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			Old History

			63 Anno Domini. Britannia.

			Caligatae is the name they have coined for themselves – ‘footsloggers’, men who march the known world, anywhere that’s worthwhile.

			He eyes his caligae. More than a Roman soldier’s sandals, caligae are an emblem of Empire, their hobnailed soles stamping the alien earth. Yet practicalities matter too: they serve well in his homeland, and in Africa, where the sand flows through, and on any road anywhere – but in this pathless backwater of Britannia, with its midges, ticks and leeches, caligae let in the natural enemies. The woollen foot-sleeves help, but biting insects still climb the fibres to softer flesh. Here there are always quid pro quos.

			His name, once Gregorius, is now Gorius: the army needs short names, shoutable. 

			He is the legion’s speculator, the lead scout. He likes the word for sounding like the role it describes: a mix of looking, hope, guesswork and working alone.

			Ferns tickle his ears; the helmet is off, lest it catch the light. He reads the land as those below will read it: the folds, the shifting skyline, the cross-hatching of bracken and earth. With his tanned skin, he blends in.

			He has been here an hour. Time drags when a scene is familiar – the standing stones, the doomed men in white robes, the primitive huts fashioned with clay, animal dung and straw. Yet the idiocy of these particular barbari defies precedent, for they abandon the island, their one defensible position – some by coracle, others filing in full view through open meadowland – to converge on a wood which rises steeply to the valley rim: a trap of their own making.

			Cavalry canter along the river, spearing the beached coracles to cut off escape by water. The infantry, dividing into three equal sections, descends from the north. The orders are short, the reaction instant.

			Gorius admires the strategy, honed by months of similar operations and the perfection of Roman manoeuvre. About the slaughter of the innocent, he is more squeamish; he looks away. To the south beyond the river, an earthy prominence dominates the flat marshland. He thinks of a burial mound, although there is no path in. 

			He resumes his watch on the approaching battle. The barbari have retreated into the trees. This is child’s play: skirmishers go in first, fanning out to seal the sides. Cavalry comb the grassland for covered pits, stabbing at the ground and finding none. The legionaries leave their shields and javelins beside the wood; in the congested trees, a short sword is quicker.

			The nape of his neck tingles. Where are the cries of the women and children? He recalls the mix of unease and reverence this settlement generates in neighbouring communities. He hears only slashed undergrowth and soldiers’ oaths; orders lose certainty. The legionaries drift out, as hounds might after losing a scent.

			This is his task, Gorius with his hunter’s eyes: finding the hidden ways, forestalling ambush. He marks their vanishing point, dashes to his tethered horse and gallops down.

			‘Now you can earn your bloody keep,’ growls his tribune, Ferox by nickname and ferox by nature. 

			Gorius does not want the ground more trampled than it is. ‘Call them all out, sir – leave this to me.’

			‘And when you find them, what then?’ Ferox follows his speculator in, sword drawn.

			Gorius pauses, points and moves on, like the dappled hunting dogs in Gaul. It is difficult translating unfamiliar ground seen from above to the place itself, but he narrows his search to a deep hollow whose upward slope is too severe to climb quickly; nobody has tried. Hobnailed caligae leave spoor, but smoother prints dominate here, bare feet. He crawls on all fours as Ferox mocks, and then he finds it: a lattice of twig and fern fronds, near invisible, held to the ground with pegs. He lifts them to reveal a white tablet, fine as any Roman marble, and incised with a flower. The workmanship is exquisite, surely beyond these savages. Ferox runs his sword across it, leaving not a scratch.

			‘A gate,’ suggests Gorius. ‘Has to be.’

			The lines on Ferox’s face map a man with little laughter, but now his eyes sparkle as he slaps his thighs, causing the leather thongs of his uniform to swing back and forth between his legs. He bellows like a bull: a gate for grown men, one metre square?

			Gorius rests the palm of his hand on the tile. The dark hairs on his wrist stand proud, prickling with energy. Tentative now, he steps forward – and disappears.

			Laughter strangling to a snarl, Ferox follows.

			977 Anno Domini. A remote monastery.

			By dint of one monk’s remarkable chronicle of events, as impartial in its treatment of saints as of pagan kings, Jarrow is still reputed to be, two centuries on, the greatest centre of learning north of Rome.

			Brother Hilarion in his humbler monastery nurses a like ambition, which brings him to his abbot’s office.

			‘I understand you have an urge to set down like Brother Bede.’

			‘Yes – but not the history of men.’

			‘And what is wrong with men?’

			Brother Hilarion does not say what he thinks. If Man is made in God’s image, God must be terrible indeed. 

			‘I prefer the gentler days of Creation – flora, fauna and celestial happenings.’

			The abbot nods. ‘They say you have a gift for description, and a special eye.’ 

			This is true. No leaf or feather or star is quite like another to Hilarion. ‘But I fear I seek my own renown – that I have fallen prey to pride.’

			‘Everyone talks of Jarrow, nobody of us – and who accuses Brother Bede of vanity?’ The abbot crosses himself as a sign of respect. ‘How far would you travel?’

			Brother Hilarion feels his world turn from a cell three steps square to miles and miles of forest, marsh and pasture. An epic answer comes without thinking. ‘I would journey from the southern sea to the northern wall.’

			‘All of Britannia that is! Take two horses, supplies, whatever you need by way of paper, quills and ink. A lay assistant will join you. Young Harfoot is strong. He can bear arms – and he has worked in the scriptorium.’ 

			Brother Hilarion hangs his head as the abbot blesses him – a rarity reserved for the most demanding tasks. The abbot sees Hilarion to the door. ‘When you return, you will dedicate this work—’ 

			‘To the monastery.’

			‘By name only?’

			‘I will include my humble and distinguished abbot.’

			A wave and a rare smile. He has found the right response.

			Within an hour of leaving they encounter a new butterfly: papilio. 

			‘Pliny the Elder recorded them so why shouldn’t we?’ declares the monk.

			Harfoot unpacks the instruments of record with a tidy eye. This is to be the first entry on the first page. He records the day, the month, the orange tips to the white wings and the insect’s size by a wooden rule he has developed for the purpose. An hour passes before they move on. 

			They have an instant affinity. Harfoot’s sunny disposition lightens the intensity of his master’s vision. Their journey will end forty years later with a phenomenon that will make the sweeping events in Brother Bede’s great chronicle look ordinary. 

			December 1017. The Rotherweird Valley.

			Forty years on, and the mission has changed. Their early books filled too quickly with much that was commonplace and they bequeathed them to monasteries along the way. For the last decade, there has been but one book, home only to the local and the rare.

			Word of mouth brings them to this escarpment rim.

			The valley below keeps its own weather, a different degree of winter. A frozen river encircles an island, in appearance a bone necklace. 

			‘What were those local mutterings?’ asks Brother Hilarion. He is forgetful now, his voice feeble, speech an effort.

			‘A flying serpent.’ 

			The monk needs only a cue. ‘Ah yes: rare rocks and butterflies with blue-white wings, if we had time to wait a season.’

			‘And a plant that never flowers,’ adds Harfoot.

			The furrows in Brother Hilarion’s face shape to a smile. ‘Enough to hazard the journey then,’ he says, ‘even on the shortest day of the year.’

			Their two ponies, refractory and apprehensive, pick their way. A huge rock stabs the sky from the island’s summit like an accusing finger. A circular hole near the apex catches the light, suggestive of an eye. In the marshland to the southeast is a turfed prominence, apparently manmade, terra firma in the bog. Brother Hilarion feels beset by pagan images. 

			He notes the grey threads in his younger companion’s hair, and the bald crown, which now matches his: Nature’s tonsure is testimony to so many cliff paths, moors and mountains traversed together, as are their feet protruding through their sandals like tuberous roots. Age has deepened the bond between them, as it has altered the dependencies. Harfoot’s tasks are multiplying. He describes for Brother Hilarion the finer details of the view, the stealthier sounds, and his vocabulary burgeons in consequence.

			On reaching the valley floor, they look skywards and Harfoot points. ‘You see the darkness in the blue, Brother.’ Their magnum opus has a page devoted to Nature’s more peculiar clouds. 

			‘How are they shaped?’

			‘Like anvils in a forge, one south, one north.’ 

			‘Quill, good Harfoot,’ calls the monk, although the familiar cry is unnecessary for Harfoot has already unwrapped quill, ink and parchment. ‘We’ve never seen two at the same time.’

			‘These are different,’ he suggests, ‘portentous even.’ 

			So they are: blacker, their edges sharp as quillwork, sitting like rival armies forming for battle. 

			Harfoot does the writing now the monk’s crabbed fingers have grown rigid. Hilarion is ailing, his legs stiffening too, and his breathing is stertorous, like pebbles in a sieve – but as the body diminishes, so the spirit burns brighter. So much to do, so little time . . . 

			‘We’ll use your name for these: incus maior,’ declares Hilarion; always eager to give his companion credit.

			Lightning leaps from one cloud to the other: a strike from Vulcan’s hammer. Harfoot would like to bottle these clouds. Nobody will believe them otherwise. However . . . 

			‘Shelter?’ he advises, in the respectful guise of a question.

			‘Ah, we have time,’ the brother murmurs, staring upwards.

			There are huts sprawling across the lower levels of the main island, but they see no one, despite the livestock tethered near the single bridge that runs to the flatter, less obvious island – until a man clothed in a muddle of pelt and hide bounds from the woods. He stops beside them – or rather, he continues to run, although stationary, muscles coiling in his arms and legs, ready to take off again at any moment. The skin is burnished, but it is the face which arrests. The eyes are welcoming, the mouth generous and the radiating lines humorous, but for Brother Hilarion, this pleasing mask holds suffering beneath. 
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			‘Harfoot would like to bottle these clouds. 
Nobody will believe them otherwise.’

			His diagnosis is familiar. ‘Are you baptised, my son?’ 

			‘Sum Gorius.’

			Latin in this backwater? The mystery deepens. 

			‘They talk of a rare plant,’ interjects Harfoot.

			The knees continue to rise and fall as he points to the flatter meadow. ‘A plant so rare it fruits but once in a thousand years,’ replies the man – Gorius – before slipping back into Latin. ‘Sequi me.’ Follow me. He gives the command a near-religious emphasis.

			He leads them at marching pace to the meadow, where, beneath a stand of scraggy oaks, spreads the evergreen, procumbent colony. In this blessed month of the Nativity, on the shortest day of the year, the flowers are gone, but the fruit, a rich blue-purple, still hangs at joint of stalk and axil. Beneath each round berry lurks a tiny red thorn.

			‘Pick but one,’ advises Gorius. ‘She is most jealous of her fruit.’

			How quaint these country folk are, thinks Harfoot, but Brother Hilarion, still the better naturalist, is less dismissive. He has seen nothing resembling this plant anywhere from the southern sea to the northern wall. 

			The scratch of the quill sounds loud in the stillness, but not for long. The ponies feel it first, heads up, wide-eyed as they flick the frost from their muzzles. A knifing wind rises; the two inci close and ignite, flashing silver, and thunder booms as Harfoot, hands quivering in the cold, hurriedly wraps the book in layers of leather and sheepskin.

			‘Go back,’ cries Gorius, pointing the way they have come. ‘There is a holy house beyond the rim.’ 

			Then he runs, and the hail erupts, swirling, the size of small pebbles, sharp enough to mark the skin. The ponies are too unruly to ride so Harfoot holds them fast as, step by step, heads bowed to the waist, they edge towards the upwards path. Thunder, hail and wind with their distinctive voices, the roar, swish and howl, batter the ears – but they are mere whispers set against the new noise: a grinding from the earth itself, Sisyphus pushing his rock. The ground beneath them, now white, shivers and slides—

			—and abruptly, everything stops, leaving utter stillness in its wake. The hail softens to snow. Harfoot is holding the ponies with one hand and anxiously supporting Brother Hilarion with the other. The old monk’s face is grey as stone.

			At the rim of the valley they stop and turn to look back at the island – and now they understand. The henge with the eye atop the hill has vanished into thin air. 

			This is God’s way of telling them this is journey’s end. 

			Miraculum.

			Brother Hilarion rests a hand on his companion’s shoulder.

			‘You must build a church there – on the brow of the island. Upon this rock . . .’

			 *

			Brother Hilarion dies peacefully on the eve of the Nativity. 

			Harfoot buries him in a field beside the monastery above the valley rim. 

			The following Mayday he takes his vows and, as soon as the abbot will allow, retraces his steps to the valley. 

			So long a pagan outpost, the community embraces the new, softer theology: love thy neighbour, a final judgement that favours the just and the poor, a bloodless sacrifice in a sliver of unleavened bread. Harfoot preaches on the island’s prominence, the hill of the vanishing henge. It is, he says, a sign. Here, in Rotherweird, at this very spot, they must build a house for the true God.

			He will call it the Church of the Traveller’s Rest. 

			1035. Rotherweird Island.

			The sky is clear and frost this sharp is colder than snow and more beautiful. The four circular holes in the ornate stone cross atop the church tower are chalked in, filled with white.

			Brother Harfoot has found fulfilment. He inhabits a modest cell behind the church, a nighttime fire of applewood his single luxury; he inhales the scent like balm. In tribute to his friend, he finishes the book with a narrative of their last travelling day: the two battling inci, the running man, the vanishing henge and the flower that fruits once in a thousand years.

			The new church has drawn men who turn wood, carve stone and colour walls, and Harfoot allows their energies to flourish as they labour for their afterlife. The fantastical scenes on the walls of the tower are uncomfortably real, but he does not ask their origins. 

			He knows the person interrupting his evening prayer as a local man of means, the weaver of stories who hired the men and directed the frescoes – which image on which wall; the mixing of colours; who will work on what. He holds a perfect sphere of rock, which neatly fills the palm of his hand, a swirl of colours like the painted wooden balls in a rich boy’s toy chest. 

			Harfoot, the mighty traveller, has never seen its like before. ‘Where’s it from?’ 

			‘A peat-cutter found it nearby. He thought it should stay here.’

			Harfoot weighs the stone in the palm of his hand. ‘There was a henge where the church is now. It had a circular hole.’

			‘Locals called it the eye of the winking man.’ 

			‘What colour was it?’ asks Harfoot.

			‘Veined rock, as I remember, and not unlike this.’

			‘And size?’

			‘There or thereabouts.’

			‘If it’s the eyeball of the winking man, it should be kept in God’s house,’ he says as he accepts the gift. 

			*

			In the marches of the night, a disturbing thought occurs. Did the sphere cause the vanishing? If so, to where? In the frescoes, the henge is there on one wall, on the next the church in its place – and then the henge again somewhere unrecognisable.

			A puzzle best left, he decides.

		

	
		
			OCTOBER: 
FIRST FORTNIGHT

		

	
		
			1

			A Problem

			How to thank Ferensen for that remarkable summertime feast? 

			Bill Ferdy, landlord of The Journeyman’s Gist, under whose observant stewardship grudges were settled, prospective couples were introduced, gloom dispelled and problems solved or softened, listened more than he spoke, treated all comers equally, respected confidences, never served a drunk – and brewed that remarkable beer, Old Ferdy’s Feisty Peculiar. His approach in all matters flowed from attention to detail and a desire to please, which was why this small but tricky question troubled him considerably. 

			Ferdy knew what an effort the old man must have made, with his Elizabethan theme, the restoration of his woodland maze and clearing his tower of its miscellany of books and outlandish objects to accommodate them. Ferdy pondered how exhausting near-immortality must be. Ferensen, as Hieronymus Seer, had witnessed the murder of Sir Henry, their childhood benefactor, only to suffer with his sister under Geryon Wynter’s rule, culminating in his immersion in the mixing-point with consequences they could only guess at. He likened him to the blasted oak at the border of his farm: still in leaf, supporting nature in many forms, but wearing the scars of his long existence.

			Ferensen had declined all help, insisting that the feast would be more than a thanksgiving. The company must still solve the mystery at the heart of events: who was Robert Flask, the vanished School Historian? Ferensen introduced the task as an after-dinner game. The clues – a notebook, an address, a crossword anagram, the skull of Ferox the weaselman, the tapestries – all combined to reveal that Flask must be Calx Bole, Wynter’s servant – and thanks to Wynter’s abuse of the mixing-point in Lost Acre, a shapeshifter, and, like Ferensen, centuries old. 

			In the days after the dinner, as summer waned, Ferensen had changed. He turned monosyllabic, spending days on end immured in his tower. That, however, did not make him immune to the restorative effect of gratitude. So, how to thank Ferensen? 

			*

			Knock-knock. Ring. Knock-knock-knock. 

			Cursing, Hayman Salt, Head Municipal Gardener and much else besides, tramped to the front door, where he was relieved to find one of the few men he considered worthy company.

			‘Bill!’

			‘Hayman Salt.’

			One callused hand firmly shook the other. 

			‘Come through.’ Salt escorted Ferdy to his conservatory, where his dead Lost Acre cultivars had been swept into a corner to compost, innocuous as a spill of tobacco. More conventional blooms had replaced them on the wooden racks.

			‘I’m done with Lost Acre and adventure,’ said Salt.

			‘You mean the Green Man changed you?’

			Salt’s brief merger with the Midsummer flower had deepened his affinity with trees and shrubs. Now he sensed their hidden illnesses, what boughs to lose, when to irrigate, drain or enrich. ‘I’m a better gardener, that’s for sure, and better morally, too.’ Salt paused. ‘But that’s enough of me. To what do I owe this pleasure?’

			‘It’s about . . .’ Ferdy stopped, then mouthed the name ‘Ferensen’, whose existence and identity they had all sworn to keep secret. 

			‘Ah.’ Salt ushered Ferdy into his sitting room, and as his guest examined the botanical prints covering the walls, he produced a bottle of Feisty Peculiar. ‘They tell me it’s rather good,’ said Salt with a wink. 

			Ferdy held his own brew to the light before passing it under his nose. ‘Last year’s – thinner than the best, maybe, but not bad.’

			‘So: what about Ferensen?’ asked Salt.

			‘He’s in a poor way.’

			‘He shouldn’t be – he masterminded everything.’

			‘We’re not sure about that, remember?’

			Salt did remember the unsettling thought that they’d all been manoeuvred into saving Lost Acre to further some hidden design of Calx Bole alias Flask alias Ferox alias who-else-besides? 

			Ferdy put his proposal. ‘We haven’t thanked him for that splendid dinner. I thought a bag of seed would go down well – Hayman’s this, Hayman’s that – he does so love plants.’

			‘Won’t do,’ Salt said, and explained that not only had Lost Acre’s cultivars all proved barren, but none had lasted beyond a single season. ‘I’ve cleared them all – turned over “a new leaf”,’ he murmured. ‘Dust to dust.’ He paused. ‘What’s his tower like in daytime?’

			‘You know the period: high windows, gloomy, scattered pools of light.’

			A flicker of affection lit up Salt’s face. ‘I do have one survivor – and I’d like a good home for her.’ He finished the last of the Peculiar, smacking lips in appreciation, and took Ferdy back through the house to the front hall. Climbing over a trellis set against the wall was a thornless rose-like plant with pale green leaves and small crimson flowers, even now in October. To mark his return to normality Salt had removed the label. 

			‘Years old,’ said Salt. ‘Don’t ask me why she alone keeps going, because I have no idea. I call her the Darkness Rose. Evergreen, free-flowering, sweet-scented, and a creature of shadow.’

			Ferdy smiled. Ferensen might see a gaudy pot plant as a rebuke to his natural melancholy, but this retiring beauty would surely cheer him up. ‘I’ll say it’s from all of us.’ 

			Salt bagged up the rose and heaved a sigh of relief as the door closed on her. He and Lost Acre had parted company. There was no going back.

			 *

			‘Ferensen?’ he called, but there was no response. The evening sun heightened the orange-pink of the Jacobean brickwork as he tried the door. Unlocked. At first he could not see Ferensen – the single octagonal room had returned to its original configuration, but with a marked difference: a solitary candle sputtering in the dampness barely illuminated the glass tanks trailing weeds that now lined the walls and the reeds growing in brass buckets. He had entered an aquarium.

			‘Does the coolness bother you?’

			Ferdy tracked the voice to the far corner. 

			Ferensen was sitting beneath a shelf cleared of books, away from the candle. Green fronds trailing from a long rectangular tank ran slick across his cheeks and head. 

			‘Are you all right?’

			‘I’m laying up.’ His words bubbled. 

			Ferdy brought over the candle. Ferensen’s eyes looked glassy.

			‘I’ve brought a thank you from all of us.’

			Ferensen’s right arm snaked out and caressed the petals and leaves. ‘A plant of shade. Of hu—’ Ferensen briefly lost the word. ‘—midity,’ he finally added.

			‘Salt calls it the Darkness Rose.’

			‘Ah, yes, Salt – one of us now.’ 

			‘I hope you like it.’

			Momentarily the stems appeared to caress Ferensen’s fingers, rather than the other way round. A semblance of normality returned to his voice, although the sentences still grew, word by word, like a child piling building bricks.

			‘Yes, I do, I do very much, and well named, so well named. Thank them – thank them all. Thank them all warmly.’

			‘Thank you,’ replied Ferdy.

			Ferensen raised his other hand in farewell. Ferdy placed the Darkness Rose on the floor beside the old man and withdrew. 

			As he descended the meadow to his home, he shook his head. If, God forbid, Bole made a move, Ferensen, their one-time leader and talisman, was in no fit state to oppose him; and Hayman Salt, who knew Lost Acre best, had hung up his boots. 

			Who was there to step into the breach?

			*

			Jonah Oblong, the School Historian and Rotherweird’s one officially recognised outsider, judged himself ‘acclimatised’ as a person and ‘arrived’ as a personality. He knew the rickshaws to avoid and the best baker. He had grasped the rudiments of the town’s circulatory system. He was even acknowledged in the street. His roots might be shallow, but at least he belonged.

			Yet the excitement of his first six months, ending with the Midsummer Fair and Ferensen’s feast, subsided as the leaves lost their lustre. Familiarity had not bred contempt, more a coasting approach: no strain on the tiller. Life was comfortable, pleasant and, yes, increasingly familiar. 

			Another symptom nettled: his poetry had been afflicted by cosiness. The inner voice lacked edge. Deeper down lurked another fault-line. In that frantic summer he had engaged with Miss Trimble, Vixen Valourhand and Orelia Roc; now he languished alone. 

			These cross-currents had an odd effect. Oblong found himself half-hoping that Calx Bole’s manoeuvring presaged an outcome which nobody with an ounce of morality or sense would wish for: Geryon Wynter’s threatened return. 

			He felt an urge to test the historical evidence – the arms of the Eleusians known as The Dark Devices, the account of Wynter’s trial and the testimony gathered in advance of it – all held in Rotherweird’s sole place of record, Escutcheon Place. 

			But its guardian, the Herald, Marmion Finch, never entertained visitors, so Oblong sent a letter, which might have been better expressed.

			Dear Mr Finch,

			You may recall a certain dinner with a certain person, at which we discussed whether a certain other person might return. I feel the historian’s art would elucidate. I am free most afternoons in the week and most weekends and would be happy to work at Escutcheon Place.

			Yours most sincerely,

			Jonah Oblong

			Finch’s reply had been terse, even rude:

			Too many cooks. F.

			PS Careless words cost lives.

			The reply hurt, but worse, Oblong felt becalmed.

			*

			If Oblong hankered for flirtation, Orelia Roc craved passion. To compensate for its absence, she invested her energies in Baubles & Relics. Every week she travelled outside Rotherweird, indulging Mrs Snorkel’s penchant for blue-and-white pottery in return for permission to roam wider England, although her acquisitions were limited by the History Regulations and what she could carry. Orelia was convinced that Calx Bole had not been sated by the restoration of Lost Acre and Sir Veronal’s destruction – she and Ferensen had been at the mixing-point that Midsummer Day, powerless prisoners, and Ferox-alias-Bole could have killed them whenever he wanted. Bole was not a man of mercy, so he must be playing a longer game in which she remained an active piece. 
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			Deathbed

			Beneath a formidable exterior, Angela Trimble, Rotherweird School’s porter, had a sensitive side, which now prompted a restraining finger. ‘I prefer the candle.’

			The doctor, privately dismissing the sentiment that soft light could ease a man’s passing and irked by an instruction from someone so low in the school hierarchy, nonetheless withdrew his hand from the gaslight. He cut a conservative figure in his three-piece suit, dark blue overcoat, brogues polished to a shine and a Gladstone bag.

			‘You a minister?’ he asked drily.

			Trimble read the subtext: why her, and not Matron? ‘He foresaw his decline,’ she explained. ‘He called it “nature’s way”. He asked me to help.’

			‘You have professional staff.’

			‘And their diagnosis was “no diagnosis”.’

			The doctor did not share his puzzlement with Miss Trimble. ‘Tell me about the relapse,’ he asked.

			A week earlier Vesey Bolitho, founder of the Astronomy Faculty and mixologist extraordinaire, had been his usual irrepressible self. Whatever the mysterious illness, he had appeared to be in remission, his pulse stronger, his colour restored. 

			She explained, ‘Two days ago he retired to his bed. He weakened physically, but sharpened mentally. Yesterday he wrote the inscription for his gravestone and made dispositions for his funeral. This morning he gave me a hug and closed his eyes. He’s remained mute and motionless ever since – which is not his usual state.’

			The doctor held Bolitho’s wrist and found a barely discernible pulse. ‘Any time now,’ he agreed. ‘The body is closing down. I’d offer morphine, but he seems strangely . . .’

			‘Content,’ she agreed. Content with leaving us, she thought. Why doesn’t he fight?

			‘Should anyone be here?’ 

			Again that unspoken message: the School Porter wasn’t a suitable companion for a head of department on his deathbed. But she knew the school’s web of personal relationships better than anyone – all human traffic docked at the porter’s lodge: teachers, pupils, cleaners, gardeners. Bolitho was loved by everyone, but an intimate of few, so candidates for this final vigil did not spring readily to mind.

			The enigmatic Gregorius Jones she vetoed as incapable of seriousness, and half in love with him, she could not face the complications. She had seen Valourhand grow close to the professor, despite the traditional rivalry between North and South Towers, but she had disappeared on sabbatical. Rhombus Smith, engulfed by the paper sea that preceded every new term, had already visited earlier in the day. Orelia Roc had her shop to manage, Boris would be on a charabanc run, Gorhambury would be embroiled in municipal business and Fanguin would drink. 

			She shrugged her shoulders.

			‘I’m sorry,’ added the doctor before leaving. He had never removed his coat. It was that hopeless. 

			After showing him out, she sat beside the bed and opened the envelope the professor had left for her. The single instruction in Bolitho’s once elegant but now stumbling hand had an unsettling directness:

			Bury me in a traditional wicker coffin in my baggiest waistcoat and trousers.

			He even left instructions for finding these clothes, right end of his dressing-room cupboard. The postscript warmed her: 

			Please remember me as I will you: a flicker of light in a dark universe.

			The note bore this very day’s date, followed by the word ‘Dusk’. Outside ribbons of cloud pinkened at their lower margins. She reached for his hand. No pulse now, at dusk, as if he had planned both the day and time of his death. Such orderliness did not fit the Bolitho she knew.

			She bent her head, blew out the candle and kissed her dead friend’s forehead. 
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			Fliers

			An anglepoise lamp in silhouette, the heron held its pose. Yellow eyes flicked open. By moonlight the reeds broke the surface of the water like tufts of hair on a scalp of glass. 

			On Rotherweird’s southeastern frontier, treacherous marshland ran to a sharp escarpment carpeted in scrubby thorn where, as if ashamed by the surrounding desolation, the Rother plunged underground.

			Light, stars, temperature, what calls, what sleeps, what the stomach says, these were the heron’s timekeepers – but none had provoked this wakening. The bird did not move, because it sensed the unfamiliar. Eyes and ears reported nothing untoward – but the shadow on the water moved despite the windless night: left ahead, right to the side and in front, wheeling and slowly growing larger in a descent: a creature from another world, human in size, with leathery wings spread wide.

			The heron lost its nerve and, launching from its toes, fled west, the wing-beats frantic, towards hedgerows and cover. The bird could not resist one backwards glance – and the image bit deep. 

			Never again would he venture this side of the running water.
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			Of Puddings

			‘I am Gurney Thomes, Master of the Apothecaries.’ Burly in build, head almost square, with a goatee beard and piggy eyes, he wore a thin scarlet sash over the standard Apothecaries’ black-and-white costume. 

			Mrs Fanguin gulped. Having followed her unsigned instructions religiously, east down Hamelin Way through the poor quarter to an anonymous side door in the Guild’s Hall, she had expected a minor functionary.

			The Master turned smartly on his heel and strode off into a labyrinth of dingy passages.

			Poverty had brought Bomber here. After Snorkel had dismissed her husband from the School for not reporting Flask’s several breaches of the History Regulations, she too had been dismissed as staff cook, despite support from a lengthy petition and the Headmaster. 

			‘No – it’s to mark the gravity of the offence,’ Snorkel had declared, gleefully rubbing his hands. He disliked not only Fanguin, but anyone who liked him.

			The Apothecaries’ unexpected letter had been headed Strictly personal, private and confidential, a good excuse for keeping the adventure from her husband. 

			After a number of twists and turns, they reached a sparsely appointed kitchen with a cast-iron range and a table on which sat one pan, two empty bowls, two spoons and one small knife. A butler’s sink sported one tap (cold). 

			‘I have a signed reference from the Headmaster—’

			He cut her off. ‘We act on our own intelligence.’ He pointed to a row of glass jars lined up on a shelf like a sweetshop, their contents strikingly diverse. At a glance she identified two sorts of beans – haricot and lima? – barley, or maybe wheat; she’d need to look closer. Chickpeas sat next to dried fruit – figs and apricots – and sugar. A cruet held rosewater, judging by the subtle scent pervading the room. ‘The wherewithal,’ he added. 

			Two unequal hourglasses, one marked 1 and one .33, stood like parent and child on the corner of the table. Thomes turned the largest as he left. 

			So, an hour and twenty minutes, and she must time herself: a test of her integrity as well as her speed.

			She quickly confirmed the ingredients. Was she allowed to be selective? She suspected not, such was the Guild’s reputation for stringency. A vestigial memory surfaced: a recipe she had never attempted, though the unusual name had lodged in her consciousness. Noah’s pudding: how to achieve opulent simplicity when supplies are running low.

			She reached for the larger bowl. Seize the moment.

			The concoction filling the smaller bowl was tastier and more nutritious than it looked, and every ingredient had been used. She washed the pan, straightened the now empty jars and cleaned the hob. As the final grains tumbled through the neck of the smaller hourglass, footsteps could be heard, evenly spaced, click-clack, click-clack: another way of marking time.

			Master Thomes shed his public face: his tongue darted in and out and his nostrils flared, readying the senses. He dipped the spoon and held it aloft, peering and sniffing before swallowing it whole. He licked his lips, which she found disconcerting – a Puritan voluptuary – but she nonetheless forced a smile. Cooks should appreciate being appreciated. 

			He placed a single page on the table. ‘A covenant,’ he said. ‘You work only for me.’ His fingers were seashell-pink, the cuticles near invisible: a Puritan with manicured hands.

			She picked up the sheet and read. The pay was generous – more than the Town Council had ever offered – and the hours reasonable (Fanguin wouldn’t notice her absence). Promptness and secrecy were absolute. She must enter by the same side door and keep herself to this room. The facilities would be improved, for he would expect variety and finesse. She could order ingredients as she saw fit; costs would be handled by the Guild.

			He added an oral addendum: he disliked bitterness, and on no account should she ever use celery.

			Bomber signed. They had to eat, so she had no choice.
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			Varnishing the Truth

			Every five years the cognoscenti of the Artefacts Committee – the Assistant Head Librarian, the Curator of the Rotherweird Art ­Gallery (the only one of its kind in the town) and the Master of the Woodworkers’ Guild – inspected Rotherweird’s more memorable 
ornamentation: carvings, sculptures, paintings, the more ancient books and other decorative arts. With a supporting cast of 
ladder-­carriers and note-takers, and a selection of telescopes, they progressed from south to north over the course of several weeks. Damp, dry rot, woodworm, bookworm, erosion, scars left by years, weather and human agency – all were recorded, cures prescribed, time limits imposed and, for the most fortunate, municipal grants dispensed. No structure of any distinction escaped their prying eyes, save for Escutcheon Place; inspecting the contents of the Herald’s place of residence would be to inspect history, and that would be unlawful. 

			Most cherished a visit from the Artefacts Committee. Not so the Guild of Apothecaries. 

			‘Coffee would be nice,’ said Madge Brown, the Assistant Head Librarian.

			‘Coffee is for Guildsmen,’ replied the Master curtly, ‘and you’ve already outstayed your welcome. We look after our heritage.’

			Madge Brown had finished working her way through shelves of leather-bound, gilt-edged scientific treatises, all immaculately maintained, while the Master of the Woodworkers admired the most accomplished old carvings in town, an odd mixture of Christian parables and emblems of scientific endeavour. 

			The Curator had more joy. The town had no real-life portraits outside this room; the Apothecaries must have been powerful indeed to have secured an exemption from the History Regulations for this visual record of their ruling class. There were still limits, though, even for them: initials only, no names and no dates.

			‘This is odd,’ said the Curator, pointing at the largest portrait, set in a most elaborate frame.

			Madge Brown followed her finger. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ she agreed.

			Even Thomes was driven to admit that the Guild’s founder had acquired an unpleasantly jaundiced veneer over recent months, but his response was accusatory. ‘It’s nothing to do with us. It appeared, just like that – I blame your last visit.’ 

			The Curator did not rise to the bait, but she had been on the committee for a decade and had never encountered such a sudden decline. ‘It’ll take some shifting,’ she said, ‘but we have just the person.’

			‘Expensive work, no doubt,’ Thomes responded, adding quickly, ‘I expect a full subsidy.’ 

			‘My Guild never gets a penny, so yours certainly won’t,’ interjected the Master of the Woodworkers with feeling; everyone in Rotherweird knew the wealth of the Apothecaries dwarfed that of all the other Guilds.

			‘Misers!’ Thomes interjected as he stormed out.

			*

			A week later the picture restorer arrived. She carefully manoeuvred the painting onto a specially strengthened easel. Perching precariously on the penultimate step of her high ladder, she addressed her apprentice, a callow young man of few words with fastidious hands. ‘It’s an unusual varnish, mostly copal and amber; it’ll be the devil to remove. We’ll need the Bunsen burner, the copper jug and the oil.’ 

			‘It’s over the right bottom corner as well as the arms, the mouth and the eyes,’ observed the apprentice. ‘I wonder what lurks beneath?’

			‘To find out, we start at a top corner. We use the swabs gently; we clean after every double pass, so as not to put back what we’ve just removed. And remember: we don’t press harder until we’re sure we have the measure of it.’

			They worked in relays, the demands on eyes, fingers, mind and temper uninterrupted by any show of interest or offers of hospitality from their hosts – until a young Apothecary, who introduced herself as Romilly, arrived on the third morning. 

			She was dressed like the rest, her skirt and smock unrelieved black, her chestnut hair savagely pinned back under a prim white bonnet. Yet her eyes twinkled, and half-smiles came easily. She brought coffee and offered biscuits with a beguiling flavour of marmalade and chilli. 

			‘Master Thomes has a sweet tooth,’ she confided, ‘and a private cook. We’re not meant to know, still less to share, but he’s too busy to notice so she does us goodies on the quiet.’

			She ate one herself, savouring it as if indulging in sin. The apprentice wondered how she might look with her hair down, in a tighter shirt and a colourful skirt swinging from the hips.

			‘I hear you’re cleaning up the Founder,’ she said, licking the last crumb from her bottom lip.

			‘We’ve done the left side,’ the apprentice said, proudly.

			‘Half is enough to tell the rest,’ she said, tracing a long aquiline nose and high cheekbones with her finger: an austere, intellectual face.

			But the portrait held more. Twenty minutes later, tiny numbers crisply outlined in gold had emerged in the right bottom corner:

			7.49 

			8.49

			Lines of golden thread emerged around the upper arms of the black velvet gown, and the restorer had just caught another puzzling detail when Master Thomes strode in. When she pointed out the figures, he adopted the same accusatory tone he had used with the Curator.

			‘They weren’t there before,’ he said. 

			Romilly came to their defence. ‘They were lurking beneath the varnish, Master – I saw them appear myself.’

			‘Odd numbers,’ he said to nobody in particular, before delivering a dazzling sequence of observations: ‘7.49, 8.49 – multiply the first two numbers of each set and add the last to get 37 and 41, two consecutive prime numbers. The difference between them is 4, which is a perfect square, and the mean number between them is 39, the second number being the cube of the first.’

			‘Very clever, Master, how quick, Master!’ was the liturgy Thomes encouraged and expected, but the apprentice, galled by the Master’s lack of respect for his principal’s skill, went off-script. 

			‘That doesn’t tell us much.’

			Thomes glared at the whippersnapper. ‘It tells us you play with brushes while we hunt down eternal truths.’

			The restorer intervened. ‘Your founder played with letters as well as numbers,’ she pointed out. ‘The gold filigree on the right sleeve holds the word “vale”, and the left holds “sum”: “Farewell” and “I am”.’ She traced the line with a brush before pressing home her advantage with an intuitive comment. ‘I’d say it’s a prophecy of some kind.’

			*

			Two days later, to Thomes’ chagrin – it evidenced a serious breach of confidentiality by the committee – he received a most impertinent letter. Although initially inclined to ignore it, he changed his mind: anyone who presumed to educate the Apothecaries about their own artefacts deserved humiliation. He accepted the offer and made his preparations.
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			Two Consultations

			For all his gifts for the darker political arts, Sidney Snorkel, Rotherweird’s venal Mayor, feared the vagaries of chance. The beneficiary of this anxiety inhabited that shady hinterland where fortune-telling slips into the occult. Estella Scry’s shop, The Clairvoyancy, sold Tarot packs, Tibetan prayer wheels, English hazel dousing rods, Indian incense and Native American dreamcatchers, alongside books on phenomena as diverse as ley lines, star signs and crop circles.

			Scry did not dress the part – no bangles, hoop earrings or trailing scarves for her; more late-middle-aged respectable bordering on the prim: pleated woollen skirts, monochrome jerseys over cream-coloured shirts and well-polished sensible shoes. Nor did she fit the obvious physical archetype: her heavy features lacked spiritual presence. Only the eyes, with acquaintance, promised mystery: deep as wells, restless, intelligent. Vocally, she had variety, switching from rich to reedy, whimsical to firm: within the conventional lurked a performer.

			Scry’s more profitable business took place on the third floor of her private premises, a pencil-thin tower in Gordian Knot, the winding alley behind The Clairvoyancy. Unlike her artfully cluttered shop, her home lacked ornamentation or decoration save for a modern sculpture in her consulting room – hoops of sharpened steel, springs and bolts like an exploded mechanism haphazardly reassembled – with a single photograph of the same piece on the opposite wall. 

			A circular table overlaid with a white embroidered cloth sat between two plain wooden chairs. There were no crystal ball, cards or tea leaves here; this was a room for serious business. 

			Snorkel invariably visited at seven on a Sunday evening, slipping from a rickshaw, face dipped and shrouded by hat and scarf. On this particular evening Scry noted an uncharacteristically hasty step on the winding oak staircase: a Mayor on edge.

			‘I happened to be passing.’ His standard movement followed his standard opening line: a Rotherweird ten guinea note slid across the table, which she slipped into her sleeve like a conjuror. She knew the eloquence of silence. 

			‘Do I look anxious?’ asked Snorkel, scrunching a fist into the opposite palm.

			She grasped his podgy fingers and unclenched them. ‘Humidity is building,’ she replied.

			A weather forecast, a comment on his clammy skin, or an approaching political storm? Why was she so obscure? 

			She shut her eyes. 

			Snorkel could contain himself no longer. ‘I promised Father . . .’ 

			Scry’s eyes flicked open like a camera shutter, as if in sudden contact with Snorkel senior. 

			‘The dynasty must continue and prosper,’ hissed Snorkel.

			‘The people chose your father as Mayor,’ she said calmly. ‘Why would they not choose you?’ 

			‘Straight after his father’s death – he had the sympathy vote,’ Snorkel whinged.

			‘There was no vote – his two opponents withdrew,’ she reminded him, adding, ‘He had your political gifts.’ 

			In the marches of the night Snorkel sometimes found himself fretting over Scry’s troubling knowledge of the past. However . . . 

			‘I don’t pay you to witter. Just tell me – will there be – and will I win?’ He never used that ugly e-word: election.

			Scry’s eyes flicked shut again. ‘An old ruler will resume his reign.’

			‘Will there be and will I win?’ Snorkel waggled his hands like a spoiled child.

			‘I say what I see.’

			‘So, there will be one!’ 

			For a further half an hour he pressed, to no avail. Whatever her vision meant would happen, she explained; she could say no more. 

			The meeting ended as it usually did. ‘I don’t understand what you see in that thing,’ he said, flicking a hand at the sculpture.

			‘I wouldn’t expect you to,’ she replied curtly.

			Snorkel returned home a tortured soul. He had taken extensive precautions to keep democracy at bay, but this had been an inauspicious year. With the deaths of Deirdre Banter and the Slickstone boy, the fire in Mrs Banter’s tower and an outsider tying for first place in the Great Equinox Race, the omens could not be considered promising.

			*

			Estella Scry listened to the funereal tempo of the Mayor’s descent. He had come for unqualified reassurance and left disappointed, yet she had been merciful, sparing him the truth: he was but a pawn who thought himself a king. Her next appointment would be a different game.

			She ascended to the top floor, another single room, each of the four windows with a small rail-less balcony attached like a landing stage, as if to provide moorage for attendant spirits: her bedroom. 

			She stripped off her make-up, removed her pearl earrings, buttoned her shirt to the throat and wound a silk pashmina around her neck. As she flipped through the hinged layers of her jewellery box, she recited the names of her forbears: Tiresias the blind seer, Cassandra, heard by many and believed by none, and the Sibyl, with her riddling ambiguities. One way and another she would have to play all three. 

			She re-read the letter.

			Dear Miss Scry,

			Two numbers, 7.49 and 8.49, have appeared during the cleaning of a portrait (of their founder) owned by the Apothecaries. As The Clairvoyancy sells almanacs and works on mystical numbers, we wondered if you might assist on their significance. Our chair thinks they may be co-ordinates, indicating the whereabouts of other lost artefacts.

			Kind regards,

			Madge Brown (for the Artefacts Committee)

			She chose, and flicked the golden chain over her neck so the pendant rested on her cream shirt, where nobody could miss it: Pi, symbol of a never-ending but pre-ordained sequence of apparently random events, history in a word. 

			On her desk lay a copy of Rotherweird’s Popular Choice Regulations, a piece of paper bearing the two numbers and a celestial almanac. The answer reassured her, but the existence of the puzzle did not. Another agency must be at work, meaning the whole truth had been withheld from her.

			She had replied directly to the Master, knowing he would gather an audience to ridicule her unscientific trade. Why otherwise accept her offer? 

			*

			The rickshaw pulled up outside the Hall of the Apothecaries – such a curious building, the core old and ornate, the wings later and severe. She neither knocked nor waited for the porter but strode in, seven o’clock to the second, to find her prediction confirmed. A full Court had been assembled. The Apothecaries had the air of a conclave of monks and nuns, until you read the faces – analytical, focused and resistant to distraction. She felt a surge of relief. This was part of the game. She could not think why, but that would come in due course. 

			At her entrance, a man hit the table with a gavel and cried, ‘Any other business!’

			Gurney Thomes rose portentously to his feet. ‘There has been a bizarre suggestion by the Artefacts Committee that two numbers in the Founder’s portrait may hold a prophecy or other message. Miss Estella Scry, a clairvoyant, has offered us her professional opinion. I insisted on a no-win, no-fee arrangement.’ As he preened himself, a reciprocal shiver of approval washed back. Clairvoyant; no-win, no-fee: the Master was so amusing.

			Scry went from face to face, finding scepticism leavened with contempt. She would enjoy the turnaround. She delved into her handbag and produced her magnifying glass with a snake in search of its own tail coiled around the handle. She held it to the painting, which, propped on an easel, faced the court like a witness. 

			She quickly caught a second intriguing detail while Thomes delivered his previous analysis of the mysterious numbers with the same smugness. 

			‘Listing their properties as numbers tells us nothing,’ she announced. ‘We must start with the letters in the sleeves.’ 

			Her bald certainty earned a perceptible shift in attention. Necks craned; eyes focused on her. 

			‘We are not blind, Miss Scry. The letters say “vale” on one and “sum” on the other – “farewell” and “I am”.’ Thomes spoke hastily, to emphasise that of course he had seen them too.

			‘Yes – and no,’ said Scry.

			‘There’s no “no” about it. That’s what they say.’

			She ignored the rebuke, inhaled deeply, and walked around the portrait with eyes half closed. ‘He founded your Guild to last, yes?’

			‘Talk about a statement of the blindingly obvious!’ 

			Scry responded with a saccharine smile. ‘“Farewell” and “I am” – isn’t that rather tepid as a legacy from the founding father?’ 

			Nobody spoke to the Master like this. Thomes turned puce. ‘“I live on through you” – what’s tepid about that?’

			Scry now fully closed her eyes, mimicking an appeal for divine assistance. ‘Put the last letter or letters of each word first and we have levamus – “may we rise”. Now that’s not so limp, Master Thomes.’ Her mind was racing, engaged by her discovery and its staggering implications. She had been naïve. She should have realised Wynter would have thought of everything.

			‘Rise? To what?’

			‘Power . . . power in Rotherweird.’

			The faces looked at her, looked at each other, looked at the painting, looked at Thomes, looked at her, riveted. They were not so supercilious now.

			‘May we rise to power!’ Thomes could barely suppress his excitement. ‘When?’

			‘Ask the numbers, that’s why they’re there.’ She retraced her steps, fingering her necklace as she continued, face as deadpan as her voice, ‘For 7.49, read seven hours and forty-nine minutes; for 8.49, read eight hours and forty-nine minutes. The first is the length of sunlight on the shortest day of the year; the second the difference in time between that and the longest day of the year. The Apothecaries may rise at the Winter Solstice – this year’s Winter Solstice.’

			Thomes flapped his hands in irritation. ‘We are scientists, Madam. The times you mention are variables. This is mumbo-jumbo.’

			‘Of course they’re variables.’ She allowed herself a hint of irritation in her own voice. ‘That is the point.’

			Thomes fumbled his way to the light. ‘You mean . . . You can’t mean—’

			‘Every year the figures will differ, just as they differ at different latitudes. They are as precise as two pins, one on a calendar and one on a map. On this year’s solstice, at this precise latitude, the Apothecaries may rise.’ She let her hand brush his arm, an offer of truce, now she understood the game. ‘You were right to ask me. Thank you.’

			Thomes sharpened his goatee beard with his right hand and turned to the assembly. ‘We would never disappoint the Founder, now, would we?’ he declared with a flamboyant gesture.

			The outburst of applause surprised them both, as if a long-suppressed energy had suddenly blossomed: the moment a rabble turns into an army. 

			Thomes could not quite bring himself to muster an express invitation, but he did manage it indirectly. ‘We make far better liqueurs than Vlad’s, Miss Scry.’

			She followed him through the twisting corridors to his study, which lacked the crude ostentation of Snorkel’s private chamber in the Town Hall, but could not possibly be called Puritan. Carvings of the finest quality gave the wall panelling and furniture an air of refinement. An antique Turkish rug looked made for the room, a perfect fit, wainscot to wainscot, the opulent colours faded by age, but the thick wool, warp and weft, intact. Behind Thomes’ walnut pedestal desk and high-backed chair an ornate display cabinet held scientific books and instruments on alternate shelves. Scry glanced through the titles, which covered the evolution of science from its very beginnings. She understood now: Wynter could not return alone. He would need assistants, administrators, enforcers. He would need the Apothecaries.

			‘The quince loosens everyone’s secrets,’ Thomes said with a piercing, almost predatory look at Scry. A young Apothecary appeared, pulled out Thomes’ chair, and then a second for Scry. Thomes dismissed her with a lordly tilt of the wrist. ‘We may agree,’ said Thomes, ‘that the Founder would not leave such an instruction with no policy in mind. Power to what purpose is the question.’

			‘I do agree – and that’s why you have to trust me.’ She had one card left, but she bided her time. ‘Your founder has an ingenious face. Tell me about him.’

			‘The History Regulations apply to us too,’ replied Thomes.

			She could see Thomes had a card too. ‘No traditions handed down?’

			The girl returned with a tray. The air-twist glasses, a technique requiring the finest materials, mirrored the rug and carvings for style. The decanter, half filled with a mellow amber liquid, had a ribbed waist; the glass was centuries old.

			Thomes poured as the girl offered pale biscuits glazed with sugar.

			‘It is said he was the first Mayor.’

			The liquid smeared the glass like oil, but it warmed the throat. The rich autumnal taste of quince with a thread of apple lingered long on the palate.

			‘I see on your shelves a first edition of the Popular Choice Regulations. 1650, to be exact.’

			Thomes took out the book. ‘You mean he authored it?’

			‘As the first Mayor, it’s logical.’

			She opened the book and turned to the frontispiece. Tiny letters centred at the bottom read:

			Excudebat Sacheverell Vere

			For the populace of Rotherweird

			‘Vale Sum – a V and an S: might they not also stand for ­Sacheverell Vere?’

			‘They’re in the wrong order.’

			‘But we mix the letters, remember. And 1645 would precede your foundation.’

			Thomes gulped the remains of his glass, cheeks flushed. ‘Occasionally – very occasionally – we elect honorary members,’ he said. 

			*

			She left, as her clients often left her company, half enlightened and half disturbed. Only Wynter could be behind these interlocking clues. Her task had been to find a retinue to carry out the many tasks his rule would demand, and so far, so good. But Wynter’s execution had preceded the foundation of the Apothecaries by a good seventy years, so Wynter could not have arranged Vere’s portrait.

			A reassuring answer struck her: the traitor Slickstone would have had the same problem: as Mayor, he would have needed enforcers too. She remembered him glad-handing the townsfolk at the Mayday Fair. He had planned to stand against Snorkel in the coming election – he could have doctored the portrait to seduce the Apothecaries. 

			She hadn’t needed to take on Slickstone, so she had kept well away. After all, Wynter had prophesied that his ‘most special Judas’ would return to Rotherweird and self-destruct, and Wynter never misspoke in matters of prophecy. The gore below the mixing-point testified to that.

			But she nursed a residual anxiety that this analysis did not fit the Slickstone she knew. He believed in his own power; he had never been one to cultivate allies.

			There were two other possibilities, but surely not after all these years – not without a single sighting . . . 

			Her mind turned to her next, even harder assignment: to find and kill Fortemain, if indeed he still lived.
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			Fieldwork

			From Arctic explorers to astronauts, from bathyspheres to The Beagle, no scientist had studied in such conditions, concluded Vixen Valourhand after two months in the spiderwoman’s lair. The early days after Lost Acre’s Midsummer renewal had been tranquil; the surviving creatures slow to re-emerge into the wrecked landscape. 

			Even during this halcyon period Valourhand kept close to the spiderwoman’s front door. She never went out after dusk. She never killed unless attacked and studied only carcasses, found on the ground or snared in the wiry remains of the spiderwoman’s webs. She took to picking them up with the fire tongs after discovering that some played dead, sprouting a disturbing selection of eyes, teeth and fangs when disturbed. 

			She designed a whole new vocabulary and built family trees, the better to catalogue this new world. Some fauna approximated to terrestrial life, especially trees with heavy seed and underground animals, being less likely to find their way into the mixing-point, but others were so far removed from their origins as to be almost unidentifiable. She found hidden attributes in simple exteriors – poison sacs, retractable wings and claws – and startling realignments of fur and feather, beak and bone. 

			She became so engrossed that previous loyalties to the company and the coming term at Rotherweird School slipped away. But for the note, penned in an old-fashioned hand, she would have remained a student of Lost Acre until taken by age or a passing predator. It appeared on the front door mat one morning, but in her disconnected state she did not think to consider who the postman might be. 

			Rotherweird needs you. The enemy has an ingenuity you can only guess at. The attached may be of interest.

			She unfolded the enclosure, from the Rotherweird Chronicle, and read the name beneath a grainy photograph. The concluding paragraph announced a funeral procession, to be held in Market Square. With difficulty she translated the day and date into real time, only forty-eight hours away. 

			She had no interest in the rest of the obituary, for she had her own memories, an improbable friendship, given the traditional enmity between the North and South Tower Science Faculties – enabled by her attendance at a Bolitho lecture about antimatter entitled ‘The Evil Twin’. 

			Afterwards, Valourhand had put to Bolitho the case for an anti-periodic table. He read her well, eschewing patter for hard science. Thereafter they sporadically discussed the mysteries of particle physics in his rooms. Bolitho patted her forearms with the palms of each hand when she entered and in time she understood it as an embrace with no threat of follow-up: respectful affection. He greeted nobody else in this fashion, and she let it become their ritual. Then came the distractions of her encounter with Sir Veronal Slickstone, her experiments with lightning and her visit to Lost Acre.

			The news of Bolitho’s death flipped her rating of her present existence like a coin. At a stroke, cutting-edge work turned amateurish: a physicist trying out biology and advancing nobody’s interests, including her own. She burned the carcasses, tidied the kitchen and sorted her papers as she re-engaged with reality. Who had delivered the letter? The front door was tight to the floor, yet the envelope showed no sign of friction. Who was the ‘enemy’ to whom the author referred? Wynter, Calx Bole – or someone else? How did the author know she was here? And why call on her to help Rotherweird? She finally remembered the new term. She had courses to plan.

			She set off at noon in search of the white tile.

			Rotherweird needs you. The letter felt like a call to arms.
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			Eulogy Dress

			Absent-mindedness commonly accompanied the forensic precision of Rotherweird’s scientific minds, and the post office catered for this frailty with its Delayed Action Service, where letters and parcels could be left for delivery weeks or months later. Within days of Vesey Bolitho’s demise, the Service delivered a letter to Boris 
Polk.

			A week before his death, his old friend had told Boris to expect the unexpected at his funeral, so the Professor’s instructions came as no surprise. He was to collect a firework from the South Tower and install it on the eve of the funeral procession; the coordinates for location, the angle of lift-off and the time of ignition were all minutely specified. More immediately, he was to visit Bolitho’s tailor for further orders.

			Clasping a huge pair of scissors, which he sporadically snapped open and shut like a lobster, the tailor was out of sorts.

			‘I cut a mean cloth, Mr Polk, but I draw the line at all-in-ones.’ Behind the tailor two racks held rows of baggy black overalls. ‘There’s a B guest list and an A guest list: you’re to deliver to the As, I to the Bs. I fear the Professor went loopy at the end.’

			While the tailor crammed one rack into two carrier bags, Boris scanned his list: the usual suspects – himself, Fanguin, Jones, Oblong – with two mild surprises in Gorhambury and Valourhand. Neither seemed natural Bolitho friends, Gorhambury for his lack of mischief and Valourhand as a rival from the North Tower. 

			‘What about the B-list?’ he asked. 

			‘Favourite pupils, past and present. And you, Mr Polk, you alone are privileged to wear this number.’ With a lopsided grin and another snap of the scissors, the tailor handed Polk an identical costume, save for an unbecoming belt encrusted with buckles and a large circle at the midriff. ‘Turn the centre at 7.04 p.m. precisely,’ said the tailor, adding wryly, ‘Yes, that loopy.’

			 *

			Boris left to last his most testing delivery – Snorkel had installed defences to shield his Town Clerk from common citizens during working hours.

			‘Ask Public Cleaning services, third floor, second left,’ said ­Reception.

			‘Ask Licensing, third floor, second landing, first on the right,’ said Public Cleaning.

			‘Ask Rent Collection, fourth floor, at the end of the long corridor,’ said Licensing. 

			On being informed that his visit related to Professor Bolitho’s funeral, the lady in Rent Collection, an amateur stargazer, relented.

			Gorhambury’s office lurked in a first-floor byway off the grander passages of the Mayoral Suite. With his reinstatement, his files had been returned to their former positions in cardboard drums with green plastic tops. They dotted the floor like mushrooms. On his desk, lines of paperclips, colour-coded by subject, awaited commitment to the fray. 

			He lowered his desk lamp closer to paragraph 3(1)(y)(iv) of the recently amended Tower Refurbishment Regulations:

			The cost of repairs to walkways between towers of different ownership shall be born in proportion to the height (2 points), circumference (2 points) and number of rooms (half a point each) of the respective towers, save where the repairs relate to the entry point to a tower, when the costs shall be borne by the owner of that tower unless caused by subsidence or turbulence originating in the other tower, in which event the Tower Inspector shall exercise reasonable discretion in the matter.

			Gorhambury felt a twinge of admiration at the clarity of his own prose, while regretting the lack of an immediate answer to the present appeal, which concerned an onset of dry rot away from the entry point, but in a beam that ran to the front door. What did fairness suggest? What about policy? 

			A solution was taking shape when a spectral figure glided in without knocking and sat in the solitary chair opposite Gorhambury’s desk. Skeletal fingers grasped the armrests. Mors Valett, the municipal undertaker, looked agitated. ‘The Mayor fears a disorderly procession,’ he began. ‘Knowing the lead mourners, I share his anxiety.’

			The Funeral Regulations required the first two dozen mourners to be notified to the Town Hall forty-eight hours before the procession. Bolitho’s cortège had more than a sprinkling of the artistic and unorthodox.

			‘I have had assurances – respectful music, no dancing, no carnival. The Headmaster will make a brief address in the Square. The internment will be private.’

			‘You do realise, Gorhambury, these “respectful” mourners include a trio of misfits: a sacked teacher, an outsider and a party-wrecker.’ Gorhambury translated with ease: Godfery Fanguin, Jonah Oblong and Vixen Valourhand. ‘I can also report that Boris Polk has been seen with a giant firework.’

			‘It’s that time of year.’

			‘What’s got into you, Gorhambury? Vulcan’s Dance is weeks away.’ 

			Vulcan’s Dance, Rotherweird’s annual firework day, fell this year in early December, but Gorhambury could hardly say that Valett’s ‘trio of misfits’ had helped to save Rotherweird, or that Sir Veronal had not been what he appeared. Still less could he mention his own invitation to join the lead mourners. Gorhambury had navigated Bolitho’s planning application for a planetarium through the shoals of the Scholastic Building Regulations, because he equated the workings of the heavens with how a town should be run: like clockwork. 

			Boris Polk, ear to the door, chose this moment to make his entry. ‘One mourner’s gown,’ he announced, depositing the garment on Gorhambury’s desk and shattering the parade-ground order of the paperclips.

			‘Gown?’ queried Gorhambury, for whom gowns were vestments of authority requiring the highest sartorial standards.

			‘The Mayor is not wearing one of those. And nor am I,’ declared Valett.

			Boris parried the sideswipe. ‘I should hope not. They’re for family and friends.’

			‘I’m to wear this?’ asked Gorhambury in pained surprise. When Boris grinned, he added, ‘I suppose it’s more inelegant than offensive.’ 

			‘Over your own heads be it,’ punned Valett, now at ease. He and the Mayor would stand out: figures of dignity, apart from the riff-raff. 

			After Valett’s departure, Gorhambury enquired about the giant firework.

			‘It’s meticulously made to Bolitho’s specifications,’ Boris assured him.

			Gorhambury quoted Richard II as he restored the paperclips to running order. ‘I wasted time, and now doth time waste me . . .’

			Boris took the hint and retired. At the foot of the Town Hall steps a notice on the official board caught his eye.

			THE SNORKEL ESSAY PRIZE

			The Town Hall in its vigilant search for improvement invites essays on 

			‘How government should work’ 

			Open to ages from 21-30 

			1,500 words maximum

			Closing date: 20th November 
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