop stood, the smell changed. At once I recognised that smell which I hated, and which was growing stronger than either rain nor the sweet perfume of the hot pie I carried would disguise. But the laneway was too narrow, and the walls to either side were too high, so I saw nothing until I reached the end and turned the corner.


      The smoke hit like a fallen cloud, a bruise across the road, black and foul and stinking. I stood bent and quivering, staring at the broken shell of my shop, the place where my skills had brought a whole new life. It was no longer there, the building barely holding to its blackened frame, the smoulder still in strewn ashes and flying soot, and the hopeful future burned out and utterly destroyed.


      There was still a small crowd staring with a buzz of interest, concern, worry and curiosity, anything to alleviate the drudgery of boredom and see the misfortunes of others as worse than one’s own. Rushing backwards and forwards with buckets, throwing water and shouting for the crowd to keep clear, some, including guards from the Upper-City, continued to douse the smoulders.  Blinking away the horror, I pushed forward, struggling with someone who tried to pull me back.


      But absolute hell had happened and was nearly over. Only the earlier drizzles of rain and the vicinity to the river had kept the fire from spreading. A host of officials had been sent, and six guards to put it out. It had not spread but had not saved the shop.


      They wouldn’t let me too near, even when I screamed that this was my own home. It was dangerous, the guards said, from falling timbers and damaged floorboards and the still flying flakes of smouldering ash. So I began to run instead, searching among the crowd, back to the riverbank and then along the alley, looking and calling desperately for Feep.


      The contingent of liveried guards now surrounded the squelch of black embers doused in river water; the apothecary’s treacle’s, spices and herbs now a ruined mulch of soot. The smell hung thick, but very little remained to recognise. Two of the crowd heard me shouting, screaming that a boy was missing, that I must be allowed to search within the destruction of my home for the child who might still be alive. One man, telling me he was a priest, aged and soft voiced, took my hand and patted it. “Calm yourself, mistress. There is no one alive. No one could have survived such a conflagration. See the extent of the ruin? Your son will have already run to safety. Perhaps he alerted the neighbours. Perhaps he is waiting somewhere for you.”


      I started praying, looked up at the priest’s aged smile, and burst into tears.


      But it was later when they finally let me into the stark crumbling remains of my own home, and then I found him.


      He was tucked under the counter where he often chose to sleep when I was out, so he would hear when I returned. The pallet was now a drift of blackened twigs and straw. My little boy’s small legs were drawn up tight to his chin, but whether in pain, or terror, or simply in sleep, I would never know. The melted ruin of his pretty face disguised all expression, creating horror where there had been sweet youth. Yet I immediately knew that he had not simply been caught unawares in the blaze and burned alive, nor smothered by smoke before able to escape. For the side of his skull was beaten in. He had been killed even before the fire had been started.


      I carried him out in my arms and laid him gently on the riverbank. He weighed almost nothing and his smart new livery of which he had been so proud, was all fried into tatters, and his flesh beneath wept and oozed. Around his knees, the bone twisted out, as if escaping his stockings. I knelt beside him and washed the soot and the charred skin from his little face, but where the great hole lay and the blood was plastered black, cooked against his flesh by the heat, I did not dare touch.


      Beyond the bare, blackened shell of my home and its gaping cavernous holes down to the cellar and foundations, the dawn’s tentative sunbeams refracted and spangled, turning fallen raindrops into diamonds. The last arch of the rainbow shimmered its reflection across the water.


      People were still grabbing at me, yelling and pulling. I pushed them away. Then I leaned over and caressed where I had washed, as though moving the soft blonde hair from his eyes. But he had no hair, and only a scorched blur covered his small bald head. Then, very gently, I kissed the little face and its pinched brow, something I had never done in life. Then I straightened and with a bitter exhale of sour breath, and with the tears running in streams down each side of my face, I left my boy quietly laying in the strengthening sunshine and walked further along the bank. There I squatted down on my own and began to vomit.


      I was still sobbing and heaving when the crowd found me and helped me back, while carrying Feep’s destroyed body towards one of the chapels much further up the bankside, where the Upper-Eden began to stretch clean and swept.  They brought me water to wash the ashes from my hands and tried to give advice. “Mistress, the priests may help. Or get to a hospital. The loss of your son must seem dreadful, but you also need to look after yourself.”


      I heard only Feep’s small voice in my mind, saying how you must kill your enemies first, before they kill you. I still had the pie I’d promised him, crumbled in my basket.


      I sat there in the chapel beside him unmoving for some hours.  I had no special thoughts, neither of revenge, nor even of confusion, for very little entered the walls of my mind. My brain remained blank, and my eyes blind. I recognised no passage of time until at last it was simple cold, and the shuffling of the congregation’s feet around me, which made me look up and see that all the candles had been lit and a multitude of golden flames soared up into the dark carved vaults high above. It was evening again, and I had nowhere at all to go. The fire had ended everything.


      Very gradually, dark shapes shifted both around me and in my mind. The people began to pray, and I copied their words. ‘May all the gods have mercy. May the gods carry the soul of this innocent child into the peaceful sleep of the dead awaiting the gods’ reward.’


      The hypocrisy of my thoughts didn’t even occur to me. If the gods existed after all, then why not ask them for help.


      “Your tragedy is deeply felt by the gods, of that I am sure, mistress,” murmured the priest. “Tomorrow after dawn I will set the pyre outside, and your son will be sent high to the heavenly kingdom where he will be deeply comforted and will look down to smile at his grieving mother.”


      “I’ll come to the pyre,” I mumbled through my tears, nearly choking.


      I was still crying when I wandered from the chapel and stood outside in the slap of the winter wind, keeping the burned out apothecary business well behind. Then I realised that in my mind, I was holding him. Feep’s imaginary body was lying in my thoughts as I sang to him, kissed his forehead, and told him how I would never, ever forget him, nor the love I had for him.


      Without much sense of purpose, I then wandered back to my shop. The ashes were cold now. Uncaring of danger, falling beams or collapsing bricks, I walked in and stared almost without interest at the ruin of my property. The top shelf holding my mother’s poisons had gone. No bottles, vials or tubs remained. The stairs were a stumble of splinters, but I managed to climb to my old bedchamber, with its garderobe, where I had kept anything I considered private. I wasn’t surprised to find my money chest gone.


      It had not been large, just a neat wooden chest with copper hinges and an elaborate series of locks. A final padlock had hung from the top handle, all carefully sealed. It would not be easy to break, but a good strong axe would probably shatter the chest itself. All my money was there. A little fortune. The royal badge of precious jewels had lain there too, amongst the glittering coins. The purse I still wore was now all I had. It held five pennies, one cut in quarters, and one solitary Stripe. Enough to buy eight pies, no more. The money in the stolen chest would have been sufficient to buy me an entire house and enough furniture to make it beautiful. My good shoes, my second cloak, and my velvet gown had also gone, while the other worthless clothes hung in ashes.


      Now I had nothing except the warm clothes I wore, and the two things I still loved on the ribbon around my neck. One was my mother’s talisman, and the other was Jak’s ring. But neither had any value, and in any case, I would never have considered selling them.  The money would have helped so much. Obviously the theft made me bitter. But it was the loss of Feep which mattered, and I continued sobbing as I began to trudge back to the chapel.


      Quite suddenly I realised I was staring into the face I wanted only to slap. Bryte was dressed in his best, with a cream silk shirt beneath a warm woollen coat, and black stockings, cut on the weft and fitting snugly. He said, “It is all arranged.  Your life will soon be comfortable again, my dear. But how you must have suffered. If only you had sent a message at once. I would have acted sooner, but at least I have found you now. Sanctuary is all very well in times of war, but this is the moment for something quite different. The sanctuary I offer is what I believe you need. Come to my home, Freia, and I will leave you there in peace. Not marriage. I no longer seek that. Just simple warmth, food and comfort.”


      I looked at him and saw only the kindness in his face and said, “What a sweet word – comfortable. I’m not hungry. I haven’t eaten a thing all day, but I think food would make me sick. I just want to lie down and sleep and sleep and sleep, and that would be the best of all.”


      “Certainly,” he said.  “I have rented a place to stay. You’ll be under my protection, but I swear, Freia, I’ll make no demands.” He paused, then added, “But of course, you should understand, that if you ever feel yourself able, my dear, I will gladly offer marriage.”


      “Even without – the business?” He had never wanted me as I knew after his previous visit. He’d only wanted the shop, the money, and a wife as a slave. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t kind.


      “Any business can be started up again,” said my returning suitor. “You shall have my house, which is larger and better furnished, while I stay nearby in the rented apartment. I shall provide a little food, and then leave you to sleep.”  It sounded so wonderful I knew I’d cry for hours over Feep, and I hoped I’d dream of him. But a comfortable bed, a little warmth, a little quiet, with no faces looming over me was what I so desperately wanted.


      I thanked him so sincerely. They might have been the last words I ever said to him. I can’t really remember.


      He nodded, smiling, and bent forward as if to kiss me. I’d never permitted that before, but it seemed churlish to refuse now. There would be no marriage and no bedding, but his kindness demanded something, and I permitted it. That first kiss disgusted me. His sweaty plump lips forced against mine, the push of his fat wet tongue, and the sour taste of his saliva. But I was considerably less eligible now, with no penny of dowry, no living parents to arrange such matters, no business nor property of my own to offer. At least at seventeen years and past, I was of a very marriageable age. And Jak had always said I was pretty. But this was not a good time to think of Jak.


      It was a bad moment to think of Feep too, but I did.


      Feep had not trusted Bryte. But Feep was only a child, and his short life’s experience had taught him to distrust most people. Perhaps he was even a little jealous.  Perhaps also – shamefully it later seemed – I was desperate for someone who appeared to care, and who might bring the warmth back into my life. The shadows shivered around me and memories haunted those shadows.


      I heard thunder like the distant rolling of a barrel, and knew a storm was building. Then the lightning struck against the outside of his window with white brilliance. The thunder vibrated, the window frame shook. Bryte kept staring, his face suddenly bleached in the violent illumination. “Here,” he said, unlocking the door for me. I had no luggage except the broken crumbs of Feep’s pie, everything else destroyed. So I smiled and hurried up the stairs to the inner doorway he indicated. Then the thunder rolled again, and I could hardly hear him. “You fucking trollop,” he said, and grabbed me.


      I thought I must have misheard him, but his face was fierce, and he squeezed, then twisted my fingers. I yelled out when he slapped me, knocking me sideways, I kicked out, but my knee caught in my long skirts. The slapping didn’t stop, and as I tried to defend myself, he turned his slaps to punches. He swung me around, one arm wrenched up behind me, my wrist trapped in his grip, my back forced hard against his chest and his face over my shoulder, hoarse breathing in my ear. Then his other hand rummaged down the front of my tunic, fingers into my cleavage. He was laughing, guttural and furious, and his saliva was on my cheek. My gown ripped at the neck for it was old and much worn. With his arm hard up under my chin, I couldn’t look down, but I heard the tear.


      Then his elbow was up against my jaw and hurt like hell. My eyes watered but I couldn’t speak, jaw clenched.


      He didn’t seem to know much about undressing a woman or perhaps he was too angry to think about it. I kicked and scratched until all his hands and face were bleeding, but he punched me again, his fist banging up under my chin so that I bit my tongue. I was crying and yelling. He was still laughing. I hoped desperately that someone next door or upstairs would hear the struggle and the noise, but the rain was pounding on the roof and ramming against the window, and every board creaked and moaned, rattling and shaking. My head and jaw ached from his slaps and his knuckles, and my whole body felt bruised, but at that moment, it was fear which hurt most of all. I knew exactly what he intended doing.


      Still grappling with the rip of my gown, he hauled me over, slinging me to the ground, his weight on top. It was as if he had a hundred fingers, all groping and pushing, a thumb in my eye and the heat of his breath in my mouth. I kept kicking and felt the jar and the jolt as I hurt him. I screamed and bit his nose. It made him squint. His eyes dribbled like his nose and he screamed back at me, a hideous screeching sound like an animal or a demon. It was the last chance I had to hurt him. After that, he just hurt me. At first, he was on his knees, straddling me. Then he sat back on his heels. I saw he was grinning. He grabbed me again and rolled me over. I grabbed his hair and pulled, jabbed my fingers in his eyes, and tried to kick, but although I knew I had hurt him, his anger was far greater than his pain.


      He smashed my face on the floor, and I tasted my own blood. His knee felt solid and immovable on the small of my back against my spine. Then I felt his hands again. He shoved up my skirts from behind, tossing them up to my waist. Then a pause, while I was crying and yelling and struggling to twist back around, but he was too heavy. I heard him undo his belt. Then I felt it. He started to whip me, lashing me with the thin leather against my bare buttocks and the top of my thighs. I don’t know how many times he struck, for I collapsed sobbing, naked belly flat against the floorboards. Then where I was already stripped and surely bleeding, Bryte began to scratch. His fingers were stubby but his nails long. For just one breath, he stopped. “Teach you to scratch me, slut,” he sneered. My flesh was on fire. Then with a light caress which made me cringe, he stroked where he had hurt and wounded me, as if delighting in what he had done and admiring the result. I could hear him panting.


      My own sobs were weak now, and I was simply struggling to breathe. Each thing he did was unexpected, each thing vile and painful and degrading. He wrenched my buttocks apart, and stuck two fingers inside me. I could hear him cackling, enjoying each cry of pain I could not control. Then he turned me over again, lying on my back and blinking up at him. He leered down at me and wiped his fingers long and hard down my cheek. Then he pulled out his knife, thin-bladed with a wide hilt. He held it up, close to my face.  “Filthy sow bitch,” he muttered at me, almost chanting, “Slut, fucking prick-hole. You’ll pay all right. You’ll pay what you owe me and pay again. You led me on, you came out with me and held my arm. I arranged the wedding and looked forward to the shop – and the bed.  Oh yes, I’ll show you how much you’ll pay. And you’ll take it, and take it again, and not one bite or one kick, or this knife goes in. First the hilt up your arse. Then the blade.”


      He was pulling my clothes from me and then cutting them with the knife, the laces and hooks dug into my flesh before snapping apart, sliced finally loose. I could hardly think at all, but I didn’t think he’d kill me. So I thought of Feep. It had been far, far worse for Feep who was just a little boy when he’d been tortured, and afterwards had walked all the way from the Molly House, and the wherry, to the shop. This couldn’t be so bad, and I knew I’d survive, even if I couldn’t doctor myself for a long time afterwards. And as my little boy had managed to stagger on to find me when he was cut, so I could stagger to the Law-Giver and accuse this creature of brutal rape.


      In the end, I was naked except for my stockings and garters, and he never did get them off me, though they tore. He didn’t even bother to undress, just tugged his codpiece aside.


      It was fucking he wanted, but pain seemed to be such a big part of it.


      I don’t remember everything. I was very confused. Years of modesty and naïve innocence were torn away as easily as the last vestiges of my clothes. The only men I’d ever seen intimately were Jak and Feep. That hadn’t prepared me for the way things worked. I’d heard about the discomfort of a woman’s first experience, but this was more than just that one small inevitable and expected snap. The immense anger that inspired this foul creature turned each touch into fire.


      He forced himself into me, battering and thrusting, beating my head back again and again. My thighs were forced apart, and my body was pummelled, I knew I was lying in my own blood. The constant penetration terrified me, but everything he did was equally terrifying, even his spittle on my neck seemed just as vile. As he pumped, which became endless, he hissed obscenities and blasphemed with bitter fury. His climax disgusted me, but I hoped for relief and thought he must now let me go. I thought it was over. But, as the built-up rage subsided, he stood, adjusting his codpiece beneath his coat, and smiled. Then he began kicking me, aiming carefully. He still wore his boots. He kicked my breasts, along my ribs, my knees and feet and thighs and between my legs. He kicked my face, against my ears, and into my mouth. He seemed interested in places on my body which would prove the most sensitive, to make me gasp the loudest, or whimper, or plead. But I didn’t plead. Not once. I’d learned all those words from Feep and Symon’s friends. Now I swore back and struggled while I sobbed until I couldn’t really struggle any more.
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      Sometimes I lost consciousness, drifted in darkness, but was then forced back into the horror of reality.


      All the time the lightning struck against the window, forking and curving, then the thunderous explosions, the weather’s own violent climax. I began to lose all coherence, but while trying to stay conscious, I concentrated on the pounding rain. The room was dark as the wild sleet rattled against the little leaden triangles of the window, sluicing down and closing off the light and the whole world outside. Sudden eerie flashes shattered the black. Sight came and was instantly gone. Battering explosions of thunder trailed off into echoes. Again the light, the instant illumination of gouging hands, the stamp of his boots, his grin, and the wild tangle of hair above me. His guttural, excited panting. Heartbeat or storm. Grunt or echo. Hiss or rain. The breathless puffing of a man or the whistle of the wind. Nothing seemed real except the pain. I was no longer struggling.


      He stopped abruptly, controlling himself, standing over me for a moment to catch his breath. Then, leaving me curled on the ground, he finally swung away and left the room, locking the door behind him.


      For a little while I didn’t move at all, just closed my eyes and steadied my breathing. I could hear my own heartbeat like a drum, frighteningly fast. The nausea calmed as I drew my knees up to my chin and lay very still, but when I tried to sit, I found I could not. Very slowly, I wedged myself up on one tremulous elbow and looked around. My clothes, scattered beside me, were badly torn. I was bleeding consistently and from several places. The pain seemed concentrated in multiple areas, but I thought, forcing objectivity, had I been my own patient I would not doubt for my survival. The prolonged kicking would leave only bruises. I tested each bone, each joint, and thought that nothing was broken. I needed only privacy and time. I was young, I was supple, and I would recover. A building bonfire of furious determination was almost as much a pain in my head as the other more physical pains.


      But when I heard someone running up the stairs outside, I knew it was not the shopkeeper next door. The footsteps were doubled. Two people. I lay back down again and mentally surrendered to whatever was about to happen. A sick dizziness blurred both vision and sound, but I heard the door being unlocked and recognised the voices as they came into the room.


      Then someone kicked me again, a pointed toe sharp between my legs. Bembitt’s voice was hoarse, as though aroused, but he said, “She’s a mess. I don’t want her now. Beat the bitch and I’ll watch.”


      I kept my eyes squeezed very tightly shut. The other voice said, “I already beat the whore into strips. I’ve had enough. Well, get rid of her somewhere. I don’t want this coming back on me.”


      “You did it,” Bembitt’s voice again. He sounded, if anything, faintly amused.


      “That’s as maybe,” said Bryte. “But it was your idea. My idea was to be nice to the silly cow and keep on till she accepted me.”


      “Well clearly, you’re no appealing husband,” Bembitt sniggered, “since your plan didn’t work after all that time trying. My plan worked, didn’t it.”


      “So you think of a way to get rid of the bitch.” The pause lengthened as I lay, eyes squeezed shut and legs squeezed close. Finally, as though feeling some guilt about what he had done to me, he mumbled, “Well, shrew had it coming. If she’d agreed to the marriage, I’d have followed through in good faith. Well, more or less. I’d have started the business with your help and kept her in the shop until it stopped paying, unless something else came up. Maybe she’d have done all right out of it too if she’d kept her mouth shut.”


      “A real marriage, after all?” Bembitt sounded surprised.


      “Don’t be a fool,” said Bryte. “You’ve forgotten I’m a Fixer? I’d have fixed it up right and tight. But as long as the profits kept coming in. I might even have stuck to it, who knows? If the bitch was obedient and worked hard. With ready money building up and a willing fuck each night, I would have kept her. She’s got tits as flat as biscuits, but she’s pretty enough.”


      “Not anymore.”


      Bryte laughed. “It’s only a beating. Every man beats his wife. She’ll mend. They reckon in Shamm the men beat the women from birth onwards.””


      “Then keep her as a wife,” Bembitt suggested, as if thoughtfully planning a respectable future. “With proper witnesses, you’d never have got out of it, anyway. A marriage is a marriage. You’re not the king, to wed and then deny it at will.”


      “I’m not an idiot either. The witnesses would have failed to turn up at the last minute, and I’d just have taken her hand and said a few words which I could deny whenever I wanted. Down the slums that happens regular enough. But I don’t want her anymore. The bitch tried to turn me down. Took my coin, took my bread, took it all and then rejected me. What a slut – did she think me stupid? Did she think me so besotted I’d take whatever crumbs she gave me? Took the whore out on the town, I did, and paid too. So, what now? This fire and so on was all your idea. So now you have to do something about it.”


      “Like I said,” repeated Bembitt. “You did it. It’s your shit, so it’s your risk. The marriage and taking over the business was my idea, not the rape. And besides, why not just rape the bitch, without all the kicking? She’s black as a bullock’s prick.  What if she dies?”


      “Probably best if she does,” sighed Bryte. “Dump her in the river. Do it anyway if you want.”


      Bembitt paused. “Well, I don’t want. Throw a woman alive into the river? What a dumb turd you are. A Fixer you say? Not such a good one, I say. You think she wouldn’t scream? You think no one would notice? What if she floats on down to the council chambers? So fix it.”


      “All right.” Bryte again. “I’ve had my fun, but I won’t kill. You planned this, so now clean it up. If anything comes back to me, I pull you into it with me and that’s a promise. I know too much about your past for you to risk double-crossing me. Now don’t be a cowardly bastard, and just do it.”


      I heard every word. My eyes were tight shut, but I was wide awake and ready to escape if I got the chance. Finally; “All right,” said Bembitt. “I know what to do. Wrap her in that blanket and follow me. And you help. Remember I know a good deal about you too., shit-arsed prick. We’ll do this together.””


      It was the cover from the bed they wrapped me in. Bryte carried me. I was muffled up past my chin, and I could hardly breathe. My body ached as if shattered, and my head was pounding. His touch disgusted me, and I heaved. My face was squashed against the man’s doublet, and I could see the flecked bloodstains. My own blood. I tried desperately to struggle, to wriggle out of his arms, spit in his face, and run away. But instead, I lost consciousness.


      It was probably some hours before I opened my eyes again. When I did, nothing made sense, so I shut them at once and hoped I could disappear and leave the world altogether. Once I accepted that wouldn’t happen, I allowed myself to think again. At least I was lying down. I could feel straw beneath me and the itch of something crawling from it. I could recognise a dirty pallet without seeing it, and so I lay quite still, eyes shut, and breathed deeply. Everything hurt, my head most of all. A heavy burning weighted my body. My joints throbbed and my back and belly ached. My eyes stung. A grinding mill wheel seemed to be dragging my body apart. Every bruise, and there were hundreds, pounded inside and out, as if I was still being kicked again and again. But at least, I thought, they’ve put me in bed and left me to sleep.


      What absurd optimism.


      When I heard a voice, it seemed to be an echo. I could hear only as if from a distance. Then I focused. “Wake up, stupid whore,” said a woman, leaning over me, breath of a sow.  “Can’t lie there all day. There’s work to be done and you ain’t fucking dying.” I wished to God I was. There was a smell which insisted and invaded, very stale beer, garlic, dried blood, mouse piss and filth. Nothing was real, and my head began to split. I doubled over, which hurt as well, and vomited. “Fuck,” shouted the same woman’s voice. “This doxy’s spewing everywhere.”


      Someone else came over to me, heavy, tired footsteps stomping on bare boards. A foot nudged at me, not a kick but a gentle, explorative testing, to see to what extent I was alive. I rolled back and looked up. Elderly and mountainous with a face all dimples and pink rumbling layers, she had a yellow stubble across her upper lip and heavy eyelids with no lashes. She bent over me, frowning. “Are you all right, darling?” A voice like a cracked church bell. I didn’t answer because I couldn’t. The fat woman turned to the other who had complained about me. “Leave her alone,” she said. “Can’t you see the girl’s not right? Looks like someone’s roughed her up pretty bad.”


      “Why should I care?” said the strident one. “She ain’t one of us.”


      “She is now,” said the fat one. “And no use to me half dead. So leave her be. She’s only little. I’ll clean her up in a while but let her sleep a bit first.”


      “Who the fuck cares,” objected the first voice. “The men won’t care. Most of ‘em wouldn’t even notice.”


      “You heard,” said the fat woman. “Fuck off and leave her to me.”


      A third woman’s voice, faintly in the background. “Another? Where she come from?”


      The first one called back, “We bought her from the two city Fixers. Promised she were a good-looker once them bruises fade.”


      “Buying more? We don’t need no more. Just means less for the rest of us.”


      The fat woman said, “Enid died last ten-day, poor trollop. Got the measles. Sissy’s run off with a pimp. If we get too low on talent, the plodders won’t come.”


      “They always come,” objected the other. “Pissed. Sober. They crawls in anyhow.”


      I curled back into myself, hugging downwards under the thin cover. It was the blanket David had carried me away in. It was wet with rain and blood. Now it was smeared in vomit, but no one made any attempt either to remove it or wipe it. Beneath it, I was naked except for my torn stockings. Now I was left alone and soon, from extreme weakness, confusion and exhaustion, I slept.


      When I woke again, there had been few improvements. My head was splitting. Sometimes in the past, I had stood on the riverbank close to the Bridge, watching the heaving current surge between the arches below, too narrow for its depth and power. Floating wooden platforms protected the bridge’s supports, but they also restricted the waters, causing them to bottle up between the pillars. When the tide was high, and floodwaters swept in from its rain swollen source, the river mounted upstream and then tumbled to a murderous drop of five-foot or more between the river either side of the Bridge. It could mean a quick death to risk those thundering brown currents. To challenge that tidal thunder took a brave boatman, or a stupid one. I had seen men drowned. Now that same black swirl was all in my head. The incoming tide of pain behind my eyes was like the rush and swirl of the river beneath the Bridge. The chaos behind my eyes was the cascade of the waters with all their dreadful noise and the onslaught of their relentless surge. My mind was taken and hurled, like the river would snatch a small barge and pound it to splinters against the stone. It was all there, scrambling inside my head. I was drowning too.


      “If she needs a surgeon,” said a new voice, soft and slurred, “they’ll have to pay. But I don’t give a shit. I’m not paying no share.”


      “Who asked you to?” demanded, the fat woman with the blurred, sunken eyes. “I’ll pay, and she can pay me back. I’ll take it straight out of her cut. Now fuck off, the lot of you.” She bent back over me. “Now, my darling. Don’t you let the little turds upset you. I’ll send someone up with gruel later on. You’ll soon feel better again. I’ll not put you to work till you can face it. I’ll know when you’re ready.”


      “Put me to work?” I tried to ask. But she didn’t understand me. I had no strength to talk and the words were just a whispered mumble. She smiled, a smile which disappeared into the wallow of cheeks around her mouth. When she patted my shoulder, it hurt, and I cringed. She stood up and left me then, with a slurp of flesh and a heaving bosom, and I shut my eyes and wondered, desperately, what was real, and what was nightmare, and if reality had any place in the impossibility of what seemed to be going on around me. I didn’t know these people, and I didn’t know what was happening. Sleeping, waking to the same pain, new voices, complete denial, I slept, awoke, slept and woke again, just drifting in and out of consciousness.


      It was sometime later when I realised I was chained. While barely understanding anything, it had seemed the restrictions on my movements were the result of injury. But as I awoke more fully, I saw that a rough circlet of metal around my left ankle secured me to an iron hook in the floor. So I knew I was a prisoner and I knew it was a whorehouse.


      I was given soup. The fat woman brought it and supported me while I drank it. It was tasteless and lukewarm. My stomach lurched. I did not want food, but she insisted. I did not vomit afterwards, but nor did I feel any stronger. A man came. He called himself a doctor. He was dirty and he prodded and stared. I found his examination invasive and embarrassing although he did not attempt to remove the blanket, simply touching me through the thin wool. Yet he treated me with such a complete lack of respect that I decided he had learned his trade by doctoring dogs and farm animals. His fingers were filthy, and the dirt was thick under square, ragged nails. He prescribed nothing. I told him what he should be prescribing and asked if he had an ointment of alum, or of honey and egg white. Leeches were usually applied to blood bruises, but he never recommended such an expense. He looked at me momentarily as if surprised that I had the power of speech, and then left, ignoring what I had said.


      The fat woman cared for me in her fashion. She brought me a chamber pot when I asked and took it away again afterwards. Pissing stung like crazy. I asked if she had aged wine, which I could use as my own soothing ointment, also as an efficient deterrent to likely infections of the many cuts and grazes. She shook her head. This involved a slow swing of flesh which began high around the loose  rolls of skin under her eyes, oscillated downwards to the full width of her cheeks and then continued in a pendulum to the jowls which swung like the folds of a gown in dance, finally proceeding to the many layers of chins. The woman probably took my stare for mental incompetence. “Not stale wine, darling. But there’s plenty stale beer, if it’s what you like.”


      I was fed on beer and soup for two days, and I am not sure which felt worse during that time, the physical pain, or the misery. I asked for a pain-killing mixture of brandy and willow-bark, and at first, she had no idea what I was talking about. Eventually she visited the apothecaries. Not my own shop, of course. She bought me what I asked for, but warned me it had cost a great deal, and I would need to pay her back once I started work. Eventually the pain faded, but the misery did not. Since it was only the fat woman whom I saw, and she was kindly in an odd and disconnected manner, I finally begged her to explain what was happening to me and why.


      She looked steadily at me, as if deciding whether it would be wise to tell me the truth, or whether a lie would be safer. I said, “I don’t know why I’m here, but I know who brought me. I shouldn’t be here. I was – I am an apothecary. I had my own business. The man who brought me here raped me.”


      She nodded slowly, with the beginnings of a smile. “Well, darling, you sound like you’ve got your wits back. So I’ll tell you what I can. But I’m not interested in who you were. Who you are now is a whore in Sal’s Stewe.”


      I swallowed bile. “You can’t make me be a whore against my will.”


      “We can here, darling,” she said. “You’re in Bog-dock now. There’s no running to the law nor begging for help. Sal bought you. Not for coin, but the Fixer owed her plenty, and he paid up by bringing you here. Sal took you, so you belong to her.”


      “To buy – or sell – a person – is wicked.” I couldn’t believe it.


      “Happens all the time, darling.” She was patient, sitting beside me like a kindly rolling hillock. “Many folks can’t manage with too many brats, can’t feed the family, so they sell their daughters to some matron as a laundry girl, a cleaner or a whore at the stewe. Maybe the father’s been losing at dice and the tavern says pay up. He’ll sell his daughters to clear the debt.”


      “Let me go,” I said at once. “And I’ll pay back whatever this woman bought me for.”


      “Let’s get one thing clear,” she continued to be patient. “I’m not your friend, girl, nor will take risks I don’t need to. Sal’s the owner here, and she’s a nasty bitch. She makes the rules. She’d never trust you to pay back once free, and nor would I. It’s Big Sal’s stewe, and I used to be one of her whores and did as I was told, just like you will. Not that I was sold into it, I came of my own free will. But my story’s my own, and it’s not one I’ll be telling you, but believe me, it was no easy one, and that’s the same for every wretched girl in here. Now I’m the carer, too old and too fat for anything else. I still do as I’m told. I worked my arse for nigh on twenty-two years, but I hated whoring. I liked getting old, and I ate too much to get fatter and fatter.”


      I just kept crying. The hopelessness I had known after the fire and Feep’s death seemed to be growing blacker. I whispered, “Before I was raped, I was – I was –”


      She interrupted me. “We were all virgins once, darling. But virginity don’t keep you warm in the winter, nor put food on your platter. Working here can do both. Now listen to me, and I’ll help you settle in.”


      Her name was Hawisa, and she held a position of some authority. Now outworn, too old and retired from the business, she ran the place during any absence of her mistress, Bog-dock Sal, who was a working madam with no desire to retire whatsoever. We were in a busy stewe south of the river, where I now belonged. I had been beaten, abducted, and sold.
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      It was a barn of an attic. The pitched ceiling was open to the rafters and the rats climbed them in the night, their useful runways to the stores. Utilised for the storing of grain and flour sacks, the drying of meats hanging from the beams, and the keeping of all the girl’s personal belongings, bundles carelessly strewn, dirty clothes, broken stools, rusted pots and a variety of weapons, the flotsam of theft and the illegal trade of stolen objects, it was also used for the isolation of prisoners such as myself. I could tell from the hook in the floor and its chain and anklet, that I was not the first.


      I was kept there on my own for several days, left to recover from my injuries while watched by Hawisa. As my body slowly healed, I became more conscious of my surroundings. There were no clear definitions of time’s passing, nor of which blurred nightmare constituted day and which night, but an age seemed to pass with nothing but Hawisa’s visits to interrupt the interminable black depression. At first, I struggled, from habit perhaps, to live. At the same time, I was wishing to die. I didn’t really care what might come after death – total nothingness probably. Or life ever after in the clouds.


      Of course it wasn’t death. I expected what came next, but not the way it happened. Hawisa drugged me first. I understood medicines, I knew poison, I knew drugs. I knew when I was given poppy juice. Not enough to make me vomit, nor enough to make me comatose, but sufficient to make me obedient, sluggish, and amenable to further pain and degradation. Although I was well aware of what I was being given and its probable effects, I accepted the draft for it was a sweet and necessary escape. I had prescribed it myself, though rarely, to those in pain. The possibility of too large a dose worried me not in the slightest, for I would have welcomed the strange sweet dreams it can bring, even the ensuing oblivion. But Hawisa understood opium as well as I did. She helped me sit upright, her huge sweaty palm firmly supporting my back. She pressed the dented tin cup to my mouth, expecting me to object since the taste was unpleasant. But I blinked, recognised, and drank.


      “I don’t need the chains,” I whispered. “They rub. They hurt. I hurt so much anyway, in so many places.”


      “Drink up, darling,” nodded the woman. “Them irons will come off as soon as I’m sure of you. Won’t be long now. Be a good girl, and I’ll fix up all that hurts. This drink will take the pain away, I promise.”


      Then, already half doped with the poppy drink, she gave me strong beer, and I slipped happily into a deeper intoxication. It kept me permanently malleable, which was no doubt Hawisa’s reasoning, but it was kind too, in a way. I felt very small and was barely aware of sequences. In fact, few specific details impinged at all.


      At first, I was floating, and the dreary attic turned all to shimmering silver. I felt as perhaps Jak felt, with his wonderful world of haloed colours. The world became momentarily beautiful, but with the inevitability of life, it turned dank and ugly. I shrank, becoming tiny – an insect scuttling beneath my own skirts, antennae breathing in the stench and the sweat from my own body. Then realism impinged. Several men entered together, but they came at me one at a time, and quite peacefully. They wanted a low-cost service, accepting the discomfort of the dirty attic without objection. Even my own obvious slavery did not seem to disturb or inconvenience them. They waited quietly in turn, a shifting, silent queue, coarse unbleached shirts pulled up ready over naked thighs like men in a latrine. Each a minute or so, grunting and pushing, and then gone. No speech and no pretence at formality or friendship. I didn’t see faces. Amongst the stink of sour breath and dirt, another smell filled my nostrils, unpleasant and strange, and I began to recognise the smell and feel of a working man’s seed. Human noises that sounded animal. Sometimes, like a distant echo, I heard my own sobs. It didn’t seem to worry them either that I was crying. Perhaps the opium and the alcohol disguised it, and it was only me who knew about the tears which overflowed inside.


      Sometime following this, I was taken downstairs. I cannot know when it was. Many days later. Again it was Hawisa, helped by another woman. The anklet was removed, and I was no longer a prisoner. I was wrapped in the same bedcover and they took me to a pallet in a half-timbered cubicle. A float of cobwebs, one solid wall behind me, two planked barriers to either side like a stable, and the fourth side open and uncovered. No door. There was a chamber pot, two dirty blankets and a mattress, flat lumps of fleece in a coarse linen envelope. I curled under the covers and closed my eyes. The sticky smell of grime and semen was insistent. The world was reeling. I was offered more beer. I shook my head, already nauseas. They insisted, holding the cup to my lips so that I spluttered and coughed. Then they left me alone. I was desperate not to think, not to allow one single coherent thought to press itself on my mind, not to permit any acknowledgement of what was happening to me. Then the opium wormed deeper within and saved me. Gentle floating, clouds above, below and within, amber reflections, and finally, I seemed to sleep for a year.


      Even afterwards, they kept me drunk, and they kept me drugged. At first, I was terribly frightened, but the poppy made everything easy. The men came and went, but I barely noticed them. The pain lessened. I no longer had the wits to understand or even to care. My mind followed no straight lines, no pathways to conclusion, or avenues to memory. In every sense, I began to belong.


      Unlike the poppy juice I had used for medicines in the past and which I had bought in small flat cakes of soft paste, shining like polished yellow marble and wrapped in green leaf, the opium Hawisa used was bought in squashy lumps, easily crumbled for insidious narceine dreams. I had bought from special traders, but the cheaper stuff was not so hard to find in large spice-markets. The poppies of Eden’s Southern Plains gave solace as soft as their sand dunes. Just a flake squeezed into a few drops of beer flew me to another place far preferable, so the drug quickly took the place of food and left no other appetite. I drank it each morning, my regular breakfast, to lapse gently into a serene calm where my eyes no longer burned, and my stomach no longer rebelled against the customers allotted to me. Hawisa sent in the men, and I no longer cried.


      I did not ask for a stronger dose when, after a few ten-days, I knew I had become habituated. The pain had subsided, and the effects of the drug were enough for mindless complacency while keeping some semblance of my wits. I knew the risks of increasing the strength. So quite easily and quite soundlessly, I became a whore.


      Within those vague layers of tutored acceptance, which then substituted for mind and brain and consciousness, I found my education dull. There was a routine, the stern, strong arm of massive Hawisa somehow reassuring, the poppy juice which remained the most reassuring of all, and a life I could once never have imagined but which slipped in, almost unannounced.


      “You awake, doxy?” One man, heavy muscled, looked into my eyes. I stared back at him in surprise, as if I had not previously realised he was there even though his full weight rested on me.


      I blinked. “No,” I said, “I’m deeply asleep. There are small beetles flying over your shoulder. Pretty and green and smiling at me. Please don’t interrupt.”


      In years past, when I had dreamed of Jak, in the ignorance of my innocence, I had imagined a delicious intimacy. There had been rainbows in my dreams, golden words, magical touching, all the nonsense of romance. The yearning excitement he had aroused that one night during the last days of his sickness when his caresses had awakened something I did not understand, I had never even guessed at the truth of making love, which now had nothing to do with love at all.


      “Just let them get on with it,” advised Hawisa. “It’s them that does it, and they knows what they need. Don’t bother getting involved nor pretending nothing, for they won’t pay more, and don’t care neither. Some of the girls, well they get caught up in the game, moving around and squeezing or making noises and smiling. Do that if you want, but it won’t profit you none.” Well, smiling was the last thing I wanted to do. I loathed intimacy with strangers, but the strangers were rarely strange. They were as dull as everything they did. “There’s no whore who likes it,” Hawisa continued with my education. “Pretending or not pretending, it’s a dirty business without pleasure, not at one end nor the other. But just as well the men like it, or there’d be no more children born to fill the whorehouses in their turn.”


      I was suddenly terrified, “Children?”


      Hawisa showed me. There were sponges. Small and dense and easy to insert though sometimes difficult to extract, they were essential and dealt both with a woman’s monthly courses and the dangers of pregnancy. Washing for re-use was an unwelcome task as they became sticky and clogged, but the house would not supply replacements until they were worn into crumbling pieces. From my past doctoring experience, and before that of helping my mother, I had my own additional herbal safeguards against unwanted pregnancies, although I knew that these were not infallible.


      Once I was permitted to move freely within the house, drifting the creaking stairs, sitting forlorn and aimless in some shadowed corner with the spiders and the beetles, and was accepted as a regular member of the household business, I explained my own unusual talents. Since sickness, small wounds, and the fear of pregnancy were common, the girls were eager and interested. Hawisa first disbelieved but then trusted me and eventually what I asked was answered. So once again, I began to make medicines. The weighing and measuring was less exact, the grinding less refined as my energy, will and concentration wandered, but habit and long experience meant my potions worked.


      As I gained a reputation for being useful, so I quickly discovered that I could refuse to do certain things. Both with the customers and within the house, I could assert small choices, and this freedom became exceptionally important to me. The other women sneered and called me childish, ignorant, and squeamish, but because I made them a variety of ointments and contraceptives and asked little or no monetary payment from them in return, I became gradually respected. Not trusted, and never liked, but allowed my small eccentric sensitivities.


      I ordered the herbs and spices I needed. I was not yet allowed out of the front door, but other girls went to the market, and they took my shopping list with them. Not on paper of course, for there was none, and none of them could read anyway, but a whore has a good memory for what will keep her safe.


      Demanding a broom, I swept the corners of my own little cubicle. I ordered sulphur from the market and made powders to eradicate lice and fleas from my pallet. There was no bathtub in the building, but I heated water and washed myself, stripping off my clothes by the warmth of the kitchen fire. I had been given a gown, a second-hand tunic of woven flax with a torn neck and no belt. I still wore my stockings, but they were already torn and now frayed into holes around the feet. I washed my shift when I could, but this dragged on the seams, and they began to pull apart.


      “I want no coin in return for my medicines,” I said to Hawisa, “but I want something decent to wear. I want a gown and a clean shift. I want new stockings and real shoes. I want a comb, and I want a warm cloak.”


      “You’ve got that ring and that funny round thing you wear on a cord around your neck,” said Hawisa. “Sell them. I’ll order you fine wool made up to measure at the cheap.”


      “I won’t ever sell this ring,” I said. “And if anyone tries to take it from me, I’ll kill them. The other thing is a talisman from my mother, and no one would pay more than a penny for it anyway. But I need clothes.”


      She grinned. “I’ll see what I can do.”


      This was no licensed stewe. In the midden heaps and crowded alleys of Bog-dock, jurisdiction of the crown was officially claimed, but no law existed. Little observance of regularities was enforced. The legal hours a brothel might operate within the city were considered utterly irrelevant south of the river. The customaries governing a licensed stewe, the strict laws that controlled the profession of a prostitute and her landlady, its emphasis on closure during holy days and the careful check on its practises, was here all completely overlooked. A drunken disturbance in a city stewe might lead to the pillory with the business fined or even shut down permanently. Here, disturbances were expected. Chapel days were our busiest and even the ultimate illegality of a woman sold, imprisoned and forced into harlotry, inspired no more than a blink amongst the incest’s and murders of a thousand wretched lives. Poverty brought slavery of many kinds.


      I treated one of the girls for an infection on her neck. I scraped the green pus away with the blunt edge of her own knife. “You should have come to me before,” I said. “It’s a nasty mess. It must hurt.”


      “Hurts like fuck,” she said. “But I don’t like you and I don’t trust you. I only come to you ‘cos Hawisa says as how you’re clever, and ‘sides, there ain’t nothing more I can do.”


      I couldn’t care less if she didn’t like me. I didn’t like her either. “It’ll get better after a ten-day or two if you keep coming for ointment,” I told her. “How did it happen?”


      “Some bugger bit me while he were fucking me,” she said. “Bugger’s teeth were rotten.”


      All the girls were stupid. “Why do you stay?”


      “Two year back, my old man brung me here for punishment. Didn’t like what I cooked him for dinner. I threw the platter at his ugly head. Hit him too, with potage dripping in his piggy eyes. He dragged me here and told Sal to keep me for a ten-day. I said as I’d stay forever, long as I didn’t have to pleasure my old man ever again.”


      Whoring had many levels, and perhaps absurdly, I found some practices more repugnant than others. Most of the men were little more than cattle themselves, without either the desire or the imagination to initiate any unusual desires, but a few, either tentative or demanding, had diverse needs. I found I could accept the normal. I lay silently rigid on my back, closed my eyes and flew my thoughts into barely conscious clouds. I hoped for nothing. I remembered nothing. But anything different disturbed me and I objected. I wouldn’t let a customer touch my mouth, neither for kissing nor anything else. I refused buggery, I refused to piss in company, and I refused to service any man reeking of his own shit or too cupshotten to stand. I had become a drugged and brainless slut, but after years of innocence, these diverse things still horrified me. I also wanted time off, and when there were few customers, I curled tight and alone and slept without disturbance. If any brute purposefully hurt me, I yelled and scratched until Hawisa came to haul him off. I was therefore in control of some aspects of my life, was pathetically proud of this small grain of power, and because of the inertia of the opium, accepted the rest.


      “I want the little brown-haired slut,” one man said as Hawisa took his coin and stuffed it in the big leather purse. “The pretty one what lies there smiling and looks like she just found a pocket of coins.”


      I could hear him from the passageway, and knew he meant me. But poppy dreams are much sweeter than just finding a purse of Kamps.


      Yet perhaps it was because of my fussiness, and because I clearly believed I was superior to the rest, including Big Sal herself, I was not yet trusted to leave the house. No further attempt was ever made to restrain or chain me, but I was forbidden to approach the main door and threatened with extreme violence if I tried to go outside. I believed the threats. I had nowhere to run to and Hawisa could have stopped me as easily as crush a flea. Instead, my freedom within the sad old building and its three creaking floors seemed sufficient. I told whichever girl was going to market what herbs to buy for me. Hawisa would nod, silently endorsing permission. Fresh vervain to fight fever, mandrake root and henbane leaf to be mixed with one drop of opium to mask pain, vinegar, honey and willow bark for ointments and potions. Alum and cloves were considered too expensive and oil of wormwood too strange, but most of whatever I ordered was brought back to me. They thanked me for their comforts, the curing of a toothache and the easing of a flux. When the men were rough, intentionally or otherwise, and the girls were torn or bruised, I treated their wounds, but I made no friends.


      Hawisa became the closest I had to a friend, but she controlled me, she controlled my obedience, and she controlled the opium and beer which kept me docile. I told her, “You treat me like an infant. I’m not so dumb. And you call me darling, but I’m nobody’s darling, least of all yours.”


      She chuckled, which was a warm throaty sound. “You want me to call you whore?”


      “Just don’t pretend you’re my friend when you’re not.”


      “Make me your friend then, my darling, and I shall help you a little more, and watch you a little less.”


      I stared in silence, then took a deep breath. “You mean – you’d look the other way? Even if – even if I went to the door?”


      But she shook her head. “Not that, for Sal would whip my hide from me. But a little more to eat – a little more to drink. And maybe, just maybe, a walk outside with me very close and your arm tight linked to mine.”


      Whereas most of the girls wandered the streets and taverns to look for custom, men were sent to me. Gruff and tired, slouching out from the stink of their own sweat with their ten-day’s wages to squander, they were desperate for a moment’s squalid ease before trudging to the tavern, and the next day back once more to toil. Some were thieves with a profit to spend, or farmers with a penny to spare from selling apples or eggs after the drudgery of a poor harvest. Men from the tanneries, yearning for release from the stink of urine. Exhausted Diggers working to enlarge an island or build a new one. Train drivers, desperate to escape from the noise of pounding and rattling wheels, and butchers wanting a different smell to blood and torn flesh.


      For months I neither breathed fresh air nor saw the sky. I did not count either days or ten-days, and it was only afterwards that I learned how long I had been trapped there. At the time, it felt like years, and I knew only that winter ground on as surely as I ground pennywort and marigold and the men ground into me.
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      As mid-winter started, I spent the day drunk, witless and buried under a series of heaving bodies, all nameless, faceless and rabid. On the actual day of the great winter Procession, I was drugged and virtually insensible. Again there were men, I have no idea how many.


      The season of festivities was only briefly festive, and from a distance. On the evening of the month’s end, and the eve of Probyn, I heard singing in the streets. Staggering to the small scraped parchment window and peering through the grime, I watched the procession winding from the river banks as far as I could see, past the many inns and taverns visible from the casement, the Block, the Crooked Knife, the Dirty Duck and the Baker’s Dozen. I knew all their names now; the Brothers, the Vine and the Drowning Wherry, though had entered not one of their doorways.


      Passing them all in their vestments of blazing scarlet and gold swinging to the march with furred hems just clear of the wet filth below, fifteen palace servants carried the great jewelled Eden-Emblem high, until I thought their arms must ache and drop. The High-Steward sat on a chair atop a small dais all tessellated and fringed in golden velvet with tassels swaying. I knew his face at once and stepped back. Then I laughed at myself. I stood behind a filthy parchment window, my hair tangled, and my face grimed. No one would recognise me. Supported on the shoulders of six priests, the steward waved to the crowds that watched, squashed back against the shop fronts, taverns spilling drunken delight and the cheering of eager arms and awed faces, tapestries thrust flapping and gaudy from every open window. Eager for the blessing of the new season, new growth and new sunshine, eager for the celebrations, they claimed one last glimpse of Paradise before such happiness was over and inevitably turned, as usual, to disappointment.


      I sat entranced. It was a reminder of real life, bringing memories of past years, taking Feep to the mystery plays, sewing him a shirt, kerchief or new braies as a gift for the first day of Probyn. My mind drifted back further to childhood in Lydiard and curling warm in my mother’s arms as she told me stories. Now I refused to call myself a whore, but peered down, excited, at the grandest procession I had ever seen.


      The marching banners carried the red badge on gold, and the painted and imagined face of our first King Dyr. Then more priests, twenty tall candles and twenty torches, a multitude of flaming light shuddering in the little sharp wind from the river, then bursting bright and high again, simple with no instrument but the voices of the chanting and prayer. Bald heads and coarse gowns woven from tumbleweed, half lost within shadow, and the minor note of continuous murmur.


      It had lasted perhaps an hour. I left the window and crawled back to bed. No visitors, no men. Just sweet thankful sleep and the lullaby of the opium.


      With her sleeves rolled up and the folds of her lower arms pendulous, Hawisa stood over the copious hearth at the back of the ground floor. She was stirring the cauldron. “Here, my darling,” Hawisa called. “You like mixing the medicines and brewing tonics. So help me boil up the best medicine of all and learn another useful trade. Cock-ale, it is, to sell on the side, with a good profit.”


      The proper recipe started with a freshly killed cockerel, scalded, plucked and de-loused, strung in a sack and boiled in locally brewed ale along with raisins and added nutmeg. The fowl, scrawny and flea-bitten, was usually the loser from some cock-fight held in the nearby churchyard or outside the Clink gaol. “It’s a drink guaranteed to raise the prick,” Hawisa told the men. “If you miserable buggers need any help hardening up, then it’s cock for cock.”


      The season of Probyn edged towards spring, with the anniversary of my birth shrinking unnoticed amongst the puffing sweat and grime of customers. Sal strode the streets, serviced men while standing in the urine puddles of the alleys and took her meagre silver at once to the nearest tavern. When she’d spent, she’d work again, and drink until the alehouse threw her out. Staggering home, swearing loudly, she would collapse and sleep downstairs on a rug, clutching her guts so as not to spew and lose what she’d paid for. She was tall, flat breasted, and raucous. She also liked to whip her girls.


      Several others apart from myself had adapted to the anaesthesia of semi-oblivion. The opium lumps delivered were not just for me. But most girls sufficed with drunkenness, both simpler and cheaper and perhaps less dangerous. There were regular drunken fights when the girls fought between themselves or scuffled with the men, those customers not too pissed to notice the loss of their purses.


      I also bought good solid soap. The other girls were free to attend the bathhouses, where they could not only wash but do an excreta trade. Still not trusted to leave the stewe, I hadn’t bathed for three months, but insisted on a ten-day scrub from a small basin of grimed suds. I accepted this, as I did most else, with little more than a whine of acclimatised complaint. I was losing track of how much the opium had overtaken my mind, but I was more than ever conscious of my imprisonment.


      I was, of course, not who I had once been. I knew this but did more than accept it. I relished it. The innocent child awash with loss and misery was now a young woman capable of – well – capable! So when Sal needed a cure for constipation and cramps in the womb, I said, “I’ll make her a marmalade of mace, and a tonic of runny aloes. But this time I have a price. I want to go out to the market myself and buy what I need. I have to leave this wretched building, or I will go quite mad.”


      “I’ll find out,” Hawisa nodded. “I reckon Sal will go along with it if I put in a good word.” The next morning, with Sal groaning from the cramps, Hawisa came back to me. “It’s agreed,” she said. “And I’ll be coming with you, with a good grip on your arm mind, and I’ll knock you senseless and all your teeth out too if you try to run.”


      I smiled. “Run? I might not have the energy to walk.”


      “Cheer up, darling,” said Hawisa. “I’ll buy you a pie from Lanky Will’s. You’ve had no proper pay yet from all your shagging, though don’t go thinking you’ve been cheated, for you’ve had your bed and bowl and all that poppy drink’s not cheap. But maybe now we’ll start giving you a little share. Prove you can be trusted, work your arse a little more, and I’ll let you walk alone and go search out the men you want.”


      “Want?” I said. “Who can think I want any of this?”


      Hawisa chuckled amiably. “You’re still not used to it, are you darling! Most don’t take this long, but you came from a different life, I know that. Still, you’re a pretty little thing, and you’ll do good business once you settle. Sal paid a high price for you, you know.”


      “I should kill her for it.”


      “Don’t talk fucking daft,” said Hawisa, undisturbed. “You should be flattered you were well paid for. There was a high debt owing, and taking you cleared the lot. Mind you, she’s had her coin back many times over by now. That’s why she says you can start getting a share. And it’s me thinks you should take your first walk at last.”


      I was in a rush to remember fresh air. As we left the house, I saved up the first inhalation for the doorstep, and stood there a moment, excited. Not so fresh after all perhaps, but the air was cold and that felt invigorating. I stared at the sky. It was all cloud and deeply lowering, but I thought it was blue enough and bright and full of heaven.


      I already knew the street because I had spent so long peering from the windows but to stand and see at its own level as if I was a normal woman out for a stroll, was heady. I stared up at the squash of three storey houses as narrow as poles, held up with a patchwork of struts and beams and all bending outwards. I could hear the high wail of the gulls and knew we were near the river. So I went with Hawisa to the Bog-dock market, bought the mace and the aloes, fresh sponges, vinegar, and a clean comb for my tangled hair.


      It wasn’t on the first walk but on the second, that I realised someone had noticed me and was staring. On my third walk, the same man was following me. By the fourth, he had decided to come over and talk, but it was obvious that he wasn’t after the services of a whore. At least, not a woman and not for himself. The man who noticed and then followed me was not part of the usual scenery. He was very different.


      “You have the most beautiful green eyes, madam,” he said, standing suddenly right in front of me and blocking my way. He had come from the shadows.


      Hawisa, still my careful chaperone, glared. “Get the fuck away,” she ordered. “The girl’s spoken for.”


      “No doubt,” said the strange man. “But I need to know her name.”


      There was noise around us, the usual push and shove and spit and riot. But he spoke well and quite softly, and I listened as if I knew this was going to be important.


      “Push off,” said Hawisa. “Unless you want your fucking balls chewed off.” She began to haul me away, but I thrust her off and stood my ground.


      “Freia,” I said. “Freia the apothecary.”


      This polite interloper was quite small and ostentatiously pretty. Had he dressed differently, I would have thought he was not only a girl, but the most attractive I had seen. He had a cherubic face with fluttering blue eyes and soft brown curls with veins of rich black. With a little blunt nose, high cheekbones, and a dimpled chin, he was fragile seeming, and his lips were heart-shaped and very full with a child’s pout. But there was ice behind the blue eyes, and I did not think he was as young as he seemed.


      He said, “I know something about you, Mistress Freia. So where might you be staying, and is the lodging of your own choice?”


      I looked like a whore or a beggar and was aware of it. This man was clean and gloriously decorated, but I had never before seen stockings in silk of such a virulent cerise, and his britches’ codpiece was embroidered in scarlet over gold, excessively prominent beneath a very short doublet slashed in white satin.


      “The house behind me,” I said. “And not my choice. I was kidnapped.”


      Hawisa glared, “Sal’s Stewe, and none of your fucking business.”


      “I see,” he said to me. “Then I might be seeing you again.”


      “You won’t,” said Hawisa. “Now piss off.”


      The small man moved away, but he turned and bowed before he went, with an impressive display of elegant calves just as if I was a noble lady instead of a harlot in a dirty gown. Then he waved as he walked off, and smiled, more to himself than to me, as though he had thought of something particularly satisfying.


      The next morning Sal grabbed me.


      True to form, she grabbed me from behind. “Fucking strumpet,” she hissed, “think you’ve found a pimping violet to strut for you? Don’t go thinking he’ll worst me, for there’s no man can, and this little molly-petal least of all. I’ll flay his prick from his balls and feed it up his precious arse.” For three months and more I’d learned the language of the whore, but I still rarely understood a word Sal said to me. The man I had met was unusually pretty, especially for a man. Skinny Sal, flexible and dangerous, hair hennaed, flat cheeks centred around small red spots of high colour, looked masculine and perhaps a little mad. I had never been clever at astrology in my medicines as physicians often were, but I had quickly decided that Sal was moon-gripped, a luna bawd of Eagle tempers, and when she was close it was not her face you had to beware, but your own back and a probable knife under your ribs. Sal was a feral sow and as bony as the spit to roast it on.


      Now even I could guess something had happened to annoy her, and it was probably me. Hawisa said, square hands on square hips, “She didn’t send for the pimp, Sal, I’ll swear to it. It weren’t no assignation.”


      Sal twisted around to face Hawisa. “I told you it was too fucking soon to let the troll out. Lords it like she’s queen of the bawds, all snot in the air and talking piss fancy like she wouldn’t come her lot, not if the fucking king put his licker up her. Won’t even lard her arse, then tries to bugger me with tricks outside. Looking out for an apple-squire pimp, is it? Reckon she just earned herself a fucking good flogging.”


      Flogging was definitely a word I understood.


      Hawisa stood her ground. “Pimping Tom works for the Spider’s Web, and you know it,” she said. “He looks for customers, not new girls. Besides, they pride theirselves on the best. And that ain’t us.”


      The code was unravelling. Ages past when I was still myself, Symon had told me to expect a man called Pimping Tom. It seemed so long ago, and I had forgotten. Opium, intoxication and hopeless lassitude had fuddled all but the strongest memories. “Is this all about that man who asked my name?” I demanded.


      “He came banging on the door last night,” nodded Hawisa. “Him and two other buggers, wanting to see you, and had the nerve to shove a knife in my face. I broke one of their fucking wrists. Screamed hard enough to shrivel the fifth leg off a donkey he did, little bastard. So Tom went off. But he said he’ll be back.”


      I turned to Sal. “I don’t know him. I don’t know what they want.”


      “But I know what I fucking want,” said Sal. “And you’ve been getting on my pissing tits for too pissing long.” She had the whip. It was a long strip of narrow leather, with a small metal buckle fastened to its end to stop it fraying. The handle was wood and bound in heavy twine, smooth to the grip after long use. Sal soaked it first in ale for an hour, then drank, laughing, from the same bowl. She’d whipped most of the girls at some time or other, and on some excuse or other, so now they were pleased it was me and not them. They helped strip me to the waist, which ruined my new serviceable gown, and held me over a low bench, two girls to each outspread arm. I was suddenly bitterly cold. Sal stood over my back and I could feel the dirty scratch of her skirts against my ankles, and the bristles of her bare legs beneath, rubbing on my calves. Then I heard the cut of the wet leather strap through the air.


      At first, one of the girls counted and another giggled, and I could hear Sal grunt and puff like men fucking. The pain was astonishingly intense. I had been prepared, muscle-tensed, but it was sharper than I could have imagined. I thought that first cut would slice through my entire body. It was excruciating beyond expectation, I screamed at once. The second strike was as terrible, and the third. Time stretched with the swish of the leather, its sudden spring and whistle. Then the snap as it hit, the parting of flesh and the heat of the blood. I couldn’t breathe. Then everything began to befuddle. I stopped screaming. I could hear my own voice gasping and sobbing, choking and gulping, and then nothing.


      I woke up on my pallet, lying on my belly with Hawisa squatting on the rushes beside me, and fire straddling my back. “Silly bitch,” said Hawisa with a strange, harsh affection. “You ought’ve begged quicker. Not begging, well that just makes her go on longer and deeper.”


      I wanted to explain that it was hardly pride that had kept the wails for mercy stuck in my throat. I still couldn’t speak. Words didn’t form.


      Hawisa was holding a small earthenware tub and the smell was calming. I recognised my own perfumed salve. “Is this the one to use, darling?” Her fingertips were like little rough stones against my wounds.


      “Yes,” I managed to say. “Wash first.”


      “Me?” she asked, not at all offended. “Or what’s left of your back?”


      “Both,” I said.


      It was two days later when I was back on my feet and staggering to the one little copper mirror in our downstairs entrance to see what had been done to me. I winced and crawled back upstairs. From shoulders to waist, I had been stripped raw, tatters of flesh caked in black blood and the smears of my own ointment. I asked Hawisa to wash me again and slick the grease on thicker. “Can’t. It’s all gone,” she said. “I’ve used the last. Make more or put up with it.”


      I put up with it for two days and then sent a girl for new ingredients. But it was the night before I could remake the salve when everything happened.


      Having accepted no men since the whipping, my pallet was a cocoon all for myself. There were fleas and beetles and silver grey things with delicate antennae and nervous habits, mice twitched and squeaked, ate the beetles, and moved on but the cockroaches had been temporarily cleared by the dusting powder I’d used. So I slept almost alone, and I still lay on my belly. I had to. I was dreaming. Jak was bending over me, and his eyes were dark as night and he was weeping. I could see the stars in his pupils and the glitter of tears clinging to the long thick sweep of his lashes. Then I saw my mother. She had never looked so beautiful nor so joy-filled in life. “Your brother?” Her echo laughed. “No, my precious girl. Not by that slag of a father. You are free to love whom you choose.”


      But I turned away. Free? I did not even have the freedom to dream sweet.  Then I felt the warmth of Feep’s hand clutching mine. “I’s so bloody happy,” he whispered. “And you will be mighty soon, mistress. I promise.”


      The noise that woke me was so violent that I scrambled up, thrust from the safety of dreams like a baby bird tumbling from its nest in a storm. The crashing and hammering below continued. Women were screeching. Two of the girls in the cubicles adjacent to mine ran at once, followed by their worried customers, hurriedly hoisting up their stockings as they scurried downstairs. I shrank back against the wall. I had lost the top half of my gown in Sal’s attack, and had wanted no other against my lacerated back. Several of the women left their breasts bare within the house, but accepting I was a whore, not yet a trollop, I never had until now. Downstairs the noise was vibrating ever louder. I looked from the window. There was a flare of torches and a wild scramble of men, raised clubs, the sudden brilliance of steel catching the light of flame and a confusion of legs and feet, arms and shoulders. Yelling, screaming and swearing, men fighting women and with such a thunderous assault on the front of the building, all its timbers shuddered and the place where I crouched trembled. I saw a man grab one of the women and toss her behind him. She spun, landed on her knees in the gold-carmine of torchlight, then was up in an instant, climbing his neck with her nails and teeth. A small man in neat shining curls and a silk purple cape stepped across and brought the hilt of his knife hard against the back of her skull. She dropped like crumpled linen at his feet. He gave an expedient kick to remove her from his way. Then I saw nothing more of them, for they were all inside the house.


      Although now I was sure they had come for me, I shivered, pulling my blanket around me. Then three men came running up the steps to the second floor, such a booting and clatter and shouts of my name. “I’m here,” I croaked, though I doubt if they heard me. Louder than any sound I could make was the squealing and roaring, the pounding of feet and fists and the hiss of the torches, each rebounding into the empty night. Then Pimping Tom emerged grinning from the stairwell and waved a bloodstained sword in my direction. “Come on then, Symon’s friend. Didn’t you know it was us? We’d best be gone before the Watch is on to us.”


      I scrambled obediently up and hurried behind him. I was terrified and excited and almost unbelieving. Downstairs was carnage. Sal was dead. Her throat was open like the slashing on an expensive shirt, streaming blood through gaping marbled white. Her lips were rolled away from the gums as if she had been trying to bite at the knife that slew her. Her belly seeped blood from another wound. She was known. The men had gone for her first.


      A few of the other women were unconscious or dazed, held back by the grinning men, ten of them, or more perhaps, and armed. Three held Hawisa who was panting like a boar at bay. Tom, unruffled at my elbow, waved a generous purple arm. “Take your pick, Symon’s girl,” he said. “Shall we kill them all? Or some and not others? Are any friends? Symon says you’re no whore. So which one of them pulled you into it? Which of these doxies do we spit through the middle?”


      I looked down on Big Sal’s exposed ugliness and dirty twisted legs. “The one who bought me, is dead already,” I muttered. “I don’t care one way or the other about the rest.” Then I looked at Hawisa. I remembered her threatening and slapping me. But I remembered her advising me how to survive. She had fed and cared for me at the beginning. She had taken me out for fresh air and treated my back with the ointment. “Not that one,” I said. “She’s all right.”


      “A friend?” asked Tom, with a surprised twitch of the cherubic mouth.


      I nodded. “Don’t hurt her. The rest don’t matter.”


      Some of the other men were bundling a few of the girls into corners for a quick free swive. One woman struggled and spat. The man’s knife went under her ribs and up. He fucked and killed with the same grunt. “Come on,” said Tom. “Leave them be. It’s a filthy hole. Fire it.”


      He took my arm. I was still clutching the blanket around me and tripping over the torn hem of my skirts. The night’s chill masked the smell, but then I felt the heat of sudden flame against my back. “Oh don’t,” I said, turning desperately, “not fire.”


      Tom pulled me on. “Let us worry about that, Symon’s lady,” he said. “Now we have to be out of here, and quick.”


      Footsteps all around, running into the shadows of the back alleys away from the dancing scarlet soaring against a black sky. Then someone else was at my other side, taller than me, and out of breath already. “Thanks for that, darling,” said Hawisa. “I’ll pay you for it proper one day. In the meantime, I’ll watch your back for you.”


      I hadn’t meant her to come with us. Come where? I couldn’t imagine this man having a decent home. Then we were by the river and the light lifted, the first grey ooze of sluggish dawn, and Tom said, without my having asked, “The Bridge-gate will open soon. We have to lie low until then. Afterwards, I’ll take you to the place I use. You’ll be comfortable and looked after. But it’s not respectable.”


      “Anything,” I said, “will be better than it has been. Nothing else is worse. Not even the Island Prison.”


      Pimping Tom did not fail in anything he set out to achieve, and so they were expecting me. A log fire had been lit in one large chamber, and a wide curtained bed was high with pillows and a cover of clean wool, pretty in the candlelight. It was a brothel, but it was a different world to the one I had left. The sheets were fine linen and the bolster was duckling down. I clambered within the white warmth and disappeared into oblivion.


      When I woke, I knew it was almost a day later because the withdrawal cramps in my stomach were familiar.


      Late March and a fine flurry of raindrops like little gossamer threads pattered against the window leads. The flames across the hearth opposite the bed had shrunk to glowing coals, but warmth remained. The shutters were closed, but the bed hangings were left wide and I could see the pale shifting shadows within the little chamber and across the boards. Over my head the dark beams were high, telling of a grand house and a clean one, not a waving strand of dust nor a cobweb, no rat droppings nor the scuttle of a cockroach. It smelled clean. I did not. Tom was the first to open my big silent door and stride over to gaze down on me. In the shifting light, with sun spilling through the shutter cracks, he looked as honey-sweet as a baby. He said, “Awake, Symon’s lady? Can you speak?”


      I nodded. I was even lying on my back, nestled against soft wool and feather, with only a sad ache and the occasional spiteful little jabbing reminder; my wounds closed though not forgotten. “Yes indeed,” I said. “And so full of gratitude, you cannot possibly imagine.”


      “Symon spoke of you,” Tom said. “I’d been looking for you for three months.” He had changed from the blood-spattered purple silk. He wore a doublet of ruddy velvet slashed in orange and embroidered in gold thread. The clothes were worth a ransom.


      “Where is he?” I asked. I couldn’t sit up, being desperately stiff and almost naked. “Surely not still in prison?”


      “Out, but not in the city,” said Tom. “He bribed and plotted his way free, but there was trouble. The first plan went wrong. He should’ve been free well before his trial, but the tunnel caved in, and the bastard who informed against him originally, turned up again to warn the guards. So he knew there was a bugger in the know, and he needed to find out which it was. Got him, naturally, and was out in two days. He’ll be back in the city soon of course and left us with orders to look for you. Mighty important, he told us. He left money aimed at you too, but in the end, others spent it themselves. That’s life. Symon won’t be pleased it took me so long to find you, but the dirtiest stewe in shitty Bog-dock wasn’t a place I’d thought to search for a girl he called innocent as the angels.”


      “Then it’s Symon who has rescued me again?”


      Tom nodded, “And me, my dear, which I’ll thank you to remember. As for Symon, he’ll be back sometime soon, and you can thank him yourself. He’ll be chasing after the bastard who put him away. Never fear, he’ll get him in the end. Symon never gives up. What Symon says he’ll do, he does.”


      “So I’ve heard,” I said.


      “In the meantime,” said Tom. “I’m to look after you, and I will. Your fat maidservant is waiting outside.”


      “Maidservant?” I had a very good reason to be confused.


      Tom nodded. “I’ll send her in. You’ll be wanting a bath, no doubt, and food, something to drink, and new clothes by the look of it.” Yes, I certainly wanted all of that and the bath most of all, but something else first.


      Hawisa had already been well scrubbed. She looked strangely pink, every wallowing fold complacent. It was an adjustment to think of her as my maid, but I was particularly glad to see her. She sat on the edge of my bed and the mattress sagged beneath her, bouncing up on the opposite side. “It’s the cramps,” I told her at once. “You have to get me some. You know what.”


      “I will, darling,” she said. “They’ll have a supply in a place like this and a better quality too, I’m sure. Just be careful how much you ask for.”


      “I’ll ask for nothing. You get it for me,” I said. “And you know the dosage, so don’t poison me. Keep me alive, and I’ll keep you alive.”


      “Oh, you can trust me now,” said Hawisa, puffing from the room on my urgent errand. “We’re friends now darling, remember?”


      The honest barter of gratitude. I’d learned that long ago. Hawisa brought me the opium drink, and some watered beer and hot soup along with two rolls of brown bread sweetened with crushed grapes. She also brought me a bowl of warm water and soft soap for washing, and all seemed a luxury. I slept again, cuddled in a veneer of cleanliness. It was later in the evening before I risked asking for the bath. After a day of darkened dreams, I woke sore, Hawisa again sitting on my bed. I had seen no one else, heard no sound and Tom had not returned. “I cannot face the rest of the women here,” I said, “and whoever runs this place and has been kind enough to take me in and give me this chamber, not until I am myself again and washed all over.”
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      Jak Lydiard rolled over, wrinkled his nose and toppled gently from the bed. It took a little longer to get up from the floor and the rug was slipping beneath him when he managed to crash back on to the side of the mattress, extricate his stockings from the chamber pot, pull them on and start to lace them to his shirt without getting the points in the wrong order.


      The girl lay complacently wide legged and sleepy beside him, watching him with patient interest. Her large breast splayed across her chest, half covering her ribs. Flat on her back, her flesh seemed to expand in lazy satisfaction.


      “You’re leaving?”


      “Have to,” muttered Jak. “Husband.”


      “You haven’t got a husband,” the girl pointed out.


      “But you damn well have,” said Jak. “And if he comes back and waves his steel under my nose and shouts cuckold, I’m too bloody pissed to do anything except smile at the poor bastard while toppling at his feet.”


      “Well,” sighed the girl. “It was wonderful. Both times. You will come again, won’t you, Jak.”


      “Come? Again?” smiled Jak hazily. “Yes. Sure to. Hope so. Somewhere or other.”


      The girl continued to regard him with fond regret as he attempted to get dressed. He was hopping on one foot and trying to shove the other into one of his boots, when he realised his stockings were on back to front with the toes pointing out from his heels and had to sit down heavily and pull them off again.


      “What’s that?” asked the girl, with sudden interest.


      “What? Oh, that.” He had his stockings tugged up again almost to his braies, and his crotch, being the subject of the girl’s question, was quickly covered once more. “Scars,” he said, hitching everything back into place. “Buboes. Gone silver now. More than a few years ago. Caught the pestilence. Didn’t die though.”


      “I’d noticed,” said the girl. “I’m awfully pleased you didn’t.”


      Jak paused a moment, staring suddenly into space. His small wistful smile turned momentarily bleak. “Doctored,” he muttered at last. “Someone who cared for me. Someone I cared for. Saved my life. Then went away.” He had almost adjusted his codpiece but had tripped, sitting back with a small bounce onto the bed, when the girl slipped her hand around his waist from behind, her fingers crawling warm and deft inside the opening of his britches.


      Jak sighed, letting the final hook of his codpiece remain unclipped. He turned to face the girl now snuggled up to his back. “Cosy,” he said with tired appreciation, “but definitely not wise.” He removed her fingers, firmly setting her hand back onto her own naked lap. “Been nice to know you, Alma, very nice. But time to go.”


      “Amy.”


      He nodded, kissed her cheek, and staggered upright again. “Bye, Amy. Sleep well.”


      Outside the fresh air hit him like cold water in the face, with the smell of the river and the wind like a high wail across the stars. He had only the vaguest idea of where he was, but he was fairly sure this was water, and he was, therefore, either north, south, east or west. South was certainly less likely. He distinctly remembered travelling north. He assumed this slime of blue-grey scratching its way below the muddy banks was the Corn, as usual, and in which case he was probably somewhere on the outer edges of Lydiard. He couldn’t, however, remember where he had left his horse. There certainly wasn’t one tethered outside the cottage where he had spent a good portion of a pleasant but exhausting night, and nor was there one wandering around looking for him.


      He therefore trudged all the way back up to the inn, which he definitely remembered because he had been perfectly sober when he had paid for a room there, even if he hadn’t been sober when he’d last left it.


      The stars were cold and brilliantly intense. The sky seemed to be swinging, an arc of black velvet studded with diamonds, just like someone’s gown at some time or another, though he couldn’t precisely place who had been wearing it at the time. The movement was making him dizzy. He looked at his feet in case he was falling over, but they appeared to be solidly planted on the ground. So he set off towards the inn’s stables, where he noticed his horse happily munching on something, and so wasn’t lost after all. It seemed pleased to see him, and Jak fancied it was smiling. He was pleased to see it too, because it confirmed that he was in the right place. Unless, of course, he’d happened to sell the beast to someone during the evening, or lose it at dice, and then forgotten. This possibility did not trouble him for long, and he aimed himself at the tavern’s doorway.


      The tavern which fronted the inn was already sinking into the quiet of restful slumber, though the stables were restive, with late guests arriving and the high complaints of a young mare which had remained unexercised throughout the day. The jugglers and singers and local rabble had finally wandered off, leaving the taproom empty, with only dirty straw and a tired barman who had an hour’s work to do before he could hurry home to his wife.


      Jak Lydiard was still stumbling across the stable yard when someone short, who was therefore, he decided, presumably quite young, planted himself in the way. The boy was carrying a swinging lamp and smelled of garlic, raw onions and lamp oil. “My lord, forgive me.” He was stuttering. It wasn’t an easy message to give in the middle of a dark night to someone who appeared exceedingly inebriated. “I’m sorry, my lord. I was told to stop you before you retired to your chamber. It’s important, indeed it’s urgent. I have the letter here, my lord, if you wish to read it.”


      Jak looked at the folded paper in the ostler’s shaking hand. “Don’t be a fool, lad,” said Jak. “I couldn’t read my own name at the moment. Actually, I’ve forgotten it. You’ll have to tell me what that paper says.”


      The boy took a deep breath. He’d been afraid of this. “It’s your father, my lord. His lordship Lord Lydiard. I’m sorry to have to tell you, my lord, but your father Lord Lydiard is deceased. That is, I understand he has died.”


      Jak stared at the glare of the lamp and the small wavering figure beyond it. He silently attempted to judge the validity of this unexpected message, but his head had begun to ache. “Rubbish,” he said after a short pause. “Never sick. The old man’s as strong as a cart-horse. Looks like one too.”


      The apprentice ostler was rather taken aback. “My lord. It must be the truth. I was told to inform you as soon as you got back.”


      “Well, you’ve informed me,” said the new Lord Lydiard. “But it’s tricky. And I don’t believe a word of it. Besides, I have to sleep, or I’ll damn well fall over. I hope I’ve got a room to myself. Where is it?” He was holding on to the outer wall, even though it seemed to be constantly moving away from his grasp and was therefore offering less support than necessary.


      “It’s upstairs my lord. First door to your right.”


      “Ridiculous. What’s it doing up there?” demanded Jak. “Bring it down here at once.”


      “I’ll help you up, my lord,” said the boy, and did. Jak tumbled on to a bed large enough to hold twelve and flung himself sideways across it without bothering to undress, which he seemed to remember already having done once that evening anyway. He then immediately fell fast asleep.


      In the morning he woke with the virulent headache which he knew he deserved. He called for service and breakfast but was alarmed to hear that his shout emerged as a disjointed whisper. He therefore lay where he was and wondered what on earth he had got up to the night before. The chamber shutters were closed but three streams of insistent sunshine entered through the cracks and aimed themselves directly at his eyes, whichever way he turned to escape them. At least he was pleased to discover that there was no strange and naked woman in his bed, as there invariably was when he woke with a headache and a lapse of memory. There were no other snoring travellers either, and he had therefore somehow managed to get a chamber to himself while presumably his small entourage had been quartered elsewhere. He had a vague idea he was in Lydiard having diverted there for several reasons, but he accepted that this might be wrong. He might even be on his way back. Sooner or later, the facts would come to him.


      In the meantime, he rolled out of bed, thrust his head into a jug of water which stood ready on the high chest, stumbled out of his room and trudged downstairs. His clothes seemed to be in a shocking condition, but at least he was wearing them.


      “My lord,” said the voice of the landlord at his shoulder, “you did not take possession of the message sent last night. I have it here, waiting for you, my lord. Will you read it now?”


      Staring with some doubt at his feet, which appeared to be covered only in stockings and no shoes, he looked around at the landlord. “Am I dressed?’ Jak asked faintly.


      Somewhat startled, the landlord assured him that he was certainly dressed.


      “Properly covered?” Jak demanded. “Except for shoes?”


      “Completely covered and respectable,” said the landlord, not wishing to mention the creased disarray of every item. “I must now ask you to accept this letter, my lord.” And he handed it over. With a deepening frown, Jak was able to read.


      So the new young Lord of Lydiard, leading the three armed men of his escort, turned his mare south-west through the forests he had once loved so well, and returned to the place where he had been born and the lands now his own, and to a beckoning responsibility which he was not sure he wanted.


      By the time he was under the trees, trotting the familiar lanes created long before him by deer, swine and badger, the headache had dispersed, and the leaf flutter was a gentle dazzle against his eyes and in his heart. He had forgotten that the place was so beautiful and meant so much. His young companions called to him, but he neither heard nor cared. He drank from the streams where the fast running water was finer and colder than any town carrier could offer. His horse, pleased with the tree shade, browsed as he slumped forward easily in the saddle, his knees relaxed against her belly, delighting in the memories now playing back to him in the sunbeams, in the birdsong and in the breezes. The three man retinue, realising their master was alone in his thoughts, stayed back and kept quiet.


      At the river, Jak stopped at last and sat there on the bank for a while, where he had taught Freia to fish and had pledged himself to her for life. Late winter but with the first warmth of Probyn, the fish were placid in the shallows. The tiny brown frogs darted from pebble to floating leaf, little leggy boatmen dainty among their own ripples. There was peace on the land, and the sky was cloudless. Eventually, Jak’s groom came quietly, saying, “My lord, it is getting late.”


      Jak smiled. “Go on without me, Reedam. I’ll follow on when I’m ready. There’s no risk here. I know every hillock and every creek.”


      “There could still be danger, my lord,” insisted the groom. “We’d sooner stay, even if tis out of sight.”


      “No,” Jak said. “Go on. Warn the household that I’m coming.”


      “Word has been sent already, my lord.”


      “Then they’ll be twice warned.”


      Instead, as a misty grey twilight softened the sky, he walked, leading the horse loosely by the bridle, up the hill to the cottage on the far slope. He wondered if it might have been knocked down, or taken over by someone else, but it was still there and still empty. The villagers, suspicious of hexes remaining in the air and the soil, had not disturbed the dead woman’s abandoned lair. It remained deserted except for the owl in the thatch, head under wing and softly hooting, worried by the sudden disturbance. There was a plague of mice, all a’ scatter across the floor and darting into the rotting holes in the boards as his boots echoed on the doorstep. There were some fat white ducks, pompous and strutting all proud and well fed, keeping their own vigil at a property they considered their own.


      The cobwebs hung like swathes of greenery at a Christmas feast. Each footstep raised dust. There was a hole in the roof and rain had seeped through, leaving a circle of spreading mildew below, like a little blue rug all pretty in its damp woven tapestry.


      The feather mattresses were ruined too, with a musty smell and black with mould, mouse droppings and drifting sooty spores. There were still old sheets, torn and dirty, and a pile of pillows with their fluff all bursting out in wet lumps, shreds of down floating in the entering twilight. A torn quilt was nest to a startled family of small brown country rats, glossy-eyed and twitching pink noses, trying to hide their heap of bald babies suckling and squeaking below.


      And, feeling the intensity of watchfulness above his head, Jak looked up. Golden and green, cat shaped eyes stared down, unblinking, as he stared up, unblinking. For the first time in his life, he saw a lacine.


      Enchanted by the beauty of the gaze, Jak stayed. This was an animal that could kill him, but clearly it was well fed and content. It did not threaten the mice, the rats, not even the ducks out in the long grass. It bedded amongst the destruction of feathers and linen and remained in private seclusion. Freia had slept there, in the small attic room at the top of the ladder, its mezzanine opening peeping down onto the living area and the cooking fire. But the cottage sat lower on the slopes than any wild cat would be expected to nestle, for they were creatures of the mountains.


      “Do you smell her perfume?” Jak whispered. “Is it restful where she used to rest?” Then he turned, breathed deep, and left the cottage.
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      They stood on the doorstep, lining up and smiling, neat in their aprons and livery, the principal stewards, the chief secretary and his assistant, the butler, his father’s valet, the barber-surgeon, the chef and his three apprentices, five scullions, two spit boys, pantry, bakehouse, buttery and spicery staff, two laundry maids, eight cleaning boys, six dairy workers and two pages. At a small distance stood the stable boys and groomsmen, and with them the eight armed guards who had stomped up from the guardhouse. Not a large household, but sufficient for an insignificant country lord  of limited power, with no desire to entertain the surrounding gentry or live the grand life, and where the numbers had been much reduced by the passing of the previous year’s pestilence, the steward had carefully replaced them. The butler clicked his fingers, and a tray was carried forward with a jug and a full cup of Brandisco wine. Everyone bowed, welcoming their lord. Then the high steward came forward from the open doorway and accompanied his new master inside to the great hall.


      It was a month later and the new growth of Probyn and then Spring had started to sprout its feathery green shoots and the sweet smells of blossom, when Jak finally realised how much he had grown to love the place, loving the routines, the sweet familiarity through every window and knowing that the land was his and his alone, with the smiles of a contented household and the responsibility of seeing to the everyday safety, organisation and happiness of so many people, including his own. The lilting melody of the blackbird each morning, soft echoes through the dewy greens and again as twilight dusted its greys over the golden fields, were the calm reminders of a new importance based within the land itself. His land. His blood, his flesh.


      The steward had designated and delegated, administering the charge of house and farms and tithes. But Jak had been brought up in this land stretching off into the far blue mists, understand the weaknesses and strengths of a dutiful staff, their needs and dues, had long been educated in what was necessary for growth, for profit, and for peace across the valleys, with the farms ripe and sweet under the sun, gardens and parks, brooks, woods and villages all looking to their lord for guidance. Though many years of his youth had been spent in apprenticeship to other greater lords in the north, learning the arts and development of a knight in preparation for possible war and the defence of his country, he had also learned to care for the people. It had been his right from birth, whether at home or away, to love his land and protect the folk dependent upon it. Now, at last, he felt that passion hot through his veins with a sweet and overpowering paternal pride.


      There were few problems. From the light lemon-green of Probyn, growth gradually ranged over the months into the dark ripe growth of summer. Summer waned slowly as though reluctant to face the industry of autumn. The sowing and the harrowing, the stamp of the huge horses pulling the plough, the threshing and harvesting. Hay soft golden, barley and wheat scattered with cornflowers, the prosperity of a simple land. The mills whirled like wind-born seagulls, the pheasant and partridge flushed from the undergrowth, the cockerels crowing on the farm gates, the chapel bells calling each ten-day, and three times mid-season, echoing across the meadows. Jak rode to all the far boundaries, inspected, nodded, stretched his legs, ordered the wine cellars restocked, and, refusing the ornate, outworn and out of date gloom of the master chamber, settled back into his old room. There were bad memories hanging limp in his own chamber too, but there were also sweet ones. It was that delicious glow he would re-live, with dreams of one special smile, one special face, and her drifting blue aura that had surrounded them both. He cherished the last memories of Freia and the only night they had ever spent together. So he ordered the making of a new bed with new hangings, and each night slept deep. His dreams were deep too, but they were his alone.


      The great busyness of the land reached its zenith with the haymaking and harvesting. There was fruit to be collected and the preserves to boil, put undercover and hide away in the dark pantries. There were the pigs to slaughter and the bacon to smoke, fish to salt in barrels, vines to strip and the grapes to keg for fermentation, eggs to pickle and preserve, and the grain to store, filling the huge sheds for winter.


      Jak sent to to the village and invited his old nurse Alma to come back to the manor as housekeeper. She had been his only mother all through his childhood, with his known mother as distant as Shammite crystal. She knew, as perhaps no other including himself, all his family history, their secrets and their needs. Alma bustled in with the smile of a woman exchanging the prospect of dreary old age for the invigorating pleasure of once again caring for the young man she had always loved as a son. Jak made no other changes to staff, either within the house or on the land. In all respects, the manor and its new lord thrived.


      Late autumn harvesting was nearly complete when Mereck turned up. One of the pages dashed from the manor out into the fields. “My lord, there’s a grand nobleman riding this way with a retinue of no less than twelve.”


      Jak blinked and turned, for Mereck already stood peering over the low hedgerow which divided clover from crop, calling, “Coddled codfish, Jak, you look like a peasant. Worse. With stalks in your hair and your nose turning red. And if you must wear a smock, can’t it be bleached linen at the very least? And do you still serve your guests wine, or must I help bale the hay first to earn my supper?”


      But Marrok had brought the rain with him, a steely drizzle at first, while every man and woman in the fields rushed to bring in the last of the hay under the cover of the old barn, lead the horses back into their stables where they might munch the first of the turnips collected that morning, and then hurry indoors where they might change their wet working clogs for their indoor shoes.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Thirty-Two


          


        


        

          

            [image: ]

            [image: ]

          


        


      


    


    

      Two hours later, sitting in the great hall as the pages began to light the candles, it stopped raining, and the westering sun flung all its burgundy and carmine reflections against the manor’s windows. A hundred windows, three storeys, all ablaze like a wall of fire to warm the coming night. Mereck blinked, yawned and turned his head from the glaze. Jak said, “Go to bed if you’re tired already. Must be old age.”


      “Been in the saddle three days,” Marrok excused himself.  “I could have sent a message, my friend, and perhaps I should have. But it’s you Jak, a lord now yourself and my ally forever so I wanted to tell you in person. This is an official invitation. Wedding. Marriage. Me and her. You have to come. With winter on the way, you can’t stay in the north anyway. The snow reaches your rooftops, no doubt.”


      “I expected it, my friend.” Jak refilled the glasses. “She’ll make you a great wife, Marrok. If you can forgive the squint.”


      Marrok jerked himself awake and frowned, “Squint? I’d forgotten about that. I’ve learned to love the girl, you know Jak. It happened slowly, but she’s quite a darling.  And it’s a peaceful land you have here, Jak, with those huge valleys and blue horizons. So now you have the title to go with it, old Verney will be asking me to call you to the church porch again, to wed his other pretty daughter.”


      “I’d almost forgotten about that,” Jak sighed, leaning back, hands clasped behind his head. “Reyne, isn’t it? Hasn’t her father found another suitor for her yet?”


      “He has.” Mereck scowled. “Although I’ve tried to tell the old man he’s made a bad mistake. Oh no, not Reyne’s fault. She’d be good for you, and she’s a sweet-natured girl. Marriage doesn’t frighten me Jak, though it seems to scare you rigid. No, it’s the old man that itches my knuckles. Never stops telling me what to do. And he wants you tamed for his Rayne.”


      Even slightly puzzled, Jak lifted one eyebrow. “I’m not even sure what you’re telling me, Marrok. I should marry Reyne, you mean? Well we’ve been through that over a year ago, and now you’re saying she has to marry someone you don’t approve of?” He looked up suddenly at his friend. “How does Reyne feel about it?”


      “Happy as a duckling in a puddle,” said Marrok, slumping back down again. “She doesn’t know the man, has no knowledge of him at all and her parents who want to arrange the whole thing. He’s probable royalty, could even be king one day after all.”


      It became gradually obvious. “Her father isn’t making the poor child marry that sick bastard Kallivan?”


      “Fraid so.”


      “Doesn’t he know the freak’s my step-mother’s lover?”


      “Probably not.” Mereck shook his head, his long hair still a little damp. “Tried to tell the fool once. Didn’t listen to me. Hoping after I’ve married Jally, they’ll have to take more notice. I’ll tell her for a start.”


      “I’d hoped Kallivan had gone back south after the coronation,” said Jak, although in truth he’d given the matter very little thought. Nor had he attended the coronation. In the past, this would have been considered rebellious and a lord refusing to meet his new king, swearing the obligatory oath of allegiance, and kneeling to honour the appointment, would have been seen as bordering on treason.


      Not this time. Very few had approved the council’s final choice of king, and many had found excuses not to attend the ceremony which had been held in late Probyn.


      Although the date arranged for the coronation had been kept secret until two days previously, thus hoping to give insufficient time for anyone to organise an assassination, the court had been warned with just those two days for getting suitable clothes and wash their underwear, and the public woke to the announcement on the morning itself. The castle had been illuminated with lanterns of perfumed oil. The trains did not run that day and were held in silence as the chapel bells played their triumphant melodies, and the minstrels lined the city streets. Within the great hall the depleted court, in their most sumptuous clothes, stood clapping and cheering as his new majesty, King Frink, was anointed by the Eden-High-Priest, and the spired crown was placed on the wrinkled half-bald head.


      “I pronounce you King of the World,” said the priest, as usual ignoring the existence of Sham and the many islands. “May you live long and reign long your majesty, and rule over your people in health and happiness.”


      Stepping back, the priest then moved aside as the new king, slowly gliding down the open aisle, permitted each member of the nobility to kiss his hand, collapse onto their well-padded knees, and swear to love and obey their king for as long as they lived.


      This ceremony was followed by a feast of roast pork on the spit, pork crackling tied into parcels with the long leaves of the edible blue seaweed and filled with apple dumplings. Then the fowl course was served, including every wretched bird existing in Eden, each one baked in honey and garlic. The third course was a mixture of rosebuds with custard, bullock’s testicles and brains fried in wine flavoured batter, and layers of black fungus, parsnips in treacle, grilled cauliflower with cheese, spinach and parsley, and poppy seeds topped with strawberry syrup. Finally, as a special mark of respect to King Frink, a cream and lemon cake was brought out, since this was known to be his absolute favourite. Unfortunately, his majesty had fallen fast asleep on his throne long before the cake was carried to his table. The night ended with music and dancing, but the king was helped carefully to his bedchamber, and since he had confessed to being incontinent, a large sheet of thick leather was stretched over the mattress, and three chamber pots were placed in a row beside the bed. The king’s young wife did not share the bed, nor even the bedchamber, and instead trotted off, slightly inebriated, to an entirely separate room where she cuddled up cheerfully, wondering if any of the servants might be attractive enough for her to seduce. Denda, having put up with her husband for many years now, was no longer the pretty little sprite she had been when the future king tossed her into bed, got her pregnant, and then condescended to wed her. She had been thirteen, and a river of years had slogged past since then, but she still looked and felt younger than her age.


      Meanwhile Frink’s son Ross was accepting the adulation of court members for the first time in his life, and his grandson Kallivan, unaccompanied by his mistress, was striding the hall, his white hair tied back from his neck with black velvet ribbons, ensuring that every person of note, male and female, knew his name and his relationship to the ruler of the nation.


      The secret council was satisfied. Their meeting, held on the following day, was attended by every member even including Number One. It was Number Eight who frowned when the others smiled.


      “That little bitch of a laundress signed the oath to attend, but then couldn’t be found. Damn the idiot girl.”


      Number One shook his head. “It’s of no importance,” he said softly. “and we could just as easily have given the poison to the young apprentice who took her place. But we deemed it unnecessary. Indeed, we decided against the poison altogether.”


      In a voice almost turning to snarl, Number Eight disagreed. “We want Frink gone. He’s a creature of filth and sin.”


      The high priest, disguised within the shadows of his hood, laughed faintly. “You, my lord Number Eight, are clearly a sacred priest with a horror of human sin?”


      Being nothing of the sort, Number Eight snorted, but it was Number Four who answered. “I mourned our last king,” he said, soft-voiced to accentuate the truth of it, “but I am quite sure that young laundress was never responsible. However, whatever the name of the murderer, would it not have been highly suspicious if the next king was killed the same way, and on the day of his coronation?”


      “Suspicion, yes indeed,” grumbled Number Eight. “And that little bitch would have been arrested for the poisoning, which we could have proved since it would have been us who gave it to her, and she’d have been hanged. A just ending.”


      “Even though she would have been innocent?”


      “Of killing King Frink,” admitted Number Eight. “But as punishment for killing King Ram, of which she was guilty.”


      Number One waved a tired long fingered hand. “Enough, enough. The girl disappeared, and it is of absolutely no consequence. King Frink will soon die. There are various methods open to us. His death could even be natural. He’s old enough and looks even older, I believe. Had we Atterick, his original heir, waiting to inherit the throne, then I would have gladly waited for nature to take its normal climb into the pit. But Atterick is dead and Frink’s two remaining sons by his second wife are both toads. Witless toads. Therefore I will not wait. Possibly one of those sons, or Kallivan the grandson, will eliminate Frink and save us the trouble. But since we want none of those as a future monarch, I intend to arrange a story of scandals, a provable story of incest and mystery, which will mean Frink’s removal and the disinheritance of his whole family.”


      This speech awakened considerable interest.


      “You didn’t tell us before. Why?”


      “Because,” said Number One, “we are all creatures of conspiracy and secret plotting,” Number One answered cheerfully. “So I prefer to keep my plans to myself. But I’ll explain every detail once the plan can be implemented. So patience, my friends. We will not be kneeling to good King Frink for much longer.”
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      “You came back here to find your disappearing light o’ love, Jak. And you haven’t found her. What’s there to wait for now?”


      “I’ll see the estate through the winter,” said Jak, ignoring the question. Beyond the unshuttered window, the first blink of a sickle moon was silver behind the clouds. The smaller moon had not yet risen. One star sat tremulous above the low hills on the eastern horizon. “I intend staying here for the winter. I have no love of the freeze. It gets damned cold, but it’s a difficult time for most folk. The barns need stocking, the animals need bringing in to shelter, and for this first year anyway, I need to be here.”


      “They say it’ll be cold everywhere this time,” frowned Marrok. “They expect the Corn to freeze over where it’s especially shallow. The wherries will be out of business and folk will walk from island to island.”


      “And slip the length of it. Ice isn’t easy to walk on. You need spiked shoes.”


      “Coddled codfish I’ll stay in bed,” decided Marrok.


      “Though now I suppose I should come back to the city before winter’s over.”  Jak’s smile faded. “I felt my duty was here, now I’m lord. But apart from your wedding, which naturally I’ll attend with pleasure, I need to see the Law-Giver or one of his assistants. I shouldn’t really bother you with this, my friend, and it’s been many months since I oversaw his reburial, and had a fitting monument erected to my late father. But I’m damn sure he was poisoned.”


      “Well, my daft friend,” Marrok said without sympathy, “that’ll be your dearest darling step-mother, I imagine. No great surprise. Do you care? You’re the lord now, you’ve got all the money and land, and the people will prosper ten times over with you instead of him. Begging your pardon, Jak, talking about your father like that, but you know it’s true.”


      “Murder is murder. Do we ignore it in our own family?”


      “Don’t know, Jak. Haven’t been poisoned yet.”


      “So your wedding’s planned for the last day of Probyn? I promise to be there.  But in the meantime tell Verney for me not to marry poor little Reyne off to Kallivan, he’s a brute. But sorry, I won’t be marrying her either.”


      Jak Lydiard woke to thunder. The shutters rattled, and through their slats, Jak could see neither daylight nor moon gleam. The thunderous echoes faded and were then obliterated suddenly by rain pelting against the mullions. He groaned and rolled over, but unable to sleep now, he stared up at the tester that topped the high posts of his bed. It billowed in handsome indigo, swaying gently as though to a melody he could not hear himself. The long tassels hung heavy in palest azure with a glint of gold thread. The curtains swathed the carved posts, embracing their stations, rarely closed. Indigo again, lined silk, and painted large and central with the Lydiard arms in gold and black. They were the colours he associated with the woman he still remembered, when permitted sufficient peace, and yet now feared he might never meet again.


      Then quite suddenly Jak felt himself surrounded by moving colour, not those of his bed, the curtains and the walls beyond, but by the swirls of superimposed halos, first misted and then luminously vivid, strong enough, it seemed, to pick him up and carry him from the sweaty bedcovers into the brilliance of a summer sky.


      And now the colours spoke. They sang. Jak lay in transformed wonder as he knew, although without words, that Freia lived. He breathed in the certainty, turned over and closed his eyes, sleeping at last in greater peace than he had known for more than a year. But he didn’t tell Marrok. They met that morning in the main hall, both gazing despondently through the window at the steady sleet. A fire had been lit but had not yet warmed beyond its confines.


      “Coddled codfish,” Marrok complained. “There’s neither warning nor sense to it. What good is this sort of climate anyway? You can’t travel, you can’t hunt, you can’t even go searching for farm girls in the hay barns.”


      “It’s good for the crops and softens the land ready for the next ploughing,” Jak said. “And you leave my farm girls alone.”


      “Want them all for yourself, I suppose?” Marrok strode away from the window and slumped on the high chair seated beside the hearth. He stretched his stockinged feet to the blaze. “I’m not riding in this sodden freeze. Buttered barnacles, Jak, the road will be nothing but mud within the hour. You’ll have to put up with me for another couple of days, my friend.”


      “Just as well we finished the harvesting,” nodded Jak. “There’s still a small meadow down by the brook which hasn’t been cut yet, and that will turn to mould unless the sun brightens within the ten-day. But both the vineyards are stripped already, and one ruined field out of twelve won’t spoil a successful harvest. We’ll have full barns and good protection against the winter, even if it’s a harsh one.”


      He looked down and realised that his friend was staring up at him in alarm. “Good Lord, Jak,” said Marrok, “you sound like my steward at home. Even my father doesn’t mutter about apples and turnips. And may I remind you that barns are for a little relaxing merriment with the local girls, not for storing grain. If you keep talking like a farmhand and dressing like a scarecrow, I shall have to stop visiting and stay at court instead.”


      Jak grinned, looking down at the sweep of his trimmed velvets. “Hardly a scarecrow this morning. But wait until your father leaves you the title. You’ll find yourself counting fields and inspecting barley too.”


      “Never,” Mereck shook his head. “There are so many damn fields, I never learned to count that far. I’ll leave it all to the stewards just as my father does.”


      “I’ve a good steward too, and I still intend overseeing it myself,” said Jak. “But of course, your estate is a good deal larger and richer than my own.”


      Marrok nodded vigorously. “There you go, Jak, proving my point. Your lands are short of funds. How will you ever follow the call to battle if you have your nose to the plough? What you need is a rich wife. Now, by a remarkable coincidence, I happen to know just the right person.”


      It was as though the colours swam back into his head, bringing the knowledge and the burst of delight it had brought when he woke. Now he grinned. “My charming friend, I shall soon be attending your wedding, but you won’t soon be attending mine. Which reminds me, now we have the oh-so-popular Frink on the throne, how’s he going? He hasn’t been assassinated by any of his lords yet?”


      “We never see him, but I assume he’s alive.” Mereck was still glaring out of the window at the steady pound of the rain. “He gives no dances, parties or celebrations. They say he sits alone and drinks the best wine and the best brandy and stuffs himself full of lemon cream cake. He passes on his orders to the council, but never has any idea whether or not they get obeyed because he stays permanently in bed. I doubt the council obeys a single command, but since I don’t belong to the Great-Council and I don’t speak to the king, I haven’t the faintest idea. Besides, I couldn’t care one drip of dribble less. They can all fall into the Corn for all I care.”


      Mereck was chewing his lip. “Not the stories I’ve heard about the king, Jak,” he muttered. “But, putrid pustules, who knows? One lord says the king stays in bed, but another says the king’s a tyrant, and loves the torture chamber.”
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      Each barge was gilded in gold, though there was no sun to illuminate it. The strokes of the oars cut in perfect symmetry, spurred through the troubled waters, leaving a wake of busy spray. The banners flapping in the wind cracked, caught and dipped as the oars did, a wind furled unison like a well-practised troop of jugglers. Three painted boats, thirty-eight oarsmen heaving in upholstered scarlet, a flurry of ducks rising to escape the bow waves.


      Standing in her bedchamber, Freia could lean, elbows to the inner windowsill, and look down at the river traffic directly below. There were the royal processions like the one she now watched sailing below. There were fights between the wherrymen when two answered the same call for hire, or two attempted to race each other to the same island, or demand preference over another when passing beneath the Bridge’s supporting columns. Utter boredom and the mindless drifting calm of the poppy drink combined, leaving her aimless, staring from one window or the other, finishing yesterday’s wine jug, or lying in bed with memories floating by like migrating swans.


      Edilla ran it. Freia knew the name for Tom had already explained. “It’s a stewe but a high-class place, legal, licensed, regulated and very well frequented,” Tom had told her. “The Madam knows her game. Sal’s slum was the whorehouse you were in last, and that’s the worst in all of Eden. Now this one I’ve brought you to, it’s by far the best, The Pearl of Eden’s stewes it is, so it’s known as Pearlie’s Web. Oh yes, it’s a bordello and a brothel. But this spider doesn’t sting. She’ll leave you alone until you’re ready, and it’s me who says ready or not. It’s a favour she’s doing you, but it’s a favour already paid for by Symon through me. Mistress Edilla doesn’t give charity.” Tom pursed his lips. “Symon says you’re no whore. Edilla wouldn’t be pleased, but you can walk out if you want to. But if you stay, you’ll make good money, and I believe it’s a fairly comfortable life. It suits me, Symon’s friend. And it might suit you.”


      Hawisa set up the bath in the kitchen and led Freia downstairs. She bent, as    if very old, fumbling with the dirty tangles of her hair, the filthy remains of her skirts and broken fingernails. She walked barefoot, bare-breasted, and the pains of past months made it hard to stand straight, but no one watched except Hawisa, and no one interfered.


      It was a small separate kitchen with a grand hearth big enough for a full-sized giro-rosto, and three stands for cauldrons and pans. This was a house that expected the gentry and even nobility. The customers could feast as they wished, and entertainment would include flesh of many kinds.


      The wooden tub had been set up in front of the fire and two young girls, sleeves pushed up to their elbows and sweat in their eyes, were boiling water and tipping it in. When there was water enough to come above Freia’s waist, Hawisa nodded and sent them off. Freia undressed quickly and stepped in. For a moment she lost all breath, and the pain hit like a scalding knife. She knew the heat was opening some of the scars across her back, but then after a moment she forgot the pain, and her muscles loosened. With a sigh of relief, she sat, wriggling downwards, knees up. It was a small barrel bath, but she could soak almost to her shoulders by squashing chest and legs. Then she shut her eyes and breathed deep. The steam was hugging her in damp billows, so she was muffled in mist.


      As it drifted upwards towards the beams, she opened her eyes again, and immediately tried to sink lower. Tom said calmly, “Would you sooner I left? But I can help more than your fat servant can, and I’m far more experienced, my dear. She told me about the whipping, and I can see the results. Your back is striped like the wild cat, and sadly, far less interesting. You need attention. And that is something I’m prepared to give.”


      Freia couldn’t see Hawisa. “Did you send her away?”  she muttered, crossing her arms firmly over her breasts. “Surely you’re no doctor?”


      Tom simpered and shook his head. The baby lips opened to neat little teeth, as clean as ivory. “No, Symon’s lady. I’m a pimp, and that’s not quite the same thing is it now, but I treat the women when they need it.” He pulled a stool next to the bath and sat, beautifully turned calves stretched, lime green wool as fine as a second skin. “Your eyes are the colour of my stockings,” he said, still smiling. “But why be shy after the life you’ve been living? Besides, you’re the wrong sex for me, lady, and you’ll never be a temptation. The love of my life has his own chamber upstairs, you’ll meet him tomorrow if you like. He’s unusual, but I enjoy the unusual. In the meantime, I can help you.”


      He had removed his coat and wore only a short pleated shirt over his britches and stockings, the sleeves detached. His arms and shoulders were slim but muscular. This violet could kill. “It would be stupid to be shy,” Freia sniffed, “after what’s happened over these past months. But I’ve never before taken a bath with a man watching, a man I hardly know.”


      “Lie back, and close your eyes,” Tom commanded. “I shan’t be intrusive, for that won’t be necessary I imagine. But you need someone to do what you can hardly do for yourself, and the women here are all too self-absorbed while your maid is a fat toad with no touch of finesse. I’ve told you, and I recommend you regard my words, my dear, and remember what is good for you. What you need is experienced doctoring, my girl, and I’m experienced.” So she did as she was told and lay back against the wooden curve of the tub with its metal coopers’ braces and soft linen lining, shut her eyes, and tried not to show her embarrassed discomfort. “That’s better, Symon’s lady,” said Tom. “No maidenly blushes please, not from an over-worked and badly bruised whore. Now we can start.”


      He spoke the truth, and she accepted that. His hands of silk, though the palms were strong and supple, did  not touch below the water line which reached up to her waist, except for leaning in to extract her feet, lifting each one to massage, to wash, and to pare the nails clean and neat. He scrubbed the soles with a little hard brush which softened them and turned them into the feet of the lady he called her. His brisk efficiency seemed glorious and her embarrassment fled. More thorough and more gentle than she had ever been with herself, he washed first. He washed her breasts, with his long clever fingers firm across her skin, his palms casual across her nipples.


      Tom washed her face, careful around the bruised eyes, and she could feel his warm breath over her lashes. He washed her shoulders, arms and hands, massaging again with his fingertips pressing into the starved hollows at the back of her neck, easing away the knotted strain until she was all marchpane and smooth floating satisfaction. Then he said softly, “Now we must attend to your back, and this, I’m afraid, will hurt. But it must be done. You will carry these scars for life, I think.”


      She leaned forward, her chin on her knees, and let him work. He was right and it hurt. With water and fingers, he picked away the loose skin, the dried blood and the scabs. Freia sighed in gratitude. Tom did to her what she would have done for a patient, and she knew he did it with skill and kindness. After it was finally finished and washed again with clean water from the copper pan, he patted her skin dry with soft wool and began to slick ointment across all the ravished flesh. Smiling and mumbling to herself, Freia was feeling human again. The months in the whorehouse at Bog-Dock had turned her into a half-dead and fumbling doxy, barely aware of what she did. Indeed she had done nothing. Others did it to her.


      Now she was alive again, and murmured, “You should have been a doctor.” He was so gentle that she felt very small and safe but breathed in the perfumes of lavender and oils of ginger, raspberry, and sweet juniper. She recognised those smells, although they were no longer her own supplies. Everything had been lost in the fire, including the poisons, and including the money, everything good, everything bad, and also her own life’s essence.


      Freia sniffed into the bubbles and steam.


      The steam had subsided, and the water had cooled by the time Tom sat back, briskly drying his own arms and hands. Then he said, “Well, Symon’s lady, since you’ll certainly be too shy to climb from the bath while I’m here, I’ll leave now and send in your maid. She can dry the rest of you and take you back to bed.”


      She looked up at him. “You shouldn’t be a pimp,” she said. “You’re a skilled doctor. Thank you.”


      “You’re welcome, Symon’s lady,” said Tom. “Just remember, I’ve promised to look after you, and I will. But go thrifty with the poppy drink. I doubt Symon would approve.”


      So he knew. But Freia almost laughed. “Symon’s my friend,” she said, “and someone else I’m excessively grateful to. But I’m not his girl, his lady or his lover. I’m not even his family. I hardly approve of his lifestyle either.”


      Tom was still sitting on the stool at her side, elbows now on the edge of the tub beside her. “But the poppy can kill. Weren’t you an apothecary?”


      “I don’t care about dying,” she told him.


      He wasn’t smiling. “Foolery. But you’re a strange one,” he said softly. “Half lady, half bawd. As timid with me as a kitten, though you must know what a woman keeps between her legs doesn’t interest me in the slightest. And you spit at pimping though you’ve whored in one of the meanest stewes in Bog-dock and you drug yourself each morning, then talk like a priest.” He smiled at last and stood up. “I’ll be seeing you, Symon’s friend. If you need me, tell your fat toad, and I’ll come.”


      Hawisa came bustling in with towels. Freia looked back in disgust at the water she had left behind. Slimy brown with floating scabs and little scummy swirls of blood. Now eager to climb back into bed, she was bundled up, and food was brought. Afterwards, she slept like an old scarred soldier home after months on campaign.


      When Freia woke, feeling reborn, she already had a visitor. The tall woman said, “I’m Edilla. I know who you are of course. At the moment, you are occupying my own bedchamber, but you may stay here for a few more days. I believe Thomas has been looking after you, and you have brought your own maid with you.” The tall, handsome woman stood very straight and stiff. “This is a house that serves only the men who can afford us. We cater to many tastes although I accept no girl younger than ten or eleven years, and I rarely take customers I do not know, who might have other tastes I refuse to indulge. I do not allow cruelty on my premises, and my women are well protected. Thomas has extremely high standards and brings us only the best.” She sighed. “And Symon, whom I believe you know personally, was once my protector and would have an armed gang here within half an hour if I called for it. I hope he returns safely. However, most of our clients are refined, and you will be taught to make the best of yourself.” She paused, her hands clasped in front of her. She wore black. Finally she said, “You are naturally free to leave whenever you wish, as Thomas has paid your ransom costs already. But we are also free to demand you leave, should you prove troublesome in any manner. You must not take customers except through this house, and you cannot refuse any customer which either Thomas or I have deemed suitable.”


      Having never thought of this as a legal business, Freia tried to understand. At Sal’s brothel, she had not been free to leave, nor make her own choices.  Yet nor had she been ordered to do anything except lie there quietly and ignore everything else. Previously a passive slave, it now seemed she would need to wake up.  She asked, “I have to do what the men want?” And gulped.


      “Naturally,” the Bordello Mistress told her. “The girls here keep half of their earnings, though you will have to pay for your drugs and your clothes from your own share. Your bowl and board are covered. Thomas chooses the customers, and I set the charges. You cannot refuse anything without my permission, but because of Symon, and if you also offer your skills as an apothecary while you are here, I shall be lenient.”


      Freia whispered, “Thank you,” as a small child might thank a shop-keeper.


      “I shall send the dressmaker around this afternoon,” said Edilla. “Order what you like, within obvious limits, and I will come to advise you myself. In the future, when you can afford more materials, Thomas will advise you. He is very skilled in all aspects of our business. The first gown will be paid for by me, but soon you will have to start earning for yourself. Naturally, you will have to be trained up to our standards. In accordance with the importance of our customers, I do make allowances for some unusual requests, but you are unlikely to be required at such times until you are thoroughly experienced. Thomas will also assist with anything else of which you are ignorant. His standards are as exacting as my own.”


      Three days later, Freia sat on a small stool, hands in her pink damask lap. The gown was the most beautiful she had ever owned, but it was also the most revealing. When dressing that morning, she had pulled the neckline up as far as it would reach, but as Tom had marched into the room, he had laughed at her. Then, his fingers immediately on her breasts, he had arranged the tiny lace border so the dark rise of the oriel around her nipples was visible as one tantalising glimpse, stood back, approved his own work, and told her, “Men like breasts, my dear, although I have no idea why. To me they are vessels for the suckling of infants, and for any other reason are a little ugly. They wobble and droop.”


      Giggling faintly, Freia told him, “I almost agree with you. Must I wear my dress so low? It feels -embarrassing.”


      “Nonsense,” Tom told her. “I have nipples which I make no effort to hide.”


      She remembered, with a jolt of sudden pain, when she had first seen Jak. Closing her eyes, she then bit her tongue and remained silent.


      “But you must blacken around the eyes,” Tom told her, “which takes much practise.” He used a good deal of maquillage himself and was an expert with rouge and honey. “Honey on the lower lip, not the upper,” he told his new student. “And not too much or in the hot sun you will drip, and the customers will think you suffer from some monstrous disease.” He tapped her fingers with his comb. “Tut, tut, child, listen and watch. Now learn to tease the men you want to flirt with, madam,” he said, “being, of course. only those creatures who will pay. And beware, for please do not waste your time or mine. Your benefactor and tutor Tom, when contented with his student, is a delight of whimsy and gentle kindness. A generous talent indeed. But tutor Tom ignored, or unappreciated and made cross – now what a fearsome thought. Something I hope you will learn to avoid, my dear. You have too much to learn, so attend to those who know best. Now, first the eye paint.” He mixed oak gall and crushed coal and taught her a steady hand with the stick, though afterwards he warned her never to cry or she would soon appear dramatically striped, just like his new stockings, black and carmine.


      Freia had never dressed as grandly as she did now. As an unsophisticated country girl, she had known nothing of the subterfuge which was fashionable for a woman out to attract a gentleman. She now learned how to fabricate beauty with rouge on cheeks and breasts, eye-drops to emphasise and enhance, and honey-glossed lips to welcome kissing. Tom, with a stub of black coal between his forefinger and thumb, wiped shadow across her upper eyelid and onto her lashes. Then he held up a tiny round silvered iron, which reflected her gaze. Staring into the mirror, Freia stared at a woman she had never seen before. “I’m – pretty,” she gasped.


      “You are,” Tom answered with firm emphasis, “quite remarkably beautiful, Symon’s lady. When you’ve learned to do your own maquillage, I shall teach you some other tricks.”  Laughing, he pointed to her lap. “When you’ve forgotten how to blush, I shall teach you tricks of a different nature.”


      Recovering health and strength, Freia moved from Edilla’s grand chamber to a far smaller room of her own. The window was thin horn with little allowance for light, but it was built outwards, enabling her to sit and stare down at the shoppers and crossers, flocks of sheep and geese heading to market, all the busy traffic of the bridge; and beyond it the heave of the river. The fleece-mattressed bed was large, and the deep green bed-hangings created forest shadows. Waiting there long hours, uncaring for the clatter of business on the stairs, she was cocooned like a curled bug, a butterfly waiting for its wings.


      The tiny garderobe held a chest and pegs for clothes, a clean commode, a tiny silvered mirror and a stand for the bowl and water jug. Hawisa had a narrow pallet at the foot of the bed, but she rarely slept there, preferring the gossip of the lower corridors, and the entrance into the communal solar where she stood sentinel for half the night.


      It was Pimping Tom who taught Freia how to shave her legs with a blade so sharp it left no stubble or snick. It had a little bone handle and was made for sharpening quills but served well for shaving. Her eyebrows she plucked, tiny iron tweezers with a pinch like a kestrel’s claws, until only the finest line remained, like the sickle moon when it has passed just one night since rebirth. The eyebrow arch appeared just a little haughty, so no need for additional inking. Her new stockings were knitted silk, fine enough to pass through a thumb ring without snagging. She bought buckled ankle boots lined in fur and pretty little shoes with short embroidered points. She had belts in silver links and purses in leather and a satin chemise and so many gowns they barely fitted in the clothes chest.


      “Tuck the bodice further down,” said Tom, “like this,” with fingers firm in her cleavage. “You still blush, Symon’s lady, yet you’ve chosen to stay here. So choose again. Choose to leave. Or choose to belong.”


      His fingers were still tucked in her cleavage when Freia realised something quite abruptly, and said, “I don’t know my own mind sometimes. I should leave, shouldn’t I. I’m not a whore. I’ll never really be a whore. But I have nowhere else to go, and no friends left. It’s comfortable here. I love staring out of the window. I love these clothes and the people all around. But when I have to start work – well, I know I’ll hate it. And then I’ll want to leave. But it’ll be too late.”


      He nodded, as if he understood even though what she’d said was contradictory. “Now,” he continued, adjusting deeper between her breasts, “the gown is made to make even the smallest breasts seem high and round. You are still too thin in this regard of course, but another few months of good, plentiful food and a leisurely life will help. Now, this is where you place the rouge, just a light touch, like this, across the rise and over the nipples.”


      “I shall look as though I have the pox,” she sighed, though accepting his hands on her body with patient compliance, trying to banish the blushes. “You know what I mean, don’t you? About working here – I have to wait and see how horrible it really is. If it’s not too bad – after all – I was at Sal’s for months, and nothing could ever be worse than that – I’ll try and save enough money to leave and start my own shop again.”


      Smiling, and entirely unexpected, Tom leaned forward and suddenly kissed the tip of her nose. It tickled. “Although,” said Tom, with a last dusting of rouged powder and a flick of his fingers, “you have extremely well placed breasts of a fashionable size and shape, I must remind you they’re of no interest to me whatsoever. As far as my loins are concerned, a desirable chest is muscled, flat and polished. These female swellings and protuberances are not to my taste at all. So keep your blushes to yourself, Symon’s girl, and do not attempt to flirt with me. However, if you are troubled, if you are hurt, or if you have reason to weep, then you may come to me at any time of the day or night, and I will help. But come now, take my hand, and I shall introduce you to my own choice of flirt.”


      Flirting with Pimping Tom would certainly never have occurred to her, but she called him friend, perhaps now her only friend, and she took his soft silken hand and followed him up the next flight of stairs. The attic rooms had been joined by an open archway and the entire space wafted veils, gossamer tapestries, embroidered curtains, golden fringes, tassels and sunlight through silk, reflected on satin. “Never,” whispered Freia, “have I seen anything so – unbelievable. Wondrous. Amazing.”


      “Sufficient compliments,” said a gruff voice. “Let us be acquainted.”


      The voice came from low down, but Udovox seemed to be standing at full height. He was neither sitting nor kneeling. Yet his curling red hair came only to her shoulder, and she was considered short.


      “Meet my darling,” Tom waved. “We service male customers either separately or together, but our love is for each other. And no man in this shapeless world of ugly minds could ever match my Udo for the beauty of his kindness and his brain.”


      


      This first meeting with Tom’s beloved was, at first, a shock. As Tom was deliciously pretty, Udovox was bull faced with a snubbed nose, very large ears, and tight red curls much brighter than the colour of the rouge. “I do the dog to their bitch,” he grinned, wobbling one front tooth, loose at the visible root. “Most molly boys are all pretty dimples. I do it the other way, and I’m a rare act. They like to feel my strength and danger. And I’ve no need to pad my codpiece, as many of them do.”


      Tom said how careful he was with the customers he brought back to his lover. “Only the best, but none as pretty as might end up taking my place.” But it was after they had left Udovox lying contented on the lace tented bed and hurried back downstairs, that Tom said, “He almost runs this place, you know, Symon’s girl. We do it between us. Edilla brings the face - the refinement, perhaps we can say. The bordello has no name written on any banner or over the door, and we keep that dark and without advertisement. But every soul in Eden City knows who we are, and the name they give us is the Pearly Web. That’s because of Edilla, and the pearls she wears. She greets the customers, she organises the kitchen. But Udo and I make the rules behind the scenes and protect the girls.”


      “He is,” said Freia with a tentative apology, “a dwarf? Is that the right word? Does he mind?”


      “It’s the right word.” Tom neither smiled nor frowned. “And it’s not something he likes. It’s an accident of birth. Rare, but not unknown.  Not many live more than a month, and some get thrown in the Corn before they even start to suckle, poor little unwanted souls. But my Udo is beautiful to me.”


      “Well, you’re not exactly tall.” Freia laughed.


      Tom joined the laughter. “All the strength and brain and beauty went into his head – and there was none left over to make the legs.”


      Her education continued, and all of it came from Tom, but she began to know some of the other girls. Amba was exceedingly pretty, but Tally was not. Tally, however, was generous and brought Freia fruit and cold drinks as the weather slipped into spring and days dawned hot. One day she said, “You wear pretty necklaces, Frey dear. Are they gifts from some admirer?”


      The ring was Jak’s. It was stamped with his badge of Lydiard nobility, a thick band of engraved gold and Freia touched it for comfort when she was frightened. Originally tied around her neck with string and clasped together with her mother’s talisman, it had never left her, even during rape and attack. Now it was hung on a white silk ribbon. “I loved someone once,” she told the other girl. “He gave me this. When I have a little money, I’ll put it on a gold chain.”


      Tom approved her jewellery but continued his lessons.
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      “Now that you look acceptable and have grasped the rudiments of paint and plucking,” Tom told her, one finger lifting her chin as he scrutinised with a frown of faint approval, “you need training in the other arts. You must learn how to behave, not to be vulgar nor blatantly exposed, but sensual and welcoming. For instance, be careful how much vinegar you use on your sponges. Squeeze out all excess before insertion, or you will smell more like a pickled herring than a subtle temptation.”


      Freia could still blush. “I learned my job at Big Sal’s. I know what to do.”


      “As you very well know, this is an establishment of an entirely different class,” Tom scolded her. “Our customers expect the refined, and they often report to me afterwards, and can be highly critical.”


      “I don’t care.” She did not dare to care, for caring brought a reminder of humiliation, and of the person she had once been.


      “As you please.” But he smiled. “Although you’ll never receive top price if you don’t satisfy those who pay. But there are many ways of combining the refined with the blatant. Some of the girls shave their pubic hair. You’ve made friends with Tully. She has shaved her pubic hair into a small tufted circle. Very pretty.”


      When the wind was strong, the whole building creaked, leaning out further over the river, its higher storeys sagging a little. There was a customer’s privy on the first floor, a dark doorless alcove where the enclosed bench, its small hole looking straight down to the waves below, was comfortably surrounded with smooth wood. The Bridge shuddered with noise from dawn until nine of the evening when the southern gates were locked, with all who crossed from north to south, and from south to north, from the city  to the bear pits in Bog-dock, and for the Bog-dock whores to shop in the city markets. But when there was a high tide, the pillars beneath the Bridge trembled in the surge, and as the wherrymen charged double to risk passage downstream, so Freia felt the vibrations even in her bed.


      In the chamber next along the corridor to Freia’s, Sossanna, about the same age at seventeen, had started on the streets at ten and now six years into her profession, was experienced. Slant eyed and with a waist so small she could clasp her hands around it, she appeared unusual, and therefore desirable. Youthful starvation had, perhaps, kept her tiny. “It’s knowing what the bastards want,” she explained, “before they know it themselves.” A slight lisp made her sound even younger and was another popular attribute. “Some want you obedient and quiet. They tell you what to do. Do this, do that, stick it here, stick it there. Then it’s best to smile all innocent. Others want to show off. With them, you have to fake it and tell the buggers how fucking wonderful they are. Pretend excitement. Pant and groan and lie about how big it is.”


      Freia said, “Enjoy it? Swiving’s no pleasure for a woman.”


      Sossanna nodded. “I certainly never enjoyed one minute of it, but some of the men want to think we do. Pretend or not, it’s up to you. Nasty, sticky things, men and their silly bits, but it’s a good living, and pretending earns you more. But no pinching their purses once they’re flat on their backs. Nor Tom nor Edilla don’t allow that.”


      “I wouldn’t,” Freia said. “It wouldn’t seem fair, since they pay so much anyway.” She had no idea what had been charged in Bog-dock, but Edilla’s prices were exorbitant.


      Business was also conducted on the stairs, in the passages, over the latrine, in the admitting chamber and in both the solars. Men who could not afford the full price were permitted to watch, while quietly relieving themselves. Occasionally fights broke out, though quickly stifled by Tom’s sword and Udovox’s fists. Hawisa was now employed to help keep order. With an arm nearly as forceful as Udovox’s, she was perfectly adapted, and only an outside attack would call for an outside protector. So the sordid, even amidst such splendour, was still that of a stewe and the smell of a whorehouse remained. Yet when a gentleman of station visited, as many did, he would see a house of gracious renown with the most beautiful women and young men, grand furnishings, the best wine, delicious food and a generous bounty of whatever his tastes were known to include. Shagging upright in the back corridor was not on view when the Lord Lashtim came with his friends, nor were Sir Oakley or Lord Dawkish presented with a bawd prepared to please each in turn for a count of ten and no longer. No gentleman was offered a half washed chamber pot, no gentleman was told to pay up first, and no gentleman discovered his purse gone once he had left the premises.


      Freia faced her first customer two ten-days after her arrival. She was absurdly nervous. “Shut your eyes, squeeze, and smile,” said Sossanna.


      “Squeeze what?” Freia asked in desperation.


      Giggling, “Tom hasn’t taught you that yet?”


      Hawisa patted her head. “Just breathe deep, darling,” she said. “Never mind the clever stuff. You done this maybe a hundred times already – more – there’s little difference whether the bed’s clean or not.”


      “Tom will choose you someone young and easy,” Sossanna assured her. “You’ll be all right.”


      “Tom thinks Udovox is beautiful.  But I’d be frightened of anyone looking like Udovox.”


      “So shut your eyes. But just remember some things cost extra, so don’t let him stick it where you don’t want it.”


      “At least you’ll not have to sit in the main solar with the men choosing from what’s on offer.”


      “I never will. I won’t be a codling on a platter.”


      “You’ve had your poppy juice, my darling,” Hawisa said. “So remember your courage and just be pleased you’re neither codling nor pauper. Get on with the job and take what’s sent. The will of the gods, they say. Well, them gods have a mighty strange sense of humour, but long as I ain’t starving – I ain’t complaining – and nor should you.”


      Her breakfast was the opium drink and her principal sustenance of the day. Those early days of mumbling slurred addiction at the Bog-dock stewe had kept her more dull than drunk, and less awake than dreaming. Now habituated, Freia felt few effects, but just one hour late with the drink and the pains gripped her stomach like the grinding of hooves on stone. But she retained wits enough to bargain, as she had in her own business, and so did not sit naked to the waist, chattering in the large solar. To sit bare-breasted or almost completely exposed, waiting to be chosen by some strutting peacock or bent old codger, was an idea she found disturbing. Instead, she continued to entertain only those sent by Tom and balanced the financial discrepancy by treating any girl who was sick, injured, or pregnant. Free to walk the city and leave the stewe as she wished, Freia often returned to the same markets to buy her own supplies. Her experience with herbal cures became ever more useful.


      Freia was standing by the window when Sossanna came tumbling through her chamber door. “I’ve got news,” Sossanna said in a hurry, flopping down on the bed. “Guess what! Symon’s back.”


      Did it matter? Freia was expecting company, was dressed for work, and did not wish to remember the past. She said, “Go away, Sassa. Come back this evening after my paying guest has left.”


      “Weren’t you Symon’s friend? Tom says you were. And won’t it be good if he’s around again? Protection – security!”


      “No. It’s a complication.”


      “I’ll talk to you after your customer’s gone. You might make more sense.”


      The man was small, stocky and dark, well dressed and well groomed. He wore a beard, something now dreadfully out of fashion, but as he came closer, she saw the reason. His chin was badly scarred, with another scar crossing his face as the Bridge crossed the river. He bowed slightly to her, which pleased Freia, and she smiled and invited him in. “My lord?”


      “Not a lord, madam, simply a tired warrior requiring your attentions.”


      Freia sat on the bed as she had been taught, hitching her skirts up a little to show her ankles and the sleek curve of her calves. She swallowed her usual nerves and said, “Then come sit beside me, sir.”


      Then he spoiled it all. “I prefer to do the talking myself, mistress, and I expect you to comply.” He stood over her, scars, beard, squared shoulders and the calm expression of a man expecting to be obeyed. Freia sat still and held her breath. He continued, “Now. Your name?”


      Quite suddenly, she did not want him to know it. She whispered, “Voxa, sir. And I’ll obey, and gladly sir – but I must warn you –”


      He smiled. “Oh yes, trollop, you’ll obey. And whether it is gladly or not, I have not the slightest interest. As for warnings,” he began to take off his gloves, slowly, finger by finger, “you will neither warn, nor complain, nor make any sound unless I command it. If you disobey, then I shall thrash you.” He now held both gloves in one hand. He stepped abruptly closer and lashed them across Freia’s breasts.


      She gasped, staring up at him. She stammered, “I have a protector, sir –”


      He interrupted her. “Oh, I’ve no intention of hurting you, girl. Simply ensuring your obedience.” He was still smiling.


      The gloves had stung, but no more. Freia lowered her eyes. She said, “Tell me what you want of me, sir. But I ask you to be kind. I am not – greatly – experienced.”


      “Which is what I asked for,” he said, still standing over her. “Now – lie face down on the bed and raise your skirts.”


      She blinked, now worried. “Did Thomas not tell you, sir – that there are some things I will not –”


      This time he did not interrupt with words. The man took her by both shoulders and tossed her over, wrenching up her gown at the back so that it lay crumpled around her waist. Freia struggled, remembering Bryte. But this man did not attempt to hit or hurt her further. He sat beside her on the bed, one hand firmly on the small of her back to hold her down while the other began to caress her, his fingers sliding lightly across her buttocks, down to her thighs, gentle, fingering, entering and discovering. She began to breathe again. It was sometime before he turned her again on her back, still sitting casually on the mattress at her side, demanding her unmoving silence but nothing more. He gazed at her with calm curiosity and demanded, “How many fingers do you take?”


      It was not a question she had ever been asked before, and at first, she did not understand him. Finally she whispered, “One. Two.”


      “Nonsense,” he said with impatience, “now open your legs. Wider. If you force me to punish you, I will have to mark you. So obey. Open your legs, as wide as you are able.” She obeyed, miserable and humiliated, felt instant pain and squeaked, frightened, but did not risk crying out. “Good,” he said, briskly pleased.


      She managed to wriggle a little away. “It hurts. Please, no more.”


      Again he was smiling. “Begging me? That’s good. If you beg, I shall allow some leniency.” She knew she was trembling. “I ordered obedience. I can take you over my knee in an instant. I have my riding crop, and I have my spurs. Shall I ride you?”


      She would beg, and beg again, since that was what he wanted. Her fear increased, and her shivering became almost violent. “No, sir. Please, sir.”


      Clearly, he was pleased and enjoyed her fear. He sat, watching her and smiling. “So, wench, be careful to do exactly as I say. Or I will treat you as a deserter on the battlefield. I’ve paid for a service. Now do your job.” He paused, looking her over. Then his voice became soft, almost malicious. “So,” he murmured, eyes hooded, “come here and I shall see whether you are worth the price.”


      There was no pain, and his threats were empty. But it was then that Freia knew exactly what she would do, and that was to leave whoring and once again become a person she could respect. She would grit her teeth, ignore his gaze of inevitable shock and contempt, and see Symon again. She would confess the truth and ask him for help.
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      The Palace was bathed in sunshine, rows of tall windows reflecting all the gods’ glory. Having left his horse and groom at the stables and his weapons at the guardhouse, Jak did not stop to admire or to gaze and strode directly to the two small chambers occupied by his step-mother. Since he had requested no audience and arrived without warning, he half expected her to be out. But she was sitting, unoccupied and clearly bored, in company with the elderly woman who now shared her rooms. The despised Sir Kallivan was, for once, not present.


      She did not look particularly pleased to see her step-son. “It’s most irregular of you to keep marching in on me, Jak, without the slightest notification. I am not even properly dressed.”


      “Walking in on people without warning seems to be a growing habit amongst the young,” Jak said with casual disinterest. “Besides, I’m sure I must have seen you in your Blanchet a hundred times, drifting corridors back home. Now I’ve something I need to tell you.” He sat, uninvited, and stretched his legs, still muscle-sore. “I returned from Lydiard yesterday,” he continued. “A year back north gave me time to rethink my suspicions concerning my father’s death. But I thought the trail was gone cold, and too much time already passed. However, I cannot imagine my father’s sudden death benefited anyone except yourself and your frequent companion, Sir Kallivan. I’ve arranged to meet with the High-Justice tomorrow afternoon.” Jak paused, watching the dowager’s expression. She sat immovable and frowning but showing neither surprise nor shock. The other woman, however, although keeping her concentration strictly on her needlework, sat up white-faced, and shuddered.


      “Dear departed Godfrey bless his soul, and may the gods welcome him into the after-life,” said the dowager baroness, “died a natural death, Jak. I see no reason for you to wish such scandal on myself and my friends. You most certainly cannot have proof against me, and if anyone did indeed hasten poor Godfrey’s death, then it was that feeble-witted Jesha. I hope you left her in Lydiard.”


      “She returned to Eden with her husband a little after the funeral, madam, which you failed to attend at all.”


      “I imagine she knows better than to come anywhere near me, vile creature.” The dowager stared, expressionless.


      Jak said suddenly, “Sir Kallivan claims relationship with the new king. Frink is well versed in the use of poisons, I believe.”


      His step-mother’s frown deepened. “You’re becoming ridiculous, Jak. Your father actually befriended Sir Kallivan with an eye to learning about investments. Banking is no longer considered so shockingly immoral now, you know, even to the fervently religious.”


      “Pigswill,” remarked Jak happily. “My father never indulged in trade, knew nothing about banking, and considered anyone who played with coin to be dangerously retarded and probably criminal.”


      “Your father,” said Lady Lydiard with quavering insistence, “no doubt died from a glut of gooseberries, which he constantly overindulged. I could never convince him that raw fruit, especially eaten fresh, was a dreadfully unhealthy diet and would completely upset his digestion.”


      “Since my father,” said Jak with some impatience, “would most assuredly have been the first man in history to die of gooseberries, and I frankly believe that Kallivan Bryte has nothing to do with investment, nor was ever my father’s friend – but only yours, the suggestion that he had something to do with my father’s death remains plausible. Which naturally implicates you too, madam. But you’re hardly likely to confess it to me, so I’ll leave the accusation vague, and simply warn you I intend meeting with the Eden-Justice.”


      Lady Lydiard remained stiff, her back rigid. But she had started twisting her large diamond ring again, as though nervous. “Absurd, Jak. You cannot intimidate me, and Sir Kallivan, I am sure, would laugh at your accusations.”


      “My father spoke of Kallivan more than once. He spoke of enmity, not trade or friendship,” Jak said. Then he remembered something. “Incidentally, madam, speaking about my parentage, that ring was my mother’s.”


      The dowager remained momentarily speechless. Then she clasped her hands firmly and said, “Your father gave it to me some years ago. My possessions are none of your business.”


      “He had no right to,” Jak said at once. “It was hers and was handed down through her own family mother to daughter or son. After my mother’s death, all her lands and property should have come to me. The ring is mine.”


      Standing with a stare of menacing contempt, his step-mother stamped and spat her words. “I know only that your father gave this to me. You are probably lying. I’ve no proof and no need to believe you.”


      The pause was brief, and Jak smiled. He crossed one ankle over the other knee and tapped, as though with casual abstraction, on the front of his central pocket, where a secret knife was commonly hidden. “Madam, I think my word will have to suffice.  Since I have no intention of wearing a woman’s ring myself, I’d not bother reclaiming it except that I am sure my mother would be horrified to know who now wears her most valuable possession. And I ask now, without delay, for it to be returned.”


      Valeria initially dismissed the threat, as usual thinking her own strength of will far more tangible than anyone else’s. But then she caught Jak’s gaze. He regarded her almost casually but the depth of threatening menace in his concentration turned her ice-cold with a sudden shiver of fear.


      Abruptly with a twitch in the eye over the mol, but very slowly, she removed the huge diamond from her thumb and handed it up to him.  “You are insufferable, young man,” she said with a small hiccup. “I suggest you leave immediately before I have you thrown out.”


      “Doubt if you could arrange anything of the sort,” Jak smiled. “But I’m leaving anyway. I simply wanted you to know that I know – and will soon know more. I don’t threaten – but perhaps this might count as a warning.” He crossed to the door but looked back once and said over his shoulder, “By the way, madam, I’m sure you’ll be mollified by the knowledge that the ring will be most useful, although the negotiations are incomplete and the final arrangements are not yet in progress, however, I am considering becoming married to Mistress Rayne, one of the Verney heiresses, a young woman already known to Sir Kallivan, I understand.” Jak paused, watching his step-mother’s expression. It was strictly controlled, but the tightly pursed lips made him smile. He bowed and continued, “Though sadly, madam, I must inform you that I shall have no need of your company at the wedding feast.”


      “Then your marriage is of no interest to me, Jak.”


      “Yet,” and his smile widened, “surely the motive for my father’s death was to inherit his money, property and possessions. Yet, while I live, and in particular should I marry and have sons, your chances of inheriting even a single pair of his brais is remote.”


      Without waiting for a reply, Jak closed the door behind him but stood outside a moment, regaining his temper. He was wondering what the wretched woman would say if he told her he saw her as slime-grey lilac, with a bleeding outline that oozed into pallid spots. Then, as he turned towards the stairs, he heard the elderly companion’s voice from within the chamber. She sounded frightened and her voice, high pitched, resonated. She said, “We must be quick and do something about this before it becomes dangerous.”


      “I shall send a page for Kallivan,” answered the dowager, more quietly. “He will know what to do.”


      Still smiling, Jak walked quietly down the stairs and stood a moment in the fresh air before returning to the stables.


      He was already late for his next appointment by the time he left the palace. With the streets busy and only a short way to go, Jak did not ride but led his mare by her bridle, pondering once more on the cause of his father’s sudden death. He had arranged to visit Madam Jasha at her husband’s business premises.  He saw his father’s long-time mistress as a slightly washed out green, a little apple-bright but blurred, even threadbare, in the centre as though she tried too hard, and had worn the colour away. Yet there gleamed a sweetness of effort, and of genuine care.


      This contrasted with the slime grey of his step-mother’s colour, which could not even rise into the clouds over her head but sweltered around her shoulders like the tattered wisps of a cloak once torn to shreds by wolves.


      The horse’s hooves were loud on the cobbles. Then from cobbles to soft earth as Jak ducked into a quicker path, leading directly to the Goldsmith’s shop. The sky above was a gentle blue in one long thin stripe between the tall buildings either side, a cheerful blue, a cloudless pastel uncommon in Probyn. It was the colour of the stream back home, leaf shadow and the fish leaping over the pebbles with a glint of rainbows in the ripples. Above all, Jak remembered keeping his eyes on his rod and line, the girl he adored beside him. He remembered refusing to stare at the curve of the girl’s breasts, the swell of the thin gown pulled taut across, yet imagining the flesh beneath the linen, and the faint tracery of veins around the nipple. He remembered how he would resist staring at the tight turn of her bare ankle as she picked up her skirts, running to meet him. Her hazel eyes like the newborn birch leaf, dancing with humour, which now haunted his dreams. But his thoughts, as usual, had now concentrated around his future and the decisions that would accompany it.


      He accepted a cup of wine and was pleased to discover that the goldsmith served a superior vintage. He sat, regarding his father’s ageing mistress. “The Lydiard house is always open to you, madam, and to your husband, naturally,” Jak said. “I’m sure you feel as at home there as I do.”


      Jesha blushed. “I never chose to take advantage of my position, my lord, nor would again. Indeed, I was very conscious of the second Lady Lydiard’s dislike, even though she came here often in recent times, and pretended to befriend me.” She sighed, brushing the greying wisps of hair back beneath her small headdress. “With your mother, of course, my lord, it was very different.”


      He supposed it had been, but had no intention of discussing such a matter with the woman who had presumably appeared as an intrusion into the household. So he said, “No doubt, mistress. Though I have little memory of my mother.”


      “Your mother.” Jesha shifted on her straight-backed chair, and kept her eyes lowered. “She was a great lady and remarkably beautiful. You take after her, my lord. I suppose you have been told that.”


      “It’s clear I look very little like my father.”


      Jesha nodded. “Indeed, my lord. And of course, your poor mother did not have an easy life, in spite of her beauty and her grandeur.”


      “Life is rarely easy for any of us, nor for yourself, I imagine, Mistress.” He was curious, knowing little of his mother, but this was not the person with whom to discuss her. He drained his cup, preparing to leave.


      “I have,” said Jesha in a hurry, and before her guest could make his departure, “some information I feel obliged to confess, my lord, if you would be so kind as to wait a moment.” She was blushing again. “I should not – nor wish to bother you, my lord. Yet although I have already confessed to the priest, I feel I must also confess to you, my lord. And now, after your dear father’s passing, he is no longer here to tell you himself. Therefore I must surely do so on his behalf.”


      Jak sat very still, feeling suddenly cold. “My father’s death? Tell me,” he said. “I have already suspected a cause less than natural. But my step-mother, as you must know already, arranged for the funeral at the palace immediately after the death. I was not easy to find, I’m sure, but to set the body on the pyre before I was even aware of his death, let alone able to come to the funeral, seemed wicked – and unusually quick. As you know, madam, the pyre I lit in Lydiard was empty, but the flames rose in his memory, and you stood behind me, having loved him more sincerely than anyone else present. Valeria did not attend, which I was glad of at the time. You have seen the memorial stone which now stands amongst those of his ancestors. But the cause of death could never be examined.”


      “Forgive me if I speak out of place, my lord,” she said, almost whispering. She had not touched her own wine. Her voice sank even lower. “Lord Lydiard was not a – patient man, my lord. But he wanted children above all else, to carry on the title, as all men do. Yet after some years of marriage, there were no children, and it was assumed that your mother was – forgive me, my lord – was barren.” Jesha blushed again. “Then, quite unexpectedly, a child was conceived, and a son born.”


      “No doubt one of the few times anyone has been unreservedly pleased to see me,” nodded Jak, forcing a smile.


      “There was great celebration,” said Jesha. “However, your mother proclaimed how she had finally done her duty by your father, then locked her chamber door. It caused considerable discord and gossip within the household. Your nurses, Ulga and Alma, kept you in the nursery, my lord, and away from the anger and disruption. But after nearly two years you contracted the dysentery and became exceedingly ill. Ulga, your wet nurse, was immediately dismissed, but the sickness grew worse, and you nearly died, my lord. Alma and another woman nursed you back to health, but it was at this time that your father became sadly infatuated with – well, with someone else.”


      “Alma?” said Jak, startled into sudden interest.


      “No, no, my lord,” murmured Jesha. “A village woman. Within a few ten-days, she claimed to be carrying your father’s child.”


      Jak stared into the following silence. “You had best explain,” he said.


      “Of course, you were still little more than a baby yourself. Two years of age and so sweet. The other child was born secretly, and the woman took it away,” continued Jesha. “I believe your father paid a good sum for the infant’s upbringing, and his infatuation continued. He would have done anything for her.”


      “So I have a brother,” whispered Jak to the ceiling.


      “Or a sister,” said Jesha quietly


      Jak said sharply, “Do you know what happened to this child?”


      Jesha lowered her eyes once more to her lap. “They disappeared,” she said, “mother and child both. It was not long afterwards that your mother died, and you were sent north on your knight’s apprenticeship. But I felt I must tell you, for it has been on my conscience, even though perhaps you will be angry with me for saying it, my lord.”


      He frowned. “I’m not angry, madam, although I see no reason why your conscience should be weighed by something that concerned you not at all. Unless this bastard child was yours.”


      “Good gracious and may all the gods be kind.” Jesha looked up, her voice becoming shrill. “I would have dearly loved to birth my lord’s child, but I never did. I could not bear children. But what I know, my lord, weighs heavy, whether I had part in it or no.”


      “This woman, then,” Jak said quietly, “who carried my father’s bastard child. He married her after my mother’s death? Is it my step-mother?”


      “No, no, my lord. Your step-mother married your father a year or more later while you were learning your warrior skills in other households of the north.  She was the elder daughter of local gentry, way out in Balm Town of course, but still within Lydiard, Valeria  being young enough to give him legitimate children, and not a great match but a good one for they had been acquainted for some time, and there were no families of higher station living locally.” Jak, distracted, allowed her to continue. “Yet no children were born, and after coming to court,” Jesha said, “my lord and Lady Lydiard saw very little of each other. Dear Godfrey, with my husband’s compliance, usually lived here with me. Sometimes, when there was anything to discuss, her allowance to negotiate or other shared business, Lady Lydiard came here to see him. I always made her welcome, as seemed proper. I have no regrets on that score, for I knew my own position was inferior. But she came that evening, that last terrible evening, and of course I left them to speak in private. After she left, dearest Godfrey grew dreadfully ill. His lordship breathed his last the next morning.”


      “Damn the gods, she poisoned him, no doubt of it,” sighed Jak, sitting back in the chair, “You had better tell me everything.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter Thirty-Five


          


        


        

          

            [image: ]

            [image: ]

          


        


      


    


    

      Three times a failure, and that, Symon swore to himself, had never happened before and must never happen again.


      “He’s a bugger and a butter-headed pea-brained bastard,” Symon remarked to the man sprawled at his side. “You want out, Piefold? Well, ‘tis natural. I want out. But there be a right irritating difference. Thing is, I’s Symon, and what Symon says, gets done. Always. Only this time, it bloody didn’t.”


      Piefold took very little notice. Apart from his lack of interest, he was extremely pissed. “Umph,” he said.


      “And tis that bastard wot done it,” Symon continued, although speaking more to himself than anyone else. “Three times I done arranged the break-out, and three times the bastard done told them authorities. How do I know it’s him, you might ask.” Piefold had not asked, but Symon continued anyway. “Well, I knows because I knows. I had a little lad I were mighty fond of, and a young lass I were fond of too, and wanted to help. Well, how can I help when I can’t get outta this mucky heap?”


      “Umph,” Piefold said.


      “But,” and Symon lowered his voice, “I got a new idea, and tis gonna work this time. Tomorrow I shall be out. Proper out. Out fer good.” Symon grinned to himself. “You wanna come, Piefold?”


      Piefold seemed to follow this last sentence, and managed to nod, saying, “yeah, reckons, yeah.”


      “Dunno,” Symon considered the situation. “Maybe. I shall see when tis time.  But you gotta help.”


      “Hmph,” said Piefold, and fell asleep.


      The first attempt at escape had been simple and involved one of the guards, placid after a bribe. But halfway up the stairs to the principal corridor, that same guard had been discovered dead on the steps, his throat cut and his blood dripping down every stair to the cellar.


      Symon had not been implicated, but he was damned sure he knew who had arranged that death and the failure of his escape which went with it. Sir Kallivan had been seen entering the prison the day before, and had visited the Chief, a man as dark as Kallivan was pale. Then the slaughter of the guard.


      Two other more ingenious and complicated escapes had failed over the next months. And Symon was not at all fond of failure.


      That night as the sky lightened with both moons crossing within a spit of each other, Symon wandered over to the small doorway through which black bread was thrown twice a day. It was little more than a heavy wooden flap, and no human, not even a young child, would have been able to escape.


      Under his arm, Symon carried a small dog, short yellow-haired, but with a remarkably fluffy tale. It appeared full-grown although slim and active. In a slow and barely noticeable move, Simon turned towards the wall, turned full circle, and immediately wandered back into the vast darkness of the cell. But he no longer carried a yellow brindle dog under his arm. He returned to his usual place, sat down and gave another man a slight nudge.


      “Dun it?” asked the man.


      “Corse,” said Symon, and settled to sleep.


      It might have been an hour or more later when the same dog reappeared, scampering through the crowds of moaning, tossing and grumbling bodies, asleep across the huge floor, having gathered the filthy straw into pillows where possible. The dog bounced across to Symon, who swept it up affectionately, muttering, “Well done, Toby lad,” and giving the dog a smacking kiss as he dislodged the metal key which had been tied, hidden within the hair, to the dog’s tail.


      The key immediately disappeared into Symon’s boot.


      Break-fast was served at dawn. The light of dawn did not enter the dungeon, but the wooden flap opened and a bucket overflowing with chunks of black bread was emptied through, the bread bouncing and rolling as every prisoner fought and scrambled, pushed and crawled for their share.


      Not Symon, nor two of his friends, Piefold was still asleep. Symon, Rimish and Viddy, virtually invisible in the lightless scrum, walked the short distance around the damp black stone walls to the only other door. Symon inserted the key which Toby had brought him.  Very slowly, although not quite silently, the door opened. But the creak and squeak were unheard as the hungry prisoners searched for crumbs of fallen bread.


      Symon left, Viddy followed, and Rimish closed and locked the door behind him. He pocketed the key.


      It was a long dark corridor and the three men crept, hardly daring to breathe. Angles permitted shadow-hiding when guards passed twice. And then they were at the huge double doors leading to the outside and nearly to freedom.


      A single guard appeared. Symon stepped forwards. They all avoided touch, kept their silence, and waited. The guard pulled back the bars and pushed open both doors into the morning dazzle. Rinish handed back the original key, and the guard accepted this without a word. Symon and his companions slipped out into the first fresh air they had breathed for many months, and immediately immersed themselves into the lapping waters of the Corn. Toby led, swimming cheerfully to the northern bank. The men, however, kept their heads down underwater and unseen, noses briefly up for a gasp of breath, and then down again, swimming slowly with the minimum of splash or spray. It was sometime later when they emerged further up the river, and, soaking wet, walked casually into the Bog-Dock lanes. For they had swum to the southern banks, where no law-giver existed, and no guards ever walked.


      The dog shook himself, spray flying, especially from his tail. Then he jumped around, looking up expectantly for his master. Symon was standing at a great distance on the other side of the river, but Toby saw him raise one hand. He leapt back into the water and swam until his skinny legs were utterly exhausted. Symon pulled him from the water, and cuddled him under his shirt, walking off   past the shadows of the islands and towards the nearest tavern. They were free.


      The southern city was not patrolled by the Watch, neither day nor night, and the law-enforcing system which operated in the Upper City, never crossed the river. “The High-Eden Law-Giver, nor the High-Eden Law Govender with their myriad of assistants had no interest in an area where they were more likely to be ignored or thrown back into the water and told to swim north. Even the High-Eden Justice did not command his courts in the south. The Honest Profit was a back street tavern where honesty was not generally much understood, and the owner was an old friend of Symon’s. It was dark and the curtains, which had once been crimson, were now black with long streaks of brown and the stains of thrown food, drinks and blood. The curtains had been hung long past in order to cover and hide the far worse condition of the walls beneath, but the smell sometimes oozed through both.


      Bummer looked twice at Symon and remembered. “Me old mate,” he said, his mouth stretching with pleasure, “’Tis you indeed. I’ve not seen you fer years and heard as you were in the Clink.”


      “I was,” Symon admitted. “Not no more. Reckon you can see that. Now, Bummer, me old friend, I needs a place to sleep where them Clink-Runners doesn’t go.”


      “They surely doesn’t come here,” Bummer assured Symon. “You wanna proper bed, then?”


      “If tis easy.”


      “’Tis all easy, when you knows how. Stay here fer a few hours, then I reckon I’ll take yer home wiv me.”


      After six tankards of ale, freely given, Bummer nodded to Symon, trotted from the tavern, leaving it in the firm control of his wife, and led his friends through the slimy back streets to a slum of a cottage shoved well back onto a moss-grown part of the old city wall. A large twiggy nest protruded from a crack in the stones of the wall, but the roof of the house was thatched, a little stringy, and had probably provided the twigs.


      Symon grunted. “Good position, mate.”


      Bummer gave over his bed. “Take the wife too, if you wants,” he offered. “She be fair obliging. I’ll sleep back in the ale shop. I likes the smell. This be home, but the wife cleans the place up all the bloody time. I ain’t a bloke wot likes too clean.”


      “It don’t worry me,” Symon told him. “But not the wife. I ain’t much into that groping stuff.”


      “You likes the men?” Bummer was startled. “I would never have thought it. But I can gets yer one or two if yer wants.”


      “Nah.” Symon shook his head. “I ain’t into that neither. Just a bed, thanks, mate. Give us a couple o’ ten days, or maybe a couple o’ months, and then I’ll be off back north. Depends on wot folks says them guards be up to. They be lookin fer me, well I shall stay out the way fer a bit longer.”
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        * * *


      


      Jak stood, hands behind his back, and stared down at his step-mother. “The High--Justice agrees with me, as it happens, madam.” His step-mother’s tiny apartment at the Palace smelled of chamber pots. It managed, however, to hold four people in the recess by the window. Jak turned to Sir Kallivan, who stood a little behind the settle where the two ladies were seated. “Even though you wish to be present, I have come only to discuss family business, which is none of your concern, sir.  Indeed, since it is the murder of my father which now concerns me, no doubt, knowing yourself as a willing collaborator, you are here to share whatever blame can be established.” He looked again at the younger of the two women. “I return north in six days, madam, which should be sufficient time for the Justice to finish his investigations and decide whether to prosecute.”


      Sir Kallivan said, “Her ladyship has already been devastated by this whole dreadful affair. His lordship’s shocking death came not only as a great surprise but was also deeply humiliating since it occurred in his mistress’s bed, and not in his own apartments. Her ladyship obviously finds it hard to discuss.”


      “And that creature,” wavered the dowager baroness, “have you also informed the Justice concerning her??”


      Turning, eyes cold, Jak regarded his step-mother.  “Do not pretend the grieving widow, my lady. But you have two choices. You remain here and wait for the papers to be served summoning you to court, or you remove yourself from court to someplace where you’ll have to pay your own bed and board. I must inform you that you are not welcome back in Lydiard. He moved towards the door. “Nor will I return here, madam. This has been a brief warning and will be the last warning I give.”


      “How can you say so?” demanded Lady Lydiard on a broken sob. The dowager continued to sniff, pulling a fine embroidered kerchief from her sleeve and shuddered audibly. “But I’ve no desire to be a burden to my step-son at my age! I am still a young woman you know.”


      Jak eyed her in faint surprise. He said, “For pity’s sake, madam, you disliked me from the moment you saw me, and quickly taught me to dislike you. I’m sure you celebrated my imminent death when I was taken ill with the pestilence and have no more wish for my company now than I have for yours.”


      The dowager stopped wavering. She reached up for Sir Kallivan’s hand, which immediately clasped her own. Her female companion, an aged widow paid to fetch and carry, lowered her eyes and continued with her paper embroidery. The dowager baroness glared and said, “I have every right in Lydiard, Jak, and consider it my proper home. But since you’re so unpleasantly churlish, I can hardly look forward to returning there.” She looked up again at Sir Kallivan, then back to Jak. “But if I should ever decide to return to my own proper home, I shall come, invited or otherwise, and will bring with me whomever I wish.”


      Tapping his boot on the frayed rug of unravelling rushes, Jak raised one eyebrow and gazed down at the furious woman his father had chosen to marry. “You are mistaken, madam,” he said. “You will never return to my home at any time. As the Lord of Lydiard Manor, I can refuse you or anyone admittance for any reason and at any time. You have no claim since you are under suspicion of causing his death. And even should you, quite unjustly, be found innocent of that crime, you still have no right in my home as the second wife, never mentioned in my father’s final testament.” Jak turned and strode to the door. He looked back once, saying, “I make no apology, madam, for my appalling manners. You know the reason. But, in memory of my father, I wish you well. I hope you prosper on whatever path you choose, even with that man at your side, as long as neither of you attempt to embroil yourselves in my affairs.  We’ll presumably meet again since I’ll attend court from time to time, but civility is all you can expect from me in the future.” He opened the door, stepped out into the unlit corridor, and closed the door quietly behind him.


      But as he closed the door, it opened once again, and footsteps followed him down the first few steps.


      Sir Kallivan said, “You are aware of my relationship with her ladyship, my lord. But your father died in his mistress’s arms. Is there so much difference? I see no reason for us to be enemies, sir.”


      They were of a similar height, but there were no other similarities. Jak looked back seriously at the pale unblinking eyes before him. Sir Kallivan’s skin was almost white, almost translucent, seeming over-stretched across his bones. Where the strength of the sun had touched him, the skin was blotched. But although his arms and legs were wafer thing, there was a layered swelling beneath the rounded chin, as though this belonged to a very fat man, while the rest of him belonged to a man of withering slimness. His hair was very straight and a lifeless colourless shade of pale, white without the silver. But Jak saw something else entirely. He saw the swirling storms of slime green, lighter than lime, tinged with scarlet and struck through with black, like daggers from the shadows. He gazed unblinking and said slowly, “Certainly your union with a woman unrelated to me is not my concern. Yet I believe you plotted to kill my father. and what I know of your life, past and present, makes you no friend.”


      “You are wrong on all counts, sir,” the pale man said. “Indeed, I was a very good friend to your father. Nor am I without influence myself. I may one day be king. My bloodline is, without question, of royal lineage.”


      “Who isn’t?” murmured Jak.


      “Before his tragic passing, I was a friend of his lordship your father.” They had begun walking together along the dark corridor towards the small staircase down to the outer courtyard and stables. “Naturally, I feel a great deal of sympathy for her ladyship during this time of bereavement and mourning. Now she has asked me to take an interest in the horrific accusations regarding her husband’s death. That is all, sir. I consider myself a friend, and am sorry for your adverse opinion.”


      Jak took the stairs, not caring to stop in the small passage below. A sudden glare of daylight slanted through the doors at the end. Jak pushed through, striding across the cobbles. One of the grooms recognised him and hurried to bring his horse from her stall. Jak glanced back at Sir Kallivan who continued to follow. “I make no apologies for my attitude, sir. At least I am honest.” The mare was kicking up her heels, impatient and snorting. Jak took the bridle and quietened her.


      Sir Kallivan stood his ground, although a soft silvery drizzle had started to mist the air. “But I’ve one question before you go, whether we part on good terms or bad,” he said. “I wish to know, sir, what possible grounds you have for suspecting your father’s death was not a natural failure of the heart.” He paused, looking earnestly at Jak as if hoping to discover the answer in his eyes.


      Turning suddenly, Jak swung his foot into the stirrup and mounted, taking up the reins before answering. Then he said briefly, “My suspicions were aroused by the doctor’s report sent to me directly after my father’s death. I was also – let us say, disappointed – that my step-mother took it upon herself to arrange my father’s pyre without attempting to consult with me or with the family lawyer who then received my instructions. Was there a motive, I wonder, for such haste? A speedy funeral was, it seems, accomplished even before I received the news of his passing. Since then I’ve discussed the circumstances with the High-Justice.” And Jak immediately wheeled his horse, trotting across the cobbles to the road beyond.


      “Suspicions? Oh, we shall see about that, my lord,” smiled the pale man to Lord Lydiard’s disappearing shadow. “You have as yet no idea what I am capable of, my friend, no idea at all.”


      Having attended his friend’s wedding, Jak stayed in London for some time longer than he had intended. A brig sunny dazzle lit each morning, his small apartment echoed the warmth and he enjoyed lying in his deep feathered bed until well after dawn, watching the brilliance accelerate in the east, where the Bridge rose in its busy arch with the bustle and trudge of all those who passed from north to south, and south to north. There were also those who lived upon the Bridge itself, but he was too far away to see into windows, and simply watched the sunshine over his own home, as it paled from the rising virulence, faded to sweet, serene lilac, and then stretched out across the horizon in all its golden glory. There were two soft silver moons. He wished there were two vibrantly shimmering suns.


      Mereck’s wedding had been as joyous as intended, with both bride and groom laughing, dancing, and raising their wine glasses in thanks to their friends and family. The minstrel’s music had been loud enough to drown out the rumble of the nearby train line, and even the even deeper boom of the whistle was barely heard beneath the chapel bells and their wedding melody. Having employed the royal troop, these minstrels were the best in the land and their music could make a grown man cry or a respectably religious young woman turn somersaults. The had a triple guitar player, using the rare bulbous instrument with its twenty-five separate strings, eight very long, eight across the centre, and nine short at the extended handle.


      For Jak, however, the delight had been somewhat shortened by the bride’s parents, who both cornered Jak outside the chapel, demanding loudly whether he intended doing the proper thing himself by asking for their youngest daughter’s hand in marriage.


      The cold green eyes returned, like rich emerald, hardened by immovable glass reflections. Jak answered briefly. “My Lord Verney, I respect your daughter Reyne, and wish her a happy marriage with someone of your choice and her liking. I am not that man. And although I have met your daughter on several occasions, I have never given her the slightest hint of affection. Indeed, once becoming aware of her interest, I made it quite clear that I intend marriage with no woman at the present time. I am not – let us say – on the market, sir.”


      It was Lady Verney, elaborately dressed in white as the mother of the bride, who glared at Jak. “Reye tells me you kissed her, sir. That is a promise to marry, and shocking behaviour indeed if you didn’t intend an engagement.”


      “I believe you’ll arrange to marry my daughter, sir,’ said Lord Verney with an equal pout, “unless you want the scandal and rumours that will come otherwise.”


      “You had better speak to your daughter, sir,” and Jak laughed. But the emerald eyes stayed glass. “She has, I believe, exaggerated somewhat. No kiss and no promise has ever occurred between us. I intend no marriage, and I intend no secret assignations.” He leaned forward, his face entirely expressionless. “And if I hear rumours and scandal, I shall know its source, and I shall respond. I doubt very much that you would enjoy my response. Be warned, sir.” And he turned and walked away.


      A tentative finger to his wrist turned him back. The bride was delicious in her gossamer gown, and she whispered, “Mereck’s best friend would be my choice as a brother-in-law, Jak. Wouldn’t you consider that?”


      With a hesitant pause, Jak sighed, saying, “I would gladly welcome friendship, but not marriage, my lady. I will not be changing my mind. But I think you should, since I have heard the rumour of Sir Kallivan taking your sister’s arm, should I continue to refuse. And I should warn you, I know a great deal about that creature. Sir Kallivan is a brutal, perhaps even cruel man. You must not permit him to marry your sister.”


      Her parents stood behind her, seemingly hopeful as she hung her head. “Then take her yourself, Jak.”


      He didn’t bother looking back to judge their reaction, and instead walked to the chapel’s high gates, which stood open.


      A young woman stood just inside the exit and smiled. Reyne, pretty in white, being a close relative of the bride, stopped Jak’s escape. “I saw you talking to my parents,” she said in a rush. “Were you, Jak dearest, talking about – what I hope you were talking about?”


      Regarding her with less affection than usual, Jak shook his head. “In a sense, yes, but in fact, no,” he said. “Your parents accused me of having behaved improperly to you, my dear. And that is entirely untrue, as I’m quite sure you’re aware. I explained my feelings, and my decision. I am marrying no one, and won’t be pushed into it.  I advised you to wait until you’re older, but it still won’t be me. A little rude, I’m afraid, but I need to make myself clear.”


      She sniffed, clearly upset. “What’s wrong with me?” She muttered, not looking up. “Your eyes are all icy and you look angry.”


      “There’s nothing wrong with you except your age,” Jak relented. “But, my dear, you’ve made it quite clear that you simply like the idea of marriage, perhaps just the wedding ceremony itself, and without any particular fondness for myself. Besides,” and he paused, considered, then said, “you’ve lied to your parents. You’ll not trap me, Reyne, nor trick me. Go and enjoy your freedom while you can.”


      With an inhalation that expanded her breasts, almost into Jak’s face, Reyne smiled with a sideways blink of long eyelashes. She managed a seductive whisper. “Oh, Jak, no one’s looking. Come behind the chapel and kiss me. Long and slow.”


      Jak sighed. “Since neither of us cares too much about what is proper or otherwise, I’m simply surprised you didn’t grab me before I could run.”


      “Or climb into bed with you.”


      “Improper is one thing, my dear, flagrantly suggestive is more difficult to face.” Jak held onto his patience, but his voice was tired. “Someone failed miserably in your upbringing – how old are you now, anyway?”


      “Old enough.” Her fluttering eyelashes fell flat, and Reyne was sulking. “You’re mean to me, Jak. What about some chivalry?”


      “Chivalry? A gallant knight should come riding in right now and carry you off, offering simple romance and saving you from ravishment while teaching what is acceptable, and what is not. What you suggest, my girl, would be horrifying should I accept. And your remarks might lead to blatant rape if you spoke so to other men in this manner.” He turned on his heel and walked past her through the open gateway. “Go back to your family, child. And forget me. Better still, forget this dream of romantic celebrations, and marry nobody until you actually fall in love.”


      She did not reply. Instead, she looked eagerly across at her sister, dressed in bridal scarlet, the contrast to her family’s lace-trimmed white. “I want a dress like that too,” she mumbled. “And I’m old enough.”


      “Freedom,” Jak said, “has benefits, and a husband who might force you, order you, or even hurt you with impunity, isn’t something to wish for yet.”
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      He smiled at Freia. She sat straight-backed, her cheeks as scarlet as any wedding dress.


      Symon said, “Cheer up, lass. You bin bad dun by, that I know. Tis not your fault you be here, and it ain’t justice, no more than me being shoved in that right nasty Lock-Up fer months.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and the black curls in his ears bouncing as though they helped him listen. “I knows you feels mighty uncomfortable,” he told her. “You’s a right respectable young lass, and here you is in a whorehouse. But I’s telling you, this be the best most profitable whorehouse in Eden. Honest, ‘tis a right good place to be, and there ain’t no way Tom’d keep no one here lest he thought she were proper special.”


      This statement did not make Freia any happier, and she looked down into her somewhat luxurious silken lap, and muttered, almost whispering. “I never thought – I never ever dreamed I’d end up in – a place like this. I’m so ashamed. I was too ashamed to face you at first. I’m an apothecary. I know enough to be a doctor, but I lost everything, even my clothes. All my herbs and spices and the medicines I’d mixed. I lost my home and all my money. Most horrible of all, I lost Feep.” She blinked away tears and looked up. “Oh, Symon, I don’t want to stay here. So far Edilla and Tom are both so kind, especially Tom. But I couldn’t face being one of these girls for the whole of my life.”


      “Well, you won’t,” Symon said. “I got ideas, lass, and there won’t be no delays neither. Firstly I got an idea wot to do with the Molly House. The lads have mostly gone for tis bin too long wiv me away and other gang leaders wanting to take over. I know wot I’m gonna do. Knock the whole fucking place down, I will, begging yer pardon fer the language, mistress. I’s gonna build a right nice respectable inn. Well, ‘course, t’will be a bar fer wine and all that, but nice rooms fer folks to stay. I doesn’t say I might not keep me finger on the local gangs behind the scenes, right. Well, it be me principal interest, ain’t it. But I will build big and grand, and I shall ask me pretty friend, Mistress Freia herself, to come and live there, do the doctoring if’n she wants, and be me manger.”


      He grinned and Freia stared, “You mean me?”


      “I ain’t got no uvor Mistress Freia wot I knows,” Symon chuckled.


      With a swoop of excited surprise, Freia jumped up, flung her arms around Symon’s neck, and kissed his cheek. With a prolonged sniff, Symon gazed back in equal amazement, and promptly burst into tears.


      “Fing is,” he said through sniffs,” I bin feeling so bloody guilty, lass, knowing as how I left you in trouble, and now here you is, stuck where you didn’t ortta be. But don’t you go feeling no guilt, fer none of it ain’t yer fault. Besides, I reckon you’ll be feeling that wot you does now ain’t proper fer no lady. But you takes me as I is, and I done more bad fings than you ever did, and that’s fer sure. You done the best wiv wot you got given, lass, like we all does.”


      It was later that day as Freia, Symon, Tom and Udovox sat together in the brothel’s large and sumptuous dining room, that Freia remembered something else. She quickly swallowed the sharply spiced kidney codlings and smiled at Symon, who was nodding to Tom. Tom, cuddled close to Udovox, had been describing how he foresaw the front hall of the new inn which would replace the Molly House, and suggested a variety of possible titles. “Copper and velvet, my dear,” Tom said. “Not so expensive but looks as though it cost a fortune, all that gleaming polish. And you call it The Copper Candle.” Then shook his head. “No, The Devil’s Dungeon.” Symon had looked less than enthusiastic, and Tom continued, “Very well, my fine friend. We shall call it Lacine’s Lair.”


      Which was when Symon grinned and nodded, and Freia interrupted. “Symon dear, earlier on you said you had two ideas, but you only told me about the inn. What was the other one?”


      “Ah.” Symon tapped his spoon on the fingers of his other hand. “I weren’t proper sure if I should be telling you, lass, but I reckon I will. Tis yer business, after all. And if you doesn’t want me to, well, I might just change me mind.”


      “Which is?”


      The platters were empty. This was a paid feast at Pearly’s Webb, and that was not normal food. The house claimed you’d not get better anywhere in Eden except at the palace. This was certainly not the normal diet Freia received while working. Symon, mouth full of parsley and pear in layered potato hash and a thin drizzle of cream, gulped and nodded. “I ain’t gonna bore all an’ sundry wiv explanation of wot got done to me,” he said, “but putting it in the short and skinny of it, fing is, I got done by a nasty fellow called Kallivan. A bleached fellow wot we all knows a bit. He done paid me to kill a fellow. I sent off two o’ me men, wot was useless and failed – wot was my fault. This Kallivan creep, he come back and got nasty. So I says as how I’d do it meself, and he done paid again.” He smiled, almost apologetically at Freia. “Fing is, then I talked to me little lass here, and she done told me as how the fellow she wanted kept proper safe forever, were the same fellow as the bugger Kallivan told me to finish. Not that I tells my lass all o’ that, but I couldn’a do it mean like that, so I goes back to the white haired bastard and gives him back his coin and tells him as how I ain’t gonna do it. That were it, and I finds meself in the Clink fer murder, wot I ain’t done. Well – not recently nohow.”


      Staring, Freia waited. It was then Hawisa, who pushed her way into the group and sat beside Freia even though the food had all gone, and said, “And that was when the lass got her shop burned. So was that this same bastard?”


      “That was Bembitt and Bryte,” Freia mumbled.


      “Maybe with that bastard’s help?” Tom suggested.


      “Now,” said Symon, regarding his platter where a little cream remained spread over the surface, and wondering whether he could lick it without anyone complaining, “I canna start me rebuilding the Molly House yet, cos them prison guards is still on the look-out fer me. I gotta keep south or get outta town fer a ten-day or two. Asides, I gotta get me some more coin. So I has an idea. I reckon I’ll find this chap o’ yours, lass, this Lydiard fellow, and see if I can help him none, or maybe find out wot he’s up to.” He looked searchingly at Freia. “How’s that seem, lass? You likes it or you hates it?”


      Blushing again, Freia didn’t dare kiss him once more in front of the others, who would all laugh, and Symon would probably run away. So she nodded, saying, “Oh yes, it’s a lovely idea, and come back and tell me everything. If he’s married, or if he’s unhappy after his father died, and everything else. Oh, but Symon, please, please, please don’t tell him anything at all about me. Most of all, don’t tell him where I am and what I do.” She clenched her fingers tightly. “Best not to tell him you’ve ever seen me.”


      “Never fear, lass,” Symon assured her. “I’s pretty dumb, I reckon, but I ain’t that bloody stooped.”


      After the slow mounting freeze of winter peaked as each new year blew in with the whining gales and the whistling flurries of snow, slowly they were tramped away by the little budding blossoms, the gentler winds and the drizzling sun streaks of Probyn. A tentative little season then burst into spring and the sun sprang like a newborn foal from the womb, leaping into new life. One last showery moment of hesitation as Mandell brought final encouragement to the crops, and then summer burst like a king with his sceptre polished gold with sunshine, and his crown tipped in spangles. The longest season of the year, sunshine promised a great deal, although did not always deliver on its promises.


      On the last day of Mandell, Lord Lydiard rode north, leaving Eden City by the north western gate as dawn flooded the sky, while the gatekeeper was in a flurry to find his keys after a night of bad dreams.


      But Jak had slept well and had enjoyed dreams of his bastard brother. A balmy day, with a small armed escort and the usual scant retinue, Jak was back on the road and riding once more. Easy in the saddle, warm in the sunshine and with no desire to travel hard, his thoughts drifted. Having tumbled into many different beds, he was wondering whether by now he might have bastards of his own, though no woman had ever told him of it. He met with no trouble, seeking his own solitary company on the road, his own thoughts, the casual pleasure in the passing countryside, the sudden dash of the fox into the hedgerows, the bird song from the shade of the trees, and the filtered sun on his back. Highway robbers rarely approached armed guards, and his party carried no chests or heavy panniers. But with no love for the ache of his saddle-weary back and thighs, or the evening’s twilit wind gathering through the grasses, he stopped each night long before dark. The Old House was a tavern three nights north of the city.


      The steaming horses were led away by the ostler. His own groom went with them to oversee, while Jak ordered a private bedchamber, supper, good wine and accommodation for his servants. He then strode straight to the small parlour at the back, stripped off his travelling gloves and cape, put his feet up on the low table, and shut his eyes. He was dozing when the fight broke out. It wasn’t the noise that woke him but the touch of cold steel at his throat.


      For that one silent moment, no blade moved. Then, toppling in a slow slide, the height of shadow behind him crumpled to the floorboards with a grunt. It remained there, a heap of dirty, spluttering serge and leather. It was replaced by a strong smell of garlic. Jak twisted round, already halfway to his feet, his knife ready balanced for throw or thrust. He faced the unexpected stranger, a great hulk of a creature who had helpfully disposed of his assailant. The newcomer said, “I were speaking to your groom, my lord, and taking an interest, as you might say, so come to look for you. Seems you had another visitor afore me.”


      Mountainous, with the eyes of a genial swine and the broken nose of a backstreet bruiser, he had removed the assailant with the flat of his hilt, a kidney dagger with the force of an ox’s shoulder behind it. The man on the floor barely lived and would not be on his feet again too quickly. Jak gave him an investigative kick and grinned up at his saviour. “Never met you before,” he said happily. “Glad to meet you now.”


      “You seems to be a gent with enemies,” noted the new-comer.


      Jak nodded, still grinning. “It’s getting to be a habit,” he agreed. “The name’s Lydiard, Jak Lydiard. I’m mighty grateful and I owe you a full cup and a warm supper if you’ll join me. Do you often go around rescuing strangers?”


      “The name’s Symon,” he said, “and no, not as a rule. But it has bin known, now I comes to think of it.”


      “Well, I’m glad I was on your list,” said Jak. “Make yourself comfortable and I’ll order some more food and drink brought in and this lout taken out.”


      The landlord delivered the supper platters himself as the groaning body was dragged from the room, boots first. With his own boots back up on the table, Jak was appreciating the first cup since his midday dinner at the previous wayside tavern six hours previously. “It happens there’s been an unusual number of persons asking after your lordship since your arrival, my lord,” said the landlord bowing to Jak, one eye on Symon. “And I can hardly say how sorry I am about this business. It’s most embarrassing. I can’t imagine how such a villain got past my nose and into a private parlour, but there was a distraction you see, and a nasty fight in the taproom so I was looking elsewhere. This isn’t the sort of thing we’re used to here.”


      “Or you wouldn’t do much business, I imagine. Seems it’s my groom who’s been opening his mouth about who I am and where I’m going. There’s too many people interested in me by half.”


      “And,” Symon murmured, “knowing about such fings, as it happens, I’ll reckon that distraction were proper organised an all.”


      “My boy is having your bed warmed with a hot brick now, sir,” shivered the landlord, “and order whatever you wish,” he scowled briefly at Symon, “and for your companion too of course. I’ll not be making out a bill, under the circumstances.”


      “Just see to it I’m not stabbed in my bed,” smiled Jak, “or the complaint might go beyond a free supper.”


      “If you’d have your groom sleep in your chamber for extra protection sir?” suggested the landlord, backing from the room. “I can order a pallet set up at once.”


      Jak shook his head. “Man snores,” he said. “And I’m more likely to send the idiot back home for yapping to strangers in taverns. Not that I see why anyone’s after my blood. I always thought I was a fairly inoffensive sort of person myself.”


      The landlord was transferring platters from tray to table, a hock of cold bacon, pickles in spiced mustard, a large veal and rosemary pie, lamb’s hearts and entrails with smoked lampreys, a slab of cold beef from the midday spit-roast and a dish of curds. There were two jugs of wine and two rolls of good manchet. The landlord managed a reluctant smile. “If there’s anything else you require, my lord?”


      “Yes, there is,” said Jak. “Find out who that fellow was, and the others who started the intentional distraction. Are they local?”


      The landlord shook his head. “I’ve sent for the deputy law-giver, my lord. But the wretches that started the skirmish, they’ve had it away. ‘Tis the other we’ll get the name of – the one who attacked you, my lord, I swear, they’ll beat it out of him.”


      It was halfway through supper and after three cups each that Jak finally said, “For a man that came looking for me and then saved my life, Symon somebody, you’ve remarkably few questions to ask of me.”


      Symon finished cutting the slab of cold beef, put down his knife and said, “I weren’t what you might rightly call looking for you, my lord. I were on my own travels, with no idea you was here, as it happens. But overhearing your groom telling someone as how he were accompanying the new young Lord Lydiard back home to inquire into some family business, happen I remembered your name, my lord, having bin told it from somewhere else some time back. Reckoned I’d see what you looked like, as it were. I’d have apologised for butting in, and then backed off quick and as polite as I’s capable, but I found you with your steel into someone’s prick and his ready to garrotte, so reckoned to take more of an interest than what were previous intended.”


      “And thank you again,” Jak said, eyes narrowing. “But although being threatened by one stranger and saved by another makes for a more colourful evening than usual, I’d appreciate more of an explanation than that. Where exactly, for a start, have you heard my name before? I’m not a man of either fame or notoriety.”


      “Well now,” said Symon slowly, taking up his cup and drinking deep, “Happens my usual home’s the heart o’ the city, Lower -end that is, and being knowed as a man what gets things done.” Jak nodded. He didn’t doubt it. He watched the huge man opposite him, the great squashed face partly shadowed by the sinking sun through the window behind him. “I were asked,” continued Symon, “last year in the summer it were, to get rid of a titled gent, name o’ Lydiard. An older gent, first name Godfrey.” He put out a quick arm as Jak sat bolt upright. “No, no, my lord. Not me. I never done it, so no need to go leaping up. Tis the truth, or I reckon I’d have not saved your skin tonight.”


      “You’d best go on,” said Jak softly.


      Symon leaned back, eyes steady and unblinking. The story was a distortion of the facts, but it was the story he chose to tell. “It were proper clear at the time,” he said. “But I’s a god-fearing, honest man as I reckon you can see, my lord, and I’d have none of it. So beaten black and bloody I were then, as a warning not to repeat what I knowed. Now happens I doesn’t take kindly to violence done agin me, so I sets out to fix it. The cowards went running to the Justice, had me throwed into the Island Lock-Up and only ‘scaped the swing by me wits. I ain’t gonna forget it, neither. So when I heard your name in passing, my lord, I reckoned to see who you was, being the cause o’ the troubles at first, and to see if mayhap you’d been involved.”


      “Involved?” demanded Jak, incensed. “In getting my own father murdered? But the old man’s dead and buried, so someone else took the job you say you refused.”


      “I knowed that, as it happens,” said Symon. “And I did refuse it, unlikely as that may sound to you, my lord. I had reasons. But I reckons you gonna be interested to know just who was it what ordered the killing in the first place.”


      “Tell me,” said Jak, bright-eyed and sitting suddenly forwards, cup forgotten in his hand. The little parlour was diminishing into shadow as the two candle stubs began to spit and gutter. Neither man seemed to notice.


      “A thin pale-haired bugger, it were,” said Symon, watching Jak intently as he spoke. “Skin o’ bleached sawdust, and a nose proper pinched, like there be a stink innit won’t never go away. Name of Sir Kallivan, it were. Was with a lady, didn’t give no name. A duck-faced female, elderly but not so much, not mighty memorable, though would surely recognise both if seen again.”


      Jak sighed and leaned back. He drank very slowly before looking up again. “I know the woman,” he said at last. “She has a large mole on the left side of her face, just under the eye?” Symon nodded. “You’ve met my step-mother,” said Jak. “The Dowager. And her lover Kallivan, related to our new shining monarch.”


      Symon shook the bouncing black curls around his head and ears, the thatch of his nostrils, and that on the backs of his hands. “I doesn’t know nothing more as yet, my lord,” he said with a careful sigh of intense sincerity. “But I reckon on finding out.”


      “And that,” smiled Jak, “is just what I’d say myself.” Distinctly remembering having once been happy to deny friendships or even communication with louts from the back alleys, Jak now, most definitely, was pleased to change his mind.


      With a comfortable night following the interesting evening, there was shimmering dawn the next morning, and the inn was once again in a scramble, checking out their overnight visitors and adding up the correct payments with a jangle of coins and the inevitable arguments. Jak, meanwhile, was telling his groom that he was an idiotic country bumpkin and to keep his mouth shut for evermore.


      “A good morning to you, my lord, as it is too, I reckon,” Symon said, looking up as Jak swung his leg into the stirrup, mounting swiftly. “I were thinking that we just happen to be going in the same direction, as it were, my lord.”


      Jak paused, looking down on his new and unusual acquaintance. “If you were thinking of keeping me company,” he said, “you’d be very welcome.”
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      The light was bright enough, artificially bright since the palace had started to use the new presses.


      He said, “Your majesty?”


      “Piss off, piss-skull,” the sharp, high voice answered him. “or do you want my shit in your face?”


      The King, his Royal Majesty Frink, was not known for the friendly politeness of his attitude to the servants. This time he had some excuse since he was sitting, half-asleep, on the privy. The cubicle, which was doorless, but half hidden by an elaborate screen, sat squashed between the throne room and the palace’s grand dining chamber, had been recently illuminated with the newly invented gas presses which lit a pair of sparkling glass framed bulbs. The stink of gas was less invasive than the stink of shit, but there were those, although not the king himself, who refused to admit such things into their homes.


      The servant sat down on the tiled floor in the corridor outside and waited. It was quite some time before the king emerged from behind his screen. He eyed his irritating servant. “You still here, fool?”


      “Your majesty.” The page bounced back onto his feet. “I was told to deliver a message, and so I had to stay. Now I can deliver.”


      Frink sighed. “So, deliver on, boy.”


      “It’s your majesty’s grandson,” delivered the page. “He’s here, your majesty. He wants to see you.”


      The page bowed and left. Frink adjusted his britches and swore loudly. He then stumbled into the adjacent throne room and regarded Sir Kallivan. “Damned pain in the fucking arse,” Frink told him, not inclined to subtlety. “You know damn well I don’t like you. So what the fuck do you want?”


      Carefully adjusting his own speech, Kallivan bent one long leg at the knee and addressed the king. “Your majesty, I sadly must inform your majesty that I, your own royal grandson, am being threatened by those much more lowly in the land.” His nose seemed to twitch. Both the drifting perfume of the gaslighting and that of his majesty’s facies were invading the throne room. Frink had crossed to the throne itself, mounted the four wide steps and plonked himself down on the throne’s deep scarlet cushions. ‘


      “As if I care,” he said, scowling at his grandson.


      Kallivan abandoned civility and honourable deference and sat on the top step beside the royal slippers. “Grandfather, I know perfectly well that we’ve never got on. But you can’t have your own family threatened. It doesn’t look good, and you’d be humiliated, you know you would. It took you long enough to get the bloody crown on your head, so now you can’t just chuck it down the privy.”


      “But I’d guess,” guessed Frink, “any threats have a lot to do with your own actions. You threaten others, they’ll do it back. So come on – what have you done?”


      Ignoring this insight, Kallivan looked up, smiling. “I believe it’s the young Lord Lydiard who wants my blood.”


      “Don’t know the boy.” The king shook his remaining scraps of hair. “Didn’t come to the coronation, did he? Only met him once. But I never trust good looking bastards.


      “Well, you don’t trust me.” Kallivan smiled faintly.


      “With damned good reason,” said the king between his teeth, “but not because of how you look since you ain’t a handsome bugger and you know it. No doubt it was you arranged Lydiard’s father’s death?”


      “Absurd. For what gain?”


      “So his old lady gets the family property,” sniggered his majesty. “And her being your mistress, you get it under your control. But Lydiard isn’t the biggest or best you might be wanting. So who dies next, mmm?”


      “Not you,” Kallivan said abruptly. “So do you know who it was who planned your poisoning at the coronation? And don’t go thinking that was me. I benefit from my grandfather demanding taxes from every lord from here to the eastern coast and south to the estuary.”


      Now hissing in fury, Frink leaned back, stretching his thin legs. “Some slimy bastard in the council wanted me dead before even being anointed. But it failed, and I was warned in time, though not by you. Of course, council members stay unknown, damn their pricks, so I’ve no way of retaliating until I know more. And it’s of little consequence since I intend living another hundred years.”


      “You look as though you might last until tomorrow.”


      “And you until tonight. Listen, fool,” and the king leaned forwards, gazing directly into his grandson’s frigid pale eyes, “I’ll give you a ship. Sail that young devil off to Shamm and get rid of him. But don’t go claiming the Lydiard property yet. Leave the dowager to take it after a month or so and take it from her after another month. I’ll not have suspicion falling on the royal family simply because you’re a damned idiot. Keep your own house in order before claiming someone else’s.”


      The palace was alight, but the stink of gas swept the lower floor with its long winding corridors into the public rooms and the great kitchens, where condensation and copper clatter outshone the sparking gasses. But as yet, Kallivan wasn’t moving. “How about some of the royal guard too? And a few extra horses? I have no coin left for this sort of expense.”


      “I gave you twenty Kamps two days back,” spat the king.


      “Spent.” Kallivan glared. Finally, he stood. The king also stood and hobbled down the steps.


      He was bent with age, wizened, and angry. “I’ll give you the guard. Five mounted. And a ship. A fishing trawler, so as not to look suspicious. Sort the rest yourself, and you’ll get no more coin from me. Go whine to your mistress. If you arrange things properly, you’ll have money in a couple of months.”
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        * * *


      


      Already more than halfway from the city to the northern coast and the hill-towns of Lydiard, the small group outside the inn’s stables, waited, already mounted.


      “Reckon you folks will think me proper daft,” shrugged Symon, mounting slowly and carefully, as if not quite sure which leg to raise first. “But these hired bastards, they does what theys paid to do. Who they is exactly, makes fer a blind alley. Being what I knows about more than most things, as you might say. But the jobs I takes on, gets done proper, not half baked, my lord.” Symon, finally settling himself in the saddle, grasped his reins with two determined fists. “Now, if your lordship wouldn’t mind keeping to a nice steady pace as it were, since I has to warn you, I’s not exactly a master o’ horse. In fact, this be the first bugger I’s owned. Where I lives, tis two steps to everywhere, and as easy to shout as to foot it.”


      The sun was in quick descent as they rode across the courtyard to the wide road beyond, which continued endlessly north and into the next small town, buzzing and busy, a flutter of banners and the guild arms creaking on their posts outside the shops. The road led onwards through the township and a small sleepy village beyond.


      Pulling on the reigns, Jak stopped outside a small tavern and called back, “We’ll stop here for food and a stretch of the legs. But I’ll give it no more than an hour, and then we continue. I want to be back in Lydiard by tomorrow evening at the latest.”


      Symon still held tightly to his horse. “Reckon tis time I left, my lord,” he said, smiling wide. “Tis a different road I wants now, and will move east after the grub, if you doesn’t mind, my lord.” With the help of a sympathetic ostler, he managed to dismount, and, holding his back, he staggered into the tavern behind Jak, and found a table in the taproom. “Thing is,” he told his host through a mouthful of bread and cheese, “I’s yourn friend now, I reckon. So if you ever wants me, just go to Eden Market and ask fer Symon.  But first of all, you gotta give yer own name. If you doesn’t say who you is at first, then folks’ll be swearing they ain’t never heard o’ me.”


      Laughing, Jak nodded. “I’ll remember that, friend Symon.


      It was a brief lunch and quickly finished. As Jak and Symon wandered out to the small stables, the two armed guards were already in the saddle, and his two other men, his own groom, and his personal assistant, were waiting beside their horses, reigns in hand. Symon and Jak stopped before mounting, having something more to say. But they were interrupted. Shouts and running feet were very loud behind him. The first sudden and unexpected blow to the back of his head swung him around. He fell but rolled and came back up again. The second blow missed as Jak, now prepared, swung his sword across, then up and then down, knocking his adversary to the cobbles.


      Symon, ready for any attack at all times, killed a man, slashing him through shoulder, neck, and up into the jaw. But the two armed guards stood motionless, confused. One screamed, “My lord, stop. You can’t kill them. These are royal paraders. Look at the livery.”


      Without interest in colours or clothes, faces or badges, Symon grabbed another guard who had run, sword upraised, shouting for surrender. But Jak raised his hand and faced the remaining crimson cloaks, with the men in scarlet britches and shirts, golden badges and golden hats.” What the devil?” he demanded. “Are you on royal business? And if so, why? The king has no quarrel with me.”


      Symon stepped back at Jak’s word, but still stood ready. The two guards Jak had hired in the city, now backed away entirely, while his groom and assistant stood helpless. Jak, waiting for an explanation, kept a grip on his upraised sword.


      “My Lord of Lydiard,” the royal-parador announced, repeating his orders. “You are now under arrest in the name of his royal majesty. The accusations and all further details will be supplied on arrival at the High-Eden-Palace. You and your colleague will now immediately surrender yourselves to my men.”


      Although both Symon and Jak paused, they did not yet drop their weapons. Symon’s sword was machete type, two-handed, double-bladed, and heavy both in itself and in its crushing blow. Jak’s sword was the common weapon of defence and lighter than that used on the battlefield. As if reluctant and unsure, both men remained standing, weapons in hand, but quiet.


      “Surrender now, my lord,” repeated the royal parador. “Or I shall call for reinforcements.”


      “Stop,” Jak took one step towards them. “The man at my side is unknown to me as I met him only last night over the wine jug. If I am under arrest, strange as that is, that certainly does not apply to this new acquaintance.”


      The other stomped forwards, glaring at Jak. “Orders is orders, my lord. “You and all companions is under arrest.”


      Starting to speak, Symon said only, “You can’t arrest no fellow, and I reckon you must know it – wivvout says wot tis for – like ---” but was interrupted.


      “What the king says, be law,” the captain announced.


      Then the guards rushed them. It wasn’t royal-parador protocol. Jak responded automatically with his sword unsheathed and his dagger in the other hand. His mare, once he had dropped his hold on her reins, snorted, panicked, reared, and bolted. Jak heard as she raced down the alley and was gone. He hoped, briefly that she would find her own way home. Then he focused only on the men around him. “You’re frauds, all of you,” Jak shouted, “for this isn’t the way of the Law. Those uniforms must be stolen.”


      There were eight, and the captain too. He knew, even with Symon beside him, that he could not outmatch nine experienced fighters. The high, shadow from the stables and tavern behind was deep. But no help came from the ostlers or the tavern’s staff and customers, for they saw the royal livery, and supposed this to be a legal arrest, or a skirmish between the official and the ignorant.


      Jak struck first, slicing up with his sword, the point through one man’s chin, his knife straight through the same man’s eye. He had no further opportunities as the other three wrestled him down. He kicked out, lost his sword, stabbed with knife and knuckles, but was quickly and inevitably flat on his face, heavy boots to his back, stamping, grinding, and forcing his face into the mud. A leather heel slammed against his pelvis from behind. Another blow to his head above the ear. He was breathing mud. No time to think. Long training brought reaction, and Jak fought even from the ground. Rolling over made his body vulnerable to greater abuse, but he could more easily retaliate.  He slashed up, his knife blade across someone’s calf and then the hilt slammed into another’s groin. Then Jak crawled forwards as his attackers stumbled back, discovered the sword he had lost before, and swung it, the edge cutting through an old cord tied doublet, opening the belly which bubbled like a cauldron over fires, spilling guts and shit and the putrid stink of death. The body pitched back across another still alive.


      But Jak was down again beneath two ruffians, face in the bloody filth once more, a boot hard on his wrist and the sword wrenched from his hand. Jak coughed phlegm and felt his pulse pumping. He twisted desperately, throwing off the hands and feet that held him, and now unarmed, used his fists. But he was already finished, outnumbered and badly hurt. He punched up, knuckles barely scraping one man’s chin, and as he followed with his elbow, they kicked him again, and were on top of him, his lungs crushed against the ground. He felt his own blood trickling fast from brow to cheek, the hot tickle fading as the waves of pain overtook all else. He heard his heart pounding like a tabor behind the panting of the men on top of him, still with enough power left to pummel him senseless.


      He did not see Symon, nor could be sure what he did, how many he killed, and if he remained alive. Jak saw a body, the face crushed through at the centre and the brains soaking both eyes, and he heard Symon’s voice, swearing and shouting. But he could be sure of nothing else.


      The last sounds floated past as he lay quite still, with the sun golden on his face, listening to what seemed like the little peep, peep of disturbed water birds, the scamper of the rats perhaps and the gentle shush of the wind. Then he thought, quite aimlessly, that the sounds were only of his own failing breath and the music of death.


      It was sound which returned first. Sight still had not. It was the sound of wheels over packed and rutted earth, the steady patient hooves of a horse, the creak of the boards beneath him and the rustle of straw around him.


      Smell returned next, the plodding digestive disturbances of the horse, the musty, sour smell of the straw and the rancid musk of dead flies and mouse droppings. He could smell his own sweat. Sense and touch were already alive with the scratch of the bales and his wounds and bruises thudding through his body. He felt the bump at every rut and his head was pounding. Experimenting, he discovered he was trussed, and tightly, his arms behind his back, knees drawn up, something tight around his mouth, the jolt of a wooden cart and the sudden lurch of wheels against pebbles.


      Last, absurdly, he realised why his sight had not been restored. There was nothing to see. He was deep buried between straw bales, and no light reached him, so he kept his eyes shut, safe from the scratch of straw, and his senses alert as he began to think with as much coherence as the situation permitted. But although he could not yet see, he knew that Symon was not beside him in the cart.


      Either Symon was dead. Or remained in the tavern’s stable yard. Or had been carted elsewhere. Jak was sorry and hoped his new friend was not so quickly and unjustly dead.


      He had expected retaliation from the man he had threatened with accusation and exposure yet had not expected Kallivan to react so quickly. Nor was sure why royal-paradors had been sent to do the dirty work, as the king would likely want his own reputation clean, despite whatever his grandson demanded.


      One thing occurred to him as the headache became more blindingly uncomfortable and unaccustomed stomach cramps reminded him of hunger, that this was an indication of how long he must have been travelling. Another incontrovertible fact was that absolutely no one would be looking for him or even have noticed his absence until two days or more had passed. Only Symon, if he remained alive, which now seemed unlikely, would have the faintest idea of what had happened.  At the tavern perhaps his groom and the assistant had seen the royal arrest in shambles and would know that something illegal had occurred. But they would not know where he had been transported. Jak himself had no guess as to where, why or by whom he was being taken.


      Then Jak smelled the sea. It was a shock. He had not anticipated it. The cart continued on, and high in the background behind the sounds of horse and wheels and the effort of his own breathing, he heard the gulls and breathed in the salty brine.


      Struggling against the ropes that held him and the baled weight on top of him, Jak built back traces of energy, a growing consciousness and the renewal of his usual determination. Then, with a jolt that sent his head spinning and the straw bouncing, the cart stopped. The horse was wheezing and emptying its bowels. Someone was shouting, and then someone else shouted in answer. Footsteps. Shouting again. “Get the bastard out then. And straight into the back. Hurry.”


      In a sudden blast of sunshine as half a dozen bales were thrown aside, Jak was hauled out, gasping, struggling and close to vomiting. The suddenness disorientated him, he was starved and wild with thirst and fury. His mouth was tied with a kerchief so tight between his lips that it cut the corners of his mouth and bound his tongue to his jaw. Grabbed by the feet, his boots already having been removed, he was lifted end up, so his head fell back and hit the planks. The pain made him blind.


      Someone had him, strong arms under his shoulders and he was heaved across cobbles and through the open door of a low building, the absurdity of honeysuckle perfume sweet around the porch and the hiss of a goose, then hurled back to the ground and a cushion of hay. It was a stable.


      “Knock him out again,” said one of the voices. “He’ll be less trouble.”


      “How long before the tide’s in?” asked a deeper voice.


      “How the shit do I know?” said the first one. “Nor care. That’s not our problem. Knock him out and leave him for the next lot to take up. Do it. Or I will.”


      Twisting, he knelt and straightened. He needed water and had no way to ask for it. But he sat, gazing up, with a hearty desire for his captors’ faces to remain in his memory forever. He saw the cudgel swing directly towards him. He crumpled. Then it was blackness again, a lulling black stench within a permanent night of airless discomfort.


      He had no way of knowing how long it had been, but finally awake, he knew the problems had increased. He was lying down, but this time there was no straw. There was no horse. He lay on rough boards covered in sacking. There was no pillow, but a coarse woollen blanket had been thrown over him. He was still bound as before, hands behind him and ankles tight-roped, but now he lay on some kind of rudimentary pallet. Eventually, he realised there was straw after all. Straw stuffed into hessian. Strangely, inexplicably, everything moved beneath him. He felt ridiculously ill. The lurch and bump of movement could be, he thought, his own sickness and the dizziness of fever. Then his brain slotted into place.


      This was a small carvel, Jak realised, since it smelled of herring, fish scales, and rolled in the deep water without the unpleasant swaying pitch of a narrower boat. Now he knew he lay on a thin piece of bedding slung within the keel of a ship at sea. In crates beside and around him, he smelled, as well as fish, the unmistakable reek of untreated sheepskins, goat hides and urine. The stink of brine out-stank everything else. The war of stenches was intense. Then he added to it himself and vomited. Remarkably, after that, he felt better and could breathe again.


      It was only after retching that he guessed, remembering his previous state more clearly, that the cloth around his mouth had been removed. Then he struggled to sit up and managed to ignore most of the pain, able to hoist himself a little with his back to the curved inside of the hull, and so noticed that, blissfully, there was a jug of ale on the ground beside him. It had already half spilt but enough ale remained. There was only the problem of how to reach and grasp it since his hands were tied behind his back. It took him some minutes.


      Getting his arms down past his ankles, knees tightly bent up to the scrunch of knotted stomach muscles, slotting his feet back through the circle of forearms to wrists, and then bringing his arms up in front of him to grasp the pitcher two-handed and bring it to his lips, enabled him to drink slowly at first, sipping and cautious, not in fear of poison but for the state of his belly and the heaving wrenching bilious thirst. Gradually over the following hour, he drank it all and did not spew it back. It brought the pain in his head into a state of acceptability and the state of his guts into fairly ordered discomfort. Finally he lay back and closed his eyes. With his bound wrists now in front of him, he found it easier to curl and try to sleep. Not knowing whether it was day or night nor where he was going, sleep seemed the most appropriate option. He was going to need his strength.


      He woke with someone bending over him. “Very well,” said a voice, though distant and indistinct, “get him to his feet and untie his ankles. Keep his wrists bound. Then bring him up.” Adapting slowly to the grey light and the slip-shifting of the boat’s shudder, Jak fought against the dizziness and allowed himself to be hauled upright. Three men held him, or he would have fallen as the cords at his ankles were cut. They half carried him past the rows of crates, the long pale corpse of a spare mast, coils of tarred ropes, folded sail cloth musty with mildew and endless barrels of food, ale and water, strong roped and stacked against rolling. At the far end of the unlit shadows rose narrow wooden steps. Jak was dragged up as he gradually found his footing. He wondered how long he had been tied up like a sheep for the spit. Since the initial kidnap, no doubt, and that would surely have been some days ago. He had not eaten then for a considerable time and had drunk only in the last few hours. But he was curious. Curiosity, they said, was a young man’s palsy.


      It was a cabin they took him to, half the size of a kitchen table and darker. Someone reached out pale fingers, holding a lit sulphur spill to the wick of the hanging lantern. It swung easily and the flame spluttered. With light, the tiny space billowed into the sudden clarity of passing faces. Everything appeared to move with the creak of the timbers. The tallow spat, sank, and light sprang out again. A narrow man sat down behind the central desk and regarded him with interest. It was sometime before he said, “Lord Lydiard? I should welcome you aboard. The crossing will take one day more. Then our business will begin.”
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      She stood at the casement window overlooking the rising tide, took a deep breath, and flung the window wide. The bustle of air with its raging torrent of river stench filled her lungs. Freia slumped there a moment, breathing it in as if the smell of filth had become part of her. She had been crying for some time, but her weeping had been contained, almost silent. Now she squeezed shut her eyes, opened her mouth, and screamed at the winds, the tides, the rooftops and the church steeples that soared above them. She was holding a small tin cup, now empty of beer. She hurled it with all her force from the window and into the water, shouting, “Why do you hate me? How dare you take everything from me! That’s for Feep. And that’s for my mother. And that’s for Jak.” Then she sank down on the padded window seat and sobbed.


      It was Sossanna who heard and came running. She knelt and took Freia into her arms. “Oh, my lovely. What’s the matter? Did the bastard hurt you?”


      “Yes. No.” It took her a long time to answer, the tears as wet as river water down her cheeks. “But it’s everything, Sassa, and I’ll never fit in. It’s who I am, and who I’m not, and the people I’ve lost. I so desperately want them back. It’ll never happen, but I can’t stop wanting and wanting and wanting.”


      “Remember, sweetie, when you gets what you wants, it ain’t never worth it.” Sossanna held her tight. “Get used to life being a bloody big disappointment. Then you’ll not be so disappointed next time.”


      “It was good once. For just a little while.”


      “So you’s bloody lucky, Fray.” The other girl, prettily blonde, hugged her and asked, “Is that the Jak, what you was yelling about?”


      The door swung open, and Pimping Tom stood half frown, half smiling. Over Sossanna’s hunched shoulder, Freia stared across at him. “Please, not that particular one anymore,” Freia said. “He was so unpleasant, I don’t want him again.”


      Tom’s half-smile turned fully into a frown as he twirled the hanging tassels of his doublet lacings. “He hurt you, Symon’s girl?” She shook her head. Tom looked her over. “If any man hurts you, you call for me.” Freia shook her head again. Tom said, “You’re mighty squeamish for a whore, my dear. You sit there in your shift, which is, by the way, almost transparent to any more interested eye, but insist on being treated as – what? No whore, indeed. A proud lady, perhaps?” Freia blushed. Tom continued softly. “I know the customer I sent you. He pays well, and I consider him safe, but is, let us say, a little demanding. But, you see he was no leader, a coward in battle, and now his wife rules him. Therefore when he can escape her, he comes to a stewe where he may act the tyrant. He pretends to be who he wishes he was and demands to be served with a respect he has never received elsewhere. They come to a stewe and pay for what they cannot receive freely at home. All men swive for reasons beyond the fuck, and weak men seek admiration through pretence.”


      Freia swallowed hard. “Pretend? Women do that too. I do that. Which is why I don’t want to act the whore even though I know that’s what I am. And I don’t want a customer who commands me – and frightens me – and threatens to punish me.”


      “Then you will refuse more than half the men who come to us,” Tom said.


      “Can I refuse them?” She looked down at her bare toes.


      “Sadly, no, my dear,” Tom said. “If that were allowed, then either you would bring no profit worth your board to the house, or you would take a greater share of the kinder customers, so leaving the other girls with only those less appealing.”


      “So what do I do?”


      “Madam Webb would care, my dear. You are not stupid. So learn the game. Learn to manipulate and pretend, learn to understand, even to sympathise. Learn the whims and weaknesses of your customers and how to satisfy even those you despise. “


      “I despise them all,” Freia said. “And especially myself.”


      “Above all, learn how to make yourself rich.”  Tom sat beside her, taking her hand. His own hand was still silken to touch, and the three rings he wore were beautiful. His sympathy seemed like accepting the affection of a king.


      “I was once. Just a little rich. And not by whoring.”


      Tom sighed. “You expect my respect? No, Symon’s friend. Every one of us dreamed as children of grand futures, of wealth, of heroism in battle, of high reputations and romantic love. No child dreams of being a pimp or a harlot. But only kings live their dreams. Make your truth comfortable, my dear, and learn to live with it. You are no trollop, nor whore by nature. But I don’t ask you to become one in your heart. Only to pretend and prove yourself a better actor than the simple stewe-girl. We must all grow older and wiser.”


      “I was forced – you know the story,” Freia whispered, her arms across her breasts, and shivering now. “That man raped and hurt me and ruined my life. He murdered Feep and burned my home and my business, and he stole my money. That’s not growing out of a dream, that’s wicked and cruel, and I shall never, ever forget.”


      Tom smiled. “Ah. Revenge, now that I can appreciate,” he said. “I can approve that, Symon’s lady. It tastes slow and sweet, and the slice of a quick knife between a villain’s ribs is a cultivated pleasure when it means vengeance satisfied. If you need my help for that one day, my dear, then let me know. Vengeance fulfilled makes my cods tighten and those that practise it go home to a warm bed.” He still held Freia’s hand. Then suddenly he leaned over her cheek, wiping her tears away with his fingers, and whispering, “And I do respect you, my dear. Your courage in accepting this horror has taken all my admiration. Oh yes, I respect you, Symon’s lady. But until Symon returns with the generosity he has described and promised, I cannot help. You must survive and plan your revenge.”


      Cuddled on the other side of her friend, Sossanna patted Freia’s barely covered knee.  “She knew a real lord once. Jak someone. He said he loved her, but reckon he run off with a real lady.”


      “No,” mumbled Freia, “it wasn’t like that.” She had stopped crying and instead gazed up at Tom. “You see,” she was still a little hoarse, “I found out he was my brother.” And she told her story.


      Freia had finished her explanations when Tom laughed, which she had not expected. “You say your mother wasn’t the type to succumb to a fat lord, not by seduction, nor for flattery at a nobleman’s interest?” Freia nodded, bewildered. “Did she ever tell you,” asked Tom, “how you were born before your time, perhaps? And larger than normal for your short sleep in the womb?”


      “No. Not that I remember.” Freia clutched at Sossanna’s fingers. “My mother never – gossiped. She never mentioned my birth.”  She did not understand.


      “Because,” Tom continued to laugh, “you are as unworldly and naive as a fledgling, and the most innocent whore I’ve ever had the pleasure to tutor.”


      “I take that as a compliment.”


      He leaned down, still laughing, and pinched her chin. “Because, my dear, it’s clear as the maggoty fruit falling from the apple tree, and I shouldn’t have to explain it to you. So listen to me, Symon’s lady, and then dust yourself off and get back to work.”


      Sossanna was smiling too. “Tell her, Tom.”


      Tom now stood and leaned against the wall, speaking slow, as if telling an old story. “A woman is taken, whether by force or desire, and finds herself with child. But the father has gone. Perhaps she loved him and hoped he’d marry, but she’s no fool and must face the truth. She must carry a child to birth, with the stigma of illegitimacy, and the even greater disadvantage of poverty. Few women great with child can work and without a man to protect her, she is at her most vulnerable. So she finds another man to stand parent. Who better than the local lord, who already pants for her, and will be fool enough to believe what she tells him? So she takes him to bed, holds her breath and bites her tongue while he swives, and then in a month, she tells him he’s about to be a father. She gains attention, some respect, and most of all she gains the lord’s blessing and backing. She’ll be looked after, well paid, with baskets of clothes, provender and care for the babe. It happens every day, in every county. What father can ever prove his parentage? But when it’s a lord has sired a peasant’s child, and that child is born well before expected, then we can all guess the truth, even if the lord cannot.”


      Sossanna nodded. “’Twas the same story I was thinking, dear one. Oh, there’s lords enough will take rough advantage of the women on their lands, but that’s not your story, Fray. Since it weren’t neither rape nor cajolery, you can be bloody sure that’s how it was.”


      “So your gallant Jak’s no brother of yours, Symon’s friend. Of that, you can be confident enough,” Tom said, turning on his heel as he went to the doorway. “But,” he looked back over his shoulder, “it’s no matter now, not a wit, for he’s gone. And you’re here. Remember it, and concentrate on your work, my dear. Once you face the bare truth, you’ll do well. With my help, very well indeed.”


      “But,” Freia whispered, half to herself, “my mother knew herbs and cures. She could have rid herself of the child, of me, had she wished.”


      “Then,” Tom looked back over his shoulder, “you can be sure the true father was a man she loved. Women are weak, my dear, and wilt for a lost love – just as you do. But would your Maman have been so desirous of her fat lord’s babe?”


      Freia shook her head and stared down at her toes. “No. I don’t know. I can’t think.”


      “Then don’t think,” Tom called as he left her room. “Action, Symon’s girl. There’s a job to be done. Learn it. Do it.”


      It was Sossanna who turned to her and kissed her wet cheek. “Did your mother have a true love, Fray sweetie? Someone she loved nine months afore you was born, but who ran away, or died, or wed some other bitch?”


      But Freia did not know. Her mother had never spoken of such private matters, had sworn she had no father, and had loved only her medicines and her poisons, stored in dark vials at home.
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        * * *


      


      Garth smiled at his furious guest. “As for business, you have very little choice, my lord. We may be equal in one sense, since all I know of you is your name, and as yet that’s all you know of me.  Death is one choice of course, which was my own first intention. I was more than tempted to tumble you overboard as far from shore as would ensure your corpse would be lost forever. In fact, I have saved your life for you, sir, and now you owe it to me. But we shall get to that later.”


      The silence was Jak’s as he gazed down, cold-eyed, at the man who sat before him. A tiny desk stood, nailed to the cabin’s floor, separating them. Behind the only chair was a wooden bed, narrow as the hammer which had secured it. The ship rolled, and everything rolled with it unless nailed to solidity.  Finally, Jak stared down, put the flat of both hands on the top of the desk and leaned forward, eye to eye with the captain he had only just met. “You do a vile trade, if you accept prisoners without even knowing who they are, or why someone wants them gone. And that is not a trade I will enter, either as a victim or as a trader. “


      He stayed, his stare ice green, and his balance steadied by his hold on the desk. The other man, meanwhile, and his chair, were sliding.


      “Since you are my prisoner, my lord,” he said, rolling himself back in place, “you’ll be watched day and night. And you’ll obey me, day and night, or be whipped for disobedience, as I’d whip any member of my crew for the same thing.  But while we sail, I shall have your hands unbound. If you wish to throw yourself into the ocean, you are free to do so. But I would not advise it. There are rocks beneath the surface, stinging fish and sea monsters. And you would only be fulfilling my own preference in the end. In the meantime you will be fed and permitted the freedom of the ship. You can plot and scheme with your idiot friend if you wish, but remember, I hold power here, and no spoiled lord and his brainless servant will ever outwit me. But no doubt I shall see you again once we land.” He nodded to the two sailors who stood quietly behind Jak in the open doorway. “Take him away.”


      Suddenly, everything had changed for Jak now knew that Symon had also been taken and was somewhere on the same ship. No lack of confidence, nor lack of ideas, would hold him prisoner, but Jak was well aware that two men against twenty would be easier than one, and with a companion who still commanded the gangs of the Lower-City and had been protecting both himself and others since before turning twelve years old, Jak counted the odds as better than he’d feared.  Not excellent perhaps, since they’d previously been outnumbered by nine ruffians when first taken, but they had killed several and were not dead themselves. Indeed, he was surprised that any crowd had managed to abduct Symon. It was possible he’d come willingly, with the intention of helping Jak to freedom, as Jak would help him. The possibility struck Jak as suddenly humorous, and the captain, as he stood to close his cabin door, was both puzzled and discomforted to hear his prisoner abruptly laughing to himself.


      It was no longer Eden’s coast, but another low horizon of deeply indented coves, scrubby sand and a hundred rivers swirling in from estuaries around cliffs and islets, reefs, and submerged crags.


      Navigation here was dangerous. Jak stood on deck and shaded his eyes, peering towards land. It was mist that obscured sight. The mist held rain. Beside him the fukke sail was being drawn in, a flapping sodden white turned grey in the damp, and then the sudden slap as sailcloth hit wood in the wind. The chief mate stood wide-legged high at the upper helm, screaming his orders to a scrambling barefooted crew. The tide carried the ship forwards as white froth tipped their bow wave. The wind, stronger now, whistled in the rigging, the clouds dipped down almost to the slithering timbers and a squall of black intent suddenly hid the horizon.


      “Bastard Shammite shackles,” Jak said under his breath. “Did I have to arrive in a storm?”


      They had been four days at sea. On the first day after speaking with the captain, Jak had discovered Symon hunched beneath the mast, and staring ahead. Next to him in a long row sat the huge baskets of fish, some still skipping, others sinking lifeless, glazed eyes and colourless scales still glistening with brine. Those still trying to leap from their prison were, said Symon, looking up at Jak’s shadow, “Then wiv the strength to hope, poor little sods.” And he caught the tail of a large bright-eyed creature between finger and thumb and tossed it back into the ocean. Jak smiled.


      “I’m delighted to see you,” he admitted.


      “Pleased, is you?” Symon discovered another smaller fish still vibrating with the will to live, and he tossed it overboard. “Pleased to see I ain’t so bloody clever as I’d like to think – eh?”


      “You mean, just as pathetic as me?” Jak grinned. “Both overcome by a hoard of warriors and thrown into carts to be sold to a slaver.”


      The next fish was tiny, bright blue, white-eyed, bobbing with vivid determination. Symon scooped it into one large hand and returned it to its proper home. He said, eyeing the rest of the basket, “But doesn’t you worrit none, my lord, fer once we lands, t’will be easy to chuck them bastards into the water alongsides them poor fishes.”


      Jak, absently, as though it was a practice now established, hauled six living fish from the next basket, and threw them back with a splash. “And where the hell are we going? We sail west. So Shamm, I’d say.”


      “There be islands,” nodded Symon, discovering a large black fish with a gape of long yellow teeth. It shivered in his grasp. “A lad after me own heart,” said Symon, and threw it way out into the darker waves.


      Leaving the baskets, both men wandered to the prow where the keel cut the waves like a butcher’s knife. Jak peered down at the billow of sludge brown ocean rising up to meet the ship’s gunwales, then moved quickly back as the hull crashed against the water, then rising again to carve its path.


      The mate had moved amidships, continuing to direct their passage with the dialect of a man who has never been quite sure which land he calls home. Seeing Jak, he yelled, “Ye thinking to jump, my grand lord? Wait there, and you be saved the trouble. The water’ll kiss you with all the love o’ the mermaids.”


      Cackling, Symon shouted back, “And where will yer bloody ship take us, man, if we stays safe?”


      “We’s heading fer Giardon, but ye be in the fuckin’ way. If the front boom smacks ye in the maw, then the fault’ll be all your own, m’lord, and vaffanculo.” The man scowled and stomped off, boots a’slosh as the sea streamed over the ship’s gunwales and found its own dark level, trickling down gangways and into the lower stores.


      Jak addressed not the pirate ship ‘s second-in-command, but a sweep of white and grey, wings braced wide to counterbalance the wind, the gull perched on the guard rail and then flopped splay footed to the lower helm. Then another, and another, riding a lift into shore and an escape from the spit and anger of the weather. Jak had seen a thousand gulls squabbling the banks of the Corn and scavenging among fish heads and cockle shells, but these regarded him calm and black-eyed, far larger, and disdainful as if they knew this was their world, and he the interloper, ill-equipped to sail the great seas. “Well,” said Jak, since no one else was listening, “I’ve not the slightest idea what’s going to happen next, but I very much doubt if it’ll be anything I like.”


      “Giardon,” repeated Symon, ignoring the gulls. “Tis an island south o’ Shamm, ain’t it? Never been there o’course. Never bin outta Eden City afore I come lookin fer you, me lord.”


      “Jak,” said Jak.


      “Six o’ you,” howled the ship’s mater, his voice caught and thrown back into his throat by the wind. “Betwixt the sheets, you scoundrels, and hold course.” He turned back to Jak. “Tis a good wind and will save us mebbe a day or a night” He held to the tiller while the gamut of the waves hurled themselves across the tossing decks, visibility unclear through the ocean mists and sleeting grey.


      On the third day, with the sighting of the island’s rocky coast, the crew began to scramble. But Jak and Symon, with no weapons and no baggage, but with their capes wrapped tightly around them from chin to knee, stood leaning on the gunwales, staring as they docked and with no interest for anything other than land.


      It was a harbour, of sorts, and ten mounted men were waiting, the horses tossing their heads and wheeling. They watched from the clifftop above the stone quay. As the ship docked, they picked their way down the trail through the rain to the jetty.


      The ice of the silver sleet closed off the hills beyond. Without waiting for guidance or invitation, both Jak and Symon strode down the gangplank as it lurched and bounced, and then finally onto the bliss of solid land. All those on land watched the ship as it bobbed, thumping against the side of the quay.  Three came forward, their horses, prancing against the restraints of their riders, surrounding both Jak and Symon.


      “You’ll come with us,” one said, leaning down. “You get a comfy ride, if you come willing. But you’ll travel arse up over the back of our horses, your arms roped to your ankles if you try to escape.” Two spare mounts were brought forward.


      Jak regarded a small mare, her eyes tired and her muzzle down. “You and I, my girl,” he whispered to her drooping ear, “will arrange our own destiny, I think. I name you Fray and will treat you as I would her.” He saw Symon watching him, and grinned. “Well, not entirely, perhaps.”
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      Shadows, endless shadows, lay short and bulbous as the sun rose high, then lengthened as the sun fell behind the distant gorge, but shadows, always shadows, and the massive prison’s bulk created its own eternal darkness. Below ground where the great dungeon lay in its murmuring misery, shadows against the master with rape, theft and murder committed without retaliation within the black forgotten lives. The higher cells held one or two prisoners, either those of importance themselves, or those whose crimes would soon, either during trial or during execution, be scrutinised by king or council.


      For many years the prisoners occupying one of the top attic cells had waited for explanations, release, or death. None of these had arrived within the dreary monotony yet the two men of disparate ages were content, in lassitude, with each other’s company and their endless conversations.   Fraygard only left his friend’s company when his wife visited him, permitted only once each three month period, or less if the prisoner was deemed to have behaved badly in some way. And Logon only left Fraygard’s company one day every three months for a whoring session, the woman sent by prison regulations. A man will lose his brains forever, and perhaps die, they said, if he doesn’t fuck once a month. Years before, the sexual allowance had been once every six months, now increased to once in three – but never, said the council, to every month. Let the criminals lose their brains, for after all, it was doubtful they’d ever had any in the first place.


      Chia had long ago moved to live in the city. Near to the Corn and its islands, and near to the prison where she longed to visit as often as possible, bringing love and comfort, books, food and blankets to her husband. She had rented a one room basement in the Lower slums at first, for once leaving Lydiard and her great friend Hyr, she had neither money nor acquaintance, and had no job. Several times she had returned north to Lydiard, to see what, and who, she had left behind. Then she heard that Hyr had been killed, and horrified, she stayed away. Eventually Chia found work in a back-street barn near the Corn’s banks, where fruit was delivered to be washed and simmered with honey before finally sold in small earthenware tubs, an excellent addition to any family’s pantry. She worked hard and earned enough to change her home. From one room, she began to rent three, a home with windows and comfort on the first floor of a tenement. Chia forgot the meaning of happiness, but she remembered patience, persistence, duty, and love for her husband.


      Then Frink was crowned king. And Frink was Chia’s only uncle.


      After three visits to the royal palace, and once she had borrowed a gown which made her seem more respectable, she was permitted to enter and crave an audience with the king. Knowing he would not believe any claim of being his sister’s legal daughter, Chia sent a message through the Chief Steward, saying she had discovered treasure within a special part of the Cornucopia. She did not say this treasure was her husband. But she remembered sufficient of her uncle to believe he would see a woman who spoke of treasure.


      His majesty looked up and snorted. “You! What sort of treasure is this?”


      Frink was on the throne, not simply symbolically but also in fact. He straddled one large cushioned arm, his leg swung over, both arms flung wide, the other leg outstretched, giving a grotesque vision of his embroidered codpiece. He glared at his niece, who smiled back. “Sweet uncle,” she said, walking to stand at the bottom of the three steps, facing him. “It’s so long since I saw you. This is such a pleasure.”


      “No bloody doubt,” grumbled the king, “since you buggered off without any proper apology. Years ago, stupid girl. Never thought I’d get to be king, did you?”


      Of course she hadn’t. “I hoped.”


      “So, what is it? Twenty years?” He scratched the back of his neck. “More?”


      “Almost twenty-four.” She climbed the three little steps, stared down at her uncle, and prepared the speech in her head. “My dear uncle, we never fought. Yes, I left, but I returned sometimes to see my mother until she died, and I always wished you well. Now I desperately need your help.”


      “Surprising,” said the king, “how many loving friends and family members you rediscover when it’s known you have more power and more money.”


      “Yes,” Chia sat on the top step at her uncle's feet, just as Kallivan had done some days previously. “I admit, it, uncle, but once we had affection for each other, and I know if our situations were reversed, you would do the same. And I would help you as I hope you’ll help me.”


      “Tell me then, brat.” Frink sniggered. “Money? Or something more complicated?”


      It was easier now to be honest. “Both,” Chia said. “I need to explain something quite long-winded and detailed, but it’s an interesting story. But do we have to sit here in this horrid official place?”


      The throne room was not entirely private at any time, as even part from the grand occasions when it bussed with a hundred guards and three hundred over-dressed visitors, there were at least two guards at the far door, and often a scribe or two scribbling away in a far corner. A painted room, pink, scarlet and crimson, the red exaggerations seemed both majestically glorious, and somewhat threatening. Anyone else entering this vast chamber felt decidedly small. The vaulted roof echoed, and curtain, most of them red velvet or black with gold fringes, whispered, tittered, teased and cursed.


      “I don’t like it,” sniffed Chia.


      “Damned palace,” muttered Frink, struggling up from the sumptuous comfort onto his tottering old legs. “I never designed any of this damned twaddle. Come along then, girl. We’ll go to an annexe, if I can find one empty.”


      She told her uncle the story, leaving out the birth of a child and her own years of misery. But she repeated, “Fraygard, Uncle dear. And the accusations are too absurd for anyone to believe. So there was another reason. Someone twisted the facts. Someone with power demanded his arrest. Or some sick bastard from Shamm has paid someone here. So how? Who?  And why? But most importantly, dear uncle, how do I get him out?”


      “You want the bugger out after all this time?” Frink was now stretched on the couch, mercifully green damask. It was a small annexe and no one else was listening. “The poor old sod will be brain-dead and prick-dead.”


      “Just twenty-two years in the prison, uncle, and not prick-dead, which I know full well since I see him one day every three months. He’s just forty-two years old, because I know I’m just thirty-four. We can still have a life together.”


      With a lipless grin and two rotten black teeth, Frink approved. The approval had been both quicker and easier than Chia had expected. “You like the idea of the investigation? You hope you can find someone who’s been nasty and conspiratorial, who you can punish and create a scandal. You hope it’ll be a shocking surprise.”


      “Even after all these years, how well you know me, little niece,” sniggered the king. “I’ll do some sniffing, and I’ll organise a release. It may take a ten-day.”


      “Oh, please, no longer.”


      Frink’s grin remained in place, the faintly rancid tang of his breath in Chia’\s face. “Oh, I’m not usually too slow,” he said. “I like to act fast. I think you’ve just got time to move into the palace and buy some decent clothes” He thrust his hand into the large central pocket of his thin linen shirt and pulled out a wedge of paper. “New stuff. My idea.” He fluttered the slips of blue paper into his niece’s lap. “All that heavy business annoyed me. Coins! Spoilt every coat and every shirt, pulling the pockets out of shape. So now you can have Kamps and Stripes and Pennies, all in paper instead of looking like Kamps and Stripes and Pennies. Clever old king that I am!”


      Regarding the clutch of paper, Chia saw that she had approximately a year’s wages in her hand.  “And to live in the castle? Where? When? How?”


      “Tedious questions,” muttered the king. “Just hover around a bit in the corridor, girl. I’ll call someone.”


      He clapped his hands and yelled, “Page. Or someone.”


      Within an hour, Chia had a new home, and it was considerably more pleasant, although not larger than the tenement flats downtown. It was also free, and the food would not only be more generous, but she wouldn’t have to cook it herself on a minute fire that smoked every room and kept her awake most nights.
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        * * *


      


      The horses, mud splashed, hung their heads in the deadening rain. Two of the men were speaking softly, Jak turned in the saddle with a squeak of wet leather but heard little. This was also close enough for a planned escape. Lord Jak Lydiard had no doubts about his capacity to do whatever necessary, his skills, or his determination. Instead of doom or depression, he was alight with exhilaration. He was entirely convinced that Symon would be feeling the same.


      Captain Garth disembarked, heavily cloaked, and trudged through the slide of puddles towards them. Two men rode forward to meet him, leading the other horse.


      Although Probyn had passed and spring was floating into Mantell, here on the small island of Giardon the trees were a spangle of fresh young leaf, fattening white bud, and the stretching fingers of eager growth. The sun was no blistering golden heat, but a mild warmth seemed to blow in from the sea.


      Not yet in the saddle and staring at the horse with fervent dislike, Symon was waiting for opportunity rather than someone to help him mount. He was far better dressed than usual, as if recent events had made him more conscious of his status. He wore black woollen stockings in the high fashion where the knitted material clung to the muscles of the leg, outlining the strength of each curve. Symon’s legs were as massive as tree trunks, but the admirable effect was spoiled by the large hole on one knee where the wool was unravelling into ladders, reaching almost to the ankles. His shirt was long and loose, but over this he wore an unlaced doublet of heavy maroon broadcloth, its cords dangling. High waisted, the doublet was a little shorter than the shirt beneath but was still a conciliatory expression of increased affluence and respectability. The picture was further ruined by the workman’s boots, huge, wooden soled, and thick with mud. He wore neither hat nor cape and Symon’s knife, which he always certainly carried, was either stolen by those on the ship or simply hidden.


      One of the sailors from the ship, stomping up to Symon, pointed to the patient horse. “She be a right good un,” he said, patting the horse’s rump. “Gentle, she is, for them as don’t ride much. And we ain’t going far. Less than an hour’s ride, it is.”


      Symon looked the small man over. “You’d best be bloody right, turd-face, or I’ll have your gizzards for supper.”


      Hearing the familiar voice, Jak looked over. “It’s a beautiful island if nothing else,” he called, “and I have a feeling this is going to be grand entertainment.”


      “Well, it ain’t Eden, is it,” said Symon with simple logic. “So stands to reason it ain’t bootiful and we ain’t gonna like it.” But he was laughing as he hoisted himself upwards into the saddle, landing with a bump that made the horse shiver.


      Surrounded by the sailors and their captain, Jak rode close to Symon’s side, half doubting Symon’s riding skills, and half expecting sudden attack. Each might rescue the other. The trees grew thicker and the land rougher with small ditch-like valleys breaking through hillsides, and puddle-like ponds alive with splashing crab handed fish. The sky hung colourless in hazy sea mists and condensation slipped from leaf and bark. Then, between six of the towering redwoods, the cloud misted so low and so thick that it appeared as a drifting white smoke. Then Symon whispered, “Six men. The buggers all got spears.”


      Jak tightened his grip on the reigns.
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        * * *


      


      The prison island was decorated with canvas banners that swept around the high stone wall, fastened to the wired spikes and iron claws which adorned the top from gate to gate. Twenty royal guards, each in their sparkling scarlet livery and golden caps, and three played strident celebrations on their golden trumpets.


      The shattering noises of trumpet, marching, shouting and creaking of doors around those in the general dungeon, rebounded from walls, echoed through corridors, and hurtled into every ear. But no one told the prisoners what was going on, and most sat mouth open, waiting for sudden collapse and death.


      Others in their small shared cells upstairs stared from their windows, puzzled and delighted, yet saw little else.


      As the trumpets blared the higher notes, as if proclaiming the coming of the gods, or the king at the least, so the liveried guards stepped aside, leaving an open pathway.


      It was Logon who blinked, the sounds more distant to his ears as his cell topped the vast prison building, and wandered from hammock to window, although without expectation of interest beyond some half-crazed wherryman blowing a pipe.


      He saw the liveried guards, though little else. The angle hid what else happened below. “Fray,” he called, although half-hearted, “come here.”


      They both stood staring down as the parade lengthened and along the pathway between the guards rode four horses, trotting, each with a scarlet liveried royal page atop and looking very pleased with himself. Between them, the horses pulled a lightly sprung coach, its wheels high and silent. The coach’s body was dark blue and golden roofed, open windowed and blazoned with the royal arms.


      A woman sat in the coach. Both excited and terrified, Chia wore more of the endless red velvet, and there were pearled combs in her hair. She didn’t dare close her eyes in case she missed something, but she tried to close her ears.


      Still staring, perplexed, Fraygard and Logon stood by the window, and stumbled back, accustomed to threats, when someone knocked three times, very loudly, on their cell door. Fraygard laughed. “I wish we were able to open the door to you, whoever you may be,” he grinned, hiding the fear. “But they tend to keep these doors locked from the outside.”


      The opening of the door interrupted him. It swung open with the usual grinding creak of old wood and metal hinges, and two young men in brilliant velvet stood, and, to the astonishment of the two open-mouthed men within, they bowed, one leg stretched, the other bent, heads down.


      Logon said, “What the fuck?”


      “It is to his royal majesty’s great sorrow,” the older page announced, “ that the two gentlemen housed in the topmost prison cell, being a shared cell on the highest storey of the island, are discovered to have been incarcerated improperly and contrary to the law of the land. An investigation has begun to uncover the source of this injustice and compensation will be awarded where possible. “


      The younger page stepped forwards and held up a scroll, unwinding this as he read. “High-Eden-Master Logon, erstwhile of the High Council, and High-Eden-Master Fraygard son of Artos and related to kings are hereby released into the everlasting freedom of our great country Eden.”


      Without racing for the stairs, kissing each other and the pages, snatching up the scroll to test the wording, or in any other way acknowledging their release  after more than twenty years of confinement, Fraygard and Logon stood quite still and stared first at the pages, then at each other, and finally at their feet.


      “Is this true?” muttered Fraygard, and turned back to the pages, asking with quiet disbelief, “Do we follow you? Do we go downstairs?” He could hear the tap-tap sound of someone coming up the stairs, someone trying to hurry but unsure of the steep and narrow. Fraygard feared some trick, or the acknowledgement of a mistake. He began to move out of the doorway, two steps, watching the pages in case they tried to grab him.


      Instead, he discovered himself tightly clasped in his wife’s embrace, her mouth on his cheek and searching for his lips, her breath against his chin and the sparkle of her eyes looking up into his.


      “This is no bloody mistake,” she told him, half-whisper. “This is real. Utterly, totally sodding real. And Master Logon, I’ve heard all about you but never met you before. Let me tell you both that his majesty the sovereign, King Frink of all Eden, has authorised your release and invites you to a grand feast at the castle tonight. My new apartment’s in the palace, and it’s large enough for you both to come along, wash and prepare, and send a brief message of – let’s say – appreciation.”


      Kissing her madly, Fraygard spluttered the words he couldn’t say. “Carriage? Love you? You did this?”


      “The carriage awaits,” said the older page with a rather pompous stiffening of the back, and then led the small group down the unattractive stairs, down to the cells on level four, further down to level three, to the second floor, and down again to the first storey. The trumpets blared louder now, and the prisoners most accustomed to quietness were getting headaches. So was Logon.


      “Excitement,” he said, voice vague, “can be an alarming business. Do I dream, my friend? Or shall I be drowned in the Corn if I attempt to leave the island?” He was frowning, trying to clear his head.


      “One time not to frown, my friend,” Fraygard told him, and climbed into the carriage. It was after the horses had cantered past both the high drop gallows and the blood-stained tree stump, they called the execution block, that he started to believe in what was happening. Logon sat opposite, unblinking and staring. Chia sat beside Fraygard, her head nestled on his shoulder.


      “The king’s going to try and find out who twisted the law and got you put into prison,” Chia whispered to her husband before kissing him again. “But he’s promised, my darling, truly promised, my beloved, you’ll never go back to that hideous place.”


      Now Fraygard was clutching her hair, pearls dropping, as if he needed to know what was real. “Is he such a good man?” he muttered. “I thought not.”


      Pressing one finger to her lips, Chia again whispered. “No. He’s a bad man and cares nothing for you, or Logon, or me. But this gives him an open door straight to what he really wants to achieve. You see, Frink intends destroying the council and taking back all the power for himself.”


      A wide bridge of temporary boards had been laid from island to island to banks, and the parade, with the insistence of the trumpets, continued onwards to dry land, and to the shining polished gates of the castle and the royal palace within.
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      The figures materialised from the mist as though they had only recently taken shape and had previously just been clouds.


      One at a time they stepped into visibility and stood in silence. When the last had come into the dull light from between the redwoods, there were twenty perhaps, standing very tall in a row of expressionless menace. Each held a spear, braced on the ground and the point shining upwards, held by each thin centre. Knives, half a dozen or more, were wedged into every belt. A long necklace of crocodile skins hung around each neck. They wore little else. Their belts were wide leather, held with leather buckles, but they did not hold up clothes or any other adornment. The men were naked except for their belts, their necklaces, and their weapons.


      The last to appear, a tall man with long black curls to his shoulders, stepped forward again, his spear pointing at the captain and other men. “Get off your horses,” he said. “They belong to us. And,” he stared at Jak and Symon, “Who do you sell?”


      Captain Garth indicated. “These two. But I’ve fed them for many days, and they’ve been of no help on the ship. I needs a fair exchange. Take them. But discuss your payment first.”


      Jak turned to the captain. “Interesting bargain,” he said. “And exactly what are they likely to do with us?”


      But Symon turned directly to the one with the spear. “And if I comes to you, friend,” he asked, “wot is yer gonna want of me?”


      Garth did not answer, but the other man did. “Dig,” he said. “dig long and hard and pack what you find.”


      Immediately intrigued, Symon asked, “And wot is it, so hard to dig but so good to find, eh, friend?”


      Jak asked the same question of the captain, but this time neither man gave an answer. Garth said, “We don’t know for the natives don’t tell us. We reckon rock for building their houses. There’s no wealth here, and the women work harder than the men.”


      And at the same time, the native leader looked down his nose, brandished the spear, and spoke in a reluctant growl. “Not your business, slave.”


      His accent was strong, indicating a probable difference in the native language, but he was clearly understandable, so Symon asked again, “You take slaves, so yer don’t reckon on diggin’ yerselves?”


      He was interrupted as the native turned to Garth. “I’ll pay in skins. Five each. Ten skins in total. No more. These slaves are inquisitive and may cause trouble.”


      “Never,” grinned Symon, “we’s as sweet and placid as a sow wiv her litter.”


      But Jak was staring at the skins which another brought out from the trees. These were large, thick, and of many kinds. Most seemed to be horse. Two were the huge hides of white wolves. And one was a great black skin, thick, soft and glinting with a sheen of vivid gloss where the lower half was thickly striped in golden edged scarlet. It was the hide of a lacine.


      Symon said, “Reckon t’will be good if we finds they digs fer emeralds and diamonds. But if ‘tis just stoopid bloody stones, then we gonna get the bloody hell outta here mighty quick.”


      But Jak was staring at the thick fur of the lacine.
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        * * *


      


      Kallivan had neither knowledge or recognition, nor the slightest interest when he met Fraygard in the long golden corridor. Torches lit the patterned coils and curls of the wall painting and the thick scarlet comfort of the carpet. Fraygard stood aside for the other man to pass, but Kallivan walked only three steps and changed his mind. He saw a stranger but dressed in luxury and the height of fashion with the finest lace at his collar and the same at his wrists. This was no servant, yet he walked alone.


      Calling back as he turned, Kallivan asked, “Might I ask your name, my lord? It is rare at the palace to meet someone unseen before.”


      “My name is Fraygard, and I am no lord,” he answered, but walked onwards into the shadows of the opposite direction, and Kallivan was left frowning. The next stranger to pass him was considerably older, even a little bent, but dressed with the same grandeur in spite of the vague expression, as if this wealthy man had no idea where he was going. “May I help, my lord?” Kallivan asked. “I believe we’ve not yet been introduced. I am Sir Kallivan, his majesty the king’s grandson. And you, my lord?”


      Logon smiled, although without warmth. “Indeed, sir? How exceptionally – fascinating.” And turned, marching away down the silence of the carpet’s depth.


      Returning to his own less than luxurious quarters, Kallivan passed by those far more lustrous, once occupied by Lord Jak Lydiard, the man who had left the palace many months ago to rent his own quarters elsewhere, and now they remained empty, so Kallivan had twice asked his grandfather for those splendid rooms for himself. As usual, the king had replied that he would think about it, and nothing else had happened. Now those same doors opened, and a woman dressed in turquoise velvet and beribboned silks swept from the darkness within.


      She stopped when she saw Kallivan, and after a moment’s furious surprise, he gradually remembered who she was,


      “Chia,” Kallivan muttered. “You’ve changed considerably, but then it must be ten years or more since I’ve seen you.”


      “Twenty years. Indeed, I think twenty-one.” She did not look delighted. “But I recognise you, sir, since we are – what? Second cousins, I believe. Although never friends.”


      With pursed lips and a faint contempt, Kallivan bowed. “Second cousins? Are we so closely related? How strange. I had never thought about it.”


      “I never thought of you either, you were just a small child.” Chia said and walked on in the direction her husband had taken. Kallivan was left standing in the upper corridor, not so close to his own chambers. Yet the interruptions continued for as he turned, he came already face to face with Verney, the father of Jally and Reyene, and one of the richest men in the country without a title to bolster it.


      Kallivan and Verney both smiled. “I had hoped to meet you, sir,” Verney said, bowing. “I had hoped to ask one quick question – a puzzle, sir, which has been troubling my daughter.”


      Kallivan was still staring after Chia, once penniless and now dressed in one of the richest gowns he’d ever seen. But his attention snapped back. He said, “I shall be delighted to help, Master Verney. I am most decidedly fond of both your daughters.”


      “You may remember, sir,” smiled the other man, “that Reyne and the young lord Jak Lydiard were virtually affianced. Not officially, you understand, but with a private friendship, and frequent discussions of what a wedding might bring.”


      “What weddings always bring.” Kallivan sniffed.


      “But the young lord has virtually disappeared,” Verney frowned. “I believe you knew him well, sir. I was wondering if you knew what had happened to him?”


      The clouds lifted, and Kallivan smiled again. “Indeed? How monstrous!” he said with apologetic murmurings. Indeed, he wondered what Jak would be doing, having sent him himself to the island of Giardon with the small fishing trawler and into exile, hopefully to death. It was an island of uneducated natives, pale-skinned fools who ran naked, and dug endless channels for water. The population of the island, Kallivan had once heard, without means of improvements, had dwindled over the years, living on parched sand and waterless forests.


      Verney said, “But such an abrupt disappearance and without any explanation, not even a goodbye.”


      “Nor to me, my friend,” Kallivan nodded. “A man of little manners, it seems. I expect he has gone home to his cold mountain village.”


      Verney shook his head. “He was supposed to be returning to court in the last ten-day,” he frowned deeper.


      “Hardly the best man to marry into the family, I imagine,” Kallivan pointed out. “I understand he has frequent affairs and maybe off bedding some local woman. It seems, my friend, you know little of Lord Lydiard’s more unpleasant habits?”


      “I wonder,” Verney asked at once, the ticking of his brain almost audible, “if you’d consider coming to meet my poor little Reyne now, if you’re not too busy, and informing my daughter of all the facts? It is some time now since we previously discussed this somewhat intimate matter, but I remember that you were not entirely adverse at that time. May we approach the subject again, sir?” He pottered from one foot to another. “She has taken a real shine to Jak Lydiard, and now it seems I should dissuade her. I shall ask my wife to arrange a special lunch, if you have the time? You, sir, seem to be the ideal gentleman to tell poor Reyene the sad truth of her supposed fiancé, and to cheer her up just a little.”


      Now Kallivan was smiling. “I can find the time, my friend, for such a desirable young lady as your daughter. I would never be too busy for her.”


      He had an appointment with Valeria, Jak’s step-mother, including the need to inform her that Jak’s arranged disappearance had been well and truly accomplished. Yet the cosy welcome to an heiress seemed far more profitable.
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        * * *


      


      During the reign of King Ram, and even more so during the reign of King Chas, the royal dungeons had not been used. Instead of bodies, they had been filled with unwanted wooden boxes, dust and dirt.


      The occasional prisoner had appeared for temporary incarceration. A small warning, perhaps, to an idle servant, a man of power about to lose his power, even one of the nobility needing a particular threat of more to come should the hint not be taken. One day below ground perhaps, or two. The cells were tiny and long ago had been hacked into the rocks and splintered palace foundations. But instead of imprisonment, the royal anger led more often to the gallows or the block.


      They remained empty, yet particular methods of causing pain remained underground, although long unused. His Majesty King Frink found them of considerable interest.


      “The rack?” he pointed, looking up at his High-Steward.


      “Indeed, it is, your majesty,” Pentaggo said, one knee bending as he bowed his head. “This was used many decades ago but has not been used, nor even fully erected, during my government of the palace. It was said to be torture of the worst kind, your majesty. And as for forcing the truth from the victim, they say it rarely worked. Either the victim died too soon, or he shouted any confession required, whether truthful or not.”


      “Humph,” said the king. “Not even such a little encouragement, you think? I can’t help feeling that this torture, as you call it, might have a very practical use.”


      Pentaggo raised one eyebrow. “The decision in all such matters is yours and yours alone, your majesty. But King Chas prohibited its use and declared it utterly useless.”


      “Anything else – useful?” asked the king with considerably more interest than Pentaggo had expected. “Although cruelty is despised amongst the nobility, I am sure it has its uses.”


      The steward unlocked another door. “There are cells too low for any man to stand, such as this, your majesty, where a prisoner cannot do anything other than crawl or sit slumped. I believe this has not been used in a hundred years and was considered pointless.’


      “Really?” smiled the king. “And that large casket object outside?”


      “They call it The Cocoon of Doria,” Pentaggo sighed. “Made of wood and iron-bound, it opens and a man – or woman – of normal height, can be placed inside. The front can be closed then and locked. But inside the fabric of both front and back,” and Pentaggo politely opened the monstrosity to show his sovereign, “are metal thorns which will pierce his body as soon as the prisoner is forced inside. Not deep enough to kill, at least, that’s the supposition. But deep enough to cut and cause both pain and fear. The bleeding would be – extreme, your majesty.”


      “How – interesting,” exclaimed the king. “More?”


      “There’s a form of gallows,” Pentaggo nodded,” but instead of hanging by the neck to die, the prisoner would be hung upside down by the ankles. This does not cause death if I understand correctly, but blood rushes to the head and causes extreme – discomfort. And the contraption can be adjusted so that prisoners can be hung by their wrists, which I understand is more painful.”


      With a faint chuckle, King Frink pointed to something else. “And that?”


      Pentaggo was beginning to feel slightly sick. “The steam press, your majesty. A man inserted between those boards will be both slowly crushed and slowly burned alive.” He swallowed. “But your majesty, I must point out that not one of these objects has been used for so long, that they may not actually work any longer. No doubt they are rusty, damaged, or too stiff to use. I must tell you, your majesty, the late King Ram, ordered these cells locked, never to be entered again. And the instruments of torture, he intended to have destroyed entirely. Unfortunately, he died before this could be arranged.”


      Indeed, Pentaggo was beginning to wish he had never poisoned King Ram after all. He was also wondering how he might manage to poison King Frink.


      Frink, on the other hand, did not feel in danger. “Fascinating,” he said, grinning. “I shall need another tour down here in the morning. I trust you’ll be ready to show me in more detail – and anything else you’ve been trying to forget? Or forgotten where it’s stored?”


      “I do not believe, your majesty,” the steward said, “that anything else of this nature exists here.”


      Which was not true at all.
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        * * *


      


      The forest steamed. Every tree dripped its condensation, and every step on the undergrowth squelched. The trek had been exhaustingly long and even Symon shined with sweat, his tight black curls lank with perspiration. Jak was tired. He brushed the sweat from his eyes and sighed with relief when they stopped.


      Neither bound in any manner, the two prisoners were jabbed forwards, spear points to their backs, if they stopped of their own accord, but now the group had stopped on a clifftop, looking down at a spinning drop of tumbling water. White cascades thundered and the spray created its own icy sting of mist. The chill was a glorious relief after the unmitigated heat, and both Jak and Symon breathed in the clean, fresh growth.


      “Sit,” commanded one of the natives. Jak and Symon obligingly collapsed.


      It was a gorge of similar geography to where the Cornucopia narrowed and quickened in Eden, long after passing with placid geniality through the great city, and then travelled on towards the Falls. Many miles to the east, the river tumbled into a shattering stampede of water, said to be as deep as the topple after death and into the ice of Hell for those who deserved it.


      That waterfall was also a drop into a gorge, an impossible climb, they said, although neither Jak nor Symon had ever seen it, and few even in the south had ever scaled it. This seemed to match the descriptions they had heard, but if this was deeper or shallower, they could not know.


      “They says as how that there Eden Gorge be the worst,” Symon pondered, staring downwards. “But ‘tis pretty. Mighty pretty.”


      The cliff sides were moist and thick with a thousand kinds of succulent, or moss, and of bromeliad, where slants of bare rock could be seen it was richly coloured, and at the base slithered the blue water in a winding and fast running river.


      “They say a lot of things,” murmured Jak. “But they remain unnamed. I don’t know which is more beautiful, nor the deeper, but this one is pretty indeed. The Eden Gorge, I’ve never seen. They say, I’ve heard, that Giardon Island is a dry scrub of only enough size for a few rabbits and a diminishing group of idiot natives. No rivers, no lakes, no water of any kind. Yet here live a wealth of animals including the amazing lacine and the huge white wolf, which is well-nigh as rare. They need water. Anyway, here it is, and having tramped through a sticky tangle of tropical plants, I’d say for its size this island has a lot more water supply than Eden does.”


      Having listened to their conversation, the native leader grinned, pointing to the bottom of the cliffs where the falls turned from dancing spray to sleek river. Still grinning, he said, “Soon you go down.”


      “Never done a lot o’ climbing,” said Symon. “Got a ladder long enough?”


      Having been born in the hills and mountains of Lydiard, Jak had grown as a climber. This was different. It would be, he thought, instant death. “Down? Climbing? Or pushed?”


      The native sniggered. “We all go down,” he said. “And we don’t even walk. No climbing nor jumping, no ladders nor stairs. No falls. No pushes.” He paused and his grin almost split his face as he saw the two prisoners entirely puzzled. “We fly,” he said.


      “What a nice thought,” said Jak without believing a word.


      “Ortta be fun,” said Symon, his frown as deep as the other man’s grin.


      “But worth the effort,” the leader said with an earnest expression. “I do hope you both know how to fly?”


      Jak and Symon gazed at each other and back at the leader, not at all sure whether this was a joke or a serious question. “We have a sad lack of wings,” Jak explained. “But you don’t seem to have any between you. So I assume – and let’s say I hope – you have some very clever system of flying, which I assure you, no one has invented yet in Eden.”


      With the wide-open countryside on the other side of the canyon, Symon was wondering how he could learn to fly, then fly up and across instead of down, and achieve his freedom as well as a most interesting new skill.”


      “Look,” said the native, and again he pointed downwards


      Within the ravine but floating upwards towards them were a number of objects neither Symon nor Jak had ever seen before and could not know what they were. Very large, almost completely round, these things appeared to fly on their own. But a number of straps hung below, attached to the base of the floating things. Like twenty or more little moons, the objects seemed larger as they rose closer, but none were huge.


      “Balloons,” said the leader.


      “One each,” called another native.


      And the tall man sitting nearest to them, spoke with the same accent, but also the same Eden and Shamm language. “I’m Vin,” he said. “And the balloons float up unless we tie them to rocks. They’re made of thin vine bark, and they swell with their own gasses. We catch their laces, and our weight will carry them, with us down to the bottom. We can drop off, safe-tie the straps to rocks, and off we go. We fly. The children love it.”


      Jak watched the first man float, having reached out to the grab two swinging leather ties, he shrugged his arms into the loops and kicked off from the cliff edge.  He continued kicking out to stop the wind carrying him back against the rocks, and waved his legs to avoid falling in the river, so quite gently was also carried to the bottom of the deep ravine. Jak watched intently and decided, “This system would be extremely useful where I come from. Mountains, but not as high as this.”


      Them little ‘uns too?” Symon asked, fascination. “They’s heavy enuff?”


      Nodding, the leader pointed. “Just a little bitty girl is able to fly.”


      Having no doubt that his own weight would hurtle him immediately into the valley, Symon grinned but nodded at Jak. “He ain’t so heavy. Tall but skinny, I reckons.”


      “I’m Slim,” said the leader, leaning over to tap Jak’s leg. “And don’t you worry. You’re not prisoners. But we want you to help us. We’ve something very interesting in mind, and it’s nothing to do with slavery.” Still grinning, he stood, reaching out a hand to help Jak up. “Ready for the first eagle-swoop?”


      “And it’s down there you want us to start digging? What for?”


      “Oh, you’ll soon find out,” said the native, grabbing one of the trailing ties of a balloon floating past his face. “But whatever you‘ve been guessing, that’ll be wrong. Wait and see.”


      “And there’s plenty of others already at it,” called another man. “You’ll make friends.”


      Peering down, Jak shook his head. “I can’t see a single man or woman. Not even a horse.”


      “And that’s the secret,” someone laughed. “A mighty good secret too.”
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      Summer’s busy bustle had clouded into dull autumn, and Symon had still not returned. I wondered if I could approach the Molly House myself, suggesting it close for rebuilding, and to become a taverna, a restaurant, or anything else that anybody might prefer, while telling them that this was all Symon’s idea. I could promise them all, since it was true, that when their boss returned, he was ready to knock the place down and rebuild himself. None of us liked the idea of the Molly House and not even the boys who made the most money out of it. Besides, they were too young. Some of the brothels took little girls, but we didn’t. Pimping Tom made sure no whore was under the age of fourteen or fifteen, the legal age for marriage.


      I thought of Feep so often when I wasn’t working, and often when I was. In my drifting thoughts, I heard his voice and saw his small face.


      It sometimes disturbed me to be lying flat on my back with some complete stranger pumping away on top, and giving me a headache while muttering and gasping, while my thoughts were entirely on the little boy I had cared for so deeply. And his voice, never innocent but always ready to rush to my help and to make me see sense.


      The unknown man was saying, “Good girl, great, keep nice and still, but open your legs.”


      And at the same moment, Feep’s voice, while grabbing my hand, “Wot you sees in that prattling acorn, piss only knows. Fings ain’t daft enuff already, wivout you taking on one bladder faced friend after anovver?”


      And me saying, a little ashamed, “He’s just a customer, Feep, dear. I have to try and make friends.”


      Feep again, “Well, mistress, you best tell Symon when he finds that slimy pale bastard, to draw and quarter ‘im, stuff his entrails in his gob and his prick up his arse, and them feed him to the hogs.”


      He had used a colourful turn of phrase, my little boy. Feep had been a foul-mouthed darling. Looking like a seven-year-old cherub of utter innocence, he had actually been a ten-year-old brat of wide experience and no understanding of morals.


      But breaking in on my sweet memories, the man was finishing his business, smiled, rebuckled himself, and smiled again. “Mistress, you’re mighty pretty and mighty obliging. Would you be free same time in a ten-day?”


      “Well, I must admit, “I admitted, “I don’t normally make the appointments. You’ll have to talk to Tom or Edilla.”


      I opened the door for the man to leave and heard something else very different on the way down the stairs. This time it was Hawisa’s voice, and I recognised the seething anger beneath the polite words. I peered over the balustrade and saw first the top of Hawisa’s greying hair. She was staring up at a man, considerably taller.


      Sir Kallivan paid well. Then replaced his hat, adjusting the ornamental broach, and before he left, he turned to the heavy-muscled woman who was now my friend and protector and inquired abruptly, “Are they previously ordered to silence?”


      Hawisa nodded, narrow-eyed. “They are, m’lord.”


      The man frowned. “Next time, I prefer they are not. And next time, I will take four together. The youngest you have.”


      “The order to silence ain’t for your sake,” said Hawisa half under her breath, half grumble. “With screeching and sobbing echoing down the stairs, we’d not keep most our other customers, those prized and regular at that. Squeals and screams from the next room while they’re happy humping and heaving themselves, will surely send those gents elsewhere.”


      “Then find me a chamber where nothing can be overheard,” said Sir Kallivan, clicked his fingers at the pageboy waiting at the doorway, left briskly and slammed the heavy oak door behind him. It seemed as though the whole bridge first shook, and then resettled with a gentle sigh of relief.


      With faint nausea, I tumbled back into my chamber and flopped on the bed. It was rumpled of course and smelled rank, of sweat and sex. For the first few months, I had changed the sheets carefully after every single customer. But Now I accepted the standards of the slut. And, I smiled to myself, sometimes failed to live up to them.


      My smile, stupidly, turned into sudden silent tears. As always, I cried for the loss of Jak and Feep, even for the loss of Symon who had promised me a new life. Naturally, I cried for myself. Overwhelming self-pity gnawed constantly when left alone. But it was also poppy melancholy; a misery of motiveless and random practise, a mood which slipped down like evening shadows before the inevitable chill of a winter’s night, a spring-shower to blow away the new-born blossom, and with it the sudden eradication of hope – even when that hoping had been for nothing in particular.


      Several times I had tried desperately to reduce the morning dosage, even to stop. But the drug’s absence left only desolation to fill up my empty corners. Poppy dreams had begun to nauseate but were preferable to the vacancy of a life without any dream at all. The knock on the door no longer mattered. I trusted Tom to keep out the violent customers, and the others arrived, took more time or less time, annoyed me or made no impression, and then left. I was vaguely aware of them.


      But something interested me. I had lost the three people I had ever loved, and now even Symon, Tom and Hawisa, my remaining friends, could rarely be seen. They were always busy. So was I. But I knew exactly who I hated, and they were very much alive.


      Kallivan was sometimes a customer at the Pearly Web, but neither Bembitt nor Bryte, I supposed, could afford us. I wanted all three dead. I had given Hawisa her orders more than a year previously, and I’d told Tom and Vox too. Hawisa had grinned and plumped down on the bed. “To do them in?”


      I began to understand how my mother had sold poisons as well as medicines. The past two years of my life had brought me a terrible nonchalance concerning death, pain, and sex. “Yes, to do them in,” I’d told her.


      “That’s that then,” had said Hawisa with waning interest.


      As I lay dishevelled on the bed, she came marching in, no warning as usual, and sat beside me, patting my knotted hair. “Now, let’s see if I can cheer you up, my lovely. I’ve seen your Bryte again,” Hawisa told me. “Yes. He lives exactly where I said I saw him before. And so you think of him, my girl, instead of moping on some titled fool what can never be yours, nor likely wants to. Plan your pay-back, girl, and forget all else. There’s profit in whoring, and there’s profit of another kind in revenge. There’s no profit of no kind in sniffing and sniffling and dreaming of past failures.”


      “Was Jack a failure?”


      Hawisa sighed, put both her large arms around me, and grunted sympathetically. “From what you’ve told me, the silly lad never even touched you. So was either fool or paederast. Now that’s failure. Then you save his life, and his father sends you off, but the lad never caught you up nor took you back. Now that’s a big failure. And now you’ve heard he might be your brother. Failure again, lass, as I see it.”


      I shook my head between sniffs but stayed clinging to Hawisa’s embrace. “Remember what Tom told me – and Sossanna too – so I don’t think Jack’s my brother anymore. He might be. But I won’t think about that.”


      “Who?” Another voice from the passageway. “What not to think about my lovely?” The door had been left ajar, and two other women had peeped in, hearing whispers, coming to dispel boredom at the end of a working day.


      “I heard my name.” Sossanna drifted in trailing transparency. “Was you wanting me, Freia dear?”


      “It’s raining yet again,” said the other. “So no last look at the shops for me. I’ll take the warmth of your bed instead, dearest.”


      I shrugged. “So come in and tell me good news. I need company.”


      “Remember this, my lass.” Hawisa pushed me back down to the bed and pulling a grubby comb from her purse, began to rearrange my ragged tangle of loose russet curls. “There’s not a woman, finding herself pregnant without a husband, will not take the best and most likely man on offer to bed quick, and then claim he’s the poor little bastard’s father. And a lord into the bargain. What better manner to ensure a little help with coin and courage, and to stop the local slander? And there’s no doubt in the world that’s what your poor mother did. Them oh so proper village folk will turn their heads away from an unwed lass with child. But you’ll not throw that same trollop from your house if it’s the local lord’s acknowledged bastard she’s got tucked inside her. Common sense, my pet. You can rely on it. You’re no more that nasty fat lord’s daughter than you’re mine.”


      With no proof and very few ideas, it was at least sweet to imagine the best, and I laughed. “Yes, he was nasty. And he was fat too. So perhaps he wasn’t my real father after all. I look nothing like him.” But I paused. Finally I said, “nor does Jak.” The picture burst back in waves of sorrow and mixed delight; Jak’s face, his beauty, the golden smile in his deep brown eyes. “So,” I sat up, stared straight ahead, and squared my shoulders, “Let’s organise what to do about that vile pig Bryte.”


      “That’s the way, my girl.” Hawisa grinned and put away the comb. “They’ll all help. Me. Mags.” And she looked at the other women who now sat curled on the crumpled bed cover. “And Sossanna. And Edda. Won’t you, girls?”


      “It’ll be blood and gore.”


      Edda wrapped the ends of her Blanchard across her breasts and breathed deep. “Good. Bloodier the better. The bastard raped you, didn’t he?”


      “Oh, much more than that,” I sighed, lying back, eyes to the ceiling beams where I could see a little red beetle chasing a small yellow moth. “He ruined my life in every way he could and murdered little Feep.”


      “Then kill the pig,” Sossanna said.


      Hawisa shook her head. “The bugger’s a Fixer. Has friends. Revenge might be sweet, but not if it’s some bastard trying it out on us in return. And in my profession, it’s not the law I want to come calling neither.”


      “No. Not death.” I smiled, and for once my thoughts raced clear and coherent. “He didn’t kill me, though he nearly did and could have, easy enough. But I was left wishing I was dead after he set out to ruin my life. So now I’m going to ruin his.”


      “Tell us, tell us,” squeaked Edda, cuddling closer.


      “Have the bugger sorry he’s not dead? Sounds good to me. How do we do that, then?”


      “It’s careful organising we need first.”


      “Then call Mags too,” I said in a rush. “And don’t forget to bring up some cake and wine. This will be a night of planning, laughter and deliciously degenerate drunkenness.”


      A couple of the girls were called off to work during the evening, but were back, a little flustered and creased, after fifteen minutes or so. We all clustered around in my bedchamber, drank too much, sat on the floor on the thick rugs, cuddled each other, laughed at each other, flopped onto our backs giggling, and generally developed from sober idiots to pissed idiots. Sossanna shook her head, and Edda was still giggling when Mags said, “One fuck more or less makes no difference. And I’ve been pretending all my life. This’ll be fun. I don’t know the bastard, but I hate him already.”


      “So what I’m asking you to do isn’t improper?”


      “No it ain’t,” Edda objected. “It’ll be justice.”


      “And don’t worry, my girls,” Hawisa said, glowering at the fluster of women. “If he tries to hurt any of you, I’ll kill the vile bugger at once.”


      “We might get hurt a bit. So what?” Sossanna shrugged. “Hurting a lot matters. But hurting a little doesn’t. Plenty of men like to hurt us. We put up with it. Otherwise, they’d just be off shagging their wives and we’d be out of business.”


      I interrupted. “You all know my story and how he almost killed me and killed Feep. When Sal bought me from the filthy bastard in the first place, Hawisa cleaned me up. She knows I was close to death. Now at last, I know where he lives. I’m ready. I always pay my debts. Both kinds.”


      Intermittent showers and the sudden bluster of spring storms had then slipped with a smile into the short season of Mandell.  Now Mandell calmed into approaching summer, sunshine’s shimmer and a flurry of flowers with wild roses along the riverbanks and all the lemon-soft ducklings now grown fat and sleek and proud. Time passed, testing patience, but the man we waited for was rarely at home, nor always easy to follow, and spent half his life in the crowded marketplaces where the gangs often met, and where they did business, but I could not. Approaching anyone amongst the crowds would have been highly suspicious and in no manner private. Of course, neither were we women ourselves always free to leave our stewe to find him. Then the last season’s mighty winds blew in from the east. The city wives, nervous for their skirts and headdresses, stayed indoors. The awnings on the stalls flapped like little sails, and all the guild’s arms creaked and swung. Apples rolled from their counters, and little boys scrambled to catch them, free fruit and who cares if bruised or dropped in muck. Fair enough to wipe the skins on your smock and bite quick before another hungry urchin grabs.


      Bryte left his lodgings and began to stroll down the street. He was unarmed, this being a casual morning, one hand to his fashionable new turban which wobbled like a red-tailed piglet draped around his head, and his eyes firmly and nervously on the mounting clouds above. It might bluster, it might very probably rain, which could mark his velvet doublet, the gold tissue slashings, the pale beige leather of his shoes, and further ruin the marten trimmings on his cote. His clothes were grander than when I had known him. His dubious trade had perhaps grown increasingly successful, but there was another possibility which made me want to scream and run at him, claws outstretched like a lacine. Because the probability was, that the money he had stolen from me had bought those clothes.


      Already much practised and now well staged, our small group of women moved into place. Sossanna stepped quickly from the adjacent doorway and stretched out one dainty blue leather shoe. Concerned for the weather, Bryte had been watching rooftops rather than gutters. Chimneys were apt to tremble and even topple when a gale swept up the Corn from the sea beyond. With Sossanna’s foot between his scurrying legs, the man I loathed immediately tumbled, feet scrabbling on the slippery cobbles, arms flailing, knees inches from the slimed gutter, before finally recovering his balance and staggering upright. He was furious.


      As Sossanna stumbled, she kicked up her skirts. One bare knee revealed, and one neat little ankle in a fine black woollen stocking tied with a blue satin garter, even a tantalising glimpse of naked thigh, and all pointing directly at him. She had carefully torn her neckline already and now unhooked the collar, looking suitably dishevelled with one breast naked to the nipple and the other bulging its soft mountain of white skin. “Oh, my lord,” she gasped, “the fault was mine, and I’m mighty sorry. Are you hurt?”


      Her little headdress was lopsided, and some bewitching curls were sneaking down her neck. Should Bryte dare resist such temptation, Maggs was preparing an entrance, but Edda was already rushing from behind. “Oh, my lord,” breathed Edda with suitable distress, “I saw it all. Was my friend at fault? But the wind, sir, this shocking weather, it blows us all ways, and catches in our skirts.” She paused, lifting her hems just a little too high. “Look,” she said, somewhat unnecessarily, “it makes walking quite an improper business, sir. We females can bare keep our modesty.”


      Bryte gulped and held out one hand. “My dear young – ladies,” he said in a hurry, “I’m afraid it is you who might be hurt. May I offer assistance? You appear to have – that is – become undone.”


      Edda giggled. “Oh, we ain’t no ladies, my lord.” Being already perfectly obvious from their speech, clothes and manner.


      But Bryte simpered in return. “And I am no lord, mistress. But – that is – perhaps, we should indeed become better acquainted.”


      Sossanna looked down at her own bosom, blushed prettily, and began to tuck herself back into place. “My dress seems shockingly torn,” she wailed. “I just knew I shouldn’t come out walking without me lady-in-waiting.”


      Bryte managed not to laugh and bowed instead. “I sympathise, mistress. Unchaperoned, and then accosted by a stranger. I humbly apologise for my carelessness. May I perhaps offer you the privacy of my lodgings, which happen to be immediately adjacent, to tidy yourself up? I shall, of course, stand guard.” He sniggered. “Unless, perhaps, you need any assistance.”


      Sossanna brightened, with a dimpled smile. “Oh thanks, sir. However so kind.”


      And Edda murmured, “Then perhaps a small cup of wine, sir, to calm our nerves and bring a little warmth on this nasty cold day?”


      “Oh, indeed, mistress. Most assuredly.” And he turned quickly back to his own shadowed doorway, opened the door wide and ushered his two unexpected guests inside.


      Around the building’s corner bricks, I stood waiting with Maggs and Hawisa. “How long?” Hawisa demanded.


      Maggs said, “One – maybe two cups of wine. A bit of hitching up stockings and so forth. A little chat. And then the play starts.”


      “And just how long is that all going to take?”


      “I think,” I had already decided, “we wait for a count of ten times ten. That’s enough for Sossanna to have half his clothes off, I’d think.”


      “I can’t count to that much,” objected Hawisa. “What comes after ten?”


      “I’ll count,” I said, and I did, we were quickly impatient.


      “Oh, he’ll surely have his clothes off by now,” Hawisa mumbled, “and if he hasn’t, then we’ll have to finish it off for him. Come on – and see where they’re up to.”


      The door was unlocked.


      It had begun to drizzle, striking the downstairs windows like a patter of mice paws while the wind rattled and whistled and blew the smattering of raindrops into tiny maelstroms. All other sound was concealed beneath the weather’s intrusion. No scampering footsteps up the stairs echoed into the chamber above, and we knew we hadn’t been heard.  Within the narrow house and its dull flaking plaster, no candlelight illuminated activity, but enough puffing and grinding led us directly to the place of activity. From above, Sossanna obligingly called out twice. “Oh yes, yes, my lord. How huge. How hot.”


      The small front room on the first floor was cheerfully vibrating with the thump and grate and all the familiar noises. Now I lived my life with such familiar sounds and could recognise exactly at what stage the activity had reached. Edda’s feigned pleasure shook the house with a shudder of timbers like a ship in a storm and Sossanna cried, “Oh, sir. What joy.”


      “Now,” said Hawisa and thrust open the door. Sossanna had Bryte on the floor, a woollen blanket thrown quickly down on the boards. Both girls were on top of him, bouncing obediently, and meanwhile keeping him a willing prisoner. Seeing the others arrive, Sossanna immediately unspeared herself, grabbing his ankles. Edda remained sitting heavily on his chest.


      Bryte heard Hawisa and immediately realised that he was trapped. Expecting theft, he tried to twist free, straining to discover who had entered.


      I walked over, standing where I knew he could look up and see me, recognising not just his one-time friend, but the probable consequences of my visit. No idiot could suppose I had come with sweet intentions. I looked down at his frantically darting eyes, and said, “How nice to see you again, Master Bryte. I do hope you’re as delighted as I am.” He had exploded into a suffocating crimson.


      Hawisa promptly knelt and caught up both his arms above his head against her billowing waist. She could have pulled them out from their shoulder sockets, but she was content to hold him still. Then Maggs stuffed the moth-eaten woollen shift she had brought into his mouth, tying it tightly at the back of his neck. His colour deepened from crimson to cinnabar to puce. He could barely wriggle and could hardly breathe.


      Bryte had not bothered to remove all his clothes, nor even his stockings, which were now creased around his ankles. His brais and codpiece were strewn across the floor however, in the excitement of passion, I presumed. Now between us, we set about unlacing the belt he still wore as he squeaked, heavily muffled, and panting for breath. “The little turd’s already undone,” Sossanna pointed at the codpiece lying on the rug. “Ain’t that enough to grab him by?”


      “I want a clearer view, and nothing in my way,” I said. “And aren’t there any candles you can light?”


      Maggs began to rummage. “Not too much noise, now,” warned Hawisa.


      Hawisa pulled the stockings from his ankles. The man’s legs, grubby white with the knees sharp boned and the calves blue-veined and hairy, began to kick. Sossanna sat back down on his feet and looked with dislike at the shrunken flesh now fully exposed, simply a lost white worm in its thatch. Sossanna wrinkled her nose. “Smells of dung and looks like a dead maggot.”


      “Funny little thing, and proper feeble at its job,” Edda giggled. “How can a man be bothered fucking, when his pointer ain’t much more than a humiliation?”


      “A problem he won’t have in the future,” I said, and knelt, regarding the challenge in the sudden light. Maggs had found two candles and had lit them both. One hissed a little, dripping sweet-scented beeswax.


      Sossanna bounced cheerfully on the scrawny ankles. “Well, he’s had his last fuck, gift from me,” she said. “Hope the bugger’s proper grateful. Though I reckon the miserable little bastard never had a chance to come.”


      They had never seen it done to a man, but both Edda and Hawisa, once country girls, said it was easy enough. “My Pa used to castrate the bulls when they was babes, poor scraps,” Edda said. “They does it to horses as well, though I never seen one of them done. I bet they kicks. Just like this bugger.”


      “Hold him still,” Freia said. “I don’t want to kill him.”


      Bryte now understood. He lay on his back, gasping and nauseas, terrified and furious. His mouth was stuffed with dirty woollen cloth, and his tongue was sore and swollen. Every effort he had made to free himself having failed, now he lay flaccid and sick, waiting for the inevitable, or for any possibility to retaliate or scream.  His eyes were red-rimmed and bulging with horror. Hawisa, now firmly enthroned on his belly facing his feet, his hands squashed within her own, frowned. “Why not kill him? The bastard deserves it, after all. And if you let the bugger go, he’ll fucking tell on us.”


      “I were happy to do whatever you wanted,” nodded Sossanna, still settled on his grubby ankles, the dirty soles of his feet buried under her skirts. “But I don’t want no sheriff after me and I ain’t going to the gallows, not for you nor nobody. Kill the fucker. Chop it all off and let him bleed out.”


      I paused, thinking, but I knew the answer.  “He can’t tell on us,” I said, “for several reasons. For a start, I have as much against him as he has against me, and I could have him arrested for rape, kidnap, killing and slavery. Whereas, if he’s found dead and mutilated, Bembitt would surely tell on me.” Actually I wasn’t sure about this either and for several reasons, but the fact remained that I didn’t want this bastard to die. I wanted him to live, and think every night of what he had lost, just as I did.


      “Oh yes,” grunted Hawisa. “And who’d believe the word of a whore against some fucking gent? It’s the nobles whose word they’ll take.”


      “Nothing noble about this little blighter,” giggled Sossanna. “Not now, anyways.”


      “I know a few people,” I said at once, “or I did, who could stand witness for the respectable businesswoman I once was, and if Symon ever comes back, he’ll arrange it all safely for us.” I frowned, sitting cross-legged now on the rug beside the man’s bare legs. “And as for you two, he has no idea who you are, and even less idea as to where we live. Maybe he thinks we all come from the Southwark Stewe where he sold me.”


      “It’s still a nasty risk,” said Maggs.


      The inhuman glare of Bryte’s red-veined eyes seemed to etch into mine, but I felt not even a crumb of sympathy for him. My capacity for sympathy was dying anyway, and for this man, I felt only disgust. “He’ll never tell,” I said. “He’ll be far, far too ashamed. He’d be ridiculed by everyone in that cynical marketplace of louts and bruisers.”


      “He’s a bastard little fixer, and there’s plenty already knows the bugger for the trouble-maker that he is,” Hawisa said.


      “Takes the innocent to the gambling dens where they load the dice and mark the cards. Takes other innocents to back-lane stewes where they’re robbed and beaten and left in the gutters.” I was remembering what Simon and Feep had told me and how I had sadly disbelieved them at the time. “And I was innocent too – so completely innocent,” I murmured, “– when he ruined me and hurt me so badly and sold me to the meanest stewe in Southwark.”


      “So the nasty little turd deserves death.”


      “This will hurt him more.” I wished I could ungag him and let him plead. Even let him scream. But the threat of his neighbours hearing was too great if his mouth was unbound. “He’d be far too ashamed and won’t ever, ever dare say a single word.” I smiled at my friends. “It will be a secret he’ll keep to his death. What a pure, celibate man he is about to become, the pride of his poor parents no doubt, and an example of the teachings of Holy Mother Church.”


      “Let’s get on with it,” mumbled Hawisa. “I’m getting sore, and the little bastard has long fingernails.”


      The knife was ready. It was my own and kept sharp for preparing medicines. I bent over Bryte and gingerly fingered his body. The testicles were bluish and weedy beneath a covering of damp, tangled brown hair. They smelled sour. “How much do you think I should cut off?” I asked Hawisa.


      “Chop the prick and leave the balls,” Hawisa advised without much care. “Do it the other way round and the bastard just loses all interest in fucking, grows fat with a nice shiny head of hair and buggers off to sing in a church choir.”


      “So, if I cut off this – thing,” I lifted it gingerly, and it felt slimy and sickening between my fingers, “it leaves the desire, without the means to satisfy it? Alright, that’s better. But I don’t want him bleeding to death. It’ll have to be cauterized and then sewn. I don’t mind the chopping and the burning, but I hate the thought of embroidering the mess.”


      “I’ll sew the bastard up,” said Hawisa with sudden interest. “I wouldn’t mind sewing up every hole he has. Just as long as the bastard don’t wiggle.”


      “He won’t do that,” Edda sniggered. “He’ll have fainted long before you start stitching.”


      Not yet approaching unconsciousness, his eyes were wild, wide, and unblinking. “But have you,” I asked Hawisa, “any experience in mending wounds? I doubt it.”


      She shook her head. “But I darned a torn shirt once,” she said, “and more than once a hole in my stockings.”


      “That’ll do,” I nodded. “It doesn’t have to look pretty. I’ve sewn wounds often enough. But this one – I don’t want to touch more than I have to.”


      “Think of the bugger as a pig on the farm,” Edda suggested. “Not much difference, I reckon. But don’t forget to leave a hole for pissing. Or the silly sod might explode like a cannonball.”


      I was actually surprised at how tough it was to cut. The absurd wedge of gristle and knotted veins shed its small flooding of blood which pooled around the man’s legs and leaked from rug to floorboards. I held the flaccid organ upright with reluctant fingertips, pressing carefully before sawing, cut by cut. Bryte sank back, emptied his bowels with a slight gurgle and fainted with a rattle of the throat. “I reckon the bugger’s almost dead anyway,” noticed Hawisa approvingly.


      “Then slap his face and keep him alive,” Sossanna said. “But reckon we can stand up now and leave him lying there. Hardly likely to leap up and start dancing now, is he.”


      “Keep your voices low,” begged Maggs. “This ain’t the best moment for some bloody friend to come a’marching in.”


      “Stop fussing and take that rag out of his mouth,” I told her. “He needs all the breath he can get. Then light another candle. The light in this room is dismal.”


      “What do you need to see?” demanded Hawisa. “Just keep carving on what you’re holding, lass.”


      “Then you hold your own knife over this candle flame,” I mumbled, half bilious, “ready for the cauterizing. The needle and thread I’ve brought are in my purse. You’d better get it ready. This is bleeding everywhere like the stuck pig he is. And we don’t want to be splashed in blood and gore out on the street afterwards.”


      “You already look worse than a butcher’s wife from the markets,” sniggered Edda. “But I sure ain’t searching for no shitty cloak to wrap you in. I’d as likely run into the man’s mother.”


      Bryte did not regain permanent consciousness during or after the operation. Several times he opened his eyes a crack and began to squeal, but Sossanna clamped her hand over his mouth, and when he bit her, she knuckled him out cold again. The small bleeding wound was quickly cauterized, the fleshy edges shrivelling to a dark closure. Hawisa’s stitching was clumsy and puckered into welts but, with a tiny gap left central, she knotted the thread, and I cut it free with the bloody knife, afterwards wiping the blade on the man’s doublet.


      Then I laid the little gristled remains of the man’s penis back in its place between his legs, though now quite separate. “He can decide himself if he wants to keep it as a memento, or feed it to the dogs,” she smiled.


      “Well, hurry,” sniffed Sossanna. “It stinks. I want out.”


      Hawisa was already standing, having wiped her hands on the blanket which still lay crumpled on the ground. Now she turned to leave. “Come on, my girls,” she said. “The nasty little viper can call the doctor soon as he wakes, but I reckon we’ve done as good a job as any medick might. He’ll come around soon enough, and sob for his Ma. Time to leave.”


      Edda, Maggs and Sossanna stumbled to the door. I stopped one moment, looking back, took a deep breath and forbade myself to vomit. Then I followed the others down the stairs.


      Outside it was still raining, just a desultory drizzle in a chilly wind but enough to keep Eden’s good citizens off the streets. Surely no one saw we five women hurrying down the back streets, hiding the bloody wet stains on our gowns.


      That afternoon I burned my dress and sat peering blankly at the cinders lying across the hearth. I was wondering if I had gone entirely mad.
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      The Bridge, the busiest thoroughfare in the city, was kept clean. Not for us, the naughtiest house in the long row of buildings, Pearly’s Webb. But the constant passage of animals, the goose boy with his slap-footed and squawking crowd of white feathers, the shepherd with his scurrying sheep, though often distracted by barking dogs, goats skipping as if they enjoyed trampling the cobbles, and horses carrying their riders or pulling their carts or carriages, they all left their thick ooze of stinking shit down the sloping path, and it was necessary for the rayker and the shop keepers to pick regularly over the rubbish and sluice down the rest. Within an instant of spying out any rubbish heap, gulls fought over floating carcasses as the cleaners moved in. Excrement was kept to a minimum, and the central waste-way wasn’t piss-yellow but a gentle damp grey.


      Little or nothing was thrown from house windows for the latrines emptied directly down into the Corn below, and sometimes we heard the cursing of the wherrymen passing beneath the stone arches.


      But this was now summer, and the first ten-day of real summer was always a celebration, and for most, a day off work. For the stewe-girls, naturally, it was a day of working harder for longer. Yet we still enjoyed the excitement. High across the Bridge, the coloured silk streamers danced in the swirling breezes. Jugglers and pipers, tumblers, mummers and bawdy singers moved between the flying ribbons, laughing at the boys grabbing the girls, stealing kisses, and watching the children play at hopscotch and knucklebones, bladder ball and skipping.


      This was a bright day, a nice day, and a good day for business. Yet some of the stalls packed up early with the shopkeepers more interested in parties and fairs. Masked revellers swarmed, swinging the girls around with teasing fingers ready to squeeze where they shouldn’t. The wise kept their purses safe tied, but no one cared to dress plainly on a day such as this. In the market, a puppet theatre attracted a squealing wriggle of children, and at the northern end of the southern square someone had set up a dog fight. Yelping and snarling and the shove of the men, screaming and laughing, all those scrawny legs scrabbling to get closer amongst the smells of eager sweat. But Toby was not amongst the dogs and Symon was certainly not amongst the men.


      Permitted an hour off work for our own pleasure, a generous allowance from Tom, Sossanna and I walked across to the usual market on the northern side and asked a dozen stallholders and received always the same answer. “He’s gone away. No idea where. Been gone nigh on a season of months. No knowing what for, since Master Symon answers to no man.”


      “But he promised to be back soon,” I insisted.  “I am a true friend and know Symon well. You don’t need to deny him thinking I might run to the High-Justice.”


      But each stallholder shook his head. “No matter, mistress, for the man ain’t here. He went north and ain’t bin seen since.”


      We returned to the Bridge, meandering a little, savouring the freedom and the sunshine. The river water was placid under sky blue reflections. Cygnets were bobbing in a row, scrubby brown stalks behind their pristine sires.


      Kicking our pointed leather toes along the banks, Sossanna took my arm., screwed up her nose, and muttered, “Do we really want to go back yet? Or ever at all?”


      “Never? It’s a wonderful idea.” I was sighing dramatically. Dreaming of freedom. “But we haven’t anywhere else to go. Not even a hut. Not even a tent.”


      “It’s not such a bad life,” Sossanna said. “Tis a miserable fact that my mother bore eighteen children to my father. A brick burner and a good respectable man he was. Worked the marls, and lime dust killed him in the end, poor bastard, leaving my Ma to look after us on her bloody own. She carried twenty three times in all, but t’was only three of us lived past a few miserly months. Then my brother Dickon was killed falling out a tree, just eight year old. That left me and Horace, and look what I made of meself. All that suffering, poor Ma, and what bloody good did it do her?”


      “Then you should visit her sometimes and comfort her,” I said at once.


      “Oh, she died,” Sossanna said. “And fucking better off for it, she is, poor lamb. Me brovver arranged the burial, and I’ve no idea where he is now. But that’s hard graft and respectable living for you. You can keep it. I ain’t sorry to be a whore.”


      A young man had followed us back to the Bridge. He watched us, grinning and nodding, and with a smart flick of the wrist on the tiny drum suspended around his neck while fingering the pipe in his other hand, he began to play the music I had always loved. He danced as he played. For a few moments, he would hop and kick, twist in tight, fast circles, then kick up his flat feet and hop again. But in the next moment, he began to dance with elegance and even faintly romantic seduction. Beautiful movements led him across the banks and back up, as if proving his versatility. His tall hat was decorated with huge feathers that bounced in time to the music, long legs prancing in their tri-coloured stockings beneath the flounce of his shirt. I threw the knackerer a few generous pennies and walked off with Sossanna.


      She still had pork grease on her fingers for all through the squares there had been jugs of ale a farthing a cup, and pigs’ trotters  a ha’penny each, spring lambs set slowly turning on huge spits with the coals beneath spread like burning dog turds, and spring piglets with their innards all pulled out and the intestines tied around their chins and up into bows. Sossanna and I both licked our fingers. The young man with the drum and pipe was following us, hoping for another coin, or perhaps for something else. “Come on, this way,” Sossanna called me


      I wanted to stay by the river. “I like the sun on my neck.”


      And then, like a sudden and furious fire behind her eyes, I saw him.


      “What now?”


      “Wait.” It was the back of the man I saw, but I recognised him at once, and it was the first time I’d seen him since my friends, and I had castrated him. I felt no guilt, but I did feel shame. I didn’t want to be the sort of woman capable of such a thing. But at least the bastard hadn’t died. His pompous strut hadn’t altered, but he wore an unusually long coat for summer weather, which covered his codpiece. Then he turned, and I recognised the dagger in his belt, with its straight hilt and the one little crystal at its cross, for he had used it on me. I wished I had used it on him.


      I moved abruptly away, stepping quickly behind Sossanna. When I looked back again, he was in a circle of other men, all laughing and comparing their successes at that morning’s game of dice. I whispered, “Sossa, look, it’s him. That creature in the silly lace collar and the pink doublet, and we know that his codpiece is three times the size of what’s beneath it. He mustn’t notice us if we can help it.”


      We walked back towards the Bridge. Nor did we see again the young knackerer with his drum and his pipe and his ready hand. At that moment, seeing Bryte, the knackerer had slipped from my mind entirely and unsurprisingly.


      It is perhaps just as well that we can never know the future.


      Even in the Lower City, it was a lemon day with butterflies riding the sunbeams and the breezes sailing gently through the clouds. I was ridiculously happy when I wandered back, just a little late, into the open doors of Pearly’s Webb. Udovox was trotting down the stairs as Sossanna and I began to climb up.


      He looked at me. “Late?”


      A deep and supercilious voice, Udo never told me off as dear Tom did, but they were both darlings and never upset me. “I saw that pig-man again,” I said with such a big smile, he laughed. “He didn’t see me. I’m glad he’s alive, and I’m glad he didn’t notice me and I’m glad he’s suffering, as he has to be.”


      “Glad all over?” suggested Udovox.


      And that was just how I felt.


      When Hawisa brought me the copper cup the next morning, I opened one eye, blinked up from the pillow, and mumbled the words I had been practising the night before. “No, thanks, dear Hawisa. I don’t ever want the poppy drink again.”


      But she didn’t believe me and didn’t even have the slightest intention of giving me that chance. She left the cup sitting on the stool beside my bed. “There’s no one can snap their little fingers and give it up,” she said, half grumble. “You leave it as long as you can, lass. But you knock it over or chuck it from the window, I promise you’ll be sick by breakfast and half-dead by lunch.”


      “Is the dose so strong?’


      But she shook her large frowning head, squinting through the first morning light as she took down the shutters. “For the time you been on, tis me to thank fer not doubling the dose. Most want it that way. But I never done that for you, nor won’t. But stop altogether? You best see how you feels in an hour or so – and t’will still be sitting there waiting for you.”


      I used to mix it myself as a medicine, and that had always been for the greatest pain, and never the strongest mix. I sniffed the cup but pulled my face away. “Why won’t you help me give it up?”


      She gazed at me. “Well lass, you’d be on the floor cutting your wrists with your sharpest knife. Don’t you know that? Tis one life you live, what you was never meant for. You live every day, thanks to me. You laughs, you does your job, you makes friends with the girls, and you sleep well at night. All thanks to me and the poppy drink.”


      “But I can’t eat much. Food makes me vomit. I’m getting skinny.” I stared back at her, and then at the copper cup. “Do you use narceine – or seed – and how much?”


      But she had already opened the door and was edging out. “Drink up lass,” she told me, “and you make up your mind to stop when Symon comes back. That makes more sense to me. Outta here – life changes. And he’ll help.”


      Left alone, I rolled over and lifted the cup. I drank. It was always going to happen, and I knew it. No childish attempts at being stronger than I knew I was, and no childish attempts to prove myself worthy of a better life.


      Customers rarely arrived early. Stomping off to work, or preferring to stay in bed with the wife, very few yearned for a brothel visit at first light. After gulping down my poppy drink, I often left the Bridge and walked a little, breathing in the fresh air and clearing my head of sleep and the drug that followed it.


      Then, breathing in deep forgetfulness, I would kick through gutters that ran scarlet with discarded intestines and chicken heads, and where the pudding raykers regularly sluiced less than half their legal requirement. But although windows would be opening over my head and shutters would clatter to the floor, I knew I was alive before most of the city dwellers, for I desperately wanted these moments of freedom and never cared about the filth. Up Skinner's Alley as the stallholders raised their awnings and bagged their coins, ready to start work, while beyond was the scuffle of an argument over the price of their goods.


      “Woollen stockings, two kamps each pair.”


      “One kamp each leg?”


      “Good value. Best wool. Best knitting. Tight as a thumb up your arse.”


      “Who buys one leg? You’ll always sell a pair. Make it a kamp a pair.”


      “Go knit your own, skinflint. Two kamps a pair, and that’s final.”


      “Three stripes for a bag of cabbage leaves and sliced onion mixed. All ready to chuck in the pan.”


      “And what if I wants them onions but no cabbage?”


      “So go buy onions from some other stall.”


      “And a cabbage without onions will cost me less than three stripes, I reckons.”


      The bargaining could take longer than it would eventually take to cook and eat them. My daily routine. Oh, what a dismal life I was living, when I could say this was usually my happiest hour. I was feeling more determined after such a walk when I accosted Tom regarding the customer we all hated most.


      “He wouldn’t want you anyway, my dear. He’d prefer girls of six or seven years old, only we don’t handle children that young at this house. And sadly, he’s not so little himself.” Tom, playing the boss, was twirling the golden tassels on the cord of his short red doublet.  And he shrugged again. “Did he visit Sal’s in Bog-dock as well? I’m surprised, since he’s mindful of his pride and insists on luxury. But Sal wasn’t fussy about any girl’s age and took on any wretched little brat homeless and running the streets. So you’re not the sort he wants and should be safe enough. Meanwhile, I have three of my girls crying in my own chamber, and my Udovox almost in tears himself at the sight of their injuries. If the bastard comes again, I’ll call on Symon to rid us of him.”


      “Symon’s disappeared.”


      “I know,” Tom said, “or I’d have called him already. For Madam Webb forbids me to shun this bleached flour creature, who carries his knighthood like both a threat and a defence and bribes his way with double the asking price. Yes, yes, our grand Edilla claims she’ll accept no violence on the premises, but a customer who pays more than she’d normally earn in a ten-day, well, he’s not going to be thrown out. But I’ve a mind to disobey our Mistress Pearly and give Symon the pleasure of finishing the white turd. He’s the worm who once informed on Symon and had him gaoled, so Symon wants his hide. But as our Master Symon is on his travels yet again, then perhaps I shall have to deal with that slime coloured shit myself, and my Udovox will help me.”


      The man Tom sent to me that evening was an average customer, his demands average, his appearance average and his manners the same. A short, squat man in the clothes of an affluent trader, a faint smell of boiled bacon and a persistent frown. “I’ve paid and I want my dues, but no more than is fair,” he told me, hitching up his doublet and unlacing his codpiece. “I swive fast and strong, but I want you on your elbows and knees, girl, skirts up to your waist behind. And grunt away if you want, but no talking. No complaints. No distractions.”


      I barely noticed what he did. Instead I thought, as I always did, of quite other things, my mind wandering along sweeter paths. I heard the groan of the knotted ropes holding the mattress beneath us, and the man’s strenuous breathing, building to excitement and then collapse. But it was of my mother I was thinking. A thousand times I had wondered about how a good and kind woman, nursing the sick, even tending to those she despised, had lived the life I knew she did. She had nursed sick animals. She had loved her daughter. And all the time there would be a pot hanging over the fire where wolfsbane, antimony and monkshood were brewing in a nettle soup, ready to kill one man while she cured another. And had she left these brewing poisons, gritted her teeth, and let a man she despised bed her, in order to give some protection and an illustrious name to the child she was already secretly carrying?


      If not the fat lord, and I hoped it was not, who in the devil’s name, was my father? Once I had accepted that I had none. Now I was older and a damn sight more educated in those same matters. Had she loved someone? Or perhaps been raped?


      I did not resemble Jak except for the colour of our eyes. But then, neither of us looked in the slightest similar to Lord Lydiard. Jak must have taken after his mother, and I had never seen her, so could not judge. But I had to admit I didn’t look much like my mother either so what did any of it prove? Jack had rich green eyes like the emeralds glittering from their rocky cave. My own eyes were also green, but a hazel green with golden streaks like a frame around a small green glass window.


      No answers, no meaning, no explanations. And did it matter? Jak wasn’t going to find me and he’d no doubt be wedded to an heiress by now and should have forgotten my name.


      After the customer had left, I washed carefully, pinned up my hair, took down the shutters and sat beneath the window, curling on the padded cushion set there, watching the river below. The night seemed blossom sprigged, like the blackthorn bush. The softly hesitant bell from the chapel on the bank further up the Corn whispered midnight, but I was not tired. I could barely see the darkly swirling waters below my window, but could hear them, the repetitive shudder as the tide hit the pillars, the sibilant foam against the bases, the steady murmur as the Corn slopped into its final journey to the sea. The screeching gulls were silent now, and the wail of the river birds had turned to a tremor of ripples against the banks. Eden’s citizens were asleep, their candles extinguished and their snores reverberating through their small timber-framed houses.


      I stared at the pale luminescence where a little moon-gleam shone across the watery heart of the city, snoozing too, its own snores just a slurp of sludge and debris against the harbour steps.


      I wondered if I would dream sweet; I hoped of Jak, my mother perhaps, of Feep and even of Symon. But now I had slept badly for many nights, my body aching for the morning’s poppy drink, and my recent dreams had all been of poison and the knife, revenge and hatred, of Bembitt, of Kallivan and of Bryte.


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      

        

          If you have enjoyed the first instalment of Cornucopia, do please leave a review if you are able, it makes such a difference not only to me but to other readers too. You can do so by clicking this link


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Free Download


          


        


      


    


    

      

        

          Get your free download of ’Tumbleweed’. A Pre-History of Eden and the Cornucopia Series. And join the exclusive group of readers for this series.


        


      


      

        
          
            [image: Book cover of Tumbleweed]
          
        


      


      

        

          https://dl.bookfunnel.com/dtumdnyv74


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Also by Barbara Gaskell Denvil


          


        


      


    


    

      Cornucopia


      The Corn


      The Mill (Available for pre-order soon)


      The Sands (Coming Soon in early 2020)


      Historical Mysteries Collection


      Blessop’s Wife


      Satin Cinnabar


      The Flame Eater


      Sumerford’s Autumn


      The Deception of Consequences


      The Stars and a Wind Trilogy (Norse Fantasy)


      A White Horizon


      The Wind from the North


      The Singing Star


      Box Set


      Crime Mysteries


      Between


      The Games People Play Series (Crime Fiction)


      If When


      Ashes From Ashes


      Daisy Chains


      Time Travel Mysteries


      Fair Weather


      Future Tense


      Children’s Bannister’s Muster Time Travel Series


      Snap


      Snakes & Ladders


      Blind Man’s Buff


      Dominoes


      Leapfrog


      Hide & Seek


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            About the Author


          


        


      


    


    

      My passion is for late English medieval history and this forms the background for my historical fiction. I also have a love of fantasy and the wild freedom of the imagination, with its haunting threads of sadness and the exploration of evil. Although most of my books have romantic undertones, I would not class them as romances. We all wish to enjoy some romance in our lives, there is also a yearning for adventure, mystery, suspense, friendship and spontaneous experience. My books include all of this and more, but my greatest loves are the beauty of the written word, and the utter fascination of good characterisation. Bringing my characters to life is my principal aim.
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