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At this point it is apparently usual to express your thanks to all those who have made this literary extravaganza possible. 

Thus I tender my grateful thanks to my lady wife and three daughters who have put up with me for a number of years. 

Also I suppose I ought to explain why I have ventured into the novel format. The answer is very simple and falls into two parts.

The first is that some stories take longer to tell, and thus the shorter novella format (which I love) is not necessarily the best vehicle.

The second is that a novel takes twice as long to read, thus ensuring I have an even larger head start when people finally get to the end of the story. These little details can be vitally important at times. 
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Chapter 1
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It has to be confessed that the explosion was spectacular. What made it even more spectacular was that it happened in the Sump, which is the lowest point of the city, thus a lot of people saw it. I am acquainted with a perfectly respectable matron who claimed she saw an entire roof rise vertically into the air before closing like a book and collapsing back down into the ruins. The fact that I know the lady was in Prae Ducis at the time rather discredits her as a witness, but still. The explosion was ‘an event.’ Everybody claimed they remembered exactly what they were doing when it happened. Everybody except Wodrik Artel. Wodrik was an alchemist. Some of them rather shun that term nowadays, preferring to be called ‘natural philosophers’ or even ‘manipulators of the aether.’ The latter term I feel reeks of pretentiousness and whenever I hear it I wonder what they are trying to compensate for.

Still the tale of the late Wodrik Artel is interesting, only in that it is connected in some small way to the story I hope to tell. He was in the habit of tinkering with those things man was not meant to know. His wife had, after several unfortunate accidents that needed three maids and a joiner to clean up after, banned him from experimenting in the house. Thus he was forced to hire a workroom some distance from his abode. 

This shows how far he had fallen. Even necromancers manage to have a workroom in their own home. Admittedly few of them have wives, but still, I feel the point still stands. 

Now it just so happens that the Shrine to Aea in her Aspect as the Personification of Tempered Enthusiasm happened to own a small property in the Sump. 

In all candour it was something of a burden as it wasn’t really habitable. 

We’d been left it by a widow who bequeathed several contiguous properties in the area to the order of Aea in all her Aspects, with the instruction that one of 

them should be signed over to our shrine in perpetuity. 

The order looked at its new asset and decided that, frankly, demolition and rebuilding was the way forward. Under the sharp eye of Archhierophant Battass Droom, this was done. It was suggested to us that we included our property in the scheme, but frankly we hadn’t the money. Also there was a sneaking suspicion that we’d end up with less property at the end of the process than we had when we started. So we declined to take part with every appearance of regret. 

Not long after, Wodrik approached us. Our property was perfect for his purposes, it just about kept the rain out and nobody minded if he did a little superficial damage. So he worked away happily for some months.

He was oblivious to the building work next door, and went back to his own home every evening. I suppose in retrospect we should have worried that he was indeed so engrossed in his project but I’m not sure any of us would have been any the wiser had we seen what he was doing. He had splashed oil of vitriol onto iron filings and noticed a fizzing. It struck him that a gas must be given off so tried to collect the gas. Initially he did this by having a paper cone over the vessel producing the gas, but the gas had the power to lift the paper. This intrigued him and he experimented by using larger quantities of reagents and a larger paper cone of daintier paper.

Now you must remember, during this period, Maljie had made ballooning fashionable amongst a certain set. I would categorise them as the young, wealthy, and mad. This may be harsh, because many of those with only the feeblest grasp on sanity are still sane enough to avoid flight. It appeared to be those who were fascinated by mechanical contrivances who succumbed to this malaise.

It seems that Wodrik felt that if he could trap enough of this gas he could power a balloon without all that nonsense of burners, flames, hot air and fragile fabric envelopes.

With Wodrik, to think was to act. He purchased a balloon envelope second-hand from Maljie. To be fair she taught him the techniques of sealing it to keep gas it. Then by the simple expedient of removing the internal floors, he erected his canopy within the house. 

How he intended to remove it once full I’m not entirely sure. It may be that he rather suspected his plan wouldn’t work. It might even be that he’d never considered it. Or of course he might just have intended to make a hole in the roof large enough to have the balloon leave through. In all candour this is the sort of thing that even the most casual landlord seeks to discourage in their tenants. 

It must be said the technical details of what he was trying to achieve were enough to overwhelm a lesser, or at least a saner, man. Obviously mixing chemicals in a crucible was never going to fill his balloon canopy. Nobody had ever done things at this scale before. He had been producing his oil of vitriol by burning sulphur and saltpetre together in the presence of steam. Apparently oil of vitriol condensed on the glass vessel and he collected it in a tank.

Now as you can imagine, burning these two substances together produces an unfortunate odour. Wodrik took to working at night when there were fewer people about. Perhaps coincidentally, there was something of a religious revival in the area as people claimed to have dreamed of being cast into one of the less pleasant hells for their sins. Eventually he produced half a ton of his oil of vitriol and arranged to pour it onto a ton of scrap iron. 

The vessel holding this mixture was below the mouth of the balloon and Wodrik was gratified at how quickly his balloon seemed to inflate. 

Indeed the general feeling is that if he hadn’t lit a celebratory pipe of lichen, his experiment would have been a complete success. Alas, the first sparks from his match must have produced the explosion.

***
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WHEN THE RAIN OF RUBBLE diminished the survivors crept out from their homes and surveyed the scene. Our property had disappeared entirely. There was merely a mound of debris. A demolition contractor would have struggled to match Wodrik for completeness. Unfortunately neighbouring buildings had also suffered. This is the Sump after all, maintenance is never a priority and any work done is rarely better than slipshod. So our property was surrounded by a circle of buildings that were either demolished or so badly damaged they would have to be demolished. It was rather embarrassing that the new building the Archhierophant Battass Droom had erected using the order’s money had suffered more than most. 

Apparently the order investigated the matter, holding an inquiry. Droom explained that the order’s property had regrettably taken the worst of the blast thus taking the worst of the damage. 

As somebody who also surveyed the scene of destruction, I for one was unimpressed by the quality of timber used, and the mortar struck me as distinctly inferior. 

Still, I was shown the financial accounts of the project, and the order had certainly paid for good quality materials.

Still, scapegoats were needed. Wodrik was assumed to be deceased. All that anybody found were his boots. To be fair, this is the Sump. Had his boots not still had his feet in them, they too would probably have disappeared. The order, rather unfairly, turned on us.

Fortunately our defence was sound. 

The incumbent pointed out that Wodrik had signed the standard tenancy agreement. Whilst it doesn’t explicitly enjoin a tenant not to destroy the property and neighbouring properties in tremendous explosions, it does specifically state that the tenant is forbidden to do anything which may damage the fabric of the building or adjacent buildings. 

The eye of Battass Droom then fell on Maljie. After all, as he saw it, she had assisted, even encouraged 

Wodrik in his madcap schemes by providing him with a balloon envelope. Here, Maljie, when questioned by the incumbent at the formal hearing, admitted she had provided the envelope but pointed out that in her many years of experience with balloons, none of them had ever exploded. She was willing to agree that fire was a risk, but she had warned him about this, and as the record showed, there was very little fire damage. 

Such as there was had occurred in circumstances consistent with candles or lanterns being knocked over as a result of the explosion.  

Eventually those conducting the hearing, a bench of leading Sinecurists, handed down their formal opinion. The whole thing was an unfortunate accident and they felt no blame could be attached to anybody. They did mention that the city should consider a presumption against folk tampering with the forces of nature within the boundaries of the city, but this wasn’t taken forward by the Council of Sinecurists who agreed that having houses explode hadn’t been a problem previously and they felt it was unlikely to become a regular occurrence in the future. Still they agreed that a ‘watching brief’ was probably wise. 

We retired back to the shrine feeling vindicated, Archhierophant Battass Droom on the other hand obviously felt aggrieved. It is unfortunate that he was not one of those who can accept the lesson and learn from it. Perhaps it was fending off difficult, nay, embarrassing questions about the quality of the work he had overseen that soured him against us. 

Perhaps he is just somebody who is naturally vindictive. For whatever reason, in our eyes he was obviously was just watching for a chance to ‘clip our wings.’
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Chapter 2
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It must be admitted that within every profession, craft, or trade there are those who fail to shine. At the same time there are those who stand head and shoulders above their peers. So if you were to go into the upstairs bar of the Misanthropes Hall and ask the poetasters gathered there to name the three greatest poets of the current generation, you’d probably come away with five names.

Upon reflection, you would be wise to pass quietly from table to table doing your survey. Standing on the bar to attract attention and asking the assembled company as a group is merely asking for a brawl. Similarly, you would have to ask the question. If I attempted it, they would leave my name off merely to be aggravating. 

On the other hand, you’ll find, when you sift through the generality of humanity, it is rare to find a person who doesn’t display some competence in at least one area. With the order of Aea in all her Aspects there are many people with a wide array of gifts. Yes we find people with the skills one might expect, but there are other, unexpected areas of genius. I have found several with an obvious talent for obfuscation.  In others I have seen futile ineffectuality taken to unexpected heights of excellence. Finally if you want to discover the masters of the art of procrastination, they seem to congregate in the Office of the Combined Hierophants of Aea.

One advantage accrues to an organisation which treasures these skills. Change is slow, measured and far from inexorable. 

These folk can be likened to the weed clinging to the hull of a sailing ship that is in need of careening. They slow it down and stop the institution making those mistakes caused by an unhealthy enthusiasm for haste and innovation.

But within that forest of clogging weed there are predators. Some sit like stones, unmoving, trapping those unwary enough to venture into their vicinity. Others slip through the weed like voracious fish, long, lean, and many fanged. They use the weed as cover for their activities. It had occurred to me sometime previously that the Archhierophant Battass Droom fell into this latter category. Now whilst I do not socialise with the higher echelons of the order, it so happens that professionally I hear quite a lot about some of them. Obviously Archhierophants and their like are unlikely to hold the sort of entertainments for which the enlightened hire a poet. They are unlikely to attend such amusements. 

But they will have mothers, siblings or other family members who do. Let us not beat about the bush here, I hear the gossip. The sister of a minor incumbent would mention to her friends, her voice resonant with increasing indignation, that her brother was being pressured into signing over a small plot of land that had been left to his shrine a generation or more back.

He used it as a play area for children. Alas, but somebody in the hierarchy has spotted the site’s value should one wish to build a desirable residence. Or even to add it to your already extensive garden.

Or a proud mother would whisper that her son’s success in the building trade began when he came to an ‘arrangement’ with a senior cleric to provide all those construction materials needed by the order, for a ‘consideration’.

Now I do not wish to intimate that the order is corrupt, far from it. But the nature of institutions is that the corrupt can find niches within them in which they can flourish.

Still looking more positively, the order does manage to make some use of the more worthwhile skills members have. Thus one incumbent was, in his youth, a prize fighter. His small temple is considered by many to be a shrine to that art, and many young people have been saved from worse fates by their love of the pugilistic arts. Our city has many rough and violent young people, but thanks to him a proportion of them are competently rough and violent, and also decent young people. Another incumbent was a jockey in her youth, and her connections with the race course have provided a route to work for some young people. It must also be admitted that her establishment is largely funded by the money she has taken from the bookmakers, both as winnings, and also as they pay out to salve their consciences. 

In our case, our incumbent is known both for preaching, but also for her ability to pour oil on troubled waters and to help people let bygones be bygones. Given the forceful actions of her temple wardens over recent years it may be that this latter skill is one she has been forced to learn ‘on the job.’ But still we see a lot of very junior members of the order come to her to improve their preaching. They’ll arrive with their sermon text and she will take them through it. Once the heretical or merely wrong has been eliminated she will gather a congregation of mendicants who will listen to the preacher. This done, she will then lead the apprentice preacher through the mistakes and errors of delivery and point out where things could be improved. The new and improved sermon will then be delivered to the mendicants who will again listen attentively. Finally our incumbent will ask the novice to point out weaknesses that occurred to them. 

Together they will work on the text one more time until finally, with increased confidence, the sermon is once more delivered. 

Admittedly the mendicants hear it three times, but after all, ‘Repetition is the key to mastery’. Also as one of the mendicants commented to me, “It’s wet outside, and this is an indoor job with no heavy lifting.’ As a side effect we do have some unusually theologically well informed mendicants. Across the order as a whole, it is not unusual for a proportion of mendicants to take the various vows and advance within the order.

In the case of our shrine the number coming forward is usually high. Personally I put this down to self-defence on their part. After a certain point the victim realises that it is probably better to be the one at the front inflicting the sermon than the one in the seat, squirming.

Still you can understand that it is not unusual for our incumbent to be asked to give a day or so to some other temple, helping them whip their minor preachers into shape. What was unusual was when our incumbent was contacted from a monastery up in the Northern Aphices Mountains. The Shrine of Aea in the Wilderness is well thought of. I’d actually met the abbot, or hegumen, Sydna. He is one of those men whom everybody instinctively recognises as a genuinely spiritual person. I’m not sure I’ve met anybody who in my brief acquaintance struck me as so unworldly. Small children will spontaneously climb onto his lap; he speaks and even poets shut up and listen. He can command a room without raising his voice. On the other hand he does give the impression of a man who has little grasp of the realities of the world. I suspect that the only reason his monastery keeps running is due to the competence of his Claustral Prior. 

One of the traditions Sydna introduced to his monastery is that all the monks take turns to read and preach to all the other monks as they eat, or work in various indoor activities. 

Somebody had commented unfavourably about the quality of preaching and the Hegumen Sydna contacted the Office of the Combined Hierophants of Aea. 

Much to his surprise, he received a response within three months and even more surprising the response was relevant and helpful. He was advised to contact us.

When faced with this plea, given that it was summer, the weather was fine and the mountains beautiful, our incumbent decided she ought to go. Now you might ask yourself how we manage without an incumbent. In day to day matters things can tick over nicely. Indeed they can tick over better than nicely because there is one less person in authority asking difficult questions or pointedly glaring at the mendicant who missed their bath. So we were confident that we could ensure matters ran smoothly and we wouldn’t have any serious problems. The system is one we have practiced over the years. Maljie and Laxey go round some of our more troublesome neighbours, intimating that now is not a good time to try our patience. 

We also rope in a few elderly priests who have hardly any duties and who are happy enough to drop by and tackle those tasks that fall to ordained. Some always comment how good it is to get back into harness for a little while. Indeed they preach with confidence because none of us remember their favourite sermons that they’d inflicted too often on a previous generation.

So we were a little surprised when the incumbent summoned us all to meet the Deacon, a member of the Idiosyncratic Diaconate. Apparently he’d just been ordained and was looking for a position, so she took him in to be part of the team. 

Somewhat tentatively, Laxey asked what we needed a deacon for.

The incumbent produced a sheaf of notes and flicked through them. “We are quite successful finding work for our younger mendicants.”

Maljie nodded at this. She is justly proud of our record.

The incumbent continued, “Over the past three years we’ve had thirty-seven taken on by usurers.”

That I could understand. With Maljie and her connections we’d been able to do a lot of good.

“Of the thirty-seven, eleven have been taken on as clerks, one as a cleaner, and the rest as enforcers.” The incumbent put away her notes. “I rather feel that we needed to offer a wider range of skills. Our deacon, being the Lector, will be ideally placed to give both theological training as well as more practical training. This will hopefully help us improve on an already good position.”

Our deacon or lector had arrived pushing a handcart. On it was a small bag of clothes, a somewhat larger bag of theological tomes, and a very large chest. The latter we discovered later contained carpentry tools.

By the time he arrived, the various bags were hidden under ‘useful bits of wood that are bound to come in.’

Now it so happened that our relatively newly appointed ostiary had taken himself off to advance his education. The suspicion was that he would return as a theologian, a cook, or as one of those who advises usurers as to how they ought to estimate the possible return on their potential investments. The smart money was on the latter. Still his room was now available. Admittedly it was little more than an empty cell, separated from the world by a curtain rather than a door. As befits a doorkeeper’s cell it was right by the main door and Laxey had been coveting it as an office. 

We all gathered to wave our Incumbent off. Indeed we took special care to make sure that the shrine looked well, the mendicants were thoroughly scrubbed and various known trouble makers, both lay and ordained, were mysteriously absent. As Maljie commented, “An old temple warden told me to make sure that if your incumbent has to travel, the last view of their shrine is a positive one. You want to tempt them back, not encourage them to keep going.”

There was some concern as to how long our incumbent could be missing. It was estimated to take at least three weeks to get there, perhaps four, and by definition the same to get back. Also we assumed that she’d stay there for at least a month. So it would be autumn before we got her back. 

Indeed as she left she commented that it would be delightful to travel home through the autumnal woodlands and enjoy the colours of the season. Obviously there was a sense of holiday in the air. Still, when all’s said and done, we faced the summer with quiet confidence. This may have been misplaced. 

***
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IT COULD HAVE BEEN three weeks later when I was out and about early. I crossed the open area in front of the shrine just as dawn was breaking. In reality I was just distressingly late rather than early. A patron had organised an evening entertainment. I had been asked to perform but had not been asked to do anything else. Thus after the first hour I had been forced to make various suggestions to her as she tried to restore order. By midnight I was effectively in charge and it took us three hours to disperse the guests. To be fair to the guests it was not their fault. It was purely because somebody had taken punch and cake to the sedan chair bearers. Obviously at any event you have to make provision for those who come in their own chair. I know some hostesses who insist that the bearers remain outside the gate, but frankly this is a recipe for disaster. It is far better to bring them into a room near the kitchen, give them meat pies and a bottle or two of beer each and leave them to talk or snooze as their fancy takes them.

I suppose punch and cake is not an entirely bad idea, but somebody had taken it upon themselves to substitute pure spirit for at least half the wine. 

Most of the chair-men could barely stand, never mind walk carrying a chair. We were having to organise carts to get the sedan chairs and their bearers home, as well as trying to hire fresh chairs to get the guests home. By the time everybody had departed and I felt it was safe to abandon my patron to the charms of her own bed, the false dawn hung in the east. Still, accentuating the positive, she had been suitably grateful, and had not merely thanked me effusively, but had given me a bag of assorted cold cuts to take home. When she thought I was not looking, she slid three bottles of the offending punch into my bag. I assume this was to ensure there was no evidence available during the inevitable family post mortem later that day. Thus in spite of the hour I was in a good humour and at ease with the world.It was as I passed through Exegesis Square that I became aware of three men working on the area of open ground in front of the shrine. I stopped to watch and it was apparent that they were surveying the area. I confess I was rather surprised by this and drifted across to join them. Two were obviously assistants, their task was to hold poles or the end of tape measures. 

The third was by his actions the one in charge. He stood at the plane table and told the other two what to do. Eventually he told his two minions to ‘stand down’ and they came and joined me on the only bench. I pulled out one of the bottles of punch, took a sip and passed it to the minion next to me. He took quite a deep draught, coughed, and passed the bottle to his companion. A little hoarsely he commented, “It’s not without authority.”

His companion, forewarned, drank more carefully. “You can taste the fruit.”

He passed the bottle back to me. I asked, “Surveying?”

“Yes,” said the first man, who’d regained full control of his vocal cords. I took another sip, passed him the bottle and asked, “What for?”

He drank deep and then passed the bottle to his companion. “You know, once you get used to it, it’s quite good stuff.” He paused and shouted to the one in charge. “Who’re we surveying this for?”

That gentleman came across, intercepted the bottle and tried some. “You’re right, it is good stuff. But yes, we do the surveying for the Office of the Combined Hierophants of Aea. There’s been a lot of talk about senior clergy being out of touch with their congregations. So they’re going to give each archhierophant their own shrine to look after.”

I asked, “Who does whatever archhierophants normally do, if they’re looking after a shrine?”  

“I think the idea is that they give them a small shrine where there’s not a lot of work, and they’ll probably just handle the important stuff, leaving the work to sub-hierodeacons and other suchlike undesirables.”

I nodded wisely and as the first bottle was almost empty, opened the second. “But why the surveying?”

“Oh that’s because they’ll have to build a suitable residence for whoever gets the position.”

“But the incumbent has a residence.”

The surveyor shrugged. “That’ll probably just be assigned to somebody’s mistress. Either that or they’ll rent it out.”

One of his minions took the new bottle, drank deeply, and commented, “That’s the way of it nowadays. Somebody comes up with a new bright idea about how the various shrines and temples are run and suddenly everything’s kicked up into the air again.”

“Who came up with this bright idea then?”

The two minions looked at the surveyor, one of them said, “Isn’t it Archhierophant Droom who’s in charge.”

The surveyor reached for the bottle. “Yes, apparently this shrine is going to be a test case. He told a meeting of the Combined Hierophants that he felt that as it was his reform, he ought to be the experimental subject. So he’ll be in charge and living here.” 
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Chapter 3
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Now a lesser man might have panicked. I, on the other hand, decided to go home to bed. As it was, I boarded the barge half an hour before Shena, my lady wife, left to catch the tide. Soon her shore comber clients would be coming to her office with items they hoped she, as a mud jobber, would buy from them.

It was gone noon when I finally breakfasted on cold roast mott and pondered the situation. As an aside some wives go through their husband’s pockets looking for money or evidence of illicit liaisons. If I arrive home late, Shena will check my coat next morning on the off chance I’ve got something for breakfast.

Still, back to the tale I’m telling. You must understand that the position of incumbent at the Shrine of Aea in her Aspect as the Personification of Tempered Enthusiasm is unusual. In most shrines the Office of the Combined Hierophants of Aea merely chose an appropriate candidate, after taking advice from the hierophant of the appropriate aspect. Indeed, to be more accurate, they will tend to just rubber-stamp the hierophant’s suggestion. But at our shrine, because of its proximity to the Sinecurists’ Stair, and also because of our informal connection with the sinecurists as a group, the position is in the joint gift of the Council of Sinecurists and the Autocephalous Patriarch. 

So how was Battass Droom pushing our incumbent out? After finishing my coffee I made my way to the shrine, I felt that others needed to know of my discovery. 

***
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IT WAS A GRIM FACED collection who heard my tale. 

Maljie, as senior temple-warden took the chair with our deacon sitting next to her. 

Old Prophet Weden was present, Laxey in his capacity as sub-hierodeacon was there, along with a number of the more reliable mendicants. I had opened my final bottle of punch, I felt that we needed the clarity it must surely bring. 

After I finished my tale, there was some discussion. A muttered suggestion that Battass Droom ought to trip over his shoelaces into the path of a runaway coach and four was dismissed as unworthy of us. At least for the time being. Various options were considered, and eventually Maljie summed up the matter succinctly. “We have to find out what is going on. Laxey, go and talk to people in the Office of the Combined Hierophants.”

“It’s always useful to have a reason in case some officious doorman asks what I’m doing.”

“Just tell them that they’ve got our deaths register for reconciling. We need it back.”

One of the mendicants said, “But the register is in the incumbent’s office.”

“They don’t know that. They’ll look round, assume they’ve lost it and at that point they’ll go awfully quiet and stop talking to us.”

Laxey gestured to me, “I’ll get Tallis to write a receipt for us, and he can hand that in whilst I talk to people.”

Now there is an art of producing a receipt in these circumstances. Firstly the person who issued the receipt has to be grand enough for clerks in the various offices to feel they do not wish to bother them with details. 

There again the person has to be someone who might convincingly have visited our shrine. Thus it is possible that the incumbent smiled at them and said, “As you’re passing, could you drop our deaths register into the office for reconciling.”

Finally we need a specimen of their handwriting.

To give an extreme example, we have in our shrine plenty of examples of the Autocephalous Patriarch’s signature. Also I can well imagine that the clerks would hesitate to bother him with trivia. But there again, even I struggle to produce convincing reasons for him dropping in to see us.At the opposite end we have ‘Giggles’ Bottichuck. He is, improbably, an Archhierophant, although you would never guess it. We see him on a regular basis as he has some vague responsibility for mendicants, and they look forward to his visits. He is cheerful, avuncular, and generally good to deal with.

For old ‘Giggles’ nothing is too much trouble. The problem is that the clerks would have no hesitation turning up at his office and presenting him with the receipt. 

The obvious choice was Battass Droom. He was always poking his nose into things, so he could well have been here. We have plenty of documentation with his annotations in the margins, and nobody in their right mind would draw his attention to them. 

Thus is was that on the appropriate, if yellowing, stationery, I drew up an appropriate receipt in a fair approximation of Archhierophant Droom’s hand. I scrawled his signature at the bottom, blotted it carefully and pronounced myself ready. Laxey and I then sallied forth. 

The Office of the Combined Hierophants of Aea is a rambling building. Initially a private house on one of the streets behind Ropewalk, as the bureaucracy expanded, other houses were purchased as they became available. Now there were three houses, but they weren’t contiguous, there was still one house in the middle of the block occupied by a cantankerous widow. Denying the Combined order a chance to purchase her house to ease their situation had given her a reason for living. People expected her to see out her century.

We entered the main door, and by waving the receipt I mollified the guardian and he graciously allowed us to pass. I made my way down one corridor whilst Laxey took the stairs. 

In the registry, I produced the receipt and waited politely whilst two increasingly worried clerks hunted for our register. Eventually they promised to search the document archive to ensure it hadn’t been misfiled. Ever courteous I thanked them for their efforts. They suggested I leave the receipt so that they had it to help with their search. Let us not beat about the bush, I may be a poet and unworldly but I am not that unworldly. The receipt would have rapidly disappeared leaving no evidence that we had not lost our register. I smiled pathetically and pointed out that they could have it with my blessing, but obviously, Maljie would expect a receipt for the receipt. The clerk behind the counter paled a little at this but grimly wrote me out a receipt. Now armed against the vicissitudes of fate with a genuine receipt, I bowed my way out of their drab sanctum. I then followed Laxey’s route up the stairs. 

Now in every organisation that in any way manages to keep running, there has to be a cadre of competent and efficient people. To an extent they tend to know each other and form a web which holds things together. Laxey was simply visiting the office that was the heart of this web. I knocked on the door and entered the office. 

Immediately I knew I was in what had once been a bedroom. Whilst the décor in the office downstairs had been promiscuously abused by all and sundry, here the original wallpaper was still extant. 

One wall had obviously been composed of built-in wardrobes. These remained, but their doors had been removed. The wardrobes themselves had been fitted with shelves and these shelves were groaning under the weight of paper stacked on them. The doors themselves had been repurposed. Each was supported by two stacks of beer crates and served the current occupants as desks. A full length mirror was still fastened to one wall. It was obvious that this was a room occupied by people who were too busy keeping the organisation working to worry about trivia such as the office furniture. 

By the time I arrived, the discussion had moved into the detail of our problem. As I entered, Laxey looked up and said, “Apparently the plans have been drawn for the house to be built in front of the shrine, and over the next week or so, they’ll be delivering materials.”

I asked, “So has Battass Droom in point of fact been confirmed in his role at our shrine?”

“No, that is to be confirmed at the next grand synod, which is in a month’s time.”

Laxey stood up. “Anyway we’d better be going.”

One of the others stood up. “Where’s your incumbent at the moment, it’s just we’ve got this message for her but it’s addressed to some flyspeck village in the mountains."

Laxey reached out and took the letter he was holding. He looked at the envelope. 

“Yes, it’s for her, Aea alone knows why the address. I’ll give it to her when we get back.”

“Thanks. We did wonder.”

We made our exit from the building. Once in Ropewalk and out of sight of the Office, I asked Laxey, “Well, are you going to open the envelope?”

“I’ll leave that to Maljie, she’ll be able to open and close it without leaving any traces.”

We gathered in the Ostiary’s cell that now housed the Deacon. It was felt that as a member of the diaconate he was technically the senior cleric currently present. At the very least this ensured that anything that happened would probably be regarded as ‘his fault.’ It has to be said I was impressed by the improvements he’d wrought. The curtain had been replaced by a door and the cell now boasted a sturdy table, a writing desk, and the bed was no longer just a paillasse on the floor. Still we had to bring our own chairs or perch on the edge of the bed. The room was rather crowded because Maljie had a guest, Madame Tiffy Weldonnan.

Now Madame Weldonnan was a great lady; a doyenne of society. 

Yet for those who knew, there was a past. Tiffy Cust was a dancer, a chorus girl, before Mortimar Weldonnan laid siege to the stage door. Scandalously he married her and she bore him twelve children. The sons were burly, strong featured men taking after their father, and their daughters every bit as pretty and sharp as their mother. 

She had with her a young woman of barely seventeen, also called Tiffy, who was her youngest daughter. A pretty girl notable because of her long red hair and the expression of quiet amusement that never seemed far from her face.  She was probably the image of her mother at that age. One difference was that she was accompanied by a rangy hound of uncertain temper. If I remember correctly her mother was more commonly remembered as dancing with a snake. The Weldonnan family had been friends of our shrine for a number of years, and Maljie and the older Tiffy had a long history of mutual acquaintance stretching back more years than a gentleman would attempt to recall.
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