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​Chapter 1 – Château Briand
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One afore sorrow

Two afore mirth

Three afore a wedding

and four ayt a birth

Five afore fortune,

and six fore thyn health,

tho beware of't thay seventh

'tis thay daevil hisself.

~ Old Centaur Nursery Rhyme

––––––––
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GREAT SECRETS LIE WITHIN the homes of the fortunate and less fortunate alike. Great fortunes, that is the fortunes of several tonnes of silver, seldom find their way into bank vaults by way of good deeds. Oh no, great fortunes arrive in the holds of ships sailed under cloak of darkness along backwater canals, caskets of often illicit virtue are unloaded after midnight, bought and sold in cloth-covered secret markets where snaggle-tooth men haggle over tuppins and thruppins in a never-ending game of who-has-more. Oh yes, great secrets and great fortunes go hand in hand, though rarely do they hold hands in public.

~
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A RICH BLACK CROW PULLED its wings and landed deftly on a lazy carriage travelling No’ards, or perhaps away from So’ards. Whether an omen from the sky or just a friendly bird, Maple Leaf St Claire was grateful for the company.

"What have you got there, my love?" she whispered and reached her hand from a cloak black as forest cake to take the note tied to the crow’s hopping foot.

The crow had arrived at a fortunate time. A somewhat accomplished fortune teller and honorary graduate of the Witchaven School for Witches, Maple Leaf was a witch of simple, yet decorative means. She believed ordinary Ley people were never content with what they had and chose instead to pursue fortunes, usually other people's. They peered over the proverbial privet and saw what e.g. the great explorer Sir Alfred Biggyns had brought over from Susland this month and made secret enquiries to get the same gilded carriage wheel or marble statuette at a better price, thus not only keeping up with the Biggynses but bettering them. To some, being the better of others was the meaning of life. To others, it was worth killing for.

Maple unfurled the note while her sinister hand reached for a delicious grape for the bird. "I thought so!" she gasped, and immediately turned the carriage Austrewards.

~ Several Myl Later ~

Frankia. Land of culinary delights, gold-crusted décor,  a land smothered in the rich gravy of artes and craftes. Green hills rolled, cobbled roads went, and stone houses sat comfortably dotting the landscape where sheep baa'd peacefully and ruminated on the great mystery of life. If one looked closely one might see some homes lay in ruins, for Frankia was a land of fortunes both found and lost.

The estate Château Briand lodged six rather fortunate individuals in the lap of luxury, and another who was rather unfortunately dead.

Maple parked her carriage (a sortof gift from Lady Grey, if you can call not returning something from your arch-enemy a gift) at the curlicued front entrance and cautiously eased herself down the carriage steps onto the stone drive. The face of the door bore the heavily embossed crest of two rampant horses and it was good luck to tap one of them on the way out or in. The carriage was a Deluxe Royale, 2 Horse Power with gold trim and convertible roof, though Maple had covered parts of the matte black interior with various colourful embroidery manufactured en passant​[1], missing a stitch here and there when the carriage hit a pothole.

Maple waggled her silver-tipped cane at a white-haired estate butler and threw over the carriage keys that he caught in a matching set of nimble, bony hands. "Wash the mud flaps, won't you, old boy, and tell the stabler to check the brake shoes, one's lost a nail at the River Dauphinoise." Maple was enjoying playing the role of posh madame, having been raised in a rather demure cottage not so long ago, though you wouldn't think so to look at her. To the Ley eye she was a grey-haired old woman with a limp, an old hag who wore elaborate and secretive black dresses. Only a real witch could see the real Maple Leaf St Claire.

"Right you are, madame. Lady Aldershot is in the receiving room." Japes hopped in the carriage, his elderly knees making it on the second try, and after a bit of fumbling with the modern controls managed to disengage the handbrake, push the carriage into gear and trundle off to the stables.

Several people were arguing deep within the manor house but Maple could not hear a distinctive voice among them, only high-pitched, muffled words and the occasional clattering teacup. She strode through the entrance hall and stepped over the body of an old balding man with a tweed jacket lying in a congealing pool. She looked up and down the polished corridors before following the sound of voices to the receiving room.

"Where is that dratted Buttle?" A woman's voice snapped. "Honestly, it's been non-stop with him lately."

"They don't make them like they used to," said a younger voice. "We used to get much fitter butlers when I was little, the ones you get now are all grey haired and knobbly kneed. We really should consider..."

Maple entered the receiving room amidst a swish of shadowy black fabric. A witch's dress conceals many secrets, also two packets of emergency raisin biscuits​[2]. Maple had chosen the dress strategically – her usual décor was bright and cheery but wholly unfashionable for a murder.

"Ah, we have a visitor." The old woman held out her hand for Maple to kiss. "Lady Aldershot." Her dress was the epitome of fashion and sported gold lace trim on taffeta folds designed by the Frankian coddler, Harold Longfellow, himself.

"What an honour and a privilege it must be for you," said Maple, ignoring the outstretched hand and instead bending down to examine a suspicious bowl of wax fruit. She glanced sidewise at the younger woman of around thirty who had an extraordinarily long neck. "And you are?"

"Emily, mum." The young woman curtsied holding her cerulean dress daintily.

"Emily! Finally, a first name. I haven't heard one since arriving at Waterhouse. I like you, Emily. And what or who do you do?"

Emily gulped under Maple's stiff glare. "I'm a writer, actually."

"Oh, grief," muttered Maple, who considered writers useless and as inconsequential as a top hat on a frog. Writers were either fabulously poor or ridiculously rich, you simply didn't find one inbetween, and neither was very interesting due to wasting their lives sitting around tea shoppes all day on their gripewriters instead of being out there in the real world where the real stories played out.

"So who's the stiff?" Maple waved her cane at the entrance hall.

"I beg yours?" Lady Aldershot scowled.

"The one in the past tense."

"I beg?"

"The man lying in the hallway, dear."

"Oh, him. That is sir Clyde Hyggins," sniffed Lady Aldershot.

Maple looked around the receiving room. It was strange having an entire room just to receive things. There was even a little table with a pair of great scissors to cut open parcels. Maple had never been in such a posh mansion in real life but she wasn't about to let on. She sat on what she later learned was a footstool and tried to get her dress to sit comfortably around her bony knees. "Was, you mean."

Lady Aldershot sat haughtily in a chair framed with gold-curliques. "Not until his estate is settled. He is intestate."

"I knew a man in Twinne had that," nodded Maple. "Doctors didn't know what to do so they had to shoot him..."

"They never!"

"...full of medicine. Let me finish."

Emily puffed up her chest and explained, "Intestate means someone is legally alive, but medically dead."

"I've met a few of those down the Black Cat Club," said Maple with a wink which fell on deaf ears. "You do know your words, Emily."

"I would say she does," said Lady Aldershot. "Emily is the author of The Great Book of Similar Words."

Maple's jaw hung. "You're not... Emily Brontosauraus?"

"The same." Emily smiled from atop her neck.

"Delighted! I read you in school." Maple realised this was a mistake – The Great Book of Similar Words was barely five years old. Much of witchery is illusion, and Maple had by dint of a dose of antimagik taken on the appearance of an old woman, something she had turned to a distinct advantage. For one, boys had stopped thrusting flowers at her. She never understood why the male of the species was so fascinated with getting young women to watch something beautiful go limp and die. A rude allegory of life after marriage, perhaps.

Maple reached out a black gloved hand and shook Emily's delicate fingers firmly. "But on to business," she diverted before anyone could do maths. She walked around the room with her hands behind her back. "Why exactly am I here all the way from Twyne? One dead old man seems like a common or garden matter for the local gendarmes."

"Why indeed? This is indeed a matter for the local auth, sorry your time was wasted," said Lady Aldershot while pulling a priceless teapot out the way of Maple's errant walking cane. "Japes, see this woman out, won't you?"

The three moved out to the entrance foyer and Maple stared at the body with new interest. The thing with murder scenes was everything was important. She picked up a Mung vase and tipped it over to examine the mark. It was genuine Mung, she knew because it said Genuine Mung on the base. Above the vase on the wall a large Checkovian​[3] Blunderbuss rested on two hooks. A plaque underneath said "Witch Killer". Maple gulped. A quick inspection under the magnifying glass showed no signs of powder, the blunderbuss was otherwise unused. She turned her head and felt an ominous buzzing emanating from the blunderbuss as if it was preparing to sneak up on her. "I'll just examine the body," she said, gesturing at the man on the floor with her cane, "for clues."

"Why?" asked Lady Aldershot.

"I've sent Japes for the doctor," said Emily.

"No need. The man is dead, he's not going anywhere. Now tell me about the other thing." This was a gamble. But there was always another thing where there was a thing.

"Ah..." Emily shrugged. "The other." She gave Lady Aldershot a quick glance before gesturing at the dining room. Another body lay on the floor in an almost identical position. In fact, both bodies looked exactly the same.

"They're twins," said Maple, raising an eyebrow.

"You are correct," said Lady Aldershot with a stern sidelong glance at Emily. "Sir and Sir Hyggins. They both keeled over at precisely the same moment at brunchtime. I blame their diet, all fruit and vegetables and almost nothing nutritional."

They entered a great dining room overlooked by a large chandelier that hung perilously above a broad Hemlock table. The table was polished so pristinely Maple could see the reflection of herself in her own eyes. A black-clad serving maid picked up a duster and scurried away, but not before looking over her shoulder at Maple with an expression that spoke volumes, but Maple had no idea what the words meant. The air smelled faintly like oranges and rusted iron. She poked her cane at the body and flipped open the tip of his jacket. "Does this one have a first name? Things may become confusing with all these Hygginses lying about."

Emily pointed a thin forefinger. "This one is Sir Claude Hyggins of Weebly Manor, and the man in the hallway is Sir Clyde Hyggins of Blechly Park. They are visiting."

"How curious." Maple leaned down over Sir Claude and sniffed three times. She dropped her handkerchief on the floor and rested her hand on it while leaning down further.  A thin red line ran along the back of his neck. She wiped a gloved finger along the line and it marked the tip of her glove with a chalky red. "Curiouser. They had enemies, I presume?"

"Who can say?" said Lady Aldershot. "Both men are titans of industry. They are feuding with the Winchesters across the valley over a row of trees."

"Trees?"

"Yes. And with the Henchley-Devices. Something about river access."

"And the Pillbottoms," added Emily. "And half their employees."

Despite the tense of the brothers Hyggins the assorted ladies held no reserve talking about them behind their back right in front of them.

"Hard task masters, were they?" Maple gently lifted Sir Claude's eyelid to find a perfectly well poached eye.

Emily swished around the dining room in a flurry of cerulean satin. "Not themselves, no, but the people they employ are hard as an old boot nail. Let's say the Hygginses are not well liked, once removed."

"What were they doing here then?"

"Having brunch," said Emily blankly.

"I know that, but one doesn't generally have brunch with people one doesn't like."

"Why not?" retorted Lady Aldershot. "I was married twenty two years couldn't stand the man, but Baron Waterhouse and I still took brunch together. Everyone shares the trough, even the despised."

"I thought you were Aldershot?" asked Maple.

"I am, I remarried and reclaimed my maiden name after my husband died of natural causes."

"You mean you took your father's name?"

Lady Aldershot glared with hot-poker eyes.

Maple touched her boot against Claude's shoe and wiggled it. The foot was completely stiff, and Maple estimated the body had been left in the hallway for over a day. "And the second husband died when?"

"Last year."

"Of natural causes," said Lady Aldershot and Maple at the same time.

"I see," said Maple. She didn't spot any wedding rings on either man's hand. "Where is Clyde's dog?" she asked.

Emily gaped. "How did you know about Scruggles?"

"Scratch marks on the wrists. Faint smell of animal wee. And Sir Clyde's crackers..."

"Sorry?"

"...in his pocket, I wish you'd let me finish. Dog biscuits."

"You can tell the difference between human and animal... er... scent?" asked Lady Aldershot.

"Can't you?" asked Maple. "No, of course you can't. Animals have stronger musk, they use it to mark territory. Men use it to water the rose bushes.  Smell one, run, smell the other, don't bother," invented Maple platitudinously. "Sir Claude's been at the mice wine."

"You must be mistaken. We don't serve that here, we're poshcatarian," declared Lady Aldershot.

"I'm sorry to hear that. When were you diagnosed?"

"I mean we don't consume mice. Only fish. And pork. And lamb. Beef. Centaur. Camel. Duck of course, but duck's practically a vegetable which anyone who has come across one in the wild will tell you." 

"And frog and quail and snail," added Emily helpfully.

"Nothing other than that," said Lady Aldershot. "We're very strict about it."

"Except for mermaid when it's in season," said Emily with a vacant expression.

"That's fish," snapped Lady Aldershot. "Fish aren't meat."

Maple leaned heavily on her cane more to test the thickness of the lush carpet. The carpet sprang back. "Just those then? That's a pity, I could murder a rat beer about now."

"I'll have Japes bring one up from the servants' store."

Maple squished up her face. "Would you?" She peered out the window along the length of the well manicured garden. A vast lawn stretched out to the edge of a small but respectable forest. "There's a number of carriages parked outside. Is everyone here a permanent resident?"

"The ladies live here, but we have some transients this month." Lady Aldershot and Emily exchanged a quick glance.

"I actually live in West Bonk but I'm here for a sinecure," said Emily.

Maple suspected a sinecure was some kind of writing implement, but kept quiet. She didn't like people knowing what she didn't know, one of the keys to witchcraft was knowing not to show what you don't know.

As if on some unspoken queue they all circled closer to the body as if they were dancing a Doozy Do.

Emily bent down. "There's something in his..."

Maple smacked the tip of her cane into Emily's hand. "Don't touch him!"

"Ow!" Emily pulled her hand away and sucked at a drop of blood. She glared at Maple with fiery, hate-filled eyes.

"He's been professionally poisoned. This poison seeps out through the skin. One touch could be your last."

"Oh!" gasped Emily. "I was trying to get that brochure." She pointed at sir Claude.

Maple used the tip of her cane to slide the printed brochure out from Sir Claude's jacket. It was made from a stiff folded paper flecked with gold and covered in many curliques and florets decorating a drawing of a lake house. "Look familiar?"

Emily leaned over Maple's shoulder. The brochure was titled, 'Waterhouse Station' on the face. Maple flipped it over with the tip of her cane to find the details of an upcoming auction. "Curiouser... er... er."

"Yessss. The auction is this Saturnsday," smiled Lady Aldershot. "Waterhouse Station is down the road in Buntington. That must be why the Hygginses have come to stay, I suspect."

Maple found the reluctance to declare the Hygginses dead unsettling. "We can't leave them lying around, one wrong touch and the numbers lying on the floor could double. Leave it to me." Maple supervised the removal of the bodies under strict witch conditions, wrapping them in three layers of oilcloth and laying them in wait in the stone mouseoleum​[4] up the garden path. She gave orders to the staff not to go near on pain of death. The rest of the Château guests could figure it out for themselves.

Once the bodies were chilling in the crypt Maple clapped her hands. "Leave everything in place, don't move a hair, it's very important. Leave all the furniture undusted, and the rooms of the Hygginses should remain closed."

Grumbles of protest echoed along the halls, but the staff acquiesced. The guests, however, went on with their guesting as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. 

Perhaps these things happen all the time in Frankia, Maple thought.

Lady Aldershot, however, was not impressed, and questioned Maple at every turn. Maple overheard her grumbling about taking over her household, but what else was Maple to do? As time passed the sun went down over the forest and cast long shadows that walked over the rooftops.

"Oh, you're staying for dinner," said Lady Aldershot with an aloof air.

"I have booked the weekend," said Maple. "Did you not get my note?"

Lady Aldershot sighed and went on with her business. She went directly up to the Hygginses rooms and opened each door, then left. Maple silently closed the doors as soon as Lady Aldershot was out of earshot.

~
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AFTER A BIT OF PERAMBULATING around the garden, dinner was served, and Emily motioned for Maple to sit alongside Lady Aldershot. Emily sat merrily on the other side. They were joined by three larger men and two smaller children.

The guests were served courses of brown bunion soup, followed by roast Centaur smothered in apples and gravy, and for pudding they had little plates of apple danish made from apples mashed with great dane.

Conversation was light as it often is near heavy food and soon guests were milling about or sitting about depending on their wont.

A young and rather dumure girl poked cautiously at her roast. "This is my daughter, Dullita," Lady Aldershot placed her hand lightly on the girl.  She had brown hair and brown eyes and wore a stiff beige dress and equally beige shoes. The girl shifted out of her mother's touch. Lady Aldershot gestured at another young woman and this time her expression turned to one of delight. "My step-daughter Agnes is visiting over the school holidays."

Agnes gave a small wave. She had shoulder-length dark hair and wore a green pointy hat on top of a round, rosy face. Her long black velvet dress was the colour of midnight, with almost matching stockings at quarter past. Her buckle shoes were scuffed in places. Unusual for a young girl on a muggy Frankian day.

"Dullita's wonderful ensemble was sewn by the designer Abbey Duckminster," said Lady Aldershot. She nodded in the direction of a late-aged man with a round belly bursting from a pressed tuxedo. "Sir Barnsby Cattlemunger, glad you could finally join us."

There was something in the way Lady Aldershot said 'finally' with a hint of sarcasm that indicated to Maple there was more to their relationship than landlord-guest.

"Delighted," smiled Cattlemunger, taking Maple's hand for a moment. Cattlemunger was of an age where one did not fall, one had a fall.

Lady Aldershot continued her gesturing – "Mister Hedgemound Threadneedle."

A very thin man appeared from behind Cattlemunger and for a moment Maple thought he was Cattlemunger's skeleton. "How do you do?" he asked. Threadneedle's nose wiggled when he talked, like an overgrown rat with a bald spot.

Maple wasn't sure if protocol demanded she give a one-handed wave in reply, or a curtsey, but she decided to play it safe and offered a firm handshake.

"And Mister Tiperary Wickpuller."

"Madame, please call me Tippy," smarmed Wickpuller. He held out his hand and puckered his lips to kiss Maple's hand, but she quickly placed a spare emergency napkin in his grasp instead.

"Hello. Oh!" exclaimed Maple. "A butcher, a baker, and a candlestick maker. How poetic."

Lady Aldershot clasped her hands together. "Delightful!"

"Yes, yes, how very clever," said Emily. She sucked at the red welt on the back of her hand absently.

Threadneedle and Cattlemunger haw-hawed politely, but Wickpuller was lost at the remark and looked around for clues.

Japes, the stiff white-haired butler, hovered patriotically in the shadows. He took a small sheet of carde from a pile on the side-board and placed it on the table in front of each guest.

"The next course is served, Duck L'Orangutang on a chilled iceberg lettuce," announced the serving maid.

"And you are?" Maple asked the black-clad maid.

The maid looked around anxiously. "Springmattress, mum." She gave a light curtsey.

"What Springmattress?"

"Er, Glodia, mum." Glodia curtsied more deeply.

"Pleased to meet you, Glodia."

Lady Aldershot grimaced at the personal interaction with the servants. Servants were there to serve, not vant. Even Springmattress smirked at the breach of etiquette and raised half an eyebrow. She took away the teapot and reloaded the napkins. There were rules. Rules were there for a reason, it was written in the book at the servants' temple in plain writing anyone could read. Servants served, sirs sirred. Madams... madammed. Thus it was written. After servants died, the book said, the servants would all gather in a great celestial hall and would be served for all eternity, but the book failed to mention who would be doing the serving or give any specifics re dates and plus ones.

Despite the shock of etiquette, business commenced and everyone tucked in while Japes and Springmattress fetched and dabbed and layed spoons.

Emily chatted away merrily to anything that had a pair of ears. "My latest book is titled Mystic Moors," she said. "It's dedicated to my late sibling. It's a bodice ripper about three wealthy dark and handsome men vying for position around the highly intelligent heroine who is a writer..." but no one was paying her any attention... "It's set on a mystic moor where..." because a guest star had arrived fashionably late – Sir William Wiggleshaft, the famous playwright and acteur.

Wiggleshaft stood one foot on a chair and instantly set to pouring fermented berry juice mostly into his mouth. He spoke loudly over everyone. He never introduced himself, everyone simply assumed everyone else knew who he was, as did he. "I've just come from a rousing reception in Norphumbleland," he boasted. "The roof shook so momentously they had to bring in a special chappie with a long hammer to commence repairs."

Maple knew the people in Norphumbleland – tomatoes and cabbages were more their style of revue, the more rotten the better. She ignored Wiggleshaft and gave her full attention to Emily. "How did your sister die?" she asked during one of the rare and brief lulls.

Emily looked nervous for just a moment. "Oh, horribly!" she exclaimed. "I saw the whole thing. She was run over by a delivery cart on the way to Brunswick."

"How tragic!"

"It was! She was all squished up between the wheels."

"Awful!"

Emily's eyes grew wide with excitement. "It ripped her clean in two, her insides were splattered all over the road and made a right mess. Her intestines became tangled in the wheels and were slopping around and around and left a bloody trail all down Boulevard des Rêves Brisés."

By this time two of the men had become quite white-faced and excused themselves from the table, but Emily persisted. "The driver didn't realise what happened until her spinal column was pulled from her torso and started slapping him in the hip, but by then her head was ripped right off and was mashed under the..."

Dullita groaned and went white and almost made it from the table without throwing up. She ran away to the ladies' to powder her nose and other bits while Springmattress wiped up the aftermath. The surviving guests pushed their plates forward and gulped down their fermented berry juice, even William Wiggleshaft lost his place and stopped talking about himself for a few seconds while he cooled himself with Lady Aldershot's fan.

There was a pause. "...the horses," finished Emily.

"What an interesting way to die," said Maple scooping a forkful of meat into her mouth. She chewed a little and spat out an earring into her napkin politely.

"Isn't it though!" exclaimed Emily. "I've always thought I'd like to be ripped apart by wild animals, but this was ever so horrific. A proper death."

"Your sister was a writer too?"

"She was, but not a very good one. I had to fix all her mistakes which was ever so bothersome. Honestly the accident was the best thing to happen to her because her sales shot through the roof."

"Much like her ankles."

Emily tittered joyfully. "You are a carde, Maple."

Maple sipped frog soup with a deep silver spoon. The silver tingled against the antimagik on her lips. "What a tedious life you must have lived being pulled away from your own genius all the time to correct an inferior mind."

"That it was! Precisely so! It's so rare to find someone who understands the real struggles of life, Maple." Emily lowered her tone and whispered, "But you must also struggle, with all that knowledge about potions and flying around on brooms and things." She gave a sly wink.

Maple scowled. She hadn't told anyone she was a witch. That was half the secret to being a good one, being incognito. It was only acteurs and people with certificates in mathematiks who bragged about their titles in every sentence. As a rule, good witches didn't fly around on brooms and things. Brooms were uncomfortable, unreliable, and the spells took a great toll on certain regions of the anatomy best left for other duties. The caricature of witches running around carrying pumpkins and flying around on brooms was something Ley children had created based on the scary tales their mums told them to make them stay indoors at night. The children even dressed up as witches and ghouls at Belting or Solstick festivals. There was always a cauldron and bats, which was an extremely offensive stereotype. Maple's own cauldron had never contained bats, that would be unhygienic, and she kept the bats in the ceiling with the sausages.

Maple lifted the pot of cheeky mouseroom soup and sniffed. Satisfied the soup was safe, she accepted a bowl and slurped. It was passable for a food that worms didn't want to swim in. You always knew good soup by the enthusiasm of the worms, but the more fortunate of society preferred soup without worms. There wasn't even a decent tentacle on the table, just crusty loafs far too soft with not even a spot of mould. It was the mould kept you healthy, every witch knew that. At least the cheese had some proper blue spots on it.

Maple's mind returned to the matter at hand. The twins had died and were now, what had Lady Aldershot called it? Impotent. They had been killed by poison, but no ordinary poison could kill two birds with one stone so precisely, never mind a small dog on the side. This had not been so much an execution as a love letter, but to who? To whom? To whomst? Maple scowled at the empty air above her head where the narrator was having a hard time figuring out the proper grammar.

The ladies of Witchaven had been right to consult a witch, there was magik at play. The twins had not succumbed to just any old common poison found in the garden shed, but a proper potion. Potions were pervasive, and many potions possibly precarious when poisonous. The world was not filled with deadly potions despite the Ley rumours – potions were rare and dangerous to the maker and makee alike. The careful overnight decoction of Hemlock berries could cause a person's stomach to turn inside out and fizz like a jawberry sherbet. There were hosts of bright red mushrooms could fell an elephant; dewy filtrations dripping through the canals of a Rudewort tree might cause instant paralysis and attracted a certain kind of germ that caused the fat in a person's belly to rise like sour-dough. Witches had learned, often by process of elimination, which ingredients were helpful and which were harmful. Witchery was often simply knowing which was which.

The real problem with deadly potions was their size. Just a few drops of Grizzlewort mixed with a decoction of Mudberry in a little potato liquor and you had something could quite easily kill a king. Or a pauper. Potions didn't judge. Potions often killed the potionmaker too, and so potioning was considered a dark arte on account of the black stains it left on the fingers of even the most experienced witch. It took years to learn how to not die from potions, and years more to learn how to make them. You only got one chance at not dying, so the potioneers were by natural selection the best in the biz. Most Leys​[5] got it the wrong way 'round and that's why you didn't often get amateur witches. Not the real kind anyway. Witches guarded the secrets of the really potent potions because a little bottle in the wrong hands could wrest enormous power. So there were two options here – one: someone had bought a fresh potion from a wicked witch and had risked their own life using it, or two: a witch was afoot right here at Château Briand.

Potions were hard, but the brewing of the potion was not the hardest part, oh no, any educated witch with a passing knowledge of distillation and a copy of The Black Poulet could whisk up a foul brew most aevil. The hardest part was getting someone important to drink it.

Rich and important people were unsurprisingly cautious. They ate the same breakfast at the same time cooked by the same trustworthy cook who travelled with them under strict double blind conditions. They bought from a reliable green-grosser who bagged all the comestibles in safety nets to avoid even accidental rot. The very wealthy​[6] even had people who tasted food for them, checked for poison at the same time as checking if there was enough soot and pupa on the eggs.

Sir Clyde Hyggins had all that in one person – his butler, Japes, who travelled with him for twenty years and now stood silently in the corner with no one to serve. Maple sized him up with one eye. They said the butler always did it, but that wasn't logical. You didn't bite the hand that fed you.

~
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THE PATH DOWN TO THE river passed through an oak gazebo decorated with a rich yellow climbing tentacle-blossom. One had to be careful not to touch the pretty yellow flowers or their teeth would spring out and latch on to anything soft, and the only way to remove the blossoms was to cut them off at the neck and wait until they withered and died, otherwise their barbed teeth would remain lodged in the flesh for months. Maple leaned down and sniffed a blossom. It yapped at her pleasantly.

"May I join you?" enquired the tweeded form of a certain  Hedgemound Threadneedle. His usually rosy cheeks were bright red from the executive exercise of walking around the garden.

"I'd rather..."

"It's a lovely evening," said Threadneedle with nose a-bobbin', "the river is just down the hill. I hear the grout are particularly nibbly this year. I might give my rod a good go later, if I can find my flies."

They strolled on. Every time Maple tried to interject something she was met with one of Threadneedle's fishing fancies. "I once caught a frogtopus the size of my leg," he said.

"Yes, you mentioned it five tinkles ago."

"Fought me every inch. Luckily I found a firm footing or I'd be underwater with the sirens." Threadneedle paused to dab at his forehead with a handkerchief. It must have been a gift because the letter A was embroidered on one corner in blue thread.

"Frogtopus don't stomach beetroot," said Maple. She stopped by a Hemlock tree and examined two of the branches. Several twigs had been broken off recently. A small detail, perhaps, in a garden this size, but all the near details combined might eventually form a clear picture when examined farly.

Threadneedle led Maple down the garden path and despite her best effort to resist found herself going where his hand gestured.

"How did you know Hyggins?" she asked while pushing aside a particularly stubborn thrush. A goremorant cawed and fluttered from undergrowth and went off to peck at something sarcastically.

"Which one?"

"Whichever one you knew."

"Oh. Sir Clyde and I were acquainted, but we were never what one might call friends."

"Sometimes friends are mere acquaintances," said Maple. She did a quick finger calculation how far it was to Norphumbleland, and then another to Twyne. It was more than ten so she gave up.

"We were introduced through the Henchley-Devices. Do you know them? They're the neighbours."

"Ah, the river people."

"I beg yours?"

"They were feuding with the Hygginses over the river?"

"Ah, I think I'm biting your hook now. Yes, I suppose they were. Sir Clyde needed a place to dump his pulp. This paper business sounds the peak of twignology on the outer surface, but apparently it makes an awful mess when done at the scale the Hygginses were attempting. At least according to rumour."

"All this paper nonsense," muttered Maple. "what was so wrong with goatskin?"

"We could ask the goats, perhaps."

"These séantists were so eager to do, they forget to ask if they should."

"Who would they ask?"

"They would ask people, mister Threadneedle. People. There's people everywhere, you can't move in a straight line without bumping into a particular person." Maple huffed. She did not approve of paper companies just doing what they wanted, there were unwritten rules, tr... she shuddered at the word tradition. Maple despised tradition. It brought comforts only to the few. Was witchcraft not the epitome of tradition passed down along the maternal line (even though there were rumours of male witches one could hardly take any witch without a dress seriously).

The river bank was, as Maple expected, muddy. Her dress was built for city travel and unlike the other guests she had not brought casual walkwear suitable for riversides. She navigated her heels over a slippery patch and cautiously hitched up her skirts to avoid a puddle of something she hoped was spilled treacle.

Threadneedle took her elbow. "Careful now, my dear, I wouldn't want you to slip and break your neck." He smiled broadly like a Chacha cat, sending a shiver down Maple's premonitory spine.

Maple trod extra carefully, keeping one eye on the mud and the other on Mr Threadneedle's hand which was slipping progressively from her elbow to her back. "What line of business did you say you were in, Mr Tirednoodle?"

"That's Threadneedle. We own a string of havadaiquiri shoppes throughout Frankia."

"A whole string? That must keep you tied up."

Threadneedle didn't take the bait. "It keeps us busy."

"And you sell parchment, vellum, that sort of thing?"

"Not so much. Other items, yes."

"Curious."

Threadneedle ushered her up the garden path and led her back to the house in time for afternoon tea.

Glodia had laid out a table of scones and profiteroles the size of silver coins. Maple piled twenty on a plate and mingled. She had never mingled before, it was quite thrilling. Navigating around a group of boring people trying to find something interesting to poke at all while balancing a possibly priceless porkelain plate in one hand and a cup of evening tea in the other. She finished the profiteroles two at a time and still feeling peckish pulled out a half-finished snake and kidney pie from her dress pocket and chewed on a corner.

"Sir Cattlemunger, if I recall," Maple said in a posh voice to fit in. "You run a chain of meat merchants the breadth of Frankia."

"Yes, that's the fellow," said the burly man, "though I am diversifying my interests to follow market trends." He tipped some tea into a saucer and slurped thickly, his lips wibbling until all the tea had been sucked up. He stared out the window at the lawn where a pack of hunting beagles were playing with a nervous swan. He suddenly smiled. "I didn't catch yours, luv."

"Call me Maple. So what's a butcher doing at the scene of a murder?"

Sir Cattlemunger raised an eyebrow. "You don't waste much time, do you, luv? Next you'll be telling me about motives and whodunnit and whatnot."

"Not your first murder then."

"I resent that. I've played games, you know, with the children, so I know the tarmom... timini... the words. You've come here out the blue and have a nose for stories. Either you are just some biddy with too much time on her hands, or you've got some higher orders."

"Hmm, you're quite perceptive for a butcher. I'm curious. When Emily was telling us about her sister, you know, about her innards being splattered..." Maple took a bite from the snake and kidney pie making sure a piece of gristle snapped and dangled from her mouth for a moment before sucking it in.

Sir Cattlemunger cleared his throat loudly.

"...well, I couldn't help notice your stomach wasn't in the right place. In fact you looked quaintly queasy. Bit odd for a butcher, isn't it?"

Sir Cattlemunger avoided looking at Maple chewing with her mouth open. "My dear Maypole. I may own the operation but that does not mean I have the same steely nerves as the man who holds the cleaver. It takes a special breed to split a pig three ways from Sundays. Perhaps you are not aware, but there are many parts to a corporation like ours. Running a business is not all going around and working at the business end, if you follow me."

Maple didn't really know what a corporation was. It sounded like some sort of group of soulless undead working tirelessly until their demise.​[7] "But you knew the Hygginses."

Cattlemunger sipped from his saucer. "I knew of them, but not directly, no. Only by lawyer's letter. Not face to face. I only saw them after they were laid out here at Briand, and that's the truth of it."

"Tell me, does your corporation sell vellum?"

"I don't know, Maypole, I'll have to check with Pickles."

"Pickles?"

"My associate." Sir Cattlemunger snapped his fingers and a wobbly man emerged from the shadows rippling with muscle like a large black attack diamond. His greased-back hair was thin as his moustache. "Pickles, this nice lady wants to know if we do goats."

Pickles' eyes narrowed. He spoke in a voice like a gravel road. "Now why'd a nice lady like yerself be askin' bout the humble goat?"

Maple craned her neck to look eye to eye to eyes. She kept one on his face and the other on a bicep. Maple had two eyes, and you might think that most people have two eyes, but that's not quite true. Most eyes work together; Maple's eyes each worked for different organisations. "I've asked a reasonable question. A woman can ask about goats, there's no law against it."

Pickles looked between Sir Cattlemunger and Maple. "The manifold Goat? Sometimes, nice lady, sometimes. We deal in all sorts."

"What about Centaurs?"

"If'n the market's hungry for a humble Taurus roast, yes. Good bit o' meat on a Centaur's..."

"As far as I can dissect, if you'll excuse the expression Mr Cattlemunger..."

"Sir."

"...I'm no such thing, but if you like. There's a union dispute about eating Centaurs, isn't there? The Centaurs apparently don't like it."

Outside on the lawn the dogs were chasing the swan around the decorative fountain where a group of ducklings splashed oblivious. Agnes and Dullita were arguing over who had first rights to the smallest of the puppies. Sir Cattlemunger watched them while avoiding the question, but Pickles picked up the wool. "Well," he gravelled, "some of the more modern younguns seems to think Centaurs has souls and refuse to apply the knife. It's these modern schools, teaching them all sorts of rot. Hedgetarians they call 'em. But we soon educate them in the right manner."

Sir Cattlemunger scoffed out the side of his mouth. "Ridiculous. These modern notions are ruining our business. Next they'll be saying mermaids are not fish." He chuckled and Pickles shared his laughter. "I also blame the teachers, teaching the kiddies all sorts of nonsense. Centaur rump is a fine traditional cut. We've been eating Centaur since the dawn of civilisation, it's written in the annals of Frankia. Now people want to fiddle with the firmament. I tell you, Maypole, people don't know when they've got it good, they are always running after something new, but what good has the new anything brought us? No, there's a way things are, and that's how it is."

"Yar," agreed Pickles. "Being thar any other questions, madame? A'cause Sir Cattlemunger is awanted at the Waterhouse table, sharpish like." Pickles didn't wait for a reply but ushered Sir Cattlemunger across to a dusty hallway and then stood cross-arms in the entrance to block any rebuttal.

~
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MAPLE RETIRED TO HER bedroom which was a lovely space of decadent wood and comfortable linen cool to the touch, a welcome against the uncommonly warm spring. An ornate mirror rested on a white-oak vanity table bookended by two fat candles and Maple stared into it for a good long while remembering the past. Sometimes she remembered things from tomorrow, but they were fleeting and uncertain. Dr Feck at Grainbridge University would know all about things like that, how it all worked. The corduroy of space and time. She smiled at her younger self in the mirror briefly. As she was brushing her hair she felt the eyes of a young girl on her. "Hello, Agnes," Maple said before turning around.

Agnes stared at Maple and then at Maple's reflection in the mirror, and back. Maple had by this time forgotten how mirrors worked. Old age can do that to a young person. For witches, mirrors showed a different view of the world, not reversed, but opposite, a world illuminated by a completely different set of rules. In the mirror she was still young Maple Leaf St Claire from Twyne with striped tights and silver spectacles. In the real life on the apposite side of the mirror she was something else entirely. Some might whisper hag behind a hand when Maple was out of earshot, which was miles away. Ears grow large in old age and tend to pick up all sorts of gossip from down the street.

Agnes whispered with hanging jaw, "You're a witch!"

Maple wasn't sure about Agnes' feelings on the subject, so she raised an eyebrow. "Am I?"

Agnes walked in and looked more fully at Maple in the mirror. "I thought it was supposed to be the other way around."

"No, mirrors do that. According to Dr Feck it is something to do with light waves but none of the lights I've seen wave, so it's probably just back to front."

"No, I mean, isn't it supposed to be the beautiful young woman in real life, and the mirror showing the real you."

"Ah. Perhaps."

"But the real you is all..."

"Yes?"

"Um." Agnes panicked. "I... I've read The Black Poulet. And The Grok Magika," she boasted quickly. "I have my own copy of Le Petit Zizi."

"Have you really? When I was your age all I'd read was Lady Grimoire's Faery Tales. Well, it was read to me by my granny."

"Ugh! I read that when I four. I want to be a witch when I grow up. Will you teach me?"

"Be careful what you witch for, young Agnes. Witch magik is not really something you learn. It's passed down from bedside to bedside by a mother's whisper. A newcomer would have to apply to Witchaven, there'd be tests, and I heard they have certificates now." Maple shuddered at the words. She had failed most of her tests but she kept that part quiet.

"I've a wand, look." Agnes pulled a bent twig from her shallow bosom and waved it around. "Have-a Cadaver!"

"Put that down, you might accidentally put someone's eye out and that's a terrible spell to undo without two spoons of chopped kid's knees and barlick."

"Did you say kidneys?"

"No."

Agnes waved the wand around some more. "Can you teach me a spell? I want to smite mine enemies a'twain!"

Maple ducked out of the path of the wildly swishing twig. "No, I can't. Only you can teach you a spell, and if you want to learn wanding you'll need to learn listening first."

Agnes replaced the wand beneath her night gown and pulled a little paring knife from the folds of her sleeve. "I'll do anything to be a witch, just point me at someone and I'll kill them, I really will!" She stabbed the air a few times to make her point.

Maple sighed. "That's not witchcraft, that's murder, and you'd better not go around murdering people or you might get a hiding from your mother." Maple was not fazed by the perambulations of the girl, she had been a girl once. Agnes seemed harmless but it was best to be cautious, one never knew which way the wind of intention would blow in the young and impressionable. Where had she found the idea of murdering people, anyway? Maple wondered. It wasn't something they taught in school, well, except for herstory class. And mythology class. And ballogy class. And on one memorable occasion a metamathematics problem about people tied to a railway track and working out the velocity using letters instead of numbers which was an unnatural magic invented by an ancient wizard named Al Gebara.

"Myself then." Agnes held the knife at her throat. "Just say the word." The look in Agnes' eyes told Maple she was sincere.

"Oh dear," said Maple looking round, "I seem to have left my potion bag in the carriage, will you fetch it for me? It's a little black valise with a silver clasp."

Agnes ran off out the room and down the hallway. "Out of my way, stupid!" she shouted at Japes who was just arriving at the bedroom door with a silver tray. He spun about half a turn but managed to contain a lot of the tray's contents.

"A nightcap, m'lady." Japes smiled thinly. He was somewhere between sixty and six hundred years old, Maple couldn't decide because everyone over thirty looked ancient compared to someone Maple's real age. Japes bent low and held out the tray on which a frothy cup of hot cawco bubbled pleasantly.

Maple took the cup in both hands. "Bliss! Thank you. I didn't catch your name."

"Japes, m'lady."

"I meant your first."

Japes thought about it for awhile and looked up to the corner of the room. Suddenly a long-used memory struck him. "Rustle! Like leaves. I think."
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