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Kingdom of Manchester

KNGDOM OF MANCHESTER — ACT ONE
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ONE

The drizzle came in at an angle, as it always did, because God had apparently looked at Manchester and said, "You know what would be really funny? Perpetual damp."

Leo Turner pulled his collar up—not because it helped, but because the ritual of pretending it helped was the only thing keeping him from screaming—and stepped off the Bee Network tram at Salford Quays. The familiar sour-sweet smell of fermentation rolled off the brewery towers like a physical attack. Some people called it the Aroma of Industry. Leo called it the reason he'd never be able to eat sourdough again.

His watch said 9:03. Three properties in Salford before noon, then the tram to Stockport for the afternoon records run. The routine was so worn into him he barely needed to think about it anymore. That was either the point or the problem. He hadn't decided which, and at this stage, he suspected he never would.

"Leo! Still collecting for those Stockport tosspots?"

Mick from the Albion Brewery leaned against the loading bay, arms crossed, belly leading the way like a ship's figurehead. He was forty-five, barrel-chested, with the kind of permanent flush that came from thirty years of quality control and a complete and utter refusal to use sunscreen. His mates laughed behind him, aprons stained brown and gold.

"Someone has to," Leo said, keeping his voice flat in the way that usually made people stop talking to him.

It didn't work on Mick. Nothing worked on Mick.

"Aye, well." Mick spat into the gutter with the casual precision of a man who considered it a hobby. "Tell them record-keepers their ale's still shite. Tell them we said. Actually, write it down. You've got one of those fancy clipboards. Make it official."

"I'll pass it on."

"Will you, though? Will you really? Because last time you said you'd pass something on, and then Brenda from the canteen said you just stood there and nodded for forty-five seconds and then left."

Leo had no memory of this, but it sounded exactly like something he would do.

Mick's eyes tracked him as he walked away, and Leo felt the judgment on his back like a small, damp ghost—the judgment that followed him through every district but landed hardest here, in the place that was supposed to have made him. His father had worked Fermentation Three for twenty-two years. His grandfather had helped rebuild the East Brewery after the Gap, though no one could say exactly when the Gap had been, only that it was Before and now it was After and could you please stop asking questions and drink your beer.

Leo had lasted six months on the line before handing in his apron and walking out.

Not cut out for real work, they said. Thinks he's better than the rest of us, going around with his clipboard and his fancy keys that open doors.

He wasn't better. He just couldn't stand the sound of those vats anymore—the low, endless humming that never stopped, day or night, like the city itself was digesting something and wouldn't shut up about it.
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The first property was a two-up two-down on Craven Street, occupied by the same family of weavers for—according to the Stockport rolls—at least eighty years, or possibly eighty-three, or possibly "a really long time, mate, what do you want from me."

Leo let himself in with the master key, checked the water damage in the back bedroom (present), the mildew in the bathroom (aggressive), and the mysterious stain on the kitchen ceiling that looked like someone had tried to paint over a map of a country that didn't exist (pending). He left a chalk mark by the door. Payment was in credit at the district chandlery, which was a fancy way of saying the family would trade him a bag of potatoes for the privilege of continuing to live in their own home.

The system worked because it had to work, not because anyone had designed it. Leo had seen the original design documents once, in a dusty archive in Stockport. They'd been written on something called "paper" and featured the phrase "and then everyone will just do the right thing" repeated approximately forty-seven times.

He'd laughed out loud. The archivist had asked him to leave.

His bicycle was chained to a lamppost outside: a Raleigh from before the Gap, the paint long since faded from red to something closer to "apologetic beige." He'd found it in an abandoned lock-up in Oldham three years ago and spent a month rebuilding the gears. The front wheel had a wobble that he'd been "meaning to look at" for approximately eighteen months. The back brake made a sound like a distressed badger.

It was the only thing he owned that felt like his, which was probably more of a commentary on his life than he was comfortable examining.

By eleven, he was on the tram again, heading south, sitting next to a woman who was eating an entire raw onion like an apple and making aggressive eye contact with everyone who looked at her. Leo did not look at her. He had learned this skill in Salford, where making eye contact on public transport was considered an act of aggression roughly equivalent to declaring a blood feud.
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TWO

Sale was different.

The drizzle stopped somewhere over Stretford—not because the weather had improved, but because Sale had apparently bribed the atmosphere. What replaced it was something that wasn't quite sunlight but wasn't quite rain either: a grey brightness that made the world look like a photograph that had been left in the sun too long. The Herb Belt got better weather than the rest of the Kingdom. Everyone knew it. Everyone resented it. Twice a year, someone from Bolton would write an angry letter to the King about it, and twice a year, the King's office would send back a reply that said "noted" and nothing else.

The trams ran less frequently here. The stops were cleaner. The buildings were lower, set back from the tracks with small front gardens that actually contained growing things instead of just mud and the skeletons of last year's attempts at gardening.

Leo's assignment was a property on Glebelands Road, one of the few in Sale still managed by the central registry rather than the Herb Belt's own record-keepers. The tenants—a mother and daughter, according to the file—had filed a dispute about the boundary line between their garden and the allotment behind it. The dispute had been going for, according to the file, at least fifteen years.

Leo had read the file three times. He had understood approximately half of it. The other half appeared to be written in a language that was technically English but had been put through a blender with several legal documents and a grudge.

He knocked three times. No answer.

He knocked again. Still no answer, but he heard movement inside—the specific kind of movement that meant someone was very deliberately not answering the door.

"I can hear you," he called through the letterbox.

The movement stopped.

"I'm from the central registry. I'm here about the wall. I just need to—"

The door opened a crack.

"You're not from Sale."

The voice was young. Female. Not hostile, exactly—more like she was stating a fact of weather, or pointing out that his shoes were objectively ugly.

"No," Leo said. "I'm from Salford. The registry sent me because your file says—"

"I know what the file says. I wrote half of it." The door opened wider. "And you definitely don't need to be here. The wall hasn't moved. It won't move. It's a wall."

She was maybe nineteen, twenty at most, with dark hair pinned up in a way that suggested she'd done it in a hurry and then fought it to a draw. Her hands were stained green at the palms, and she was wearing what appeared to be a jumper made from a material that had not been commercially available since roughly 1994.

"How can you tell I'm not from Sale?" Leo asked, genuinely curious.

She looked at him like he'd asked why water was wet.

"You smell like a brewery. You walk like you're expecting someone to hit you. And your coat is actively dripping onto my mother's chamomile."

Leo looked down. His coat was, in fact, actively dripping onto the chamomile.

"Sorry."

"You should be. That chamomile has a name."

"It has a name?"

"Geraldine." She said it completely seriously. "She's been in the ground for seven years. She's very sensitive."

Leo opened his mouth. Closed it. Looked at the chamomile, which looked back at him with the profound indifference of a plant that had never once cared about anything.

"Right," he said. "Geraldine. I'll be more careful."

The girl's mouth twitched. Just once. Then she stepped aside.

"Five minutes. Don't touch anything. And if my mother comes back, you were never here."
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The garden was extraordinary.

Leo had seen the Herb Belt's output before—dried bundles in the market that cost more than his weekly rent, the occasional fresh sprig in a Salford pub where the landlord claimed it was "authentic" and everyone politely pretended to believe him. But he'd never stood inside the actual production. The air was thick and green, layered with smells he couldn't name: something sharp, something sweet, something that reminded him of the brief week of summer they'd had three months ago, when the entire city had collectively forgotten how to function and just lay in the parks looking confused.

"That's chamomile," the girl said, following him. "The sweet smell. You looked confused."

"I wasn't confused. I was assessing."

"You were standing there with your mouth slightly open and your eyes doing that thing where they go unfocused. That's confusion. I've seen it before. Usually in people who've just realised they've left their wallet at home."

Leo crouched by the disputed boundary—a low stone wall that was, in fairness to everyone involved, approximately six inches high and had absolutely no practical purpose. It was the kind of wall that existed solely for people to argue about. He'd seen three exactly like it in Bolton alone.

He made his notes. Drew a quick sketch. The whole thing took less than two minutes.

When he stood up, she was closer than before, watching him with an expression that made him feel like he was being evaluated for something he didn't understand.

"What's your name?" she asked.

"Leo."

"Leo what?"

"Just Leo. The rolls don't use surnames for collectors. Something about privacy in the Before Times, or maybe just laziness. The archivist wasn't clear."

She nodded slowly, like he'd confirmed something she already suspected. "I'm Mira. And I'm telling you now—my mother's not going to agree to any compromise. She's been fighting that wall since before I was born. She'll die fighting it. I fully expect her to have it written into her will."

"That seems excessive."

"Welcome to Sale." Mira shrugged. "We grow herbs and grudges here. The herbs are more profitable, but the grudges last longer."

Leo laughed. It came out before he could stop it—a short, surprised sound that made Mira's eyebrows go up.

"You do laugh," she said. "I wasn't sure."

"Neither was I, honestly."

The sun came out. Properly, actually out—one of the three Great Days, or maybe just a statistical anomaly, but either way, golden light spilled over the garden and made everything look momentarily beautiful. Leo squinted. Mira didn't. She'd probably built up a tolerance.

"You should go," she said. "My mother's going to be back soon, and she's got a trowel and a temper."

"You mentioned. The grudges."

"I mentioned." She was almost smiling now. "Come back in a week for the verification visit. And wear a different coat. Geraldine's still recovering."

She turned and walked back inside, and Leo stood in the garden for another thirty seconds, breathing the chamomile, before he realised he was smiling and couldn't quite remember why.
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THREE

The canal ran through the back of the property.

Leo noticed it on his way out—a narrow cut of grey-brown water that looked like someone had poured tea into a ditch and then forgotten about it. He'd seen canals before. The Kingdom had hundreds of miles of them, most unused except for drainage, the occasional illegal fishing operation, and a concerning number of shopping trolleys.

What he hadn't seen was the narrowboat.

It was long and black, with a cabin at the rear and a small stovepipe chimney releasing a thread of white smoke. No district markings. No registry numbers. Just a name painted on the side in slightly faded gold leaf: Bridgewater.

A man stood at the tiller, watching him.

He was older—fifty, maybe, though it was hard to tell because his face had the lived-in quality of someone who had spent a lot of time outdoors and a lot more time not caring about it. His beard needed trimming. His coat had once been expensive but had long since given up on that identity and was now simply "warm."

He didn't wave. He didn't call out. He just stood there, perfectly still, like a man who had learned that patience was cheaper than effort.

Leo felt the weight of that gaze and tried to ignore it.

"You're from the registry," the man said. Not a question.

"I get that a lot today."

"The bag. The clipboard. The expression of mild existential dread." The man nodded sagely. "Classic registry look. You've got the same one as the last collector who came through."

"Where's he now?"

"Dunno. Probably still doing the job. Probably still looking exactly like that." A pause. "Or maybe he retired. Or got eaten by a swan. The canal's got swans, you know. Vicious bastards."

Leo glanced at the water. No swans in sight. Possibly they were hiding.

"I'm Thomas," the man said. "Just Thomas. No district. No surname. Too much paperwork."

"That's not—"

"It's not how things work, I know. But here's the thing about how things work." Thomas leaned forward slightly. "Someone made them up. Probably while drunk. Possibly while hungover. And no one's bothered to change them because that would require effort, and effort is the enemy of a functioning society."

Leo had no response to this, largely because it was the most coherent thing anyone had said to him in months.

Thomas looked toward the garden, toward Mira's house, with an expression that Leo couldn't quite read.

"That girl," he said. "She's got her mother's stubbornness. But she's got something else too. A sense of humour. Rare in the Herb Belt. The herbs tend to suck the joy out of everything."

"You know her?"

"Everyone in Sale knows everyone. It's a small place. Also, I sold her mother six kilograms of black pepper last year, and she's still
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