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Chapter One



			There had been a murder. Wendowleen knew this as soon as she woke up. Apart from the knowing, the morning was much the same as usual. Her wolf lay sleeping at the bottom of her bed as she woke, and she gave him a small nudge with her large toe. Nothing stirred but the dust surrounding him, which billowed in tiny mushrooms from the duvet to his fur. 


			“Oi.”


			Nothing. She rolled her eyes and nudged him again. This time his nose wrinkled slightly, and she viewed it with satisfaction. He was awake.  


			“There’s been a murder.”


			At this, the wolf knew better than to open his eyes. Many of his mornings had started this way in the past year, and he wasn’t going to get involved. He rolled his head lazily from one side to the other and let out a large snort. 


			“Well, you might think that, but if you’re not willing to help, what are you good for?”


			Another snort. This wasn’t a magic wolf; he couldn’t speak English (or any other language for that matter). He was fluent in wolf. Wendowleen was not. 


			“Useless. Get a wolf, they said. It’ll keep you company in your old age.”


			She pulled her dust-laden bed covers back and lifted her legs out of bed. They were heavy and weighted with swollen ankles, a sign that she had done too much the day before. This was the thing about getting older. The ankles that once carried you began to look like hams. 


			“Bloody hams.” 


			The wolf opened one eye and stared at her. This was a word he did know. In fact, he was excellent with all food-related words in every language. Mention a kobasica, salsiccia, a korv or a selsig, and you could expect to look down to see a sizeable greying wolf waiting patiently by your side. 


			Wendowleen glanced over at him and reached out a hand to touch his fur. They had only lived together for a year. He had been a retirement gift from her university. And it was a shock, because she had not once mentioned that she fancied getting a wolf. Not once in the forty-five years that she had taught there. Many people did, of course, especially the elderly. And those who lived alone. She sighed at him. Perhaps she ticked both of those boxes now. But the wolves that were companions for the elderly were at least meant to do something. They opened doors, put the kettle on, that sort of thing. This wolf had none of the skills she had expected him to have. Early in their cohabitation, she had left him to sort the laundry and had come back half an hour later to find him asleep in a pile of her dirty knickers. And that had rather put her off trying to make him useful. He seemed to be a wolf in name only, so she didn’t bother to name him at all, referring to him only as Wolf.


			Wendowleen stood and shuffled her way to the landing, leaving Wolf to sleep among the dust. As she took the stairs carefully, one at a time, she stared at the photographs that adorned the walls. The ones at the top were expertly hung in her younger days, and by her young love, Arthur. There, at the highest point, their cohabitation day. A little below, her first graduation. Then, her second. Then, ornamented in a golden frame, her doctorate. Arthur smiling proudly beside her in each, as she stood awkwardly in a ridiculous hat, looking exhausted. Lower, there were the ones that she had tried to hang recently. Her retirement party, barely out of arms reach, because every time she got the ladder out to do it, Wolf had growled and pulled at it. Stupid animal. Her promotion to Professor, a little higher than that. A beautiful frame that she had always meant to fill above that one, holding nothing but a blank space. 


			At the bottom of the staircase was the kitchen. It was a small, but tall house. Each room was accessible by stairs only, with one room on each floor. There were five floors and five rooms. These days Wendowleen mainly spent time in the bottom two, her bedroom and the kitchen. Of course, she had to visit the third floor every now and then, for the monthly bath. She had a toilet outside in the garden though, so it wasn’t as serious a situation as all that. The fourth floor was a guest room, and the fifth was…well, what was the fifth room? She paused in front of the kettle and closed her eyes tightly; it had been so long since she ventured up there. Ah. The library. That made sense. The house nestled in between two other houses of a very similar layout. In her youth, she and Arthur had discussed the possibility of buying one someday and knocking the walls through to create floors with at least two rooms. But even then, she knew that this would never be possible. It wasn’t just the money, but the city would never allow it. There were rules, you know, and she was breaking them anyway by occupying a house with two bedrooms. That wasn’t how it was done in Finer Bay (a name that brought to mind a coast much nicer than the one that actually gave the city its title). She had been warned by the Finery (law enforcement – aptly named) that they would indeed be fining her if she didn’t move someone in or move out herself by the end of the year. They had given an exact date, but that date had sifted through her mind and disappeared within a week. Anyway, she knew the mayor of the city. She had taught him at the university when he was just a show-off without a golden medallion. If the Finery really did come round to bother her, she would just get him involved. 


			She filled the kettle with water and placed it on the stove, watching the flames rise around the metal. A chill on her skin caused her pores to push upwards, jostling for position. She stared at her arm and shook her head. 


			“A sure sign.”


			There had been a murder, after all. 













			
Chapter Two



			In every city there are problems. Homelessness, starvation, criminality... For the Finery, this was all the better: they wanted crime, murder, and anguish. After all, who makes money in a perfect city? Nobody. Who makes money in a city filled with crime? The Finery. Small children who wanted to make money in their future saw the Finery as the way forward. And, as the Finery only wanted a very specific sort of person involved in their society, you could only sign up to join them if you were under the age of fifteen. Once the contract was signed, you couldn’t change your mind. You didn’t actually get to officially work with them until you were twenty, of course, but by securing those born with ideals of an unfair society early, they succeeded in having troops that did not question their decisions. Ever. If you were unlucky enough to be robbed, you could rely on the Finery to arrest the robber. However, you should also expect to be fined and given a warning yourself for being an easy victim. The force were always there, on the streets and in your mind. They would pace the pavements, carefully looking for trouble. Giant posters covered billboards and walls, showing officers in uniform, with slogans like “Watch Your Step” and “We See You”.


			Versions of the Finery existed in other, smaller, cities and towns throughout Rytter, but they were not as feared as those in Finer Bay, and those in Finer Bay didn’t like Wendowleen Cripcot. Oh, they knew there was a title in front of her name, be it Professor or Doctor, but they weren’t going to use that. She just wasn’t right for Finer Bay or even Rytter as a whole. She must have been a hundred years old if she was a day, and her binder at the Finery headquarters was now more of a cabinet than a file. And the most infuriating thing about her was that she acted as though she wasn’t scared of the Finery at all. If there was anything to make the institution crumble, it was a lack of fear. This was taught to you on your first day as a recruit. Even the officers were afraid of each other. You made friends in the Finery, that was a given, and some even found their spouses there, but you never for a moment turned your back on them. The tales of in-depth files being kept by a spouse on their partner were endless. It was expected, even. Jokes were made at cohabitation ceremonies about it – “I knew they were meant for each other when I saw the way he’d underlined Proud’s name in silver in the daily threat report.” Cue nervous laughter from Proud and hurried notes taken later that day. That sort of thing. 


			Two young recruits had been ordered to visit Wendowleen that morning. They hadn’t met her before and had been told to remind her of her moving date and bring fear into her heart. This, in turn, inspired fear in them, as they hadn’t done an official visit of this kind before, and neither of them could decide who was going to do the talking. 


			“Please – you do it. You’re much scarier than I am. Look at me.” The young woman stood back and held her arms out slightly. Their starched blazers were stiff in the wind, shoulder pads pointing out severely from their shoulders. 


			“You’re terrifying. You do it.” The man smirked in response, tufty hairs sprouting from around his upper lip. They marched onwards in silence, irritation stinging the air around them until they reached the street that Wendowleen lived on. 


			“Such a weird street. Look at the gaps between the houses. What a waste of space. Look at those front gardens.” The woman sighed. 


			“Exactly. And to live here and have a bedroom spare? Who does she think she is?”


			They stared hard at each other, puffing their chests out, pigeons ready to fight. 


			“I’ll do it,” the man said firmly. 


			“No, you won’t.”


			They jostled up the front garden, treading the carefully planted golden flowers that followed the path into the dirt, and rapped their knuckles on the oak door in unison. 


			Wendowleen answered sleepily, chestnut broth in hand. The pair stared at the tall, plump woman and flashed their Finery badges. 


			“Wendowleen Cripcot?” they spoke in unison. 


			“Dr Cripcot to you.”


			They glanced at each other. This is what their superior had meant. The young woman stepped forward slightly. 


			“Wendowleen Cripcot, we are from the Fi-”


			“You bloody idiots! Look at my awatoprams!” Wendowleen pushed passed them to her golden flowers and knelt carefully beside them, gently pouring chestnut broth into the earth. “There, my dears, this may help a little.”


			“Miss Cripcot – do you know who we are?” The man took over, red rising from his neck to his face. Wendowleen stood and turned slowly, the inch difference in their height suddenly becoming a tower. 


			“Did you just call me Miss? What did I tell you my name was?”


			He stared into her eyes, watching their colour darken dramatically. She was a citizen, how dare she make him feel afraid! She was nothing compared to him. 


			“We are from the Finery.” He rose onto his tiptoes to try and gain a little height. “And we have come to talk to you about your spare bedroom.”


			Wolf wandered out of the house and sat squarely in front of the door, staring at the uniformed woman. She glanced at him briefly. Wolves could sometimes be something to be wary of, but old peoples’ wolves were often nothing to worry about. This one looked tamer than a rabbit. 


			“Oh, get out of my way, you stupid boy.” Wendowleen batted the man out of her stride and moved slowly toward the front door. The woman stepped forward in front of her path and held her hands up in front of her. 


			“If you do not cease all activity immediately, we will be forced to arrest you.”


			“Who is your superior?”


			“That is none of your business!” The woman stamped her foot, much to Wendowleen’s joy. 


			“Do you know, young lady...there’s something so familiar about you.”


			“No, there isn’t,” she responded quickly.


			“There is. I know your face. Is your mother Roma?”


			The pause told Wendowleen everything she needed to know. “Oh goodness, what a crying shame. She was such a bright woman – I taught her philosophy at university. All those years ago. Who’d have thought she’d have a child in the Finery?”


			“My mother supports all of my decisions,” the woman sputtered, thrown by this turn in the conversation. 


			“No, dear, she doesn’t. Oh, such a shame. She did so well too.”


			Wendowleen frowned gently at the woman and shrugged her shoulders. It was an entirely different life to be in the Finery. Once signed up, you didn’t get the option to go to university. That wasn’t a choice. Universities and education were too dangerous for the officers, they might be encouraged to think something themselves. As soon as that dotted line was signed with your name, you were whisked out of mainstream education to a Finery boarding school and encouraged to cut all ties with those who had not joined. It was often the case that parents never heard from their child again, unless, of course, they did something to put them in front of the Finery. No parent supported the decision to join unless they were a part of it too. 


			The male officer stepped forward, shining new boots crunching on the soil beneath his feet. 


			“You have one month to the day. If you have not moved out of this house by then or moved a lodger into your spare room, you will have broken law 532 and will be dealt with as the Finery sees fit. There will be no court case. There will be no opportunity for you to argue your side.”


			They turned on their heel in unison, something that had definitely been planned, and stalked down the pathway, this time avoiding the crushed golden petals of the awatoprams. When they reached the gate, the woman turned and fixed Wendowleen with a shaky smile. 


			“You should move to the country. There are no bedroom laws there.”


			Wendowleen rolled her eyes and walked back inside, beckoning at Wolf, who was watching the pair leave with interest.


			“You weren’t much help, were you?”


			Wolf glanced at her momentarily and licked his lips. Wendowleen didn’t know what he meant by that and so closed the door behind her, leaving him on the step. 













			
Chapter Three



			Wendowleen first saw Arthur at a protest. There he was, skinny arms holding a banner aloft, protesting against…now what was it again? Wendowleen closed her eyes and tried to focus her memory. It was probably something to do with the Finery. She was wrong, however, because it wasn’t. It was the university wanting to knock down the old library to make way for a new one. The plans for the new library were very fancy, futuristic, even. Glass walls, stairs that only had space for one foot. Daft things, meant to encourage those from not only Finer Bay but the whole of Rytter, to visit. The protests were not just against the idea of knocking down the old library but against the filtering of the books. There was also the suggestion of moving all of the graduate theses from the library to storage. This irritated Wendowleen, an absolute atrocity. Her great-grandmother’s thesis was there, displayed for all to see, and she liked to visit it now and then while working on her own. It was like getting a handshake from a friend. What was to become of life if everything worthwhile was put into storage? 


			Eventually, the new library wasn’t built. The fury was too much for the Vice Chancellor, who was furious in turn that his plans would never come to fruition because the public thought they knew better. Outrageous. 


			But this isn’t just where Wendowleen and Arthur’s story began, it was where Wendowleen’s file began at the Finery headquarters. In short, she bit somebody. Of course, the Finery were there; where else would they be on the day of a protest? An officer put his hand on Wendowleen’s shoulder, and she bit his finger. People have been thrown in jail for life for less. Luckily for Wendowleen, the mayor had just arrived and trudged his way over. This particular mayor only lasted two years in post, as he was forced out by those not as gentle as he. His calm manner got him voted in one moment but ousted the next.


			“Excuse me, young man – what are you doing touching members of the public who are peacefully protesting?”


			The officer glared at him in response; here was confusing ground to tread on. He was in the Finery; after all, his actions were the law. But on the other hand, the mayor was the man with the keys to the city. He held up his finger begrudgingly. 


			“She bit me.”


			The mayor laughed and shook his head, peering at the finger with feigned interest.


			“Well, I would probably bite you too if you laid a finger on me, sir.”


			The ‘sir’ at the end of the sentence was low and long, drawn out and stretched. Wendowleen barely stayed to see the response to this and quickly stepped through the crowd until she reached Arthur, the man she had previously admired. He grinned at her. 


			“Did you just bite an officer of the Finery?”


			Wendowleen laughed and shrugged her shoulders and then reconsidered this move, understanding that Arthur was seemingly interested in those who fought against the establishment. She stopped laughing and stared at him in a serious, but not unfriendly, way. 


			“That was nothing. I’ve done worse.”


			This was a lie, but it didn’t matter. Arthur had already fallen in love with her. Unfortunately for Wendowleen, a different officer had been standing nearby, had heard this, and had written her name down in capital letters in his notebook. One officer returning from a protest with your name on their lips is not ideal, two officers returning with your name on their lips is worse. The number of officers that eventually wrote Wendowleen’s name down for further investigation that day was actually five. One count of finger biting, one count of admission of crimes, one count of purposefully stepping on an officer’s boot, one count of taking part in an illegal protest, and one count of indecent behaviour at said protest (kissing Arthur, it turns out).













			
Chapter Four



			Wendowleen slammed her mug down on the kitchen counter, the force causing a tidal wave of chestnut broth to spill over its edge. She stared at it. Wolf growled outside the front door. She should have let him in, really, but she needed a moment, just a minute, to calm down. How dare the Finery come to her house that way to demand that she move a stranger in or leave? They had long done stupid things, but now she was getting fed up. She turned and marched to the front door, yanking it open to reveal Wolf glaring at her. He stood and purposefully padded into the house, tail straight to show his annoyance. 


			“That’s it,” she said to him, and he stared at her, eyebrows furrowing. He recognised her tone. She closed the door softly this time and leaned on the small three-legged table propped up against the wall. Wolf sat and watched her read a number carefully from a square of paper glued to the surface. She dialled it, saying the numbers under her breath. 


			“The mayor.”


			A pause. 


			“It’s Dr Cripcot.”


			Another. 


			“Just you put him on the phone – all right?”


			Wolf moved closer and pricked up an ear, leaning in.


			“Hello? Wendowleen, is it?”


			“Yes, hello. I’m calling about the Finery.”


			“Of course you are. It might be better if you booked a phone call with my PA – he really knows his stuff.”


			“He doesn’t have any power, though, does he?”


			A stifled laugh from the other end. 


			“What is it that you need, Wendowleen?”


			“Do you remember when you used to call me Dr Cripcot?”


			“Yes. I stopped around the same time you started visiting me when I didn’t answer the phone, I think. What is it that you need?”


			“The Finery have given me a date to move a stranger into my house or move out. What do you have to say about that?”


			“I’d say that it’s their prerogative. They are here, as I have explained numerous times to you, to enforce the law. And this law makes sense.”


			The mayor had only been in his position for four months. He had already had multiple dealings with Wendowleen. 


			“You listen to me –”


			“You really shouldn’t call me so oft –”


			“LISTEN. I am going to be one hundred and one years old in two months. Why in the world should I move? I’ve lived here for over sixty years!”


			“If you want the finer details of the law, I’ll have my PA send it over to you.”


			“Are you telling me that there is nothing you can do, at all?”


			A pause. 


			“Yes. Take my advice. Think about the countryside. I’ve tried to help you before, Wendowleen, but really, enough is enough. Time to hang up the protest banner, I think.”


			Wendowleen slammed down the phone, hoping that the suddenness of this caused the mayor to jump. It certainly made Wolf flinch, who watched her with interest. He hadn’t understood the conversation, but he knew that it wasn’t the outcome Wendowleen had wanted. She drummed her fingers on the table, causing it to rock back and forth on its three legs. She glanced at him. 


			“Who on earth could I move in that I wouldn’t mind living in close quarters with?”


			Wolf cocked his head to one side. 


			“I could dress you up like a person.”


			He cocked his head to the other, trying to find the hidden snack within her speech. 


			“Arthur’s sister moved to the country,” she said to no one. With that, she rounded her shoulders and began to trudge up the stairs. Wolf waited a step behind, as always, but followed her. Once they arrived at the first landing he paused, waiting for her to enter the bedroom. She didn’t. He let out a low murmur at this, was it bath time already? Had it been a month? She began to climb to the next story, each step more laboured than the last. He paused when they reached that landing, too, as Wendowleen made no move toward the tub. She stepped forward again and took a deep breath, hand poised over the bannister. 


			Onward and upward, the dust building beneath her feet the higher they went. The fourth floor, the spare room. Wendowleen stopped and stared at it. A single bed sat in the middle, still made from well…it must have been the last time she had guests. When on earth was that? She had no idea. It was wrinkled slightly from Wolf, who had decided that it may as well be his bed on occasion. 


			Wolf watched her. She turned and began to climb the final set of stairs. He let out a low howl. He wasn’t very well trained, but he knew enough. He perceived that she was starting to struggle.


			“Quiet you.”


			He howled again, louder this time. She stopped on the third step and turned awkwardly. 


			“If you howl one more time.”


			He put a paw on the first step and seemed to nod at her expectantly. 


			“I’ll just be quite cross, that’s all.”


			That was no threat, and he didn’t understand it, anyway. 


			Wendowleen reached the top with a heavy breath and a heavier step. The tips of her ears were burning. It reminded her of what she had forgotten. The murder. She rested her hand on the wall and stood for a moment, surveying the room. Wolf rested his chin on her foot, and lay down, whining. She said nothing, rolling her watery eyes at him and wiggling her toes, causing her chin to ripple. Her ears throbbed again as though nudging her. 


			“The murder. I keep forgetting.”


			Wolf watched her cautiously. Wendowleen had had a sense like this before, many years previously. But where had she gotten to with that investigation? It was while she was still at the university, teaching the masses. Her ears burned every day for a month, and she knew, she just knew that something was very wrong. The mayor died a week before her ears finished burning. By that time, welts and marks had begun to show, and the alienist had discounted the issue as mental. She had thought seriously about investigating the mayor’s death, she really had. But the turnover of mayors was so high in Finer Bay. One couldn’t go around delving into every single death or abduction of a mayor – who would have the time? Especially when the likely culprit was obvious. The Finery would have nothing to do with a mayor who couldn’t take instruction. 


			Of course, the answer to Wendowleen’s rhetorical question is that the Finery had the time. They were rigid note-takers, every one of them. They took more notes than they had hot dinners, which was funny, because they also took notes about their hot dinners. It was, on the whole, a massive waste of resources. For each ten-hour shift, at least five hours were spent typing up notes such as “Saw a beetle – suspicious?” and then filing your notes under ‘B’ for Beetle and ‘S’ for suspicious, making sure that you cross-referenced them with the date. 


			Wendowleen touched the top of her right ear and felt a small bump form. She stared at the room before her. The study. Her books. She viewed them as old friends. She made a step toward the large mahogany bookcase that swayed beneath the strain of her collection and reached a hand out toward them, misjudging the distance. She began to fall, and Wolf saw her, slow motion, sinking to the floor. He padded over to her and nudged her with his cold nose, pressing it against her cheek. He whined loudly and made a gruff little sound at the bottom of his throat. Wendowleen was okay, she had landed on her bum. A little awkwardly, yes, but she was fine on the whole. Her hand was still outstretched, the fall doing nothing to stop her from touching the leather that encased the largest book on the shelf – her PhD thesis. She grasped it and pulled it toward her, shifting until it was on her lap. She smiled at the lettering, golden, her name before it was special. Ironically, how that now made it more special, the name without the Dr marching before it. She opened the book to the first page and frowned at what was written inside. 


			“For my boys.”


			She paused, staring at the words and then at Wolf. 


			“Plural?”


			Wolf stared back and sat down heavily. Wendowleen narrowed her eyes at him, confused. 


			“When did you move in? No, no, no. Don’t be daft. It’s not you.”


			She pulled her gaze back to the first page, thinking of the photograph of herself and Arthur at her graduation. Who would she have been referring to? Her PhD supervisor? Surely she would never have been so personal as to call him ‘her boy’, that wasn’t her style at all. In fact, it wasn’t really her style to call Arthur that, either. She closed the book and checked the name again. Yep. There it was.


			“Wendowleen Cripcot,” she said aloud. 


			The sound of a bell came pounding up the stairs and through the room. The clock was striking five. Wolf listened patiently and then put a paw onto Wendowleen’s lap. His dinner was in half an hour. 	


			“Bugger off a minute.” 


			She put the book down in front of her and reached for another, smaller, leather-bound book. This one had a single silver heart on the front, and she touched it gently. She hadn’t thought about this in years, but now that it was in front of her, she remembered every dimension and bump in the leather. She opened it with care. There were she and Arthur on their cohabitation day. She was in grey, he in fuchsia, traditional to the last. They held a bundle of twigs between them, meant to signify the many years of memory gathering ahead of them. Of course, the cohabitation traditions of Rytter were extensive and varied, and to recognise them all would be costly and even heavy. In some cases, as with the tradition of exchanging boulders (signifying a sharing of each other’s burdens, but you could have worked that one out), they were almost impossible. Wendowleen grinned as she inspected their smiles, both gazing into the camera, staring into their future. She wasn’t one to cry but felt, just for a small moment, that if pushed, a tear could fall. She missed him. That was all there was to it. Arthur’s departure from this world had been so…she tried to remember, desperately. Unexpected? It must have been that. And how long had it been? She closed her eyes and took a deep breath in. He died of old age, isn’t that righ–


			“OoowwweeewwweeeeooOOOOO,” Wolf howled low and long into her ear and shook her from her thoughts. 


			“You bloody –”


			“OOOOwwweeeeeeoooOOOOOOOOOOO,” he said again, standing and glaring at her. 


			“Fine, but afterwards, we’re coming back up here.”


			Wendowleen leaned on his shoulder and stood up doggedly, using him for guidance. They began the great trek to the kitchen, when suddenly, she noticed something. A piece of paper that had fallen from the book she had been poring over. She bent down to grasp it. 













			
Chapter Five



			The mayor shuffled the papers in front of him nervously. They didn’t need shuffling, they never did, but he had seen it many times in movies growing up, and it now brought him comfort to shuffle his way through difficult decisions and moments.


			“Sir, what do you think?”


			“Yes, yes, just give me a second.”


			The decision he had to make was not a difficult one. It was simple, really. Did he want tuna or ham for dinner? The answer was that he wanted neither. He scratched the ever-growing bald spot on top of his head. 


			“You decide.”


			The assistant nodded briefly and stalked out of the room, leaving the mayor staring at his papers once again. The nerves were about the top paper in the pile, awaiting his signature. It was from the head of the Finery, the Director. The clock struck five behind him with short, sharp dings. He sucked in a deep breath of stale air and stared at the dotted line. If he signed this paper, the only people allowed in any restricted access area of a university library would be the Finery. They had a lot of power now, but the need for them to control education in Rytter made him very nervous. He thought back to his own research days, fondly letting himself drift away for a moment, remembering the scent of the old books, the tang of machine-made chestnut broth and the hours debating inside professors’ offices. He shook his head. How would the signing of this have an impact on those days, though, really? After all, they were gone. Dead and buried, already happened. The current students, they shouldn’t be going into the restricted areas of research without cause anyway, it wasn’t as though they could just wander in willy-nilly. He reread the paper before him, his eyes pausing upon the following: 


			No member of the public (including University staff and students) shall be allowed access under any circumstances. Any files wished to be seen by the public may be requested. If the request is approved by the Finery, a summarisation and re-wording of the file will be provided on the basis of a one-time usage. 


			“Summarisation and re-wording,” he said aloud. 


			“Sorry, sir?” The assistant walked back into the room with a plate in either hand, clearly deciding that the tuna or ham decision had been too significant a burden to bear. 


			“Did you go to university, Rowan?” the mayor asked.


			“Yes, sir,” Rowan answered, only mildly irritated that the mayor didn’t already know this and that it seemingly had no impact on his ability to get a job next to the second most powerful man in Rytter. 


			“And did you ever use the restricted access area, in the library?”


			“Yes,” Rowan said, nervous that something was coming that he couldn’t foresee. 


			“But, why did you? What did it offer you that you couldn’t get elsewhere?” 


			Rowan stood awkwardly before the mayor’s desk, plate still in either hand. 


			“Sit.”


			He sat, sandwiches poised before him. 


			“Well, to be honest, sir, I went because I wanted to see what all the fuss was about. Why was it restricted? That’s what I wanted to know.” 


			The mayor listened with interest, Rowan’s accent had changed slightly, and he realised that he had possibly never heard him say a full sentence before. 


			“And so, what did you find out?”


			“Not much, sir. There were a few research books about evil doings, you know, bad history. A few books about unusual animals. I can’t think what else.”


			“Bad history?”


			A knock came suddenly at the door, and the mayor turned to see it open slightly. The head of his receptionist popped through the gap. 


			“Are you busy, sir?”


			The mayor stared at his receptionist in surprise; he had never seen him knock on his door previously. Not waiting for an answer, he spoke again. 


			“There’s someone here from the Finery. It’s the Director, sir.”


			The mayor felt for his pen, trying not to seem surprised or bothered by this unexpected visit. After all, he was the mayor. And that had to count for something, didn’t it?


			The door swung open, the receptionist cowering to one side. There stood the Director, smiling from ear to ear. As with all the leaders in history, he was dressed fairly casually in comparison to the Finery uniform. He wore a soft woollen suit, with a white shirt beneath it. His hair was combed expertly to one side. He stepped forward with bright, shining brogues and reached out a hand to the mayor, who stood with difficulty, still fiddling with his pen. After the handshake was over, the Director stared expectantly at the assistant.


			“You can throw those in the bin. The mayor will be taking his dinner with me tonight.”


			The mayor stared at the sandwiches as they left the room, wishing desperately that they were to be his only company.













			
Chapter Six



			The world watched from their windows, hiding behind curtains, afraid to join, afraid to speak, afraid to fight. It had been this way for as long as Wendowleen could realistically remember. She tried to remember her first experience of it, her first real taste of the way life was to be.


			Just a child, or perhaps a little older than that. Still with the baby knuckles of youth, but wearing her mother’s jewellery, straining to be older. It was a cinema trip, to see an old film her mother loved. Wendowleen remembered being excited to see what was so interesting about this film, that her mother might pay to see it again with her. They stood, tickets in hand, waiting in line. The air was chilled, almost winter, the promise of snow to come. The queue was not long, they wouldn’t have to wait. They stood, shivering in unison. Then, a group of men (were they officers? Wendowleen wondered) marched up to the queue. They stood, in a group, laughing and muttering under their breaths. Wendowleen stared at their clothes with interest. The shiniest leather boots she had ever – “WOOF!”


			She jumped back, shocked. One of the young men had barked in her face. He laughed at her response, holding his hands aloft in a mock ‘sorry’ position. They were joined by another man from the front of the queue.


			“Sold out. No bloody tickets left.”


			Grumbles. Murmurs of plots.


			“All right.” The man who had barked stared at Wendowleen and her mother, hard.


			“We’re going to need your tickets, ladies.”


			The group dispersed, seemingly to ask the other members of the group the same thing. Wendowleen held her ticket close to her chest.


			“Did you hear me?”


			Her mother stood up straight and growled in response: “You’ve no right.”


			The officer sneered, his long jaw reaching a smile. “Are you part of the government, madam?”


			“Sorry?”


			“I’ll take that to be a no then. We are members of the Finery, madam, and as such, you are a second-class citizen in our company. If you do not hand over your tickets for tonight’s performance, there may be trouble. Your husband runs the local barbers, doesn’t he?”


			Wendowleen stared at her mother, who went completely white. There seemed to be a moment of thought, and then she took Wendowleen’s ticket and handed them both over, without a word.


			“Much obliged, madam. There’s always next time, isn’t there?” He winked, and stalked off up the queue, his jeering team following in unison.


			Wendowleen and her mother walked home in silence.


			“Don’t tell your father,” her mother muttered as they reached the front door. Wendowleen didn’t dare.













			
Chapter Seven



			We went on holiday to the seaside, and on the way we stopped in TOWEN. We ate bean burgers and drank broth, and walked through the market SQUARE. On sale there were lots of nice things to EAT. We only ate some of THEM.


			Wendowleen peered at the words, the handwriting, and squinted. Was that her writing? It was hard to say. It had changed so much as she had grown. The curve of the capital letters was familiar, as was the decision to make each last word capitalised. That was something she would have done, wasn’t it?


			“Think back, woman.”


			Wolf murmured softly. Wendowleen watched the letters squirm on the page. Yes. That must have been her. A vague memory pushed its way forward from the far depths of her mind. Not of her writing it, it couldn’t be said to be as clear a memory as that.













			
Chapter Eight



			“We’ll have the lobster.”


			The mayor stared at the sharp smile of the Director, who took the menu from him before he had time to open it. The lobster. At least that decision was dealt with, the mayor thought, ticking an invisible item off his non-existent to-do list.


			“Have you ever had lobster here?”


			The mayor fidgeted in his seat and copied the Director’s body language, leaning back slightly, hands clasped loosely in front of him. He listened to the question with interest, noticing that it was the first time since he became mayor that a  sentence hadn’t ended in ‘Sir’.


			“No…no, I’ve never been here before.”


			That was true, he hadn’t. It was expensive, you could tell by the clean sign outside the door, the fact that the menu had no prices whatsoever on it. That had always made him avoid the place, the fear of having to ask for the bill. Who knows how expensive a meal could really be? It could be humiliating.


			“Well, the lobster is really very good. Of course, they know me here. I’ve become rather a fixture.”


			A waiter brought over two glasses of something dark and placed them in front of the men. The Director nodded at him, no eye contact. “I’ve become a piece of the furniture,” he murmured, to no one, grasping the glass.


			The mayor followed suit and lifted the glass to his lips, tasting the liquid. He tried not to pull a face. On closer inspection, it was like tar, not treacle, and tasted like soil, and, unusually, the scent of leather. The Director glanced at him.


			“An acquired taste, perhaps.”


			The mayor straightened up, time to take back some power. “Oh, I drink it all the time.”


			The Director smirked. “I voted for you, you know.”


			“You did?”


			“Yes. So did the establishment, of course. I knew you would win. Always best to vote for someone you havefaithin.”


			The mayor nodded enthusiastically, smiling.


			“Of course,” he continued, “the role of Director isn’t one that you vote someone in for. Rather you fight your way to the top.” He laughed the laugh of a man who had never found anything truly funny.


			“Well, I had to do a fair amount of fighting to get the mayor’s role, let me tell you!” the mayor began, jovially. The Director’s eyes narrowed.


			“Did youreally?”


			“Well, not physically, you understand.”


			“Hmmm.”


			A waiter came toward the table with the lobsters, one each. They looked giant, and the mayor stared at the protruding black eyes and wished that he could change places with them.


			“Dig in, Mr Mayor.”


			The mayor reached a shaky hand toward a claw, and pulled firmly. He was nervous. He wished that he had been given some prior warning about this whole situation. The Director was, technically, at the same level as him in terms of job role, but really he knew that this counted for nothing. The Director was a job that only one person had until they died. After that eventuality, the next Director would have to battle their way to the top, stopping at nothing. Mayors could come and go, could be ousted. He glanced at the Director as he sucked lobster meat from within the claw, and wondered how many people he had killed. You could be certain that it wasn’t a case of whether he had killed anyone, because that was a definite. The Director caught his gaze and smiled.


			“So, why did I invite you here?”


			The mayor shook his head. “I’m afraid I’m not sure.”


			“Yes, you are. Come on chap, give it some thought.”


			The mayor placed the claw down uncomfortably. He could tell that he wasn’t really going to get a chance to eat anything properly during this meal. That was always the way with working mealtimes.


			“The Library Law?”


			The Director nodded, grinning broadly. “That’s the one. See? I knew you knew!”


			The mayor tried a smile in return and felt the broad hand of the Director slap him on the back.


			“Now then, let’s get down to business. You haven’t signed the paper yet, have you?”


			“No, well, it’s at the top of a very large pile, Director, that’s the prob–”


			“That shouldn’t be a problem.”


			“Right.” The mayor didn’t know what to say, so closed his mouth, and watched as the Director pulled a folded paper from his soft woollen blazer pocket, and straightened it out on the table before him, and the barely started lobsters.


			“It’s always tricky when you have just started a role, Mr Mayor, to find the priorities of your particular job.”


			“Yes, I agree, but it’s also my job to consider what I am signing, to really understand the laws that are passed and make sure that they are for the greater good of the…city.”


			The Director stared at him for a moment, and then smiled broadly again, clapping his hands together loudly. “Wonderful, Mr Mayor, wonderful. I couldn’t have said it better myself. It’s that sort of thing that leads to you gaining this prestigious position, isn’t it?”


			The mayor nodded silently.


			“And how we, at the Finery, respect you for it. But, here’s the awkward conversation that I always have to have with a new appointee…your priority is signing the Finery laws. We take a lot of weight off your shoulders when it comes to keeping the peace, we make it easy for you to do your job so, Mr Mayor, you really must do us the same kindness, don’t you think? Now, this may be on your to-do list, but you have had this paper for almost a month. That’s too long.”


			The mayor stared at the paper again and sighed. He took a deep breath, and pushed it away from him.


			“Director, may I be frank with you for a moment?”


			The Director stared at the paper and then back to the mayor, his face unmoving. The mayor took this as an encouragement to go ahead.


			“There are some laws that are easy to sign…the onion law, for example, I’m happy with that one, it made sense. But this law is…Director, if it’s not too bold to ask – did you go to university?”


			The Director leant back in his chair. “Of course, you know that members of the Finery are trained from an early age, thus meaning that attendance at university is not necessary, or, rather – allowed. I myself was enrolled, in fact, a rare occurrence, but I saw the light before I actually attended.”


			The mayor stared at him. He had asked the question already knowing the answer, of course, the Director had not attended university. It wasn’t just non-compulsory not to attend as a member of the Finery, it was more or less illegal. “You enrolled?”


			The Director nodded. “Yes. It was a curiosity, above everything. What are they teaching members of the public?”


			“But you didn’t go?”


			“No, I didn’t. Because I saw an opportunity. An opportunity for a position that could really make a difference.”


			“So…this law…this is because you want to control what members of the public are learning, isn’t it?”


			The Director laughed and shook his head. “Goodness me, no. Do you see me going into the University of Rytter, taking over lecture theatres and vetting free speech? Of course you don’t.” He pulled the paper closer to the mayor, and jabbed a slender finger at it. “This is about therestrictedinformation. Do you know who gets to decide who has access to therestricted information, Mr Mayor?”


			The mayor thought back to his university days. “Well, you make an application to the Restricted Admissions Office, and they decide whether your case is approved.”


			“Yes. And who works in that office, who makes those all-important decisions about access?”


			“Um…an admin team?”


			The Director nodded and raised his eyebrows. “Exactly. A team of administrators. A team of people I wouldn’t even have as my PAs.”


			“Well, with all due respect Director, they are trained.”


			“Trained? To do what?”


			The mayor watched the Director carefully, sensing danger. “To do their job.”


			“Are they trained to understand exactly what they are letting members of the public, unwitting students and senile professors, have access to? Are they trained to understand the deeper parts of the human psyche, Mr Mayor? Are they trained to deal with the result of letting potentially dangerous and unstable individuals get their hands on extreme and loathsome information?”


			The mayor tried to think of something to say, anything. He could feel the Director’s breath on his skin. “Director, while I understand your point – I don’t believe that anything has ever happened as a result of allowing access to the restricted part of the library. The University of Rytter stands for the expansion of knowledge, for the development of enquiring minds…”


			The Director suddenly sat back and clapped his hands together again, laughing loudly. “Well, Mr Mayor, you cannot say that I didn’t try! Here, finish your drink.” He handed him his glass, and together they downed the rest of the thick, blackening liquid. “I hope you won’t think me rude, but I must dash off.” He raised a hand and called the waiter with a click of his fingers. The waiter scurried over. “Put it on my tab.”


			The mayor looked hungrily at the lobsters, barely touched on his plate.    


			“Oh goodness me, Mr Mayor, you must stay and finish the food, of course.” The Director smiled, the expression not reaching his eyes.


			The waiter scuttled back to where he had come from as the Director stood, and pulled his coat on.


			“Thank you, Director, it’s very generous of you.” The mayor smiled, a genuine smile, pleased to have won the discussion. He was proud.


			The Director buttoned up his coat and leaned forward, over the lobster, casting a shadow on the paper, nose to nose with the mayor. “Parenthetically, if anything ever does happen, and I view it to be as a direct result of this paper not being signed, I will hold you personally responsible. You, your family, and those you hold dear. On that matter, you have my word.” 


			With this, the Director stood up straight and stalked out of the restaurant, leaving the mayor’s appetite waning. The mayor called the waiter over with a shaking hand, and asked for another drink, and a pen, if he would be so kind. Upon his return, he downed the drink, signed the paper, and devoured both lobsters.
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