
  
    [image: Innocence Lost]
  


  
    
      Innocence Lost

      Ghostspeaker Chronicles Book 1

    

    
      
        Patty Jansen

      

    

    
      Capricornica Publications

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

      

      
        
          About the Author

        

        
          More By This Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      JOHANNA SASHAYED down the church aisle towards the open doors that beckoned her to freedom. Her clogs clonked on the wooden floor, clop-clop-clop. With each sway of her hips, her skirts swished around her ankles, and her plait swung over her back, free of the bonnet.

      Outrageous. Improper.

      Poor girl, needs a mother. Look at her clothes. As if her father can’t afford anything better. He’s giving her far too much freedom.

      She knew the whispers of the merchants’ wives, the not-quite-nobles and other hangers-on of the Saardam gentry, and all the others in the pews. She knew the rules of the church about women, that they should dress modestly and not show any exuberance or draw attention to themselves.

      There would be hell to pay for this later, but today, she didn’t care.

      On second thoughts, coming to church wearing her clogs instead of her proper shoes was probably not her smartest idea ever. But she didn’t want to get her best shoes dirty. Of course she had a second-best pair of shoes, but even her second best pair of shoes was too good for the markets, where farmers cast their scraps on the ground and their pigs and cows and chickens left their business, and where the cobbles were always covered in slimy mud.

      Indeed, the daughter of a merchant who hoped to attain noble status wasn’t supposed to go to the markets. One had servants for the purpose.

      Not that she cared about that either. Because, for once, the weather gods smiled on Saardam, bringing out the colours, the paint on the merchants’ houses, the red of the roofs, the blue water in the canals, the brilliant green of the leaves on the trees, the yellow of the cheeses on the market stalls, the blue and white shirts of the cheese sellers. Had she ever noticed how many weeds grew between the pavers in the street and how brightly yellow the dandelions bloomed? Did she remember how blue the sky was and how white the clouds?

      She stopped at the church door, drinking it in.

      She called it freedom, now that the boring part of the day was done.

      The sunlight was kind even to Nellie, with wisps of flaxen hair peeking out from under her oh-so-proper bonnet. Her eyes were clear and blue and her skin was like the velvet bottom of the neighbour’s baby, so much prettier than Johanna’s. Those cheeks now flushed with red as she caught up with Johanna at the church doors, bowing and apologising to all those who had nothing better to do than complain.

      She whispered, “Mistress Johanna, you aren’t wearing your proper shoes.”

      “Aren’t I?” Johanna lifted up the hem of her skirt, letting the sunlight fall on her clogs. Pretty ones, these were, too, with painted patterns and made from willow wood that sang its stories to her whenever she wore them. Happy stories, of fat cows, green pastures, and peace.

      “Your shoes were in your room. I put them there this morning.”

      “Oh. I must have missed them.”

      She clonked down the church steps, clop-clop-clop on the wood. Clop-clop-clop down the new stairs of the new entrance porch with its Lurezian woodwork and stained glass windows. Clop-clop-clop onto the cobbled street.

      See me? I’m wearing my clogs to church. If there is any such thing as the Triune—which I doubt—He will love me or hate me with my clogs just as much as with my shoes.

      “Come, let’s go!”

      Nellie sighed and rolled her eyes. She did that a lot lately.

      Frivolous, they called Johanna, and said she needed a man. But have you ever noticed how marriage takes the life out of a woman’s eyes?

      She slid into the crowds of the markets, the servants, shopkeepers and common people buying their daily needs: bread, butter and cheese; potatoes, fish and—shudder—cabbage.

      “Good day Mistress Johanna, good day, Nellie,” said Leo Mustermans, standing behind his stall. He wore his Market Day best, a hose that was grey and less patched than what he usually wore when lugging cheeses from the sloops in the harbour. He did well enough; under his golden hair he had a round face, now sweaty and squinting into the sunlight.

      “Beautiful day today,” Johanna said. “The cheese will be good this summer.”

      “That, it will be, Mistress Johanna. Though the cheese will get sweaty if the breeze doesn’t pick up.”

      She laughed. She wanted to say, Just like you but Leo would laugh, because he was that kind of man, and others would know what she’d said and next thing that would be added to her list of recent sins.

      “It’s good quality cheese, the kind the Estlanders like.” He looked like he wanted to add something about Johanna’s father buying his cheese and selling it to Estland, but he didn’t. She was a frivolous girl after all and one couldn’t possibly discuss business with a girl. Fancy that.

      Then he asked, “You’re all excited for the king’s ball?”

      Johanna laughed but her good mood fled the instant he mentioned the word “ball”. Why did they always have to ask about that? As if it were the only thing that mattered for a young woman in Saardam: to be invited to the royal ball. She said through clenched teeth, “Our family is not important enough to go to the ball.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Don’t be, because I don’t want to go.”

      “But you should be invited, Mistress Johanna. You’d be pretty enough to turn all the noble boys’ heads, and brainy enough to outsmart them all.”

      She laughed, the sound again hollow. “Thanks for the flattery, Leo, but no thanks. I’m glad I don’t have to go.” It was not like the noble boys wanted brainy girls.

      “It’s a pity. The rumour goes that the king will announce a surprise for the citizens of Saardam.”

      Johanna had heard that, too, whispered to her by the wood of the pews in the church. She stifled a wave of suspicion and dread. Last year, the king’s surprise had been his donation of the statue of the Triune to the Church. The thing was so big that it had come on a river sloop pulled by two full teams of sea cows all the way from Lurezia. The blocks of the statue had to be dismantled even further before they fitted through the church door.

      She hoped the surprise would be nowhere as extravagant as that. And that it would be something that people could use. She heard the Burovian king had paid for a new concert hall, and that Lurezia now had a building dedicated to the study of the skies. Why couldn’t King Nicholaos give something like that? “I’m sure we’ll hear about it soon enough.”

      “That is true. We will, Mistress Johanna.” He nodded. “Have a nice day.”

      “A nice day to you, too.”

      She walked away from the stall, running her fingers over the wooden planks of the trestles groaning under the weight of his cheeses, big, fat yellow ones. The willow wood brought images of grazing cows and green fields to her mind—buttercups and dandelions, and stacks of drying hay.

      “He is right, you know,” Nellie said in a soft voice once they were in the next aisle.

      “What?” Johanna frowned at her, still thinking of green meadows and fat cows.

      “You should be invited to the ball. Your father is important enough. He’s certainly wealthy enough.”

      “Oh, pfaw, Nellie. He’s a merchant. Haven’t you noticed how much the nobles get out of their way to put us in our place? I’m glad I don’t have to go and that’s the truth of it. Do you see me dancing and twirling in frilly dresses? Do you see me walking up the steps to the palace with half of Saardam gawking at me and gossiping about what I’m wearing? I can just about hear their voices already: ‘She is very coarse, isn’t she?’ and ‘Goodness me, who did her hair?’ or ‘What is she wearing?’ ”

      “They are doing that already.” Nellie glared pointedly at Johanna’s clogs.

      Yes, she got the point.

      Clearly scenting blood, Nellie stuck her nose in the air. “It would be a good opportunity to show that you’re a real lady. It’s not too late for you to find a good husband—”

      “Nellie, have you noticed that as soon as a woman gets married, she dresses ‘proper’ and suddenly loses her youth and her sense of fun? Well, I have no intention of becoming like that.”

      “You can still be a fun person when you’re married.”

      “Show me a woman who managed that, and I will believe it.”

      She glared at Nellie and Nellie glared back.

      In her eyes Johanna saw the frustration of years of waiting, the embarrassment of watching her mistress do things that made her cringe. Johanna’s father employed Nellie as a personal maid and companion, but she wanted to be the maid of a household, a servant to the man Johanna was yet to marry, and a governess to the children Johanna didn’t have.

      You’re twenty-four, mistress. It is beyond time that you were married.

      Why did discussions always come back to that old subject?

      It was getting very tiresome.

      She continued from stall to stall, across the cobbled pavement, sliding her hands over the wood and hearing in the wood’s essence the conversations of men who had put out the trestles early this morning, the voices of the merchants as they arrived, the gossip, the people who were always late paying, the liars and cheats, who married whom, who cheated with whom, that sort of thing. She listened to the talk of merchants, about accounts, about imports, the sort of news she would relay to her father.

      Then Johanna came around a corner and found a stall with stacks of baskets of the type that were woven from willow twigs. Her heart leapt. Loesie was here.

      Johanna hadn’t seen Loesie since the pale beginning of spring. She lived with her grandmother on the flood plains of the Saar River that looped around Saarland to form the northern border with the kingdom of Estland and the eastern border with the barony of Gelre.

      Nellie had seen Loesie, too, because she touched Johanna’s arm. “Please, Mistress Johanna, it’s time to—”

      “I need a basket for my embroidery things.”

      “But you hardly ever do embroidery, Mistress Johanna.”

      “That’s why I need a basket—to keep it out of my way.”

      “But you have a room full of baskets. A basket for your wool, a basket for your laundry, a basket for your winter blankets . . .” She counted on her fingers. “I could scarce find room for another one.”

      “I am sure you can find one that is broken.”

      Johanna progressed to the stall, Nellie hobbling behind her, protesting that Johanna never broke any baskets. She felt sorry for Nellie; only sometimes, though. On second thoughts, Nellie was a nice girl, but she really needed to stand up for herself more, even against her mistress. Especially against her mistress, because she took advantage of it.

      Having felt Johanna approach, as Johanna knew Loesie would, Loesie rose from behind a pile of baskets.

      And there the day turned not-so-very-good at all.

      The young woman in the stall was no longer the one Johanna knew as her friend, no longer the vivid, laughing, large-eyed creature that people in town called a witch when they thought Johanna wasn’t listening. No longer the figure that inspired fear in Nellie and the ship’s boys who sneaked around trying to steal from the stalls.

      This pale shell of her friend was like a ghost. Her mist-grey eyes were wide, her skin so pale it was almost translucent. A black dress hung off bony shoulders, and a black scarf covered her limp, grey-brown hair.

      As Loesie recognised Johanna, her face split into a grin, but it was more like a grimace. Her cheeks were death-pale.

      Johanna ran to her, simultaneously horrified and revolted. “Loesie! What happened to you?”

      Her arms closed around Loesie’s shoulders, and at the same time, a shudder of cold went through her. There was no meat on Loesie’s bones at all. “A sickness? Death in the family?”

      Loesie only looked at Johanna.

      “What happened, Loesie? Where is your grandmother?” But it was clear that she had come alone. There were not as many baskets as usual and the stall was rather messy.

      Loesie’s lips opened, but her mouth made only a kind of ghghghgh noise from the back of her throat. She lifted her hand up to her neck. It sounded like she had a turnip stuck down there.

      “You can’t speak?”

      She nodded.

      “You have a disease?”

      She shook her head. Her eyes bore a glazed expression, as one—Johanna shivered—one touched by magic.

      Of course the Shepherd in church said there was no magic, and that’s what the people wanted to believe. The Church had no control over magic, because magic flows where magic goes, in the wood of the willow trees, in the wind and in the water. Magic didn’t happen for everyone, and certainly didn’t answer to priests and their prayers.

      So magic or no, Johanna knew not what else to call it, but it hovered in Loesie’s eyes sure as she could hear willow wood speak.

      Johanna dug under her apron, trying not to notice how thin Loesie was and how ill her grandmother’s dress fitted her, and how her skin had paled until it looked like she was a corpse that had floated in the water for days. She took a bag of biscuits out of her pocket and slipped it into Loesie’s hands. She scrunched open the paper.

      “Go on then, eat them. They’re good. Koby made them.”

      With her bone-thin fingers, Loesie broke a piece off a biscuit and popped in her mouth. She closed her eyes as she chewed, then she smiled. Johanna put her hand on Loesie’s shoulder. “Tonight you should sleep in Father’s sea-cow barn. You’ll be warm there. I’ll bring you some food, right?”

      She nodded.

      From the corner of her eye, Johanna could see Nellie fidgeting.

      Yes, yes, I know I came here to buy a basket. Let’s choose a basket, then.

      She ran her fingers over the rim of a coarsely-woven laundry basket. The stripped willow twigs made her skin tingle. She heard laughter, sloshing of water around a boat, the voices of a young man and a young woman. She pulled away and reached for another basket. Those twigs gave her no more than the soft lowing of cows. The next thing, a footstool made from willow twigs, contained a male voice, which said, “You know, one day in spring a flood will come and all this land will be under water.”

      A boy responded, “Can’t we stop it?”

      “No, son, it needs to happen. It’s part of life.”

      Johanna withdrew her fingers. She’d heard all these voices before. They came from twigs cut from willows around town.

      Loesie rummaged under her table and pulled out a few more baskets, none of which were in the shape of anything that Johanna could remotely use for storing embroidery.

      She glanced over her shoulder at Nellie, who scrunched her hands up before her, white-knuckled, and who was studiously avoiding gazes from genteel citizens, glances that said, You should tell your mistress not to involve herself with such questionable people. Poor Nellie.

      Then Loesie pulled a square basket that had been at the bottom of the pile and held it out to Johanna, uttering more ghghghgh sounds.

      “For me?”

      She nodded, her eyes vivid.

      The moment Johanna touched the woven twigs, she heard the most bloodcurdling scream she had ever heard in her life. A woman. It was night and the pale moonlight wasn’t strong enough to show what was happening. There were men’s voices, too, rough and . . . foreign. The sound of galloping hooves, and a low, guttural, demonic roar. Some kind of creature bounded through tall grass. All Johanna saw was a silhouette, pushing aside tall grass and leaves that occasionally reflected the moonlight like silver. The creature ran flat-footed, was long-haired, and had small, rounded ears and a long snout, like a hunting dog, except it was much bigger than that.

      She dropped the basket, goose bumps crawling over her arms. “Where . . .” She gulped for air. “Where did this wood come from?”

      Loesie thudded her hand on her chest.

      “You cut it?”

      She nodded.

      If she cut it, it must come from somewhere close to her grandmother’s farm. Johanna bent to pick up the basket, and used her apron to touch the wood. The messages in the wood faded the more people touched it.

      Did that poor screaming woman survive? What was that dreadful roar? What was that creature? Willow tales were always true. If that’s what the tree had seen, then that was how it had happened.

      “Loesie—was this at your grandmother’s farm?”

      She nodded and mimicked fighting.

      “They’re bandits? Coming into Saarland?”

      She nodded again and then formed her hands into claws and mimicked a roar.

      “And demons?”

      Loesie nodded again.

      Except the kingdom of Saarland had been at peace for many years. There had not been any marauding bands of invaders for a long time. Certainly not magical ones.

      Johanna wanted to set the basket down, but Loesie gestured for her to keep it and pointed across the marketplace.

      “You want me to leave?”

      “Ghghghghgh!” She shook her head and pointed more strenuously.

      Nellie reminded Johanna, “We should be on our way, Mistress Johanna. We have to be back for midday—”

      “Cowpats, Nellie, we have plenty of time.”

      Nellie’s cheeks darkened. “Mistress Johanna. You shouldn’t say such . . . things. And in the marketplace, too, where everyone can hear it, mind you. What is your father going to say when he hears—”

      “Stop it, Nellie, before I say any worse words. My friend needs help. That’s much more important than what people think of me.”

      Then, spotting the crest of Saardam above the entrance to the council chambers, she realised what Loesie had been trying to say. “You want me to tell someone, like the mayor?”

      She nodded, her eyes wide, while she gripped Johanna’s arm. “Ghghghgh!”

      “Yes, I will.” Though what she would tell a mayor who went to church every day and didn’t believe in magic she didn’t know. She could just about see the man’s face, over his hideous ruffled collar. The wood told you there are bands of rogues about? “If I’m to make a convincing story, I need to know who these men are and where they are now.”

      Loesie made a sweeping motion with her hand.

      “Everywhere?”

      She nodded.

      Johanna looked at the peaceful market scenes, the cheese merchants, the fabric sellers, the turnip farmers, all people she knew reasonably well. No one she didn’t.

      “Here?”

      Loesie made a sound of frustration. “Ghghghghgh!”

      “In the city?”

      Loesie pulled her arm again, placing her hand flat on her chest. Then she pointed at Johanna.

      “Yes, I promise I’ll tell someone.”
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      WHATEVER HAPPENED to the nice day?

      Johanna left the markets with no idea what she was going to do about the promise she’d made to Loesie. She couldn’t just walk into the mayor’s office and tell him about the magic warning.

      The mayor went to church and took the Shepherd’s teaching very seriously. A few weeks ago in church, the Shepherd Romulus had given a sermon that condemned magic in the strongest possible words. Johanna could still hear his voice. There are those who adhere to the dark crafts of old, from quacks who tell the people lies about treatments that do not work, and fortune-tellers who take your money for deceit and extortion, to those who try to do evil. They tell you they see things on the wind or in the wood. These are lies. At best, the dark crafts are a fallacy. At worst, they are evil.

      He let his words echo through the church.

      Then there are those, at the pinnacle of all evil, who willingly engage in the black arts that are the domain of the Lord of Fire. Those who seek to possess other people, those who speak to ghosts, and worst of all, those who try to raise the dead.

      A kind of shudder had gone through the congregation at those words.

      Johanna remembered sitting in her pew with her hands clamped between her knees, feeling like the Triune itself would burst through the ceiling of the church and point a great shining light at her. A big voice would boom through the church, Here is a sinner and a witch and yet she sits in our church every day and she shares our meals. Who knows what she reads about you when she runs her hand over your dining table?

      It was at times like this that her father’s words haunted her: that she didn’t belong in this church—which she knew because she didn’t really believe in the Triune—and that she should stop going to it.

      But the church was useful. The benches made of willow wood were full of stories, which they released to her at the touch of her hands. They taught her many things she would never have known otherwise.

      And everyone went to church. Everyone of her age at least. It was new, it was a good thing for the citizens, because the Verses taught that people should be sensible, compassionate, honest and frugal, all things that the Lurezian culture that had gripped the nobles of the city was not. Of course the nobles and those who wanted to be nobles disliked the Church’s teachings against blatant displays of wealth.

      There was just that little problem about magic and the way the Shepherd portrayed all magic as black and evil. One day, Johanna had told herself, she was going to show the Church that magic was mostly used for good. But that day hadn’t come yet and each day the Church’s teachings against magic intensified.

      Increasing numbers of people, like the mayor, believed in the evil of magic. That was because many had never seen it.

      Many, many people couldn’t see things in willow wood, or hear voices on the wind, and therefore, to these people, this magic was something dark and evil. They liked what the Shepherd said about magic: that it was the mark of the Lord of Fire and those who practiced it were disciples of that evil force.

      For Johanna, there was no right or wrong about magic. Magic just was. The wood showed her what the wood had seen. It re-played those images until the magic ran out. There was nothing evil about it, nothing that she could control. The magic was in the wood. She was simply there to see it.

      But because the Church and the Shepherd had become popular—and because the king went to church—it meant that if she needed to warn people, there was no way that she could do so with Loesie’s story alone.

      She couldn’t tell anyone of the bloodcurdling scream from that woman or the demons, because she couldn’t explain how she had seen them.

      A plain warning that some people crossed the river would not bother anyone, because people in the border regions crossed the river all the time. Yet if Johanna spoke of the demons, they’d say that this was a hallucination by an unstable woman, unmarried and frivolous. The Church would consider her evil, too.

      But she knew what the wood had shown her was true.

      Who could these invaders be?

      Saarland had been at peace for longer than Father had been alive.

      She didn’t think the royal family had offended anyone. They preferred trade with the neighbouring countries. Father’s sloops, the Lady Sara and Lady Davida and the smaller ones, went up and down the river all the time. Father met with the Estlanders at Aroden castle and went as far as the rapids where the Saar River came down from the mountains in Westfalia, far beyond the borders even of Gelre. He’d never said anything about threats or bandits. It just made no sense.

      There was only one thing to do: she needed to find out if someone else had seen anything.

      Johanna said to Nellie, “You go ahead. Tell my father I’ll be home soon.”

      “But Mistress, what are you going to do? It’s almost midday.” And midday was dinner and heaven forbid if she was late for that, even if only with her own father. Do you ever not think about what’s proper, Nellie?

      “I won’t be long. There is something I have to do right now.”

      “Your father will be so angry if you’re late. And what with you wearing your clogs to church—”

      “Please, Nellie.” Johanna held up her hands.

      “Your father wants me to keep you—”

      “Out of mischief and on the right path, yes. I’m not going to do anything silly. I just need to talk to someone.”

      Nellie glared at her and an unspoken warning hung between them.

      It had something to do with the time last month that Johanna had borrowed a looking glass and wanted to see how the Moon would take a bite out of the Sun, as Jan Dieckens, who was the lighthouse keeper but who spent a lot of time looking at the stars, said.

      But it happened at dusk and the sun was so low that Johanna couldn’t see it from her bedroom widow, or the garden, so she’d climbed up on the roof through the attic window in the drying room. Before going out there, she had taken off her dress because it was too cumbersome for climbing on roofs, right?

      But it so happened that her father had wanted to see her, and not finding her in her room, he had asked the servants, and none of them knew where she was. Then they all started looking, and getting more concerned until the gardener—a man no less—found her on the roof wearing only her drawers. What a scandal that had been!

      “Please yourself, Nellie. You can go home, or you can come with me, but I am going. And the sooner I go, the quicker I’ll be back.” She turned and walked away.

      Nellie ran after her. “Where are you going?” The words to the roof in your drawers? hung in her voice.

      “To Father’s office.”

      Nellie’s eyes widened. Apparently she had expected something entirely different. Some of the tension went out of her posture.

      The merchant office of the Brouwer spice merchants was along the harbour, in one of the stately buildings on the quay. The front window looked out over the harbour, and the ships, the sails, the masts and the activity that came with the many different kinds of ships.

      There were big sailing vessels that went over the ocean, which went to places as far as the Horn and beyond, and brought back exotic spices and silks. There were the trusty river barges such as Johanna’s father owned, which lay, ugly and plain, side-by-side in the glittering water of the harbour. A ship’s boy was jumping from one boat to the other. A couple of quay workers were unloading fat cheeses onto a cart. With their greenish hue, they were Estlander cheeses, made from sheep’s milk. That was what Father did: he took the exotic spices and silks to the inland cities of the east, and brought back their cheeses and dainty cabbage sprouts. He’d said not long ago that the company had enough money to invest in a seafaring vessel, but no one would dream of setting sail without guards to protect the vessel against pirates on the open ocean, and mercenaries did not work for common citizens. And the nobles wouldn’t accept Father as one of them.

      It was all very silly and frustrating.

      A few herder boys in rowing boats were taking a group of sea cows across to the barns on the other side of the harbour. The sunlight glistened on the animals’ hairy backs. They could probably already smell the cabbages and carrots in the water. The Brouwer Company’s barn was somewhere amongst the boathouses perched on stilts over the water. This was where Loesie would sleep. Johanna would come back tonight and check on her.

      As she squinted into the light, she noticed that there was an unusual sloop in the harbour. With its dark-painted sides and large cabin, with real glass windows and red curtains, it didn’t look like a cargo ship. In fact, it looked like some rich person’s private ship.

      A few men sat on the deck of the Lady Sara, the Brouwer Company’s flagship, smoking and drinking coffee, and waved as Johanna passed.

      “Good morning, Mistress Johanna.”

      She stopped. “Good morning, Adrian. How’s business?”

      “We delivered the cheese to the Hendricksen warehouse. The Lady Davida should be back tomorrow with the wheat.”

      “Make sure the hold gets cleaned out properly. The Lady Davida will be taking a shipment of fine food to Estland, and I’m sure Lord Aroden won’t like finding weevils in his biscuits.”

      “Sure, Mistress Johanna.” Adrian snorted, no doubt thinking of that weevil incident.

      She nodded at the black barge. “Do you know who that ship belongs to?”

      “The black one?”

      “Yes. Whose is it?”

      “Don’t know, Mistress, but I wager it’s someone important. They arrived last night and there was a big to-do with folk on horses and carriages. All of it after dark, mind. Didn’t see who came in, but it musta been important. Master Willems saw them too and said they might be guests for the royal family.”

      Oh, that dratted ball again. Now there were important foreign guests, huh? Wonder what outrageous things they would be wearing?

      Pardon the sarcasm.

      She looked at the boat and its immaculate shiny deck and she couldn’t begin to figure who this important person would be. She would have recognised the Estlander flag if they were people from the Estlander royal family. But it wasn’t the Estlander family standard. It was a blue flag with a small yellow emblem in it that depicted something complicated, like a flower or a frilled dragon, but was too far away for her to see.

      “What company does that flag belong to?”

      He shrugged. “Something Burovian. Heard a rumour that it belonged to some religious order’s sanatorium. Dunno if that’s true, mind . . .”

      That didn’t sit well with her. The Church—a religious order—a sanatorium. People from a Burovian religious order invited to the ball? King Nicholaos had become so obsessed with religion recently—religion which forbade magic. Magic, which she could not help having. Church, which she attended because everyone did, but where she didn’t completely feel at ease.

      She shivered. “Thank you, Adrian.”

      He waved and she continued on to the office of the Brouwer Company. The bells above the door clanged as she stepped inside, onto the familiar wooden floor where she’d played as a child, the familiar desk, now empty, where the office clerk usually sat, and the shelves with samples on the back wall. Even the smell was familiar. Tobacco, curry, nutmeg, cinnamon.

      Nellie followed her and closed the door, shutting out the harbour sounds.

      Master Willems, fresh-faced and red-cheeked, in black over-dress and white ruffled shirt, came out of the door to Father’s office.

      “Good morning Mistress Johanna. Good morning, Nellie.”

      It was still morning. Only just.

      He must have been ready to go out to the Church midday service because he held a thumbed copy of the Book of the Triune in his hands. He was Reader at church and would stand to the side of the altar and read out passages of the Verses.

      “I haven’t finished the Pietersen account yet,” he said. “I’m sorry, I know I promised your father but I’ve been—”

      “I didn’t come for the Pietersen account. I want to talk to you.”

      “Oh?” He raised one blond eyebrow. One corner of his mouth quivered. He wasn’t handsome, exactly, but trustworthy and dependable. If it hadn’t been for his piousness, Johanna might even have liked him. “Me? Well, Mistress Johanna, I’m not sure that I—” He looked more puzzled now.

      “It’s about the wind.”

      “What wind?”

      His face went blank, but by the way he gripped the edge of the table, Johanna figured he knew what this was about. He looked from her to Nellie, as if he wanted to say, how much does she know? and then jerked his head at the back office. They went inside, leaving Nellie in the front room.

      Inside, by the hearth, big velvet-covered chairs took up most of the space. Account books lay in tottering piles on the heavy wooden desk in the corner. This used to be her father’s desk, but her father hardly came in anymore, preferring to do his work from the comfort of his chair by the fire at home.

      The air in the room smelled of fresh tobacco and an array of spices that were laid out on the table. He must have had a visiting buyer this morning.

      Johanna sat down in one of the chairs, Master Willems in the other, smoothing the folds of his robe. He still held the Book of the Triune, and clutched it to his chest, nervously.

      They sat there in silence for an uncomfortable moment before Johanna asked, “Have you seen anything on the wind lately, Master Willems?”

      He froze, the book of the Triune in his hand. She had never spoken of magic, much less that she knew he could read wind magic from
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