
  
    Author’s Note
  


  
    Vequince, an island city of canals, is inhabited by water voles. We commonly refer to them as ‘water rats’ due to the fact that they’re of a similar size to black and brown rats. Otters we simply call otters, which is just as well really, because Udolphus Beck would not wish to be known as anything else. The mammals in this story wear clothes, drink coffee and sail tall ships, much as we do. They’re civilized. If you think of the otters and water rats we know now as Stone Age mammals, then you’ll see that it’s going to take at least 3 million years for an Udolphus or Lucci to come along. It might be worth the wait.
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    Chapter One
  


  
    UDOLPHUS BECK WAS an unraveller. Not so long ago he had been a shoemaker for the otters of Geranium. Udolphus had followed his father into a cobbler’s trade, but his heart was not in the work. Oh, he was good at shoemaking, of course: Geranium otters always applied themselves to their jobs. But he found the work lacked flair and imagination. He was a youthful otter who burned to do great things. It was fortunate that the other talent he had was for solving mysteries. Unravelling puzzles.
  


  
    Once shoemakers have mastered their work they have a great deal of time for thinking. While they are cutting the leather shaping the sole and heel, stitching, hammering in the small bright nails, their work minds wander. So it was that the lively-minded Udolphus Beck became an unraveller. He thought about things, turned them over in his mind, picked away at them with his sharp intellect.
  


  
    This he excelled at and, now that his father had passed away and he no longer had to make shoes, he was able to earn his living at it. Mammals brought him tangled problems and he sought the ends, found them, untangled the knotted ball. In fact, his fame as an unraveller had spread far and wide after the King of Geranium’s daughter had been found alive and well. It was Udolphus whose intellect had tracked her movements to a log cabin in the Dense Forest, after unravelling all the clues to her kidnapping by a lovesick woodsman. The king had rewarded him very handsomely, of course, and now Udolphus was a wealthy otter.
  


  
    ‘Interesting, how very interesting,’ he said over a breakfast tray in bed one morning as he read a letter propped against the salt pot. ‘Vequince! The island city in the sea! Now there’s a place I’ve always wanted to visit. Magnificent architecture, I’m told. Wonderful works of art in the churches and the public buildings. A colourful population...’
  


  
    The letter itself was strange enough. The carrier, too, had been unusual: a mute pine marten. A small purse of silver bezants accompanied the note – Udolphus’s fare to Vequince, should he take the job. This indicated that the courier had been well paid or he might well have absconded with this money. There was also the promise of a large fee – a Venquincian carnival mask of pure gold – if he should solve the mystery; a smaller fee in coin if he took on the work but failed.
  


  
    The writer was almost certainly a water rat, for it was this species of mammal that inhabited the island of Vequince, which lay over the mountains, to the south of Geranium. It was part of a country which on the map looked like a fisherjack’s boot – a shape which had Udolphus’s fond approval. Vequince nestled in the corner of a crook in the mainland’s coastline. Its sheltered position gave it ideal harbours and its trade had flourished until Vequince was a very rich city, full of very rich water rats, and growing richer all the time.
  


  
    ‘How very peculiar,’ muttered Udolphus. ‘How wonderfully mysterious.’
  


  
    He stared at his bedroom ceiling. This had been painted a subtle shade of night, a very dark blue. In this night blueness Udolphus had nailed the bright nails left over from his shoemaking. Caught in lamplight, these nails twinkled like stars. Indeed, Udolphus had not just hammered them in randomly. Like the bright, clever otter he was, he had made an exact copy of the heavens.
  


  
    Each nail represented a particular star and was precisely in the right place. There was the Belt of Orion, and over here Sirius, and down there in the corner Ursa Major, or the Big Bear. The solar system and all the constellations and galaxies were present. He derived great pleasure and much inspiration from his ceiling. Under its benign influence he could concentrate his thoughts and bend his mind to the complex problems he needed to solve.
  


  
    ‘So,’ he said, not without a sigh, ‘do I do this thing or not? If I went now I would be in time for Carnival. I’ve been told it’s a magnificent spectacle.’
  


  
    He stared again at the letter. It was signed, very bizarrely, by someone calling themselves The Silver Claw. (Clearly the author needed a false name in case the letter was intercepted by his enemies.) The note asked Udolphus to make his way to Vequince, there to reside until he had uncovered a conspiracy to bring down – possibly even to assassinate – every member of the government. The writer went on:
  


  
    
      I have no doubt that the infamous Mudditchis, rulers of the city of Florion, are part of this plot. As rivals in art, architecture and trade, they have nothing to lose by supporting rebellious and ambitious elements in our society. The Mudditchis are a cunning and greedy family. He who promises the Mudditchis a share of Vequince’s trade I am sure will receive all the support he needs. If any such plotters are gullible enough to invite the Florion army to attack on their behalf, however, I doubt the invaders will leave the city of Vequince without plundering it of much of its wealth. If you shake paws with a Mudditchi, you always check your purse afterwards.
    

  


  
    The idea that Vequince’s dazzling palazzo, its tall campaniles and its opulent churches, should be robbed was too awful to contemplate. Udolphus was aware of the great rivalry between the two ruling families of the two great cities: the Mudditchis of Florion and the Voleccis of Vequince had been deadly rivals and enemies since the first bird heralded in the first day on Earth. Perhaps neither family could be trusted when it came to the other, but the invasion of a city state was a thing which needed to be stopped. Invasions, as the writer had said, tend to lead to chaos.
  


  
    The writer had ended by saying that if Udolphus took up his offer, he should go to Vequince, where he would be contacted by the Silver Claw.
  


  
    ‘I shall do it. I shall take the stagecoach,’ Udolphus said to himself, as he removed the special sock that kept his tail warm at night, ‘as far as the border. There I shall have to proceed on foot over the mountains. The journey will be an adventure in itself, I have no doubt. I shall need all the proper clothing and equipment’ – like most Geraniums, Udolphus was very correct about such things – ‘including a stout walking staff with a tasteful number of badges on it, a good hat with a neat little feather, and a knapsack to keep out the weather. Good solid boots. Spare socks, shirt and drawers. Sandwiches. Plenty of sausage sandwiches.’
  


  
    Once he was dressed and had breakfasted, his whiskers oiled and his fur brushed to that brilliant sheen which only healthy otters achieve, Udolphus set about the enjoyable task of preparing for the journey. There is a great deal of pleasure to be had from buying necessities. Frivolous purchases always worried him, which took away the enjoyment somewhat. But things he needed were a different matter. Such purchases were most satisfying. He knew just the shops for the right kind of walking hat, suit and cloak. The walking boots, of course, he made himself. He still had his awl, his hammer, his cutting tools and leftover leather. Nails were a different matter; he was only one short and was loath to buy a whole new packet.
  


  
    He borrowed the star of Sirius from his ceiling, promising himself that he would replace it later.
  


  
    One week later, 22nd March 1777 Anno Melliferous, the young Geranium unraveller was standing on the slopes of a mountain, looking down at the ocean. There, caught in a bay as sharp as an otter’s elbow, lay the island of Vequince, its inshore waters sprinkled with colourful boats and ships. Several other smaller islands were scattered around it, but even from this distance Udolphus could see that the canalled city glittered with grand and beautiful architecture. Glass domes, tall square campaniles, green cupolas, red roofs, golden fascias, basilicas with colonnaded atriums, rotundas: all were spread before him as food at a banquet. And feast with his eyes he did. The island city sparkled like a gem-encrusted brooch pinned to a blue-green cloak. It took his breath away, this wonderful sight, and his approval was evident in the way he stood and nodded his head, a humming noise in his throat.
  


  
    He carried on down the slopes to a town a little less blessed. Here in this bustling port – for the wealth of Vequince spilled over onto mainland shores – he sought transport. Udolphus crossed the lagoon on a black craft and eventually disembarked on the quay of the Piazza San Arvicola.
  


  
    There he had to pass through a series of barriers and undergo an assault course of clerks with quills at the ready. These able scribes were taking down the details of all visitors. Vequincians were suspicious mammals and they lived in suspicious times. Their bureaucracy was second only to that of Geranium, whose citizens loved bits of paper covered in signatures and seals. Here in Vequince all foreigners were regarded with narrow eyes and narrow minds. Udolphus gave the clerks his details, provided such proof of his identity as they required, and was allowed to pass into the square beyond, where he was left alone.
  


  
    For a few moments he simply regarded the hurrying populace of dark brown water rats with their distinctive little rounded ears and blunt noses. Now that he was standing on Vequincian soil – or rather the fabulous marble which formed the promenade – he was alert for danger. He was not foolish enough to think that the plotters would not know he was here. Udolphus was a renowned unraveller after all. It was best to assume they did know and to keep them guessing as to why.
  


  
    He gradually became aware that he was being stared at. Even rich cities – especially rich cities – have their poor and abandoned ones. There was a small group of waifs standing in the shadow of a magnificent palace that must have cost hundreds of thousands of bezants to build. They seemed cheerful enough, but it was clear to Udolphus that they had not had the fortunate upbringing of a shoemaker’s son. A ragged youngster moved away from his friends and walked towards Udolphus, nodding at him.
  


  
    Udolphus tried to ignore the urchin, but the little water rat spoke.
  


  
    ‘I’m not a beggar,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t beg if you paid me.’ He seemed unaware of the irony of his words. ‘It’s work I want. I’ll carry your suitcase for you, signore. I’ll do that all right, if you pay me.’
  


  
    Udolphus liked the youngster’s forthright manner. ‘It just so happens I was looking for a carrier for my luggage.’
  


  
    ‘Then that’s me,’ replied the urchin, brightening. He stepped forward, swishing his long tail, his two front teeth overlapping his lower lip. ‘I’m the best luggage-carrier in the whole of Vequince.’
  


  
    Udolphus put a friendly paw on the scruffy head before him, aware that it was probably swarming with fleas. ‘Then you shall carry my case to the nearest restaurant, where we shall eat our fill. Then I must seek accommodation.’
  


  
    The light that came to the urchin’s face might have outshone the smile of God’s most favoured cherubim. The youngster led Udolphus through the thronging crowds, across a campo, over a charming little white bridge which spanned a canal, and into a narrow alley. Outside a restaurant the urchin looked up and said, ‘I shall wait here, signore, if you would be so kind as to bring me your leftovers, when you leave.’
  


  
    ‘I shall do nothing of the kind,’ said Udolphus grimly. ‘I don’t share my food with the homeless from the streets.’ He paused, realizing he was framing his words badly and that the youngster’s bottom lip was trembling below his two visible front teeth. ‘What I mean to say is, you, my young guide, will accompany me within and partake of your own meal. You will have to forgive my rough manners though, for I am unused to eating in company. I tend to bolt my food, shovel it down, so to speak, as would a gannet.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, that’s all right, signore,’ cried the youngster, beaming again, ‘for I employ the same method of eating.’
  


  
    ‘Really?’ the otter said, smiling. ‘I would never have thought it. I feel we will do very well together then, don’t you?’
  


  
    He led the way into the eating house, only to have the landlord stop the urchin at the door.
  


  
    ‘Out!’ cried the landlord. ‘No guttersnipes in here.’
  


  
    ‘The young rat is with me,’ growled Udolphus, flashing a gold coin. ‘Please show us to a window table where I may watch the gondolas go by on the canal.’
  


  
    The gondolas of Vequince were painted all the colours of the rainbow and brightened the scene enormously.
  


  
    ‘Yes, signore!’ cried the landlord, whipping the white napkin from his forelimb and dusting a seat in a bow window. ‘And your little friend too.’
  


  
    Udolphus ordered fried sparrows’ wings and cabbage. He found he could not have his favourite potatoes – there were none in Vequince – and made do with pasta instead. The urchin went through the menu five times before deciding upon spaghetti and meat balls. While they were waiting to be served, Udolphus spoke to the youngster.
  


  
    At first he did not find it easy conversing with his new friend, not because the water rat was of a different species, but because he was young with a bubbling personality. Udolphus was reasonably young himself, of course, only a few years senior to the scruffy rat before him. But he was from a country which boasted solid citizens. There were right ways and wrong ways of doing everything in Geranium, and if one were to be respected one always did the former. His raiment had always been sober, sombre even, and of a cut designed not to cause offence. Browns were the colours he wore, and blacks, and the occasional flighty beige when he was feeling particularly roguish. Geranium had its fashion rebels, of course, and eccentric characters, but Udolphus Beck was not one of them. He knew it and he blamed his mother who had brought him up very strictly.
  


  
    Udolphus was supposed to find hilarity vulgar, but underneath he was full of humour. There was a great sense of fun in there just waiting for the opportunity to burst out.
  


  
    ‘What’s your name, young rat?’ he asked while they waited. ‘You do have a name, I take it?’
  


  
    ‘Oh, yes, signore, it’s Lucci.’
  


  
    ‘Well, Lucci, I suppose you were born here?’ And not much further back than yesterday, he thought, as he studied the youngster’s face.
  


  
    ‘Born here, raised here.’
  


  
    ‘And your parents?’
  


  
    ‘Both dead, sir. My padre was killed in a riot and my madre died of a fever.’
  


  
    ‘A riot? Does that happen often?’
  


  
    ‘Only when there’s no oranges, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, I see. By the way, you must call me Udolphus. That’s my name. And you have no other relatives?’
  


  
    ‘An uncle who hates me and a cousin on the mainland somewhere. Those are the only two I know, master. The rest are on the Isle of the Dead, out there on the water, cold as you like. Oh, here’s the food! Last one to finish is a salted herring...’
  


  
    Udolphus found himself having to bolt his food as he had claimed he always did – quite a difficult task for one whose table manners were normally impeccable. Lucci beat him, which was to be expected. Then they ordered ice cream and fruit for Lucci, while Udolphus had coffee, cheese and biscuits.
  


  
    ‘Now then, young rat,’ Udolphus said, taking a long, noisy sip of coffee, ‘we need some accommodation. I’m going to be in this city for quite a while and, being a complete stranger, I shall need the help of one who knows its streets and ways. How would you like to work for me, become my assistant, my guide and informant? I pay’ – he considered what would be appropriate – ‘two bezants on the twenty-eighth day of every month. One month in advance.’ The youngster stared at him with wide, disbelieving eyes. ‘Of course,’ he continued, as he crunched away on a brittle wafer, the shards scattering over the tablecloth, ‘there will be expenses too. If you have to take a ferry on an errand, that sort of thing, fares will be reimbursed. Now, are you my apprentice unraveller, or do I look elsewhere?’
  


  
    ‘A un-what, signore – master?’
  


  
    ‘Unraveller.’ The otter leaned forward as one of the other diners, a water rat with a patch over one eye and an unhealthy pallor to his pelt, seemed to have an ear tuned to their table. Udolphus spoke in low tones. ‘My work involves the solving of puzzles and mysteries, unravelling them so to speak. What we shall do, in the course of the next few weeks, is to walk about the city, listening, watching, taking note.’
  


  
    Udolphus stared at the waif for a few moments, wondering whether it was too early to reveal secrets, but he had always been a good judge of character. It was not only unlikely, but most improbable that this scruffy tyke was involved in a conspiracy. Udolphus needed allies fast. He decided to trust Lucci from the outset. He lowered his voice to a whisper.
  


  
    ‘There is a plot afoot, young Lucci, which threatens all who live here. You and I are going to solve that plot, uncover a conspiracy and prevent a catastrophe.’
  


  
    ‘Wow!’
  


  
    ‘Indeed, wow.’ Udolphus leaned back again. ‘You have ice cream on your whiskers. Wipe! That’s better. Now, the first thing you have to do, to earn your bezants, is to find us some good, dependable, comfortable lodgings. Nothing too expensive, but not cheap either. We want no cockroaches in the soup, but we do not wish to pay the earth. Nothing below the waterline, which I’m sure would be damp and cause rheumatism. I expect you know of such a hostelry? Two rooms, mind. I’m not used to sharing my quarters with anyone, let alone a young rodent with adenoids who probably snores—’
  


  
    ‘I don’t snore,’ said Lucci indignantly.
  


  
    ‘– and a bath somewhere in the establishment. I do so detest public baths, don’t you? All those bodies with flabby rolls of fur emerging from the steam, bellies barely keeping the towel aloft.’ Udolphus gave a little shudder. ‘You, my young friend, could benefit from some soap and water straight away. Well then, let’s be about our lawful business. Lead on. Lead on. I shall pay the landlord as we leave.’
  


  
    They passed the suspicious-looking water rat on the way out, but he did not even glance at Udolphus. Lucci led the way: Udolphus discovered that Vequince was a maze of narrow streets, canals, alleys and tiny courtyards. In just a few moments he was lost, with no idea where he was going or how to get back again. Without a Lucci such as the one he had been fortunate enough to find, you might disappear in this tangled city, never to be heard of again, especially if you were an Udolphus from Geranium, a place of wide streets, open avenues and parks the size of small countries.
  


  
    The walls and stones along the tiny walkways were worn shiny by the shoulders of furry mammals. They were old walls, ancient stones, touched by distant antiquity. There was wonderful architecture in this city, astounding buildings of great magnificence, but here in the confines of the alleyways there were only cold stones and iron grilles. Udolphus passed rusting gates, some half below the waterline; wooden doors ragged with rot; paving bricks which had been hollowed by a million boot soles. The city closed in on you as you went deeper into its heart. It rose up and leaned over, blocking out much of the heavens. Up there were blue canals of sky, mirror images of those beside which he walked.
  


  
    Finally Lucci stopped and pointed to a doorway. It looked much like any of the other doors they had passed, its paint peeling and its bottom edge ravaged by damp. A single worn step led upwards. There was an iron ring for a knocker, which Udolphus lifted and dropped. Some minutes later the door was wrenched open on its rusty hinges. A female water rat stood there in billowing skirts and a mob cap. She had a severe but not unkindly look about her, of which Udolphus approved.
  


  
    ‘Madam, er, signora,’ he said, ‘I understand from my friend here that you rent accommodations?’
  


  
    ‘That’s true.’ She folded her forelimbs over her breast. ‘Five bezants a month. Well-swept rooms with no dirt to speak of, even under the beds. Meals served on request. Baths extra.’
  


  
    ‘That sounds very reasonable. We’ll take two.’
  


  
    ‘Two?’ Her eyes opened wider as she bobbed and tried to look over Udolphus’s shoulder for the second mammal. ‘Two separate rooms?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, one for me and the other for Lucci here, who would also like a bath laced with a strong anti-lice embrocation.’
  


  
    ‘What?’ said Lucci, not really understanding that he was going into a rat-dip, but not liking the sound of the words. ‘Not me?’
  


  
    ‘Yes indeed,’ said his master, ‘followed by a lubrication with cedarwood and sandalwood oils. We must turn you into a civilized water rat, young Lucci, if you are to work with me. A rat who doesn’t smell like a sewer during a plague of dysentery. A rat that is not a refuge for fleas.’
  


  
    The landlady stared at the street urchin, her mouth twisted and her whiskers pointing at every compass bearing. ‘Him? Work for you?’
  


  
    ‘He has been hired as my new apprentice.’
  


  
    She shrugged and stepped aside for them to enter. As the new apprentice passed her, she hissed quietly in his ear, ‘Don’t think I’m paying you for bringing this one, Signor Uppity, not if he’s already given you something.’
  


  
    ‘Signora,’ Lucci said in a normal voice, ‘I have no need of your grudged copper coins. I am in full employment and paid in silver.’
  


  
    That first evening Lucci took his new master out for a stroll. Udolphus had only been in the city for a few hours and already he had the feeling that he was being followed. Shadowy characters drifted along behind them and seemed to fade into the stonework whenever Udolphus turned round. It was possible these stalkers came from the Silver Claw, but perhaps his enemies were already on the case and it was they who were the pursuers? Udolphus was used to being tailed – it went with the work – and he was adept at pretending he did not see those who trod in his pawprints.
  


  
    The pair walked along the promenade looking out at the lagoon, dark-blue in the fading light. The lamps swinging on the prows of the gondolas created bouncing reflections on the surface of the water. Above, the wonderful, reliable stars were in their places: the bright eyes of Heaven.
  


  
    Udolphus asked his apprentice, ‘Where would one find the Silver Claw? Where would I find him – or her?’
  


  
    ‘Eh?’ exclaimed the urchin. ‘Where would you find him, master? The silver claw’s not a him, it’s an it. It’s to do with the choosing of the Duce.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, really? How does it—?’ Udolphus broke off to say, in the hushed, reverent tones one might use in church, ‘Look! Cards!’
  


  
    There was a group of water rats gambling under the covering of an arcade. In the light of some lamps they were playing cards. All creatures on this earth have a weakness of some kind, otherwise they would not be mammal. Udolphus was no exception. His weakness was for cards. He knew it was unseemly. He knew his mother would have disapproved. But he could not help himself. There was a mystique to cards which drew him to them. When he saw a pack of playing cards with their different suits – oak-leaves, elm-leaves, pine-needles and sycamore-seeds; the pips coloured gold, red, green and brown – something stirred inside him. It was the Devil lodged in his heart, poking the coals of his red-hot passion for wagering with cards. To other forms of gambling he was immune: dice left him cold; beetle-racing brought on the yawns; hoop-la was for idiots. But the cards? Oh, my, the cards were magic. They made his blood race.
  


  
    ‘What’s the name of this game, gentlejacks?’ he said, sitting down on a spare orange box. ‘Can anyone play?’
  


  
    ‘Anyone with bezants in his pocket,’ replied a water rat with a rather faded floppy velvet cap. ‘The name of the game is Seven Seasons.’
  


  
    Udolphus rubbed his paws together, his eyes glittering. ‘Seven Seasons? Ah yes, I have played once or twice.’
  


  
    ‘Master,’ murmured Lucci, tugging at Udolphus’s sleeve, ‘do not play with these creatures. They will take all your money. They would fleece a dormouse while he slept. They’re card sharps, master.’
  


  
    Udolphus removed the young rat’s claw from his garment. ‘Lucci, I am a past master at cards. We shall be as rich as Crowsus by morning.’
  


  
    Lucci shrugged and went to sit in a corner of the arcade to watch the moths batting around the lamps, while Udolphus chortled, an otter in his element, loving every minute and every turn of the card.
  


  
    At two o’clock in the morning Udolphus rose from the game and woke Lucci. He was feeling immensely guilty. How had he managed so soon after arriving to forget his mission here? Such a dangerous thing to do in the circumstances. How alluring those cards were, but he must in future ignore all such games and keep his mind on his work. If he did not he would surely soon be floating away on a morning tide, stiff with rigor mortis.
  


  
    ‘Come, young fellow. We must be on our way home. Our landlady will have gone to bed, I hope, and we must go too.’
  


  
    Lucci sat up and rubbed his eyes with his paws, bending his whiskers in the process. ‘How much did we win?’ he asked, yawning.
  


  
    Udolphus’s mouth set in a hard line. ‘The cards were stacked against us, Lucci. Jill Fortune was not with us tonight. I thought for one minute with that last hand... but it was the seven of oak-leaves and not the seven of sycamore-seeds. The light was bad. I blame it on the poor light and my confounded luck.’ He sighed and nodded at Lucci. ‘Next time, young Lucci. Next time we’ll take them to the cleaner’s.’
  


  
    Lucci nodded, but thought to himself, This rich otter I’ve found myself has a sickness. I’ve seen it before in other mammals. And so the little fellow resolved to keep his master away from gambling dens and card sharps. He suspected, quite rightly, that though Udolphus believed himself a wizard at cards, the otter was actually terrible at them. Lucci knew where all the dens were: he might have been an urchin but he was king of the streets. He knew everything that went on, in every corner of Vequince. He also knew an addiction to a vice when he saw it. He realized that if Udolphus so much as glimpsed a game of cards, the otter would be in there, throwing his money to the four winds.
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    Chapter Two
  


  
    THE ROOM WAS indeed comfortable, with a good hard bed and dark, heavy furniture, which you could hit with a hammer without denting. It was just to Udolphus’s austere northern taste. What was more, Signora Nelli – for that was the landlady’s name – kept a clean house. It was not as spotless as a Geranium house, of course, but then the cleanliness of the Geranium hausfrau is legendary. Nelli had been told you could eat off a Geranium floor, but this did not impress her, since she had a cupboard full of crockery. ‘Why would you want to?’ she asked her Geranium guests. ‘We have plates for that in Vequince.’
  


  
    All in all, Udolphus Beck felt he was going to be very much at home in Nelli’s house. A canal ran right beneath his window. In fact, if you turned left when leaving the front door you would fall into it. The view of the canal, and the lagoon beyond, was a source of enjoyment to him: he could watch the coloured gondolas go back and forth.
  


  
    More importantly, he could also hear and see any craft approaching the house from the lagoon. On the other side the window overlooked the street in front of the only land entrance. The otter knew that at some time he might be under attack from those who wished to stop him from unravelling their secrets and it was wise to cover as many approaches as possible. Those shadowy creatures from the previous evening might just have been common thieves following a visitor, but Udolphus took nothing for granted.
  


  
    Lucci had a room on the other side of the arch that joined the two parts of the house. It was smaller than Udolphus’s, but then Lucci was a smaller creature.
  


  
    ‘Well now,’ said Udolphus, over their first breakfast together, ‘today I want you to familiarize me with the city.’ There was no mention of the card game the previous evening, nor would there ever be. ‘Let us just walk through its streets, visit its wonderful buildings. At the end of the day I want to have a picture in my head of Vequince.’ He lowered his voice to explain. ‘I do not want to find myself in a blind alley, the exit blocked by a gang of thugs. Fairly soon I need to know which streets to avoid and where my escape routes might lie.’
  


  
    He paused again, before adding, ‘I know one day is not going to give me an infallible mental map, but I want at least to get a good general feel of the place... Infallible? Oh, it means without errors. So let’s just stroll around, take in the brisk sea airs, meet with the populace.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, signore – but you mentioned a plot.’
  


  
    Udolphus leaned forward so that Nelli, in the adjoining room, could not hear what he said. ‘Yes, your government is under threat from unknown villains. We – you and I, Lucci – must thwart their aims.’
  


  
    Thus they set out along the cobbled streets and crooked passageways which wound this way and that. Vequince was truly a twisting, turning, magical city. There was nowhere else like it in the world. Lucci took his master over the Bridge of Braggarts, by the Ca’ d’Oro, the House of Gold, across the Canal of Mercy, into the Ducal Palace, through the Alley of Arrowsmiths, over the Campo San Paolo, with its warm-looking red-brick paving. They finally ended up at the top of one of the campaniles, those obelisk-shaped bell towers that pierced the sky from every part of the city, looking down onto the Beach of the Seven Martyrs.
  


  
    From here they could see the ocean-going ships. Stately galleons plied their trade to every corner of the earth. The older established merchants’ vessels would often change from canvas to silk sails when they came into port, in order to display their wealth. They were like red, blue and yellow banners clustered on the waters, a scene to take a mammal’s breath away. Udolphus could not but be impressed, though as a Geranium he disliked vulgar show. The Vequincians had no such reservations, and their galleons hove in and out of port blooming with billowing silk sails. They went with holds full of Merino glass, marbled paper, sheet music and other Vequincian products. They returned to the great city bursting with scarlet feathers, indigo dye, gold, silver, perfumes, oils, nutmeg from the spice islands, sandalwood and Tartary silk.
  


  
    Udolphus got down to business at once. ‘Now, today I must meet someone who knows how the city works: who is officially in charge; who is unofficially in charge – that sort of thing. Do you know of anyone trustworthy who might help us, young Lucci?’
  


  
    ‘My uncle, Septimi?’
  


  
    ‘But your uncle hates you – so you said.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t know anyone else except my orphan friends—Ow!’
  


  
    Udolphus was gripping Lucci by the shoulder, which made the water rat yell. ‘I’m sorry,’ he hissed, ‘but Lucci, who is that creature who has been following us for the last twenty minutes? Quickly, look behind me. Do you see him? He wears a black hat with a red feather.’
  


  
    Lucci peered around Udolphus’s right hip. ‘I know him not, signore—Ah, he approaches. He’s one of those dandies, master. He’s all decked out in fancy clothes and high heels.’
  


  
    ‘Armed?’
  


  
    ‘He wears a rapier at his side. It’s a very pretty one with a ribbon fluttering from the pommel.’
  


  
    Udolphus’s paw went straight to a pistol in his pocket, but he smiled as he turned towards the stranger. ‘Do you want something?’ he asked of the mincing macaroni who stood before him. ‘Do I know you?’
  


  
    ‘No, thignore,’ lisped the fop, ‘but I have been told to find you and give you thith card. By your leave, thignore, and a thouthand apologieth.’
  


  
    The water rat bowed low, his tail swishing the air behind him, and he swept out his paw in a graceful flourish. Udolphus bowed curtly. The other then straightened, took out a snuffbox, opened it delicately and removed a white card, which he gave to the otter. He then took a pinch of mustard-yellow snuff and inhaled it up his nostrils. His whiskers quivered violently as his nose received the snuff, then he minced away.
  


  
    The card read: Meet me on the Arcade Bridge – The Silver Claw.
  


  
    ‘The Arcade Bridge, Lucci,’ said Udolphus. ‘I know the direction, but not the exact route. Lead on.’
  


  
    Lucci guided his new master through the winding streets once more, past architecture so fantastic it astonished the eye. And within those buildings were priceless religious murals by the thousand and precious artefacts valuable enough to purchase a hundred kings. When they reached the Arcade, they found it crowded with market stalls and shoppers. There on the steps to the bridge sat a very elderly water rat; the rest of the populace was hurrying up and down the steps, with no time to look around.
  


  
    Udolphus eyed the old rat, who nodded slowly.
  


  
    ‘Signore,’ said the otter, sitting down on the steps himself, in the midst of the rodent traffic that swept across the bridge, ‘my name is Udolphus Beck and I am from Geranium. Do you wish to speak with me?’
  


  
    Watery eyes were turned on the otter. ‘I would love to gossip with a young otter from beyond this city. No one here is interested in what I have say any more and they don’t seem to have the time to tell me about themselves. Look at them, hurrying this way and that. Half of them don’t know where they’re going or what to do once they get there. It wasn’t like that in my day, otter; Oh no. I can enthral you with my reminiscences, I’m sure. Now, back in 1634 – or was it ’38? – I always get my even numbers mixed up. Anyway, there was a coup...’
  


  
    Udolphus let the water rat rattle on for a long while, wondering whether he had indeed got the right rat. Then the other lowered his voice a little. ‘You are thinking to yourself,’ he said, ‘that you are being played like a fiddle by a madjack.’
  


  
    ‘Signore,’ said Udolphus patiently, ‘what I think is not as important as what I know. What I know is that you have a very young voice for one who looks antique.’
  


  
    ‘Quite right,’ confessed the other. ‘I’m not old.’
  


  
    ‘Then you are in disguise. And the reason must be that you don’t wish to be seen talking to me.’ Udolphus glanced at the populace rushing by them. ‘I can see why you chose this spot to talk. This is a crowded city. In any other place we might be overheard, but this mass of water rats is in such a hurry they will catch nothing but the odd word. Now, you know who I am. May I know who you are?’
  


  
    The other glanced quickly at Lucci, who was idly tossing pebbles into the Grand Canal below. Satisfied that the waif could not hear him, he replied, ‘You are entitled to that. My name is Roma Volecci. I’m a member of the governing council. It was I who sent for you. I am the Silver Claw.’
  


  
    ‘Why do you call yourself that?’
  


  
    Roma Volecci shrugged. ‘The name is significant, as you will learn later, but also anonymous. Now, let me explain why I asked you to come here. A few weeks ago a youngster came to me in fear of her life with a report of rebellion on the wind. This is a city of intrigue. There are always rumours and whispers, but this one struck a chord with me. I set a spy to work to try to find out more. My fellow discovered that there was indeed a plot in progress, but before he could make the conspirators known to me, he was murdered.’
  


  
    Udolphus tweaked his own silky whiskers, a sign that he was not a little shocked. ‘Murdered?’
  


  
    ‘Poisoned and then stabbed, before being thrown into the lagoon. All I learned from him was that there’s a small group who wish to take get rid of the government and place themselves in power as dictators. Their plan is to assassinate the governing council, and perhaps the Duce at the same time, then call on the Florions to invade before the
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