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Chapter 1 – Earthquake
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I knelt beside the throne of Prince Dawyn and shifted my weight in the vain hope of repositioning the bit of my costume that had become wedged in my bum crack. I was dressed in my fool’s motley, which was a tight fitting yellow and black check costume that covered my body, arms, legs, and head. It was made of a type of stretchy wool that made my skin itch.

I slipped a finger under my hood and scratched at my itching scalp. I had a thatch of red hair but the hood pressed it so tight to my head that when I took my costume off, it looked like I was bald and I’d painted my head bright red. 

My head-scratching made the bells that dangled at the end of the three yellow and black horns sticking out of my hood jingle. I also had bells on my wrists and ankles that tinkled to announce the arrival of mirth and merriment wherever I went, ruining any chance I had of sneaking around the palace undetected. This was less of a problem now that I was the most powerful person at court.

The reason I had become so important was the turnip stick that I held in my left hand. It had a dark wooden shaft with a turnip on the end, a turnip with piggy eyes and a mouth filled with small spiky teeth and a little pink tongue with which it licked its lips. The turnip might shriek or whistle but it never spoke out loud; instead it spoke inside my head, giving me advice. Sometimes it refused to shut up and I wished I could let go of it, but it was embedded in my hand.

The skinny lady standing in front of the throne entwined her long thin fingers and waited for me to stop jingling. This lady, Mirabel, was a rich merchant’s wife, and I knew she had a diamond ring as big as the wart on the end of her nose, but today she wore no jewelry. Rich folk had stopped wearing their valuable items in front of Dawyn because he kept asking for them as gifts. She had put on a simple brown dress for this audience.

“Plain and dowdy,” I thought at Turnip.

“And her dress isn’t much better,” Turnip said inside my head.

“The poor orphans have suffered so much this winter,” Mirabel said, once my tinkling had stopped. “The dear little ones have nothing to eat and nowhere to sleep.” She clasped her hands and widened further her large eyes so that tears spilled from them and ran down her hollow cheeks.

Prince Dawyn belched then yawned. He had lots to eat and a warm feather bed he was forced to leave every morning to see petitioners like her. He was a couple of years older than my fourteen summers and he would have been handsome but his face was red, fleshy, and bloated from guzzling cakes. It was late winter and he was wrapped up in a thick fur cloak. 

The throne room had been designed by the previous prince, Crag. The walls and ceiling had been painted bright white but had become soot stained over the winter because we had two braziers filled with red hot coals near the door. Silver lamps, hung at regular intervals, chased every shadow from the room. The floor was polished oak and sloped gently upwards from all directions to a silver throne that Dawyn had padded with plump orange and purple cushions.

“The building you’re proposing for your orphanage is a dilapidated old factory on Garment Street,” my old master, Ma, said. He was officially Dawyn’s chief advisor, although we all knew that Turnip and I were the real power behind the throne. Ma was wearing his red polka dot dress; a tough, wiry, gray-haired man lurked beneath the enormous bosom and ginger wig. Dawyn had insisted Ma wear his old stage costume at court. This worked in our favor, because Ma and I had found that the best way to get Dawyn to attend to palace business was to keep a vein of silly fun running through the meetings.

“It will be a roof over their heads,” Mirabel said. Her face shone with joy. “And with your support, we can give these little ones a bed, food, and moral guidance.”

Ma leaned over a large oak desk on the other side of the throne to me. The desk had not been part of Crag’s design and its legs had needed to be cut to different lengths to compensate for the slope of the throne room floor. Ma rummaged through the papers that covered its green leather top and found the one he wanted beneath a large silver platter of pastries, provided for Dawyn, to refresh him after the exertion of sitting on his throne.

“The building is owned by your husband, Fullett, and still contains most of its original machinery,” Ma said, reading from the paper.

“As well as moral guidance, the orphans would receive instruction in worthwhile work skills that will allow them to perform a useful future role in society,” Mirabel said, giving Ma a thin smile that did not reach her eyes.

Dawyn slumped in his throne, drumming his feet against its legs and picking at a tray of sweets resting on his lap. He tossed his head and his dark curls bounced. We would have to do something to keep him entertained or he would cancel all his morning audiences and nothing would get done in the palace.

I skipped around the back of the throne and came up behind Ma, who was still leaning over the desk. I winked at Dawyn, steadied myself, and kicked Ma up the bum. Ma swung around. We locked eyes and I let a look of horror seep into my face as my character realized he had done a bad thing.

“I want to make a donation to the orphanage,” Ma said. “I’d like you to take my useless little lad, Keth.”

We launched into the chase sequence, three times around the throne, around Mirabel, around the oak desk with the papers on, over the desk, under the desk, around the desk again. Ma stopped running. I kept running and ran straight into his padded bosom. I stayed wedged there for a moment then sprang back and fell over on my backside.

Dawyn screamed with laughter, bouncing up and down on his throne and sending the tray with the sweets clattering to the floor. Mirabel gave us her thin smile. She was perhaps adding a home for demented clowns to her list of charitable works.

“What is she up to?” I thought at Turnip.

The turnip head, on the end of the stick, swiveled to look at me and grinned. “She’ll use Dawyn’s money to set up an orphanage and use the children as slave labor sewing garments to undercut the local market,” it said inside my head.

I had a lot of these silent conversations with Turnip and folk in the palace thought I was mad, but that was okay because they liked that quality in a fool, almost as much as humor.

Dawyn was looking at me to see how he should respond to Mirabel’s request.

“What’s that, Turnip?” I said, holding the turnip head to my ear. “You find ragged orphans wandering the streets part of the charm and enchantment of the city.”

“We’re not interested,” Dawyn said to Mirabel. “I expect some flunkey will escort you from the palace.”

“We’ll know if you try and pinch the candlesticks on the way out,” I said to Mirabel as I showed her to the exit door from the throne room.

“Only peasants steal,” she hissed at me as she left. 

This was a sneer at my traditional peasant’s face, lumpier than the turnip on the end of my stick. It was a good face for a fool to have and I had a right to it, having spent the first thirteen summers of my life as a peasant in the village of Mottle before joining Ma’s troupe as an apprentice fool. Besides, whatever Mirabel thought about my face, I was far more powerful than her or her husband.
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“So what was her game?” Dawyn said, talking with his mouth full and spitting crumbs from a sticky bun all over the desk.

“Trying to turn the city’s orphans into slave labor,” I said.

“That’s a good idea,” Dawyn said. “We should do that! Look into it, Ma.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Ma said, wiping the spray of crumbs from the front of his dress.

After every audience, Dawyn insisted on a cake break. As a young boy, he had been hidden in the peasant village of Grindle when Dorian had usurped the throne from Dawyn’s father, Prince Gawain. He had spent ten years there and only recently returned to Russett to reclaim his throne. Mottle was a similar place to Grindle and I knew that Dawyn would have spent most of his life feeling hungry. He was making up for it now by cramming cakes down his mouth during his every waking moment.

Dawyn stuffed the rest of the sticky bun into his mouth and walked back over to his throne, stopping only to pick up a boiled sweet from the floor and wedge that into his mouth as well. He tossed his head, making his dark curls bounce then flopped down onto his throne.

The floor wobbled beneath my feet. I put out my arms to keep my balance. Had Dawyn sat down with an earth-shaking force? The boiled sweets rattled on the floor. The desk trembled. Flakes of white painted plaster drifted down from the ceiling like snow.

“Who’s moving my throne?” Dawyn said, looking at me and Ma.

The floor buckled as though a wave had passed under it. I stumbled. Dawyn’s throne tipped over backwards and he fell over with it. The ceiling rippled and plaster rained down on us, now in chunks rather than flakes. We heard crashing sounds and people screaming in the distance.

Ma and I crawled over to Dawyn, who lay dazed beneath a layer of plaster. The floor bounced beneath us like the deck of a ship in a storm.

“Get under the desk,” Ma shouted. We hooked our hands under Dawyn’s armpits and dragged him across the floor. Cracks appeared in the walls, spreading like they were bolts of lightning.

“Make sure nothing sticks out,” I shouted as I pulled Dawyn’s trailing feet beneath the desk. With a deafening roar, the ceiling collapsed. Something heavy crashed across the top of the desk. The air was filled with thick, choking dust.
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We crouched beneath the desk and let the dust settle.

“That woman was a witch,” Dawyn cried. “This is her evil spell.”

“It’s not magic,” Ma said. “It’s an earthquake.”

We were trapped, walled in by chunks of masonry and wooden beams, wedged between which were an assortment of things, including a wooden horse’s head, a pair of candlesticks, the wooden back of a chair and a dressmaker’s dummy. A few stray beams of light found a way through the rubble and illuminated our prison.

“What was above the throne room?” I said.

“An old store room,” Dawyn said. “I used to hide there when I’d been naughty.” He touched the horse’s head. “That was part of a rocking horse. I pretended to ride it across the sea to Racknor.” He stroked the horse’s mane and sighed. I exchanged a glance with Ma. We had not seen Dawyn being sentimental before.

“What are you two imbeciles gawking at?” Dawyn snapped. “Start clearing a path out from under this table, and put your backs into it. I’ve let the pair of you grow soft.”

“I don’t recommend it, Your Highness,” Ma said.

“Too much like hard work?” Dawyn said. “Are you afraid of breaking a fingernail?”

“I’m afraid that if we move things then we’ll bring other things down on top of us,” Ma said.

“Rubbish,” Dawyn said. He knotted his fingers into the wooden horse’s mane and yanked hard. 

For a moment, the horse’s head remained stuck then it shot free with a force that sent Dawyn sprawling into me. Above us things creaked.

“Worrying about nothing, as usual,” Dawyn said, pushing himself off me. He knelt in front of the gap left by the horse’s head. Holding the head by the mane in one hand, he reached into the gap with his other hand.

A long low rumbling began above us. I grabbed Dawyn’s sleeve and yanked his arm back. As his fingers left the hole, a big chunk of masonry thudded into the gap with a spurt of dust. Creaks and groans came from above us as heavy things rearranged themselves. Several beams of light were cut off; only two remained to illuminate us.

“How dare you touch me like that?” Dawyn said.

“Desk leg to your left, Keth,” Ma cried out.

I looked. The desk leg was buckling, bending inwards. I threw myself at it and shoved up where the weight was pressing down on it. The buckling stopped. Dawyn picked up the horse’s head and crawled to the opposite corner of our prison.

“Help us,” I thought at Turnip.

“In what way?” Turnip said inside my head.

“How about removing all the heavy objects crushing this desk, before they crush us in turn,” I said.

“Sorry, Keth,” it said. “I can’t lift objects in your world.”

“Can you send out a distress call?” I thought at it.

“Alright, but I think people will have already noticed,” it said. The turnip let out a high-pitched shrieking whistle. Ma and Dawyn curled up and covered their ears. Above us heavy objects trembled.

“Stop,” I thought at it.

The turnip head grinned at me and winked.
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We sat in silence broken by the occasional loud grinding moan of heavy objects settling themselves above us. I dared not move from my position of propping up the weak desk leg and my muscles were beginning to cramp.

We listened to an extended groan, which ended in a sharp wooden crack that made all three of us flinch. Things shifted above us and our last two shafts of daylight were cut off.

“Cheer me up, fool,” Dawyn said, in the dark. “It’s your job.”

Some days, I hated my work. “I’m holding up the desk,” I said.

“You can do two things at once,” Dawyn said.

“We’ll sing a song,” Ma said.

I began the ballad of the dog that pines for its master by the wall of the dead garden. I stuttered as I imagined the wall falling on the poor dog.

“Something a bit more cheerful, perhaps,” Ma said.

I sang the Turnip Song. Ma and Dawyn joined in. I was surprised Dawyn knew the words, but he had grown up in the peasant village of Grindle.

“What a lovely choice of song,” Turnip cooed inside my head. “You do love me.”

At the end of the third time through the song, I was short of breath. The air was hot and stale. My brow was sweaty.

“Is it getting hot in here?” Dawyn said.

“I should have thought of that,” Ma said, slapping his forehead. “Our air supply has been blocked off. We have to stay calm and breathe slowly.”

I expected Dawyn to have a panic attack and start screaming and thrashing around. He remained silent in the dark. I listened hard. I heard a faint rustle from his corner. “What’s he up to?” I thought at Turnip.

“I’ll show you,” Turnip said inside my head.

The space beneath the desk was lit up by light from the eyes of the turnip head. Dawyn was slipping a sharp blade out from the heel of his boot. He was planning to kill us and have all the air for himself. He winked at me as the blade came free. Ma had turned to look at the light from the turnip head and put up his hand to shade his eyes.

Dawyn lunged at Ma with the knife. I dived at Dawyn and knocked his knife arm to one side with my turnip stick. We crashed into each other and struck the curtain of masonry sealing off our desk. The knife fell from his hand.

A great groan came from above us then a loud splintering crack came from close by. The desk leg I had been propping up broke and that corner of the desk sagged down. Thunder rang in our ears as heavy things slid across the desk top.

The noise stopped. In the light from the turnip’s eyes, Dawyn gave me a weak grin. “I was trying to hand Ma the knife,” Dawyn said, “so he could cut out an air hole.” I didn’t waste breath answering.

The three of us were huddled in a little triangle of space, so close that we prevented each other from moving. If I had not been small for my age and skinny, we would have been unable to all fit in and bits of us would have been crushed. A faint breeze tickled my forehead. I let it play on my skin. The collapse of the desk had shifted the masonry and opened up a little air hole that might close at any moment.

“I can see a light.” I heard a muffled shout from beyond our world encased in rubble.

“Help,” the three of us called out. Our throats were dry and dusty and we croaked like three trapped frogs.

“Someone’s alive under there,” a familiar voice called out.

“Rats,” Dawyn said. “It’s old Master Braddle. We’ll have starved to death by the time he’s raised the alarm.”

But Master Braddle was not alone. “Form a chain,” he commanded. “Gentle movements now, the whole pile is unstable; lift that block first.”

“Get a move on, you useless lumps of ...” Dawyn’s shout ended in spluttering and silence. I had just enough arm movement to stick the turnip head in his mouth. Loud noises might lead to all of us being crushed.
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At first we saw no progress in our rescue; we only heard the scrape of stone and Master Braddle’s quiet commands. “Support that stone there. Now twist that beam gently and lift it out.”

More chinks of light appeared and small breezes danced across my skin. The turnip switched off the light from its eyes. We heard the scrape of things being lifted from off the desk top above us. Finally the desk top was pried up like a lid and we were revealed. Yan and Buckle, Master Braddle’s apprentices, were looking down at us. They lifted us out of our hole, one by one, and carried us out of the throne room.

Yan and Buckle were big strapping lads. Master Braddle had been strapping once but he was old now with his shoulders hunched and his flesh sagging. His thatch of white hair, swept back from his forehead and tied in a ponytail, gave him the authority of age.

Dawyn, Ma and I were laid out side by side on the floor of the antechamber to the throne room. We were all covered from head to toe in thick white dust. The yellow and black checks of my motley were invisible underneath it. We looked like three floury pastries waiting to be popped in the oven.

“I was right,” Dawyn said. “It was a deliberate attack. This room shows far less damage than my throne room.”

“It is smaller and the ceiling is better supported,” Master Braddle said.

“I’m prince; you’re wrong,” Dawyn muttered under his breath and coughed up dust.

“Earthquakes have after-shocks,” Master Braddle said. “Little tremors that come after the main shock. They can bring down a damaged building. We need to leave the palace.”

My muscles were stiff from having been in a confined space. With a groan I struggled to my feet and rubbed at my legs, trying to bring them back to life. I gave Ma my arm and he pulled himself up onto his knees.

Yan and Buckle helped Master Braddle lie down on a sheet of canvas spread on the floor. “It’s called a stretcher,” Master Braddle said. “I’m too slow to move on my own but the lads can carry me.” The canvas had two stout poles fitted through sleeves on either side. Yan and Buckle grasped the ends of poles, and lifted him up in his stretcher.

“I’m prince, I’m the one who should be carried,” Dawyn called out from the floor. “Dump Braddle and carry me.”

“In the middle of an earthquake is not the best time to worry about status, Your Highness,” Ma said, levering himself upright using an armchair.

The room shook. Cracks appeared in the ceiling as if they had been drawn on by an invisible pen, and plaster pattered down on us.

“After-shocks,” Master Braddle said.

Dawyn jumped to his feet, tottered on wobbling legs, and tripped over an upturned table. Ma and I hoisted him upright and hauled him after Yan and Buckle, who were leaving the room carrying Master Braddle in his stretcher. The door seemed to jump from side to side as we staggered through it.

We stumbled down a long thin room, weaving our way around the ornate wooden chairs tossed about the floor, avoiding the red hot smoking coals from a shattered stove. From behind us we heard a crash, and a gust of air stung my neck with sharp dust. I didn’t look back. Ahead of us, a tapestry peeled from the wall and behind it a great chunk of plaster bigger than a serving platter tumbled from the wall, leaving a gaping hole. It was as if a ghost was ripping up the room.

“Look at the ceiling,” Ma gasped. 

A crack was racing ahead of us. We chased after it. It was like a living thing, zigzagging, pausing then darting forwards, making for the same door as us. Dawyn began to work with us and we kept pace with the crack. Behind us plaster pattered down like rain.

The crack won. It reached the end of the room, three paces ahead of us. It split and a web of cracks shot down to the door frame.

We lunged. Ma and I shoved Dawyn through the opening. I bundled Ma through. A huge splintering crack sounded above my head. Ma grabbed my arm and yanked me through the doorway as it collapsed. A great choking plume of debris enveloped us. I opened my eyes and was blinded by bruised yellow clouds of dust.

“Head towards me,” Master Braddle called out. “We’re at the top of the stairs.”

I bumped into something cushioned. “That’s my bum,” Ma said. It was his padded costume. Together, Ma and I crawled in the direction of Master Braddle’s voice.

“I should have been on the stretcher,” Dawyn whined from in front of us.

My fingers curled over the lip of the top stair. I wiped my face clean with my sleeve and blinked my watering eyes. The clouds of dust were thinner here and I saw Yan and Buckle negotiating Master Braddle’s stretcher around a curve in the staircase. Ma was crouched beside me. Dawyn was a few steps down from us, clinging to the wall, his fingers wrapped around the carved rose head in a wall panel. The stairs were made of massive oak timbers but they were bouncing up and down as though they were thin planks of wood.

“Help me, you cowards,” Dawyn screamed, his high-pitched voice carrying above the thunder of the rattling timbers.

Ma edged his way down the bouncing stairs and I followed after him. It was worse than being at sea in a storm. Ma reached Dawyn and murmured something in his ear. Dribbles of snot were swinging from Dawyn’s nose. With Ma’s help Dawyn once more edged his way down the stairs.

We made it around the bend in the staircase. I was sweating beneath the dust covering me and it was turning it into a thick paste that made my movements awkward. We now had a long straight stretch of stairs to negotiate then we’d be on the floor of the great hall and we could escape into Gate Court through a pair of bronze double doors that now hung off their hinges. Shafts of light came through the ruined doorway and lit up the dust that swirled in the gloomy air and blanketed the broken roof timbers and chunks of masonry that had smashed the white marble floor tiles.

Yan and Buckle had reached the foot of the stairs. Master Braddle looked back up at us from his stretcher. His body was still and white with dust as though he were a statue; the only color was his fierce brown eyes, showing he was alive.

Ma whispered in Dawyn’s ear and they set off down the stairs, clinging to the wall with Ma close behind Dawyn. I followed. We were half way down when a big tremor bounced us and the stair timbers. Ma toppled backwards, knocking me over, and Dawyn fell on top of Ma.

I grabbed a carved wall panel and clung on. Ma with Dawyn on top slid down the stairs. I grabbed at Ma. My fingers caught the curls in his hair. I was left holding his ginger wig. Ma and Dawyn skidded down the stairs, every stair punctuated by a scream from Dawyn and a grunt of pain from Ma.

Four stairs in a row, collapsed one by one as Ma and Dawyn shot over them and landed in a heap at the foot of the stairs.

“I’m alive,” Dawyn cried.

“I think I am too,” Ma groaned, “if the pain in my backside is anything to go by.” Ma’s padded costume had saved him from worse damage.

I was relieved and there were fewer tremors but I now had a problem. I crept down to the edge of the hole where the four stairs had been.

“Don’t be a wimp,” Dawyn called out. “You can jump that.”

I threw Ma’s ginger wig down to him. Silence fell as I tensed my legs, ready to spring across the gap. The tremors subsided and in the quiet I heard a little girl’s voice somewhere distant. “Help, help,” she cried. It was coming from somewhere below the stairs.

“Poor thing,” Turnip said inside my head. “She’ll probably die horribly. You should be glad it’s not you, now hurry up and jump.”

“We can save her,” I thought at Turnip.

“She isn’t important,” Turnip said inside my head. “Why risk your life? You’ll gain nothing by saving her. Stay with the prince and he’ll reward you.”

Turnip was right. I balanced, poised on the edge of the gap. I hesitated. Once you started saying one person didn’t matter you ended up saying that nobody else mattered, except yourself.

“It’s only a small leap over the gap,” Turnip said inside my head, “but it will take you a long way down the road to your destiny.”

I hated words like destiny. They hemmed you in and made you narrow and selfish. “Look after Prince Dawyn,” I called out to the group at the bottom of the stairs. “I’m going to save the little girl.”
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Chapter 2 – Rescue
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I lowered myself through the hole in the stairs and dangled by my finger tips, suspended in mid-air. It was dark below me. People don’t build staircases over deep wells, I told myself. I let go and dropped. I landed on what sounded like a wooden floor. I took a step backwards and toppled into space.

It was a short fall, lasting only long enough for me to register my terror. I landed flat on my back, winded, then rolled over and got to my knees. A brief search with my hands told me I had initially landed on a broken stair timber, and I’d fallen when I’d stepped back off it.

“I suggest you climb back out while you have the chance,” Turnip said inside my head.

“Help, help,” the little girl cried again. Her voice was like a thread. I followed it.

Beneath the stairs was a wooden door, which opened into a narrow passage. At the end of the passage was a door, revealed by a flickering glow around its edges. Other passages led off from this one but I ignored them and pursued the little girl’s voice.

I opened the door and entered a familiar room. It was Prince Dorian’s private kitchen. The room was lit by glowing coals that had spilled from a cracked stone oven, casting dancing shadows on the white-washed walls. Shards of broken crockery littered the floor around the wooden table in the center of the room, while pots and pans were strewn across the work benches.

Dorian had been dead for almost a year but I half-expected to see him sitting at the table, shoveling roast chicken or meat pie into his mouth. I shivered. I had a history with this room. Twice before, I’d been here. The first time I had chosen not to stab Dorian in cold blood. The second time I had distracted Dorian while the rebel leader Ash stabbed him through the heart. It had had no effect on him. He had enjoyed the same protection that I now gained from my turnip stick.

“Please help me,” the little girl cried again and her voice came from beneath the grate in front of the kitchen door. This time I recognized the voice; it was Baffle. The ground floor of the palace had an under-floor heating system and Baffle’s job was to open and close the leather flaps in the space below the palace floor, directing hot air from the furnace to whichever room the prince was in. She had twice guided me through the underground maze, where she worked, to Dorian’s private kitchen.

I lifted up the grate and squeezed head first into the hole.

“Serve you right if you end up stuck,” Turnip said inside my head. “You’ll be jammed in the hole when the roof collapses on you. What’s Keth wearing on his bum? It’s the ceiling.”

I wriggled and twisted. For once I was happy to be wearing motley. It pulled my body in tight. My tummy scraped past the edges of the hole and the rest of me plopped through after it. I lay on my back on an earth floor. A little light filtered in through the grate but it was swallowed by the gloom around me. I saw the outlines of the stacks of tiles, placed at regular intervals that supported the palace floor above the earth floor. I rolled onto my knees. The gap between the two floors was tall enough for me to crawl in.

“Is someone there?” Baffle called out, not too far away.

“It’s me, Keth,” I said and crawled towards her.

“I hate you,” Baffle said. “The cakes stopped and it was all because you and the sweeps boy tried to kill Prince Dorian.”

Tiles crunched beneath my knees; a stack had collapsed. My head scraped against the underside of the palace floor that was sagging here.

“I need some light, please,” I thought at Turnip.

“The boy plunges into the dark then pleads for a light,” Turnip said inside my head. “I should have attached myself to something smarter, like a pile of horse poop or a lump of wood.”

Light shone from the turnip’s eyes. Baffle was close by. She blinked and shielded her green eyes with her hand, more used to being in the dark. Dirt colored hair with streaks of blonde in it framed her oval face.

I saw how she was trapped. A stack had fallen on her and she was pinned by the tiles on top of her, the pressure of the sagging floor pressing down on them. “I’ll work the tiles loose,” I said. I tried tugging, twisting, and shoving the tiles but they stayed wedged. I stopped gasping for breath and wiped the sweat from my brow.

“I’m stuck,” Baffle said. “You should go.”

“She’s right,” Turnip said inside my head.

“I’ll close my eyes and you can slip away,” Baffle said. “I don’t really hate you about the cakes.” She smiled at me. The teeth she had left were rotten.

“I’m not leaving you,” I said.

A tremor ran through the earth. The palace floor bounced up. I shoved hard at the tiles on top of her. One or two gave a little. Baffle screamed as the palace floor came back down. It bounced up again and I shoved again at the tiles on top of her. I heard a long drawn out scraping sound. Tiles slid from her. The floor came back down but this time it wasn’t pressing on her, although it sagged lower. The palace floor bounced up for a third time. I dragged Baffle clear.

I heard a loud crack, followed by a crash and a series of loud thuds. A chunk of ceiling slammed through the grating, blocking it. The palace floor sagged and moaned. Nearby a stack of tiles clattered over.

“Can you move?” I said.

Baffle twitched her limbs. “I’m not staying here,” she said.

“I don’t think we can escape through Dorian’s kitchen” I said.

“Follow me,” Baffle said. “You’re always getting lost when you come here.”

I crawled after her. The earth floor trembled beneath my hands and knees, and above us the palace floor creaked and groaned. We reached an earth wall and followed it until we encountered a leather flap. Baffle pulled on a rope and it slid back. We ducked through an opening and she closed the flap. A huge crash followed by a roar came from behind it. The edge of a tile cut through the leather like a blade and hung a finger’s width above her head. I pulled her away as more debris struck the leather and ripped it to shreds.

“I’m glad that wasn’t me,” she said.

She crawled away fast and I struggled to keep up with her, especially with the turnip stick embedded in my hand, making me clumsy. “Where are we heading?” I said.

“The drying room,” she said.

***
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My previous journeys through the palace under-floor heating had been made in the dark. This time I had light from Turnip that revealed sagging floors supported by stacks of tiles that shuddered with each tremor as though they were made from jelly.

We squirmed our way around a place where so many stacks had collapsed that the palace floor sagged down to touch the earth floor beneath it. “We’re getting close,” Baffle said. She pulled aside a leather flap and a wave of hot air spilled through the opening, making sweat trickle down my face.

“It’s much hotter than normal,” Baffle said, as we crawled across an earth floor that was painfully hot on my hands and knees.

We crouched behind a stack of tiles. Ahead of us was the grill that opened on to the floor of the palace drying room. Beyond the grill was a passage that led to the furnace. Flames danced down the passage. The furnace must have ruptured in the earthquake and the burning coals had spilled out.

I set off towards the grill. I narrowed my eyes against the heat and forced myself forwards, gritting my teeth against the pain in my knees and hands. I smelled burning wool. I looked down and saw my motley beginning to smolder. I retreated, patting myself down.

“Can you protect me from the heat?” I thought at Turnip.

“Of course,” Turnip said inside my head. “Congratulations on finally deciding to dump the little girl. It was a mistake to try and save her in the first place.”

I needed a plan that would save Baffle as well. “How long will this fire take to die down?” I said to her.

She shrugged. Another tremor shook the palace. To our left, a stack of tiles fell over and the palace floor above us groaned. I didn’t want to wait.

“I have an idea,” I said. “Take me back to the last flap.”

***
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“You can’t do that,” Baffle said as I hacked with a broken tile at the rope holding up the leather flap.

“This is nothing compared to the rest of the damage,” I said.

“That’s not the point,” she said. “This is deliberate.”

“I promise I’ll come back and fix it when all this is over,” I said.

“You’d better,” she said. It was comforting that she was confident we would make it out alive.

The rope snapped and the leather flap came down. I wrapped one end of the flap around my left arm and held it just above my head, letting the rest of the flap hang down in front of my face and body. “Follow close behind me,” I said, and I crawled towards the grill. The leather shielded me from the worst of the heat.

We reached the grill. The leather crackled and I smelled it starting to burn. I pushed at the grill. It was stuck.

“There’s a latch,” Baffle said.

I remembered where it was, reached my fingers through the grill, and clicked the latch open. A pink glow was coming through the leather. I shoved the grill open and pushed Baffle through. I pulled myself out through the hole after her. A savage burning pain seared my legs then melted away.

Baffle was staring at the turnip head. It had a red glow that was slowly fading.

“You owe me so much,” Turnip said inside my head.

***
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We left the drying room and picked our way through passages filled with chunks of masonry covered in plaster dust. I wanted to hurry but Baffle was clumsy on her feet and wobbled as she walked.

“Were you hurt by the tiles falling on you?” I said, trying to keep a lid on my impatience as she took three goes to work her way around a piece of fallen stone that I’d jumped over.

“I’m not used to walking,” Baffle said. “I spend all my life below.” She grinned and dropped to her knees. She was faster crawling through the rubble than trying to step through it.

We emerged into Fountain Court, beneath the covered walkway that ran around its edge. The white marble of the fountain had shattered into fragments and bits of the naked archer, together with chunks of masonry, bits of glass and roof slates, rose like miniature islands from the water-logged garden.

Another tremor shook the courtyard and part of the roof of the walkway opposite us collapsed. We watched as this dragged down an adjoining section of roof and this then pulled down the section next to it. It was hypnotic to watch.

“It’s coming for us,” Baffle said.

I snapped out of my trance. The falling roof was heading towards us, gaining speed. Was the garden safe? It had been pelted with sharp, hard debris. We had to escape the palace. “Head that way,” I said, pointing to the archway connecting Fountain Court with Clock Court.

Baffle began to crawl in that direction, too slow. I grabbed her, hoisted her over my shoulder and staggered at a trot towards the archway. I heard the tearing sound of the collapsing roof gaining on us. We were close. My knees buckled. I stumbled and dived forwards. We slid under the archway and were enveloped in a cloud of dust.

I coughed chunks of plaster out of my mouth and got to my knees. “Are you okay?” I said.

Baffle looked at me with wide frightened eyes. “Have you ever seen so much outside?” she said.

“Outside is good stuff,” I said. “You can’t beat it during a quake.” I took her hand and we walked through the archway into Clock Court.

“Run,” the palace sergeant with the bullet-shaped head screamed at me from the other side of the courtyard. He was one of eight guards with long wooden timbers holding up the roof of the archway leading from Clock Court to Gate Court.

I hoisted Baffle back over my shoulder and ran. I glanced at the great clock face high up in its tower as we passed below it. The little hand and the long hand pointed to the twelve. It was midday, assuming the clock was still working.

A tremor ran up the clock tower. I watched, frozen to the spot in awe, as with slow deliberation the clock face began to peel away from the tower. It had almost reached the horizontal when it cracked and fell. I crouched and swiveled, turning my back to the clock tower and covering Baffle’s body with mine. The clock face smashed against the cobbles.

A black spear cart-wheeled over my head, bounced across the courtyard, and embedded itself into the opposite wall, where it juddered. It was the long hand. I looked around. The short hand was burrowed into a gap between the cobbles by my feet, with its end vibrating so fast it was a blur. The twanging sound it made faded and it became still. The clock face looked intact like a pale white pool on the cobbles. Baffle and I held hands and walked over to it. It was shattered into thousands of tiny white fragments.

“Are you waiting to see if anything else is going to hit you?” the palace sergeant called out.

I hoisted Baffle over my shoulder and ran for the archway.
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We emerged into Gate Court. The gate tower looked undamaged. It was probably the strongest bit of the palace. I had a vision of the palace destroyed and the gate tower standing guard over a large hole in the ground.

I tottered across the courtyard, staggering under the weight of Baffle, and out through the open palace gate beneath the gate tower. I set her down and we surveyed Palace Square. The wooden stage of the gallows had shaken apart and was now a large pile of wood, like a giant’s bonfire. The houses around the edge of Palace Square were well built but every so often one of them had collapsed, leaving a gap like a missing tooth. All the houses had cracks in their brightly painted fronts and great holes in their roofs where the tiles had slid off. A crowd of people huddled in the center of the square, as far from the buildings as they could get. Many of them were shivering but from shock rather than the chill of winter; a warm wind was gusting through the gaps where buildings had stood.

“Keth,” Mum cried and ran towards me, arms out wide. Her hair, usually red with streaks of gray in it, was now matted with thick white dust. It covered her face as well, as thick as Ma’s stage makeup, so that the glint in her eyes and her smile with her good teeth stood out.

We hugged and for a little while the world was a small safe place. Something pulled on my hand. It was Baffle. Mum and I separated. “This is Baffle,” I said. “She lives below the palace and directs where the warm air goes. Baffle, this is my mum, Ailsa.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Baffle said and moved over to Mum’s side as though drawn by an invisible thread.

“Ma has taken Dawyn to the dead garden,” Mum said. “It’s the safest place in the city. I insisted I wait for you here. Dawyn sent Master Braddle and his two lads back into the palace to rescue his valuables.”

I was about to reply when a picture flashed into my mind. It was carved into stone and it showed peasants weeping in front of collapsed huts while other peasants drowned in a huge wave. “The wave comes next,” a voice said inside my head. The picture vanished.

“What was that?” Turnip said inside my head. “Where did it come from?”

“Are you alright, Keth?” Mum put a hand on my shoulder.

“I’ve had a memory,” I said, “but I think it’s a memory about the future.” 

I had lost bits of my memory, including a large chunk of what had happened in the previous year. My memory jumped from spring, when I had been in the port of Racknor on the other side of the Sea of Wrack, to emerging from the palace well in Laundry Court in autumn. This loss of memory frustrated Turnip, who probed away in my mind, trying to dig up what it believed I had hidden.

A buried part of my mind had given me a message. An earthquake would collapse the peasants’ huts and what followed the earthquake would be a huge wave.

“Is there going to be a giant wave?” I thought at Turnip.

“I expect so,” Turnip said inside my head. “Don’t worry about it. We’re on high ground.”

“What is it, Keth?” Mum
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