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      IF THIS WERE a legend, She Who Rides Dragons would be an armour-clad heroine sitting on top of her fire-breathing steed, striking fear into the hearts of villains and bringing justice to all the citizens of the city.

      But it was not a legend and the only fear was in Nellie’s own heart, and in particular, a practical fear she might fall off. In fact, she’d barely managed to clamber onto the dragon’s back when it had leapt from the back steps of the palace into the darkness of the night.

      When it unfolded huge wings under her, she’d managed to grab onto the part where they joined the body and all she could do was hang on for her life, while the shouts of the people in the back yard of the palace kitchen receded.

      Her kitchen apron was definitely an inferior type of armour. It didn’t even protect her against the biting cold wind.

      She had no weapons either, not that she could have used them if she did.

      So here she was hanging onto the dragon’s back, seeing the few meagre street lamps lights of the city of Saardam underneath her. She had no idea which part of town this was, only that it was a long way down there, and she did not want to fall.

      None of this was heroic.

      To make matters worse, the little kitten had come along for the ride, and it was now terrified, hanging onto her side, while digging its claws into her skin. She very much wanted to pull it off her dress and stick it in her pocket, but that meant letting go of one of the dragon’s wings, and that option was even less attractive.

      Where was the dragon going?

      What if it dumped her in a forest where she had no idea how to get home? And if she managed not to fall off and made it safely to the ground, what if bandits who roamed the fields outside the city captured her? What if they stole her clothes and let her roam naked in the forest in the snow, as had happened to some poor farmers not long ago?

      But none of that happened.

      The dragon, after having gained height, merely circled over the city.

      Nellie sat in between the shoulder blades and hung onto a comblike thing on its back.

      It was peaceful up here if you didn’t think about falling. The houses were so small and if people on the ground were shouting, she couldn’t hear it.

      She patted the dragon’s neck.

      “Can you please put me down?”

      The dragon had never displayed signs of understanding her and didn’t react.

      It continued to circle.

      Nellie said again, “Please, put me down. I’m cold.” Her face was almost too numb to speak.

      How did one talk to a dragon? Nellie had no magic. The dragon’s box was in the bag she held on her back, but it held no instructions on how to talk to the dragon, or how to get it back in the box.

      Her notion that the dragon had come back because she wanted it to seemed ridiculous. One did not tell a magical creature what to do unless one was also a magician.

      But she needed to get off. She might get too cold to hold on. Already, her hands hurt.

      Suddenly, the dragon made a sharp turn—Nellie gasped—and glided down. It snorted and blew sparks from its nostrils.

      What was it doing?

      But then Nellie spotted another glow over the city. From a distance, it looked like a bonfire, but it moved.

      “What is that thing?”

      The dragon only replied with another snort of sparks. She wished it wouldn’t do that. It might set her dress on fire.

      “Are you afraid of it?”

      Obviously, because it was flying lower and lower, over a part of the city where streetlights were sparse.

      Now she feared that it would crash into something—how could it see anything in this darkness?—or it would land on a roof and fall through, or leave her stranded there, unable to get down. She would freeze to death.

      That would be a terrible thing.

      She patted the dragon’s neck again.

      “Please, land somewhere in the street, so I can walk back.”

      Walk back where?

      She couldn’t go back to the palace after all those guards had seen her take off with the dragon. By now, her name would be on the most-wanted list.

      Magician, killer.

      The dragon flew lower and lower, skirting so low over the roofs that Nellie thought she could touch them.

      Oh no, those houses were getting far too close. The dragon ducked into the street between them. Its wingtips raked the walls on both sides. Glass shattered.

      Then the dragon’s feet touched the ground and with a great jolt it ran along. Nellie’s hands were so cold that she couldn’t hang on any longer. She slid off and fell in the street.

      Ouch.

      The ground was cold and wet but it was solid and familiar.

      She stumbled up, numb from that terrifying ride. She was safe; she hadn’t fallen and hadn’t been left on a roof. She had survived.

      The cobblestones glistened in the light of a single street lamp further down. The houses on both sides of the street were dark, although one or two windows radiated a faint glow. She thought she was somewhere in the artisan quarter.

      If this were a legend, there would be an army waiting to rescue her from the terrible dragon, chomping at the bit to slay the beast.

      If it were a nightmare, citizens would come out of their houses with pitchforks to slay the witch who rode the dragon.

      But the only sound was the mewling of that silly little kitten. It had lost its grip on her dress when she fell and now came trotting towards her. She picked it up.

      The dragon had come to a halt all the way past the street lamp. It nosed one of its front paws, and then made a little jump, jerking its wings at the same time.

      She had expected it to take off again, once it was rid of that annoying thing riding on its back, but it didn’t.

      It did that funny jump thing again, and again, scratching its nose with its paw. It was sneezing, blowing out smoke each time it did. It shook its head vigorously, then rubbed its head on the lamppost. And scratched its nose again.

      Another jump.

      It tossed its head, uttering a low growl.

      There was something stuck in one of its nostrils.

      “Come here,” Nellie said, reaching out her hand and taking a step closer.

      The dragon raised its head and looked at her as if it had forgotten she was there.

      “Come. It’ll get it out for you.”

      The kitten wriggled from her grip and trotted up to the dragon.

      The dragon lowered its head and sniffed the tiny kitten. But the sniffing made it sneeze again. The kitten jumped and scurried back to Nellie, its tail all fluffed up like a brush.

      Nellie was so close that she could feel the warm air of the dragon’s breath.

      Warmth could mean the difference between life and death in winter. She could survive until the morning without food or water, but if she couldn’t keep herself warm, she’d be dead by morning.

      The dragon might well be her only chance of survival.

      “Come,” she said again.

      She touched the dragon’s snout, ready to pull her hand away. My, its breath was really warm.

      It didn’t jerk back or try to snap at her hand, so she let it glide over the warm skin, coming closer to the nostril. Its ear twitched.

      Her fingers probed into the nostril opening and met the irritating object. Nellie pushed her index finger and middle finger together to grab hold of it and pull it out. It was a splinter of wood.

      The dragon shook its head so vigorously that its ears flapped against its neck. It blew out a cloud of warm air, then pushed its head into her hand, as if it were a kitten. She patted the warm snout.

      The kitten jumped onto the dragon’s head and the dragon lifted it up.

      Nellie found it hard to believe that such a creature was evil. Whatever Lord Verdonck and Madame Sabine had tried to do to it must have been bad.

      “Those people must have terrified you.” She slid her hand over the smooth skin. “I don’t know what I’m going to do with you. People will want to kill you. You better go back into your box.”

      But when she pulled out the box, the dragon shied back. It blew out a gust of hot breath.

      “All right, calm down.” She put the box back into her bag.

      A young voice said, “Whoa, look at that!”

      A group of three children peeked out of an alley. They stood in the corner in the faint glow of the street lamp. They were street urchins in worn clothes.

      “Is that really a dragon?”

      “Don’t come closer,” Nellie called out to them.

      “Is it dangerous? You better watch out, miss. It might eat you.”

      She still had no idea what dragons ate. Especially this one, which had been locked inside a box for the best part of twenty years. It was a magical dragon, but it felt real and solid. It had to eat something to sustain itself.

      “Oh, look at that,” another child said. “There’s a cute kitten on its head.”

      The dragon lowered its head, blowing smoke over the street. The children laughed and squealed.

      It seemed like the dragon was enjoying itself.

      “Did you just fly here on the back of that dragon?” a girl said to Nellie, as if it were the most normal thing in the world. She remembered how both Princess Celine and Prince Bruno, as toddlers, had no trouble believing their mother’s stories about ghosts. Just like these kids had no issue with the fact that a dragon was in the street. They knew what dragons looked like. There were plenty of pictures of eastern dragons, and this was clearly one.

      “That’s means you’re a dragon tamer!” the girl shouted, her voice excited.

      The boy gave Nellie a suspicious look. “She doesn’t look like a dragon tamer. I don’t know any girl dragon tamers. Dragon tamers wear armour, not aprons.”

      “Girls can be dragon tamers if they want.”

      “They cannot.”

      “Can so.”

      “Children, please.” These kids would bring everyone into the street with their shouting. “The dragon needs a place to hide. Do you know one around here?”

      The boy’s eyes widened. “I can ask my mum if the dragon can sleep in our shed.”

      “Well . . .” Nellie wasn’t sure if the boy’s mother should become involved.

      “Tell it to wait here,” the boy said. He ran off into the side alley.

      Nellie didn’t like waiting here in the street. Even if the dragon wanted to stay with her, she didn’t want to be found with it; and besides, she was getting very cold. She walked into the alley where the boy had disappeared, and the other children followed her.

      “My brother is stupid,” the girl said to Nellie. “Girls can so be dragon tamers.” She glanced at the dragon. “Can I touch it?”

      “It’s a wild dragon. It may be dangerous.”

      “That kitten doesn’t think so.”

      “It’s a magical dragon.”

      “I’m not scared of magic.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Anneke.”

      “Anneke, is your full name Johanna, after the queen?”

      She pulled a face. “I don’t like that name. Nobody uses full names. Only nasty nobles.”

      A couple of people were coming down the alley. It was very dark, and one was carrying a lamp.

      A woman said, “Nellie?”

      Nellie recognised the voice. “Mina! I was worried about what happened to you.”

      She fell into her friend’s arms.

      “You’re not the girl’s mother, aren’t you?” She was pretty sure Mina’s children were grown.

      “Not me. But Bas was talking about a dragon, and I thought I’d better check this out.”

      “I feared you were in the poorhouse after you got evicted from the church.”

      “No, Never that place. It’s full of leery men and drunkards. I wouldn’t want to subject any children to that. But what about you? Little Bas tells me you have a dragon.”

      “I wouldn’t call it mine. It’s following me around and creating a lot of trouble for me, but I don’t know that it will listen to me.”

      Nellie stepped aside so that Mina’s light reached the dragon which had followed into the alley. The passage was so narrow that the dragon’s sides brushed the walls. Its head was fully in the pool of light from the lamp. The scales and comblike protuberance on its head gleamed in the low light. The orange eyes blinked.

      Mina gasped. “My, you really do have a dragon.”

      “You never believe us,” Anneke said.

      “You are very good at telling fibs, young lady.” And then she turned to Nellie. “The dragon chose to be with you? Where did you get it?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Lucky we have a nice dry barn. It’s a bit cold, but it’s better than being on the street. Come with me.”

      Mina took her down the alley, and the children followed. Nellie looked over her shoulder. The dragon was coming, too.

      On the way, Mina told her that after Shepherd Wilfridus evicted the group from the church, Mina had asked a friend for help.

      “Zelda is a wayfarer, and she knows all the good places to stay. She has saved all our lives and our dignity besides. Our only other option was the poorhouse.”

      Mina led Nellie to a tall building on the right.

      A plank of wood had once been a door, but it was rotten and the door had fallen off its hinges. Mina and the children pushed it aside.

      The warehouse hall beyond was more than two floors high, lit by the flames from a lusty fire that burned in a fire pit in the middle of the floor.

      It looked like this had been a stable for coaches and horses. There was even a hayloft above.

      The people had put what meagre possessions they had salvaged from the church in the dark space underneath the hayloft. Planks of wood had been removed—and probably burned in the fire—to turn it from a stable into an area where people could sleep in the straw. In an adjacent pen stood a scruffy donkey.

      Several people sat around the fire, most of them women.

      “Nellie!” one of them called out. Next thing, Jantien came running towards her.

      Nellie took her friend into her arms. “Oh, I’m so glad to see you. Are you and the children all here?”

      “Yes, all of them. I’m trying to get money to follow my husband to Florisheim. Zelda has jobs for us to do.”

      Nellie glanced over her shoulder at the other women. She recognised some who had also been in the church. She didn’t know their names, but they were, like Jantien, ordinary citizens who had fallen on hard times.

      The children looked at the dragon from the door.

      It didn’t fit through the door opening and had stayed behind in the courtyard.

      Some of the children were very small. A boy had taken a stick, which he swung at the dragon.

      “Behave yourself!” Mina called. “Here is Nellie who was so nice to help us when we lived in the church. She does not want any of you to touch her dragon. It’s a dangerous magical creature.”

      The children disappeared into the darkness anyway.

      Most of the adults had also gone to the door. The women were not happy to see a dragon standing out there. One woman fell to her knees in prayer. Another went to the corner of the warehouse, got a broom, ready to defend herself.

      “That beast has to go,” she announced. She was a sturdy type, not afraid to defend herself.

      “I don’t think it’s dangerous,” Nellie said. Of course, the dragon could definitely be dangerous. “It seems to like the kitten, and it seems to like me, and I think it also likes children.”

      The woman snorted. “To eat, certainly?”

      “If it was hungry, it had many opportunities to do me harm, or to eat these children, or eat the kitten.”

      A couple of women gathered up the children, who were all watching the dragon, much less scared than the adults. They ushered the little ones back inside. A little girl carried the kitten.

      The dragon leapt across the courtyard like a giant cat and tried to squeeze into the door.

      The sturdy woman hit its snout with a broom. Another slammed the piece of wood that served as a door in its face.

      “Quick, put some heavy things behind the wood. It wants to come in.”

      Two women barred the door with a broom and a stick. They were about to drag a bag full of firewood in front of the door when a bright glow oozed underneath the door. The very real dragon had turned back into a fire dragon. The women retreated.

      “Evil magic!” one shouted.

      The fire dragon flitted through the hall, frolicked up to the ceiling and landed in the hayloft. A shower of magic sparks blew up.

      The dragon returned to its former size.

      The sturdy woman climbed halfway up the ladder and yelled at the creature from her safe position. She still held the broom.

      “Take it back outside!” she yelled at Nellie. “It’s gone to sleep. My children sleep up there and I’m not having them in the same place as that creature.”

      “Mam, it’s a warm creature,” Anneke said. “I’m not afraid of it.”

      The girl’s mother glared first at her daughter and then at Nellie. She was a coarse, heavyset woman with a strong brow and a severe bun at the back of her head with hair that had gone grey.

      Nellie’s cheeks glowed.

      “If that creature is going is to follow you around, you can’t stay with us.”

      Mina said, “I think that’s unfair. Nellie has brought us food all the time. She says the dragon is just following her around. It’s not her fault it’s here.”

      “But she still can’t stay. It will bring us into danger, that’s why.”

      “It brought Nellie into danger to bring us food. She risked herself by taking things from the kitchen without the knowledge of the Regent. Are you going to be so ungrateful as to send her away?”

      The woman glared at Mina.

      “Nellie helped us when our life was hard. So now we will help her, dragon or no, and that is the final word I will hear about it.”

      She looked around the group. The expressions in the faces of several women were not terribly friendly, but none of them said anything.

      “So the kitten is the dragon’s real friend?” Anneke asked.

      “I think so.” Nellie spoke softly, aware that all the women listened.

      “Then I will bring the kitten upstairs.”

      Anneke picked up the kitten.

      “You will do no such thing,” her mother said. “Stay right here.”

      “But Mam, she’s a dragon tamer,” Anneke said. “She came here on the back of the dragon.”

      The woman said, “Is that so?” She gave Nellie a suspicious look.

      And Mina said, “This is Agatha, the mother of Anneke and Bas.”

      Nellie held out her hand. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Nellie.”

      The woman gave another snort. She shook Nellie’s hand, reluctantly. “I don’t do all that magic stuff.”

      “Me neither.”

      “Good. Because I want none of that near my children.”

      “She really is a dragon tamer, Mam,” Anneke said again.

      “I don’t want to hear any more about it.”

      “Can I take the kitten up to the loft?”

      “What did I just tell you?”

      “But Mam! Ewout is going up.”

      One of Jantien’s boys was climbing the ladder, peeking up to the loft to spy on the dragon.

      “I don’t care what Ewout does. Maybe his mother doesn’t mind him being struck dumb with magic. But I do. You and Bas will stay here.”

      The girl started crying and Mina took Nellie to introduce her to the others.

      “I’m sorry for creating trouble for you,” Nellie said.

      “Don’t worry about it. Agatha is a little terse sometimes,” Mina said.

      “I really don’t control that beast,” Nellie said.

      “You’ll be fine. She’ll warm up to you. Let me introduce you to the others.”

      Apart from Jantien, Nellie knew a few other people in the group.

      Emmie and Lise were a mother and daughter who both used to work in the household of a well-off merchant family. Lise was twenty, and Emmie mentioned that her greatest worry was that, because they were poor, her daughter would never marry.

      Gertie, Hilde and Josie had all lost husbands.

      “He took off with a trollop from the harbourside,” Gertie said. “A whore, that’s what she is. Her boobs are bigger than mine, but I bet she can’t even boil an egg. Men are disgusting. Be glad you’re not married.” The latter to Lise.

      Hilde’s husband had died of consumption. Like Mina’s, her children were older, but they had all left town.

      Josie’s husband had gone missing at sea several years ago. She had lost her first and only child through illness.

      Misfortune through hardship or illness was the glue that held these women together.

      Koby hung out with them a lot. She was twelve, the eldest child in the group, but her face had already lost all her childish softness.

      “Both her parents are dead,” Mina said in a quiet voice. “She has an uncle, but he doesn’t want to care for her. It’s very sad. I try to help her where I can, but she’s very closed to outsiders.”

      Most of the children were Jantien’s. Ewout, the oldest, still stood on the ladder gawking at the dragon, and the dragon gawked back at him. He had gone a few steps higher, and his younger sister was right below him, while Anneke and her brother glared at them from where they sat.

      Ewout said, “Yes, he likes the kitten.”

      “He?” Mina said.

      “It’s a boy dragon, hadn’t you noticed? He’s got . . .” He made a swinging motion in front of his lower body.

      The children laughed and a few declared that they wanted to see it.

      They all crowded at the bottom of the ladder. Jantien told them to take a peek, but not go to the top of the ladder.

      Anneke crossed her arms over her chest and kept glaring at her mother, and Agatha pretended not to notice.

      “And this is Zelda,” Mina said to Nellie.

      The final woman in the group to meet Nellie was of tiny stature. She wore several layers of clothing of a foreign style, with big colourful patterns. A faded yellow scarf sat around her hair. The wisps that poked out from underneath were black. Her eyes were dark brown, like those of a cow, even if she had pale and freckled skin. Her face was sharp, with a rather big nose. And were those really golden earrings that poked out from underneath her scarf?

      She looked Nellie up and down.

      “Hmph, can you work?” She spoke with a curious accent.

      “I’ve worked all my life. Depends what kind of work.”

      “Do you know anything about donkeys?”

      “Not really. I worked in households.”

      “Ha! Washerwoman. That’s all people do around here. Wash, wash, wash. No wonder the water is so foul. Do you know about plants?”

      “Herbs? A bit.”

      “Good. You can come with me.”

      “What? Now?”

      What sort of strange woman was this?

      “Ha! No. Tomorrow. We sell herbs. You come with me. It’s a good job. We have money to eat.”

      Nellie glanced at Mina, but Mina smiled and nodded. “It’s all right.”

      “Ha, all right. Of course it’s all right. I’m Zelda. I make the people better. Local woman say the herbs are good, so the rich woman believe the herbs are good. Woman feels better, gives more money. Ha.”

      “What about the dragon, Zelda?” Mina asked.

      “Dragon make us rich.”

      “I meant how can we hide it?”

      “Dragon makes poop. We can do much things with dragon poop. We can dry it, we can make it into a salve, we can make pills. Rich men will pay a lot because dragon poop makes them like a dragon, you know, in the bed. When the dragon does a poop, bring it to me, children.”

      Anneke and Bas laughed. The other children came down the ladder to see what was so funny.

      “What do we get when we bring you poop?” Ewout asked.

      “Ha! You’re getting smart already. You get poop, we get money. We can buy sweets, no?”

      The children’s eyes shone.

      Mina still insisted, “But how can we make sure no one sees the dragon?”

      “No one will see. Dragons are lazy. They sleep and sleep and sleep. They make much poop.”

      Her straightforward attitude was refreshing, and because Zelda didn’t seem to be concerned about the dragon, Agatha let her children join the others in the hayloft. Because, apparently, the prospect of “poop” and money overcame all.

      Nellie went to check on the dragon. He lay in the hay, with his tail curled around his body. The children all leaned against his flanks, their cheeks rosy from the animal’s warmth. The kitten snuggled next to Anneke.

      With that settled, the women set about making beds in the stable. Nellie was given a blanket to share with Gertie. It wasn’t warm enough, but when they covered themselves with straw, it was quite snug. Oil for the lamp was scarce, and it was too dark for Nellie to read from the Book of Verses, but she kept her satchel close to her head. She missed her room in the palace and she feared for the coming winter, but for now she was dry and didn’t freeze.
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      NELLIE LEARNED the next morning what Zelda’s business entailed.

      She rose before dawn, and when the women woke up, she distributed tasks among them. For example, it was Mina’s task to cook while Lise and Emmie went to get water at the well. When they came back, they distributed the water into two pots. One was for cooking; they placed the other in the corner of the warehouse for mysterious purposes.

      After a brief breakfast of watery porridge, Zelda handed out further tasks.

      Gertie, Hilde and Josie were to go to a place referred to as “the shop” and had to work there. Before they left, Zelda handed them a wooden box that looked like a drawer from a herb cabinet. Inside lay a soft brown-orange object that resembled a large egg, but was not as evenly shaped.

      This morning, Anneke had brought this thing down the ladder, the first delivery of dragon poop.

      “Spread it out over the bench to dry,” Zelda said to Gertie. “Then put the powder in a jar. We’ll use it in salves. You might want to visit the butcher for sheep’s fat.”

      Zelda said she would look after Nellie herself. She told Nellie to get changed into something warm but not too shabby. She then took the donkey out of the pen.

      Young Koby was coming, too, but the others were all staying in the warehouse.

      The morning was freezing. An icy mist hung in the streets, turning all the buildings varying shades of grey.

      “Do you know where we’re going?” Nellie asked Koby as the two of them followed Zelda and the donkey. Zelda was not one of the most forthcoming people about her plans. When Nellie had asked her the same question, she had only said, “You’ll see.”

      “We’ll be seeing Zelda’s patients. She visits sick people at home and gives them remedies.”

      First, they went to a small workshop that lay behind an empty shop front in the main street of the artisan quarter. The building that faced the street had been empty for some time. All the windows were boarded over and the wooden door showed signs of rot.

      Many of the surrounding shops were abandoned, too.

      Inside the workshop, it was cosy and dry. The space was small—it had probably been a storage space for the shop—and the fire easily kept it warm.

      A big metal pot hung over the fire, bubbling steam.

      Gertie, Hilde and Josie were already at work at the benches. Gertie was scooping big blobs of paste from a pan into glass jars. Hilde was grinding dried leaves into powder and Josie was cleaning jars in a tub of steaming water.

      A tray on the bench held orange-brown bits of dragon poop. It was quite rough and contained little bits of what looked like chewed sticks. What did dragons eat?

      Zelda pushed a tray into Nellie’s hands, pulled many jars and bags off the shelves that filled one end of the workshop and loaded them onto the tray. When it was full, she sent Nellie to the cart that stood in the small courtyard outside the workshop.

      The poor donkey stood waiting, its ears drooping and head close to the ground. It didn’t even look up as Nellie deposited the heavy tray into the cart.

      Koby brought another tray.

      There were three boxes, and when the cart was ready Zelda came out, dressed in a woollen cape. She led the donkey by the reins out of the courtyard.

      They went into the main street and turned left toward the merchant quarter of the city.

      It was still misty—the type of air that made droplets of moisture on everything and seeped into clothes until it penetrated the warm cocoon inside and went to the bone. Nellie looked with envy at the smoke rising from the chimneys of the houses they passed. Once she had been warm and comfortable like that. She remembered standing inside and looking at the poor milkman, the poor baker’s son and the man with the grocery cart who were out in the weather every day.

      When she stopped the cart, Zelda explained about the first person they would visit.

      “This woman always complain about bad airs. She complain, complain, even if it make no sense what she complain about.”

      “So you can’t do anything for her?”

      “I still give her herbs.”

      “But if there’s nothing wrong with her—”

      “Her wrong is all in the head.” Zelda tapped the side of her head. “My medicine make her happy.”

      Goodness, what was in those jars? The only ingredients Nellie had seen were the collection of herbs.

      “Do you want me to carry the basket?” Koby said.

      She had prepared a pretty basket with a cloth lining and all manner of jars.

      “Yes, carry it to the door. Then you wait, look after donkey.” Zelda pointed at Nellie. “You come with me.”

      “But I know nothing about herbs,” Nellie said. “I just know some of the minor remedies. I don’t know anything about salves and potions.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Zelda said. “Your part will be easy. Let me do talking. When I ask you question, you answer question.”

      They went up the steps, where Koby was already halfway with the basket, to the door which was painted in rust brown. When Zelda knocked, a fresh-faced young maid opened it.

      The girl smiled at Zelda. “Come in. The mistress is waiting for you in the parlour.”

      They entered the house. It was strange. At one point Nellie would have been that maid.

      She didn’t know the people who lived in this house, but she knew the type. They were merchants who had recently come into some money and wanted to show it off. The house was every bit as elaborate as Mistress Johanna’s had been, but all the furniture was new and had not yet been passed through the generations.

      The maid opened a door to the left and led them into the parlour. It was a splendid room, with glass-fronted cabinets containing porcelain statues, beautiful matching chairs and a couch with green and white striped fabric with tiny pink embroidered roses, and huge paintings on all the walls, depicting idyllic forest scenes and a castle by a river.

      The lady of the house sat on the couch next to the fire. She was rubbing her hands as Zelda and Nellie came in.

      “Oh, Zelda. I am so glad to see you. You have a new helper.”

      “Yes madame. Did you remember that I was talking about well-known local herb woman? You told me that you would rather use local remedies, so I found someone for you. She has even worked in the palace. Well, this is her.”

      The merchant’s wife regarded Nellie with renewed interest.

      Nellie’s cheeks glowed.

      She definitely did not agree with this. What was this about doing the talking?

      She opened her mouth to protest, but one sharp look from Zelda stopped her.

      Zelda settled the row of jars she had taken from the shelves that morning and explained what each of the concoctions was for. Every now and then, she would ask Nellie a question to which only yes or no would be inappropriate answer, like is that right? Or didn’t you tell me so this morning?

      The woman looked Nellie, but never once questioned Zelda’s implausible stories.

      And there were many.

      Nellie had seen what Gertie, Hilde and Josie were doing in the workshop, and hadn’t seen any of the ingredients that Zelda claimed to have put in.

      Not only that, but Nellie knew for certain that chamomile extract did none of the things that Zelda told the woman it did.

      But the woman listened to all of it.

      Zelda’s so called secret ingredient was a tea, which supposedly cured everything.

      It consisted of several herbs. When Nellie took it to the kitchen to have the servants prepare the extract, Nellie recognised bits of chamomile and dandelion and some other local herbs which grew plentiful in the surrounding meadows and road verges.

      There was no secret ingredient in any of it.

      When she carried the teapot back into the parlour, she almost felt like throwing it into the hearth.

      This was the reason so many people distrusted wayfarers like Zelda. Because this was not proper herb medicine. It was a swindle.

      But the merchant’s wife drank the tea, and she said she already felt much better.

      Then the time came to leave, and Zelda flapped her hand at Nellie to pack all the jars and go into the hallway to wait there. Nellie did so, anger growing inside her. She wanted no part in this quackery and didn’t want to be the “local woman” face to Zelda’s business. She wondered if Zelda had tried the same trick with the other women.

      As Nellie waited in the hallway, the maid came past and opened the door to the room. Zelda crouched on the carpet at the merchant wife’s feet, while the woman counted out coins. Nellie spotted at least two silver florins. Quite a lot of money.

      Nellie didn’t see what Zelda did with the coins, but presumed she put them in her coat pocket before coming to the door, bowing profusely and stating that she would come back next week.

      Then it was on to the next patient, only a few houses down the street. Here they met another woman complaining about sore feet. Her feet did indeed look terrible, red and blue and swollen, but Nellie had a suspicion this had more to do with the expensive shoes she bought which turned out to be a bit too small.

      Instead of suggesting she wear more comfortable shoes, Zelda sold her a jar of salve, and also some of her secret tea, which in this case would soothe pains of sore joints and feet.

      In the next house, an elderly woman complained about constipation. Zelda again gave her herb tea. She encouraged the woman to share it with her entire family, because the grandkids were making a racket in the kitchen, and the woman complained that her daughter would never shut them up. If they ran out, Zelda would bring more because, while food might get scarce in the city, herb tea was in plentiful supply.

      Each conversation developed along a pattern.

      Zelda told the merchants’ wives that the tea did everything they wanted it to do and then got paid lots of money for it.

      At the end of her round through the merchant quarter, Zelda knocked on a few doors where she went up herself and instructed Nellie and Koby to stay with the cart and the donkey.

      Each time a bewildered servant opened the door, Zelda did her sales pitch. She appeared successful most of the time. The servant would talk to her, and sometimes they took the free sample she offered. A few people made arrangements to see Zelda later.

      One man shouted at her. “Get out of my sight, you filthy thieves!”

      Zelda sped back to the cart. She snorted as she climbed back onto the driver’s seat. “A very rude man that,” she said. “I come to help him, and he yells at me? Very rude man.”

      But Nellie wondered what she herself would have done when faced with a peddler wanting to sell remedies for ailments. She probably would have told the person to go away, too, especially if she was peddling a chamomile tea for exorbitant prices.

      When they got back to the shed, they unpacked the cart and put it away.

      Gertie, Hilde and Josie had left, but all the items for the next day of trade lay ready on the bench: the bags of samples, the large jar of dried leaves, and the jar with dragon poop which she had no doubt would be sold for ridiculous prices.

      Two silver florins for some chamomile tea!

      Zelda’s pocket was jingling with coins, and when they walked back through the main street in the artisan quarter, Zelda gave Koby some coins to buy sweets for the children.

      She also bought a bag of flour for porridge, but the rest of the coins still jingled in her pocket.

      Nellie wondered what she did with it, and why she didn’t give it to Koby.

      “You can be my local woman now,” Zelda said. “We make good team.”

      Nellie didn’t want to do any such thing. “Where do you get that special tea?” she asked.

      Zelda smiled. Her teeth were brown. “Is very special indeed. I buy it from a man in town who gets it from up the river. Herbs grow where the water is clean and free of filth from dirty cities.”

      “Who is this man who sells such valuable things?”

      “Mr Oliver, but he rarely has tea. You have to ask for it, and then it may be out of stock. Only very special times of the year you can get it.”

      That was not the answer Nellie had suspected, and she wondered how much of it was true. Judging by all the rest of Zelda’s stories, probably not that much. But Mr Oliver was a well-known merchant of all kinds of foodstuffs. From his warehouse in the harbour quarter, he sold fine sausages and jams and other confectionery. He would sell tea, too, if there was any tea to be had. Now that the ships had stopped coming from across the ocean, the normal teas and exotic spices had become rare.

      Nellie felt tempted to ask Zelda about what she did with the money in her pocket, and whether this was just a good day, but she guessed the feeble relationship could probably not withstand those questions. Besides, the women might not have much chance to make a living otherwise, even if Zelda held back earnings from them.

      Back in the warehouse, the other women were cooking the midday meal. The flour Zelda had brought received much appreciation. Nellie felt sick because she knew two silver florins could have bought so much better food.

      She spoke to Mina when they were both collecting new wood from the pile outside the door.

      “It’s all quackery,” Nellie said. “Everything she tells those women is a lie. She is deceiving nice people and saying I am a well-known local herb woman.”

      Mina shook her head. “Don’t worry, she has done that to all of us. If any of the merchants worked out that we are just poor women, she would use someone else as the next new local herb woman.”

      “But it’s unsavoury.”

      “It’s not the most honest of ways to make money, but it keeps us fed.”

      “Were you already doing this when you lived in the church?” Nellie was getting a queasy feeling about this. She remembered the time she had come into the church when Jantien was out, “doing a job”. Was this what she had been doing? Selling quackery to unsuspecting honest citizens?

      Would Zelda have used the innocent children as well?

      “It doesn’t make much money,” Mina said.

      “Have you been with her inside the merchant houses?”

      “I can’t go with her. Everyone in town knows I am just a poorhouse woman. She takes Jantien’s children to help her and mind the donkey. She says children make people nicer to her.”

      “It’s no wonder she prefers to take children. She is deceiving all of us. I saw how much money she was making. She gives you the bag of porridge, but she keeps most of the money for herself.”

      Mina shrugged. “Isn’t that the case for all people who make lots of money? They let us do all the work and they get the harvest.”

      “Aren’t you angry about that?”

      “We have no other way to survive. Tell me how else we can get food.”

      And that was the ultimate problem. Nellie felt sick. She did not want to rely on this thievery to make her living.

      She might have another solution so that the women didn’t have to do this. It might be dangerous to her, but she could sneak into the kitchens and Dora could give her food. If she waited at the gate until Henrik was on duty, he would let her through. Then she just needed some way of carrying all the food out here.

      She didn’t like begging either, but would rather that than rely on thievery to make ends meet.

      The plank that formed the door to the warehouse slid aside, and Agatha came into the courtyard.

      “I’m going to the warehouse to make potions,” she said. And she disappeared into the alley.

      Mina said in a low voice, “Whatever you do, be careful around Agatha. She is a very angry woman, and she is a strong friend of Zelda’s. She believes that all rich people are evil and should be scammed out of as much money as possible.”

      “Is there anyone in this group who isn’t angry?”

      “It’s very hard not to get angry when you’re always worried about where your next meal is coming from and whether you will have a place to sleep.”

      That was true, and Nellie felt ashamed of having asked the question. “I’ll be your friend, Mina, whatever happens.”
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      FOR THE NEXT few days, Nellie didn’t leave the warehouse much.

      Zelda went out on her rounds, but she took only Koby and Ewout, Jantien’s oldest son. He was ten, and quite a handsome young lad with his thick mop of blond hair. Nellie hated to think how many hearts he melted with those big blue eyes, and how many purses opened at the thought of him living on the street.

      Zelda either didn’t need someone to pose as a local herb woman, or she noticed Nellie’s reluctance to play that role. Even when she was at the warehouse, she always looked for ways to make money. She sent the kids to trade ointment for eggs. She told Agatha to go to a house in New Harbour to pick up a parcel. It contained two bottles of syrupy liquid, which she took to the workshop where Hilde and Gertie mixed it with water until it filled twenty bottles of “apple wine”, according to the label.

      The dragon poo was dry enough to be ground and turned into an ointment. The main ingredient was wool fat, which came in a barrel and smelled terrible. It was full of sticks and grass so needed to be heated and strained before it could be mixed with the poo powder. The resulting paste was drab brown, so Zelda told them to mix it with black soot.

      “If it’s black, people think it’s very powerful,” Zelda said.

      Nellie wondered
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