
Traitor at the Tower:

The Woeful Tale of one Chap Spoons.

“But cruel are these times,

when traitors made are we.”

(Act 4, Scene 2, Henrik’s Alban Play.)

The City of Tuarua-Ruru is under threat. The Archon’s current reforms are not sitting well with the Sofists, who wish nothing more than to be left in peace to believe their World rests on the backs of four giant elephants, and not hippopotamuses.

Pushing back against the fines, the imprisonments and the confiscations, the Sofists hire Chap Spoons, a recalcitrant Dwarf from Erdavald and specialist in controlled explosions. Unfortunately a life in the mines has left the Dwarf quite mad, and he goes above and beyond what is required of him, planting explosives all over the City.

When news of the Sofist plot accidentally reaches the Archon’s ears, he instructs the City Reeves to locate both Spoons and his bombs.

Led by the intrepid Commander Grimes, and aided by Under Gaoler Donjon of the Tower of Ruru, the City Reeves attempt to apprehend Chap Spoons, round up his conspirators, and disarm his bombs before Tuarua-Ruru is turned into one huge smoking pile of rubble.

If you are not faint of heart, continue reading to discover how successful they are, and who really is the...Traitor at the Tower.

​Some of the characters featured in this tale have been asked to comment on the events described. Below is an abridged selection of their responses.

I tried asking nicely, I even gave him a biscuit. Donjon, Under Gaoler at the Tower of Ruru.

I don’t know what the Archon asked him to do, but I wish he hadn’t. Mrs Floppy, Housekeeper at the Tower of Ruru.

It’s not easy, pleasing everyone, so I don’t try. Hemlock Phellan, Archon of Tuarua-Ruru.

My Reeves performed their duties with the utmost professionalism, and none of them were found playing with children’s toys. Commander Grimes, Tuarua-Ruru City Reeves.

I am not ashamed to admit it, I needed a change of trousers. Corporal Cherry Copperbottom, Tuarua-Ruru City Reeves.

It was proper lively, I can tell you. Constable Roger Cobbler, Tuarua-Ruru City Reeves.

I took a ride on Satan. Constable Suzy von Humblebee, Tuarua-Ruru City Reeves.

To be very clear, Wise, Tilt, and Sweets do not represent Chap Spoons nor have we ever done so. Mr Tilt, very Senior Partner of Wise, Tilt, and Sweets.

I should never have taken this job. Chap Spoons, Dwarf from the Erdavald Mines.

I was away at the time, in Quiff, staying with a school chum. Sir Percy Thomas, Aristocrat of Tuarua-Ruru.

It wasn’t me, I have no idea what you are talking about. Annie Vaux, Publican of the Duck and Drake.
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​Author’s Note

THIS TOWER OF RURU Novel is a story in its own right, and can be read and enjoyed as a stand alone book. It is, however, set some time before the events in Doing Time: The Fabulous Renaissance of one Randolph Stapler, and utilises characters introduced in that book. You may, therefore, find it a more enjoyable read if you have read that book first, but please do not let me put you off if this is the book that you have. If you have previously read Doing Time, please remember that people, and characters, do change over time, and they should not be judged by their actions in the past. This book started life as my attempt at a Tower of Ruru horror novel, and my characters actions are not necessarily their own, or their norm. The humour is still there, but so are the darker elements. You have been warned. In any event, kindly read and enjoy.

For readers who are not familiar with the Tower of Ruru novels, they predominantly involve characters who live in the Tower of Ruru, a fictitious tower, in the City of Tuarua-Ruru, a fictitious city, on the Plateworld, a fictitious world which, as its name suggests, is resting on a giant plate which slowly turns on the backs of eight gigantic hippopotami, who in turn ride on the shell of Aunti Greta, an enormous Viridian Hellenistic Tortoise, as she makes her way through the Cosmos. The Author would like to remind readers that while there are many other worlds with a similar geography out there in the Multiverse, this book is Platonic, and any similarity to any other world that happens to be flat and round is just a coincidence. 

​Historical Note

The events described as happening in Tuarua-Ruru during Traitor at the Tower: The Woeful Tale of one Chap Spoons bear a striking resemblance to the Gunpowder Plot of 1605, where an unsuccessful attempt at regicide was made by Robert Catesby when he plotted to blow up the House of Lords, the Upper House of the Parliament of the United Kingdom (then England) during the State Opening of Parliament, and thus depose, and dispose of, King James I of England (and VI of Scotland) and instigate a regime change.

This attempt was intended as a prelude to a revolt in the Midlands that hoped to install Princess Elizabeth, King James’ nine year old daughter, as the new Head of State. It is widely suspected that Catesby embarked on the scheme after hopes of greater religious tolerance under James had faded, leaving many Roman Catholics disillusioned. Guy (or Guido) Fawkes, a converted Catholic with ten years military experience was chosen to be in charge of the explosives. He was found in an undercroft of the Houses of Parliament after an anonymous letter was sent to William Parker, a Catholic Member of Parliament, warning of the plot. After days of torture at the Tower of London, he gave up his co-conspirators, and was sentenced to be hanged, drawn, and quartered. His death, and the foiling of the plot, has been commemorated in England, and then the United Kingdom, each year, on the fifth of November, commonly known as Guy Fawkes Night or Bonfire Night, since 1606.

Traitor at the Tower: The Woeful Tale of one Chap Spoons is loosely based on the events commemorated by Guy Fawkes Night, but it is only a story, and great liberties have been taken with regard to the characters and their actions. It is not an historical account, it is a story to be read and enjoyed as pure fiction, with an inserted horror scene depicting torture that can be skipped without spoiling the narrative, should the reader so desire.
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​Chapter One
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A Conspiracy of Sofists.

The night was dark and deadly. It was very dark and deadly. It was the sort of night suited to dark and deadly deeds. There was no turning back for Robert Dogesby as he made his way down to the Thread, a street in a high class area of Tuarua-Ruru that had fallen on slightly harder times and was now no longer being invited to all the best parties. Once teeming with high society, the well-to-dos had moved on to gentrify other parts of the City and while most had settled in the Fringe, the more adventurous of the bourgeoisie had designs on the Shadows, but that was like aiming for the Tortoise, and between the two, the Thread was forgotten.

Robert, Bob to his friends, was heading to his favourite pub, the Duck and Drake, and his even more favourite publican, Annie Vaux. While Courtesans courted and rough sleepers slept rough, and the damp air loitered in the streets, the Duck and Drake shone out like a beacon of delight in an otherwise dismal night. All her lights were lit, and the door was open and welcoming. As Robert crossed the threshold and ducked under the lintel, he felt something he hadn’t felt for a long time. It was hope. Hope that his fortunes were about to change, and that life was about to get that little teensy bit better. He was probably wrong.

The Duck and Drake was one of the original River Inns, built to service the river trade that came up the River Tuarua. When the City of Tuarua-Ruru was in its infancy, the metaphorical milk needed to allow the City to grow had flowed in through the river. Thousands of tonnes of food, coal, timber, raw materials, and people had sailed up the river to settle in Tuarua and Ruru, twin cities on the verge of greatness.​[1] In its heyday, the Duck and Drake had serviced hundreds of river workers, who would swear like dockers and drink like fish, forcing the bar maids to pull thousands of pints of ale every day just to slake their thirst; pulling barges was thirsty work. Over the years, as the City’s tremendous growth slowed and the roads were established, the river cargo had reduced until the flood became a trickle, and where once a hundred boats would dock at the Duck and Drake, now they were lucky to see ten. The final straw came in the Great Stink, when the pollution in the River Tuarua got so bad that the water no longer flowed, it more sat around waiting to see what would happen next. What had happened next was that the Archon at the time had passed the Conduits Act, making it illegal to use the River Tuarua as a dumping ground for unwanted rubbish. Henry Queen, the City’s resident Waste Management Monopolist, cleaned up, both figuratively and literally, as he was being paid by the City to remove from the river the rubbish that he and his night crews had dumped there. With the river full of junk and sporting a scum so thick that people could virtually walk on it if they so wished, the boats couldn’t dock at the Duck and Drake, even if they wanted to, and afterwards, when the water began to flow again, the working boats did not come back. A few pleasure boats called in on a Nectaday afternoon in the summer, but no one was getting rich at the Duck and Drake on a few measly pints. Robert’s warm nostalgic feelings towards the pub would have caused him to seek out its sanctuary anyway, but its lack of clientele on this dark and dismal night suited his purposes beautifully.

Bundled up against the damp night air, he instinctively ducked as he crossed the pub’s threshold. Annie Vaux, the Duck and Drake’s publican, was in her customary place in front of the bar, all dolled up, facing the door. He smiled upon seeing her, not that she could see the smile behind his thick woollen scarf.

Annie’s face lit up when she saw her visitor. She didn’t immediately know who it was, but she would have smiled at anyone entering her establishment. Well, almost anyone. The Reeves were not particularly welcome, they had a nasty habit of driving away the other customers, wanting cut price, if not free, drinks, and when they did pay it was often in dud dollars and counterfeit coins. It could really put a downer on the day, being paid in dud dollars; foreign coins were okay, provided their gold and silver content were high, they could be exchanged for Tuarua-Ruru dollars for a reasonable rate at Trip-X. As Robert pulled his scarf away from his face, Annie recognised who was visiting her fine establishment on this unsavoury night.

“Mr Dogesby, Sir,” she said, welcoming him, “I wasn’t expecting you, well to be honest I wasn’t expecting anyone to come out on a night such as this.”

“Good evening, Annie,” replied Robert, taking in her attire.

“Will you be wanting your usual room, Sir?”

“Yes, if it’s not too much trouble.”

“No trouble at all, Sir, I’ll get one of the girls to go and make the bed up.”

She gave him a wink and Dogesby smiled. Annie knew how to look after her guests.

“And perhaps Sir would like some company, after he has had the opportunity to freshen up?”

“Perhaps later,” he said, returning the wink, “however I am expecting some friends to join me here tonight, family in fact, and I was hoping we would be able to meet in private, if you take my meaning.”

“Say no more, Sir,” said Annie, looking round, there was no one else in the pub, “I can make the Snug available to you and your guests, no one will bother you in there.” 

She showed him to the private seating area, just off from the bar. It wasn’t a particularly luxurious Snug, and Bob should know. He was quite the connoisseur of Snugs, having visited many of those available in the various Public Houses and Taverns of Tuarua-Ruru, but it had the one important feature vital to all Snugs, privacy. Wooden walls went up to the ceiling, and when the sliding door was closed, the Duck and Drake Snug was completely closed off from the rest of the establishment. A small rectangular table, pitted from years of misuse, sat in the middle of the small room, awaiting the inevitable tankards and glasses with a long hardwood bench of the same wood as the table running behind it. A threadbare red velvet cushion was the single small sop to comfort. Three more hardwood chairs were arranged on the other side of the table. Bob could see a carved mouse running up the leg of one of the chairs. This was the chair he chose to sit in. Not only was it comfortable, but it gave him an unobstructed view of the Snug’s doorway.

Annie leaned in, leaving one hand on the sliding door. “I’ll leave you to get settled, Sir,” she said, “and give you a knock when your guests arrive.” With that, she went to close the door.

Bob stopped her. “Will you recognise my guests?” he asked.

Annie smiled, thinking that they wouldn’t be difficult to spot. “Not many people out tonight, Sir,” she said, “I’m sure I’ll recognise them. Pint of the usual, is it?”

“You haven’t any Red Sheep on tap, have you?”

“Fresh barrels, arrived this morning Sir,” she said, lying easily. The Duck and Drake hadn’t had a fresh delivery for months, but he wouldn’t be able to taste the difference. “I’ll bring you a tankard straight away.”

“Thank you Annie,” he said, “and Anne,” he added, stopping her with the use of her given name, “your discretion is appreciated.” She nodded, saying nothing.

Left alone, Bob got out a packet of Meet Mr Sprout cards, quickly shuffled them and dealt several onto the table. Should Reevey McReeveface come nosing around, it didn’t hurt to keep up the appearance of a gentleman out on his own. That was the beauty of a Meet Mr Sprout deck, whilst the game was usually played between several players, and gambling was usually involved, a version of the game did allow for a solitary player to play by themselves. It was called Where is Mr Sprout, while it wasn’t very popular, it did provide a plausible activity for a single person sitting alone in a drinking establishment.

The first of Robert’s guests to arrive was one Thomas Summer, an educated man, fluent in several languages, a lawyer by training but also handy with a sword, making him useful both at the Bar​[2] and in a Bar.  He was also bundled up well against the cold.

“Sir,” said Annie, greeting him warmly at the main door, “your host is waiting for you.”

If Thomas was surprised to be greeted thus, he did not express it. “Thank you,” he said, following Annie to the Snug.

“Bob,” he said, recognising Dogesby and extending his hand, “or should I say cuzzy?”

“No,” said Robert, shaking his cousin’s hand with a gracious smile, “we are not in the Foggy Isles now. I wasn’t sure that you’d be able to make it, I was told that the weather is making the roads nearly impassable.”
“I almost didn’t, but for matters of such importance, one must suffer some hardships, and trust to Sofia.”
“Honoured be her name.”

“Honoured be her name. Who are we expecting?”

“Percy Thomas, and I suspect his brother-in-law will tag along, John Left.”

“Right.”

“No, I’m fairly certain it's left, John Left. John Wright is someone else entirely.”

“Right.”

“That’s what I said.”

“No, I mean correct, John Left is Percy’s brother-in-law, who we are expecting.”

“Good. It is important to have that cleared up, it wouldn’t do to discuss our plans in front of the wrong man.”

“Or the Wright man, eh.”

“Exactly.”

“Percy Thomas, isn’t he the Shire Reeve of Annic?”

“No, he is the Constable of Annic, but more importantly, he’s a Gentleman Pensioner.”

“A what?”

“A Gentleman Pensioner. He is a member of the Troop of Gentlemen.”

“An old aged pensioner is not someone I would have thought you would have wanted with us in this endeavour.”

“Don’t let the name fool you, it’s a title, and not a reflection on his age. Besides, it’s not his physical prowess we need.”

“Feel free to elucidate.”

Dogesby chose to explain. “The Troop of Gentlemen were raised by the old Kings, mounted troops to act as a sort of personal bodyguard; they were often known as the Dragon Guard. They became a bit superfluous after Lozenge acquired those golems, the ones who reside at the Tower of Ruru, but the Lords seemed to like the status it afforded them, so they kept the tradition up, even after Lozenge had been, shall we say, deposed. You know how the aristocracy like to play dress up.”

Thomas nodded. “I do. Gaudy is it?”

“Gaudy doesn’t even begin to describe it. A red skirted coat with cobalt blue velvet cuffs and gold aiguillettes.”

“Say no more. White swan feathers?”

“That goes without saying.”

Thomas smiled. “Will he be wearing it tonight?”

“Ye Gods, I hope not.”

“You never know.”

“If he does, then this endeavour is over before it has even begun. He’ll stand out like the proverbial. If nothing else the Reeves will arrest him for crimes against fashion.”

Thomas laughed. “I doubt it. The Reeves won’t touch those nobs. I heard that one of them even got made a nob.’

“Yes, His Grace Sir Timothy Grimes,” said Bob stressing the title sarcastically, “Duke of Tuarua, married to Lady Prunella Cruet, as was. Got a title and half of the City apparently.”

“Good on him, I say. It takes a man made of stern stuff to take her on.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, she’s a lovely lady, but if you aren’t covered in scales and belch fire, she isn’t interested.”

“Knocked you back, did she?”

“Me and many other potential suitors.”

“I wonder what she saw in him.”

“I wouldn’t like to guess. I hope he won’t become a problem.”

“Not likely, no one knows what we are about.”

“If Phellan gets wind of what we are about, he will set Grimes on us, and with him comes the whole bloody Reeves.”

“If the Archon learns of what we are about, we’ll have more to worry about than the City Reeves.” 

“Phellan doesn’t scare me.” Thomas put on a good show at bravado.

“Well he should. He is a former Nizari.”

“Yeah, so he’s a Nizari, so what? Even if he isn’t former, they kill​[3] people. If we’re walking down Broadway one night, and a knife slits our throats, we're dead. And quickly. The Nizari don’t play with their targets.​[4] Trust me, there are worse things than dying.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

A loud braying noise interrupted Bob and Thomas’ conversation.

“Thank Sofia we are out of that Hum awful weather, bah what?”

“Yes, Percy,” replied a thin reedy voice.

“Gentlemen, can I get you something?” chimed in the unmistakable silky voice of Annie Vaux.

“Woof, I’ll say,” said the first ebullient voice.

“I think I had better go and greet our guests,” said Bob, squeezing past Thomas, who had stood up to make room for his exit from the Snug.

“Percy,” shouted Bob, as he saw the physically imposing Sir Percy Thomas, Constable of Annic ogling the Publican. The man was tall, which made looking down Annie’s top that much easier. “Stop ogling the Publican, you old dog, she’s likely to spit in our ale.”

“Publican, eh,” said the tall man, looking at Annie with a new found respect. “Woof, I like a woman in charge.” He leered at her with an exaggerated wink. “And one who spits. Does she curse too?” He gave Dogesby a quick glance before turning back to Annie. “You can hawk a tuah on my sword any time,” he added.

Without missing a beat, Annie replied, with just a hint of sauce, “You’d have to get it out first, Sir,” before deflecting him with an “and we wouldn’t want it to get rusty, now would we Sir.” And with that, she flounced off. She’d heard it all before, and she wasn’t about to lose a night’s takings from five people’s drinking just because she had taken offence to one obnoxious, should know better, twit.​[5] 

“Everyone here Dogesby?” asked the man, his attention no longer held by the now absent Annie.

“Just about, Percy, we’re still waiting on my expert.”

“Reliable chap, is he?”

“I sincerely hope so.”

“We need a reliable man. Can’t get this done without a reliable man. I tell you, I’d still be in my underclothes if I didn’t have a reliable manservant, what.”

Robert didn’t dare comment.

“This way, Percy. I took the liberty of ordering some Red Sheep.”

“Good man,” said Percy, “if we can’t be comfortable outside, might as well be comfortable inside.”

As was often the case with Sir Percy Thomas, Robert didn’t have a clue what he was talking about, and so he changed the conversation.

“And this must be John Left,” he said, holding out his hand for the man to shake.

“Right,” said the man, smiling. He grasped Robert’s hand and shook it vigorously.

“Wright?” queried Robert, “as in John Wright?”

“No, I meant right, as in you were correct the first time, my name is John Left.”

“Right,” said Robert slowly, still shaking the man’s hand. “Please come this way, we have the use of the Snug, not that I expect to be disturbed on a night such as this.”

“A dark night for dark deeds, eh,” said the man, clearly excited to be out.

“No,” said Robert, following the two men into the Snug.

No sooner had they settled themselves into the Snug and made the various introductions when Annie arrived carrying a tray containing four tankards of Red Sheep Ale. She left before Percy could comment on her big jugs.

“Gentlemen,” said Robert, raising his tankard, “a toast.”

The others raised their tankards exuberantly.

“To the Archon,” he cried, taking a sip of ale. The others seemed reluctant to follow suit. “May his reign be shorter than this night.” He laughed and took a deep draught.

The others laughed, and drank heartily.

With the ice now broken, the serious drinking could begin in earnest. In ever louder voices, they discussed the state of the City, how trade was down, taxes were up, and how religious intolerance was getting worse.

“I heard that Eddie Thomason was fined a thousand dollars for hanging an elephant outside his shop.”

“He fined me four thousand dollars.”

“Yes, but you led a rebellion.”

“I had to sell my estate in the Lambtops.”

“Because you lost.”

“Really, just for hanging an elephant outside a shop?

“Yes.”

“Isn’t he the toy seller?”

“Yes.”

“What sort of toys does he sell?”

“Wooden animals.”

“No.”

“Yes, as Sofia is my witness, he sells wooden animals. You know, the kid’s toys. He sells other stuff as well, but wooden toys are what he is known for.”

“So you’d think he’d be able to hang an elephant outside his shop.”

“Said he was inciting religious hatred. Prosecuted him under the Archon’s new Hate Dictates.”

“Bah,” said Percy Thomas, “don’t know what the Plate is coming to when an honest tradesman can’t hang up a little wooden elephant without being fined.”

No one present explained that it was the intent behind the symbolism that was the problem, not the elephant itself. Neither did they suggest that Mr Thomason may not be the honest tradesman Percy Thomas thought he was, having heard rumours that he outsourced his toy making to the North Pole, an infamous factory in Patch that mostly employed underage minors. Instead they cheered, drank the rest of their ale, and ordered another round.

They were three deep into their cups, or rather their tankards, when Annie Vaux brought the final expected member of their party to the Snug.

“Gentlemen,” she said, after not receiving a response to her discreet knocking on the Snug’s door, and having opened it, “a Mister Chap Spoons is here to join you.”

A chorus of cheers went around the Snug.

As Robert came over to thank Annie and to order another round, she whispered in his ear, “You know I am making an exception for you, we don’t usually serve their kind here.”

“Why Annie,” he said, smiling sweetly, the euphoric fog of his alcoholic beverages lifting momentarily, “I didn’t realise that you were Specist.”

“I am not,” she replied hotly, "but them little buggers cause more damage than they pay for in drinks, and their songs can drive a woman potty.”

“I find their songs culturally charming,” said Robert, still smiling.

Annie didn’t know how to take that. It sounded both specist and inclusive at the same time.

“Huh,” she said, disbelievingly, but then thought better of her non-answer. “I’ll bring you another round of drinks, shall I. On the house of course, for any offence I may have given.”

“I can assure you,” said Robert magnanimously, “that no offence has been taken, but another round of drinks, gratis, would be most appreciated. That means free,” he added, to avoid any confusion.

“I know what it means,” said Annie, muttering under her breath as she left, “I am not bleeding uneducated. Bloody Dwarfs,” she grumbled, “always causing trouble, whether they are customers or not.”

“Gentlemen,” said Robert, making the introductions once Annie had left, “may I present Mr Chap Spoons.”

Chap Spoons was one rough looking individual, with dark skin and dark eyes which looked out suspiciously from underneath a dark felt slouch hat that was currently doing more than slouching, and which sported a single, presumably once white, swan feather. A black beard covered the lower half of his face, plaited into three braids held in place by three plain iron bands. He wore a black leather waistcoat, studded down the front with reinforcing at the shoulders, that was cinched around the middle by a thick black leather belt closed with an iron clasp. His boots were thick coarse leather, reinforced at the toe, and while his breeches were a dirty grey wool, his knees were both covered by a round patch of thick studded black leather. From around his belt hung a variety of tools in the form of pincers, pliers, a cutting blade, a miniature tinderbox, a small crowbar and a tiny but perfectly formed shovel. A larger pickaxe was slung across his back, attached surprisingly enough by a sturdy brown leather strap. He picked up a tankard with a hand gloved in, you’ve guessed it, black studded leather, and took a long draught. He let out a long “Aahhh,” and then, after wiping his beard with the back of his other gloved hand, belched loudly. Other than that, he said nothing.

The first thing Robert noticed about Chap was that his eyes never remained still; they constantly moved about the room, never settling on any one object or individual. On closer inspection, Robert realised that this Chap actually had very pale skin, as though he didn’t spend much time in the sun, and the darkness was coming from ingrained black dirt. The other thing that stood out was that he was four feet tall.

Percy Thomas was not known for his tact; as a Gentleman Pensioner he had no need of any. “You’re a Dwarf,” he blurted out.

The Dwarf looked at him with suspicious eyes. “Yeah,” he said, “what of it?”

“Nothing,” said Percy, verbally retreating rapidly. He might not have had any need of tact, but he knew Dwarfs by reputation. They would fight you for no reason whatsoever​[6] and he was not going to give this Dwarf any cause to get aggro. “Know a lot of Dwarfs myself,” he said, “excellent chaps.”

The Dwarf looked at him. For once his eyes had stopped roving and zeroed in on Percy. “Is that a joke? Are you trying to be funny? Making fun of my name? The last guy to make fun of my name ended up as a stain on my axe-blade.” He slammed his tankard down on the table. Hard. He then proceeded to pick up Percy’s full tankard and take a deep draught. His face split into a huge grin as the Red Sheep traversed his gullet but his eyes maintained their mercurial stare. “Relax, friend,” he said, stressing the word friend, “I am just pinching your shovel.​[7] We are all friends here tonight, right?”

“No,” answered John Left, who had the same tact as his brother-in-law, and who spoke in the same aristocratic tone that someone, specifically a Dwarf called Chap Spoons, could infer meant that he was being spoken down to.

The others looked at him. So did Spoons. Even in their drunken stupor, they could recognise that he had said something wrong. In that instant, Robert Dogesby realised one more important thing about Chap Spoons. He was completely and utterly insane.

John Left kept staring at Spoons, almost daring him to do something. “I am definitely not friends with any Dwarfs,” he pushed.

Spoons backed down, but only because there was the promise of an ingot on the table. “Okay,” he said, returning his tankard to the table, more gently this time, “we’re not friends, but I understand you’ve got a job for me.”

The others looked at each other, silently asking themselves if they trusted this nutter.

Robert broke the silence. “Yes,” he said, making the group’s mind up to give this dwarf a go. “We have it on excellent authority that you are good in a mine.”

“I can hold my own,” said Spoons modestly.

Percy managed to refrain from making a crude comment.

“We understand that you shadowed the Dwarf known as Openhammer.”

“Openclaw?” questioned Spoons, buying himself time to consider if he could trust these milk-fed sops.

“Openhammer,” repeated Robert, “the Dwarf that liked to make things go boom.”

Spoons might have been unhinged, but he still had an innate instinct for self preservation. “You mean Allfred Nobble,” he countered, “and, aye, I am familiar with his exploding sticks.”

“No,” said Robert more firmly, “we were thinking of something a little sharper than Allfred’s sticks, more like Openhammer’s little grey rocks, if you take our meaning. Of course, if we’ve got the wrong Dwarf, please enjoy your drink, and feel free to go on your merry way.”

Spoons let the use of the word ‘merry’ go; he could see his ingot quietly disappearing into the distance. In the end, the ingot won out.

“We don’t talk about Openhammer’s rocks,” he said after a short pause.

“I am sure that is the case,” said Robert.

“We don’t mess with Openhammer’s rocks,” Spoons added.

“That could be a problem.”

“The Bottom King has banned the use of Openhammer’s Rocks.”

“And yet here you are.”

“I am very experienced with Allfred’s Sticks. I am sure they will do whatever job it is you want done.”

“We need the rocks.”

“You know what happened in Molo? The place that’s now fifty-two miles of desolate waste?”

“We are aware of Molo.”

“And you still want the rocks?”

“We do.”

“Then I’m your man.”

“I thought you said you don’t mess with Openhammer’s rocks,” interrupted John.

“I said we,” replied Spoons, “as in Dwarfs generally, don’t mess with Openhammer’s rocks. I never said I didn’t.”

Robert smirked, but remained silent.

“If you’re paying, then I’ll use them, but the job will cost you triple. Openhammer’s rocks aren’t easy to get hold of. Even digging them out of the ground can get a Dwarf in trouble.”

Robert looked at Percy, who nodded.

“Done,” said Robert, a little too quickly.

“Half now, half when the job’s done.”

Percy nodded again.

“That can be arranged.”

“Good,” said Spoons, wishing he had asked for more. He proceeded to spit on his hand (which made it marginally cleaner) and held it out.

Robert looked at the hand, reluctant to touch it. “Don’t you want to know what the job is?” he asked. “How do you know you can do it?”

Spoons looked back at him with a vacant stare slightly coloured with terror. “You called for me, so you want something blowing up,” he stated flatly, “and if I am using those rocks, it doesn’t really matter what you want blowing up. Just make sure you are not in the City when they go bang.”

Robert knew what hyperbole was, and was not sure the Dwarf was using it.

“When can you be ready to go?”

“Say the word, and I can be ready to go within one solar transit of Greta.”​[8] 

“I thought you said these rocks were difficult to get hold of,” said Thomas, not entirely trusting the Dwarf.

“Oh they are,” said Spoons. “Now. But when Openhammer was playing with them, we were literally tripping over them in the mines. As soon as the Bottom King banned them, I said to myself Chap, my son, these rocks are valuable, and I snagged myself a pile before they shut the mines. And lo and behold, I was right.” His eyes glazed over. “They all said I was crazy, mining pitchblend,​[9] but it’s everywhere. Carnotite, tyuyamunite, tobernite, and even autunite, all contain the necessary spark needed to make Openhammer’s rocks explode.”

“Mine explode after a good tickle,” muttered Percy, but no one was listening.

“They are five hundred times more common than gold, and infinitely more useful.” In this Spoons was correct. Gold was highly desired, and thousands of Dwarf hours were spent extracting the mineral from the ground, not to mention the huge cost of fuel and materials used, but ultimately the gold was more often than not fashioned into attractive shapes, sometimes with precious stones added, and then placed back underground in carefully constructed vaults, never to see the light of day again. It was possible that in the future, uses might be found for all this mined gold - who knew, it might be able to transmit mysterious forces, or stop glass from fogging up in the cold - but for now, in the present time, gold had no practical use. Ask a Dwarf, or anyone, alone on a desert island if they would like a lump of gold or a potato, and more often than not they would choose the lump of gold, which just goes to show how stupid people can be. Given time to reflect, these same people would more often than not change their minds and opt for a potato (except for Dwarfs, who would still choose gold due to their ingrained genetic affiliation to the precious metal), but by then it was too late, because the choice had been made. Those who had chosen the potato would be alright, as long as they had a source of water and the skills of Ceres.

“Anyway, I made sure I smuggled a good stock of it out of Erdavald,” continued Spoons, “all refined and ready to go.”

“You have it close by?”

“Close enough.”

“Excellent, then we’d better tell you where we want it.”

Over the next hour, Robert and his co-conspirators went over the plans of the building where Spoon’s skills were to be utilised. Spoons made notes.

“Make sure you burn those after you’ve used them,” said Robert, mildly alarmed that the amount of incriminating physical evidence he was creating was mounting up. He was also very upset that Annie Vaux had seen what Spoons had been drawing when she had sneaked in to see if they had needed anything.​[10] He hadn’t liked the way her gaze had lingered on the building plans a little too long, but he couldn’t blame himself, hence his view that she had sneaked in. She had been told in no uncertain terms that they had everything they needed, and that she was to leave immediately.

“So, you’ve leased an undercroft at the Palace,” said Spoons, after she had gone.

“Yes,” confirmed Robert.

Spoons continued looking at Dogesby’s hand drawn map of central Tuarua-Ruru, “and we have access to this building here.”

“Yes,” said Robert, “that’s my lodgings when I am in the City. Your comings and goings won’t arouse suspicion, and I’ll be around to distract anyone who gets too nosey. If anyone manages to talk to you directly, you’re to say you’re John Johnso, and you are renovating my apartments in Tuarua-Ruru.”

“If anyone asks, I’ll slit their throats and sink them to the bottom of the river.”

“That might be problematic.”

“I shouldn’t have thought so, I keep a very sharp knife.”

“No, I mean the river is difficult to sink a body in. That’s why I chose that house; we won’t need boats to bring your rocks down to the Palace, we’ll be able to walk them across.”

“Good thinking,” said Spoons. “Well, if you can get the rocks across, and I can tunnel from the undercroft, the only problem I can see is getting access to the undercroft. I assume all those crofts are locked up tight.”

“That,” said Robert with a flourish, “is where Sir Percy comes in. He is a Gentleman Pensioner.”

“Really?” said Spoons somewhat dubiously, “he doesn’t look that old to me.”

Dogesby smiled. “No, it means he belongs to the Old King’s Guard, and has access to the Palace.” Dogesby continued smiling. “Tomorrow he is going to take you and get you kitted out as a Gentleman Pensioner.”

“Won’t they be suspicious of a Dwarf joining their ranks?” asked John, who had himself failed to secure an invitation to join.

“No,” said Robert, “it’s called affirmative action or possibly DEI​[11] recruitment, I can never remember which, but it means they are actively trying to recruit minorities to join them.”

“Huh,” said Spoons, not understanding, “I may be small, but I am not a minority.”

“No, but they think you are,” explained Robert, “and that is what that matters. With Percy here with you, the outfitters won’t dare say anything, and you won’t actually be going to any of the Gentlemen’s meetings.”

“That makes sense,” said John, slightly mollified.

“Going where?” asked Thomas, waking up from a sort of forty winks.

“With Percy, to get a uniform,” repeated Robert, “tomorrow.”

“It’s probably tomorrow now,” interrupted Percy.

“Okay,” said Robert, “later today then.”

“I will be busy getting my stuff together tomorrow, and won’t be available until the next day at the earliest,” said Spoons emphatically.

“Right,” said Robert, now well on his way past tipsy and heading towards pissed. “Overmorrow, Percy Thomas will meet Chap Spoons at my lodgings and take him to purchase a Gentleman’s outfit.”

“Never been a gentleman before,” said Spoons to the Snug in general.

“And you still won’t be,” said John a little peevishly, “the clothes may make you a Gentleman Pensioner, but they won’t make you a gentleman.”

“No,” said Robert, striving to head off an argument, “they’ll make you a Gentleman Dwarf.”

“What time?” asked Percy, joining the conversation.

“What?”

“What time do you want me to meet this Chap.”

“I don’t care.”

“Well I’ll need a time, so that I can tell my Gentleman when to have me ready,” explained Percy patiently. It really did become tiresome having to explain to the non Gentlemanly classes how one should behave and how one’s life should be lived. It never occurred to him that in order for him to live how he lived, he needed everyone else to know their place.

“Percy,” asked Robert so quietly that Percy struggled to hear him, “did you tell your Butler where you were going tonight?”

“My Gentleman? Yes, of course I did. If there was an emergency, the household would need to know where they could find me.”

“And did you tell him who you would be meeting?”

“Of course, it was important for him to know how to dress me.”

Robert bypassed considering how Sir Percy was dressed for him and went straight to metaphorically slapping himself on the forehead. The beauty of the aristocracy was that they never lied. They were as straight as a die because they had no need to be otherwise. They never believed they had done anything wrong. They made the Rules, if something they did was against the Rules, then the Rules were to be changed. If only everyone had to play by the same set of Rules, the Plate may be a better place. Robert realised what many did not, that while the Rich and the Poor played by the same set of Rules, they were each playing a different game. This was why he needed Chap Spoons; one of these games needed to be stopped, and he wasn’t just talking about taking their board away, he was talking about blowing it up. Blowing it up completely, so that it would take a smithereen expert to put it back together, of which there were none on the Plate. They were not going to get it back. If they wanted to keep playing the Game, they would need a new board.

“You see, Percy,” he said patiently, “the thing about a secret meeting, the most important thing about a secret meeting, is that it remains secret.”

“Ahh,” responded Percy. “I was wondering why you were having it at the Duck and Drake, and had not invited my brother-in-law.”

“And yet I find he is here,” remarked Robert.

Percy continued as if he hadn’t heard him, which perhaps he hadn’t, he was that sort of person who had the propensity to not hear what he didn’t want to, “I thought perhaps you two had fallen out.”

“No,” said Robert politely and looking pointedly at John Left.

John looked relieved.

“Perhaps you would be so good as to not tell anyone else of our plans,” continued Robert.

“Yes, of course,” said Percy, “anything for Sofia. Mumsey’s the word,” he added tapping the side of his nose.

“I thought it was swordfish,” asked John, somewhat confused.

Robert didn’t comment, instead he shook his head and decided to resume their earlier conversation, and picked a time at random. “Eleven o’clock,” he said. “Eleven o’clock overmorrow is when you will meet.”

“In the morning?” questioned Percy, horrified.

Robert looked incredulous. “Would the shop be open at eleven o’clock at night?” he asked somewhat sarcastically.

“I don’t know,” said Percy quite truthfully, “I suppose they would be, if we asked.”

“No,” said Robert quickly, “don’t ask. I suspect they would be shut, like every other shop in Tuarua-Ruru.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said John, “I’ve never seen Arkwright’s shop closed. I think he may stay open all hours.”

“He must close sometime,” said Thomas, "otherwise when would he sleep?”

“I don’t know,” said John, “maybe he sleeps standing up like those camels you hear about, all I know is that I’ve never seen his shop closed.”

“Look,” said Robert, the Red Sheep taking him well past pissed and coming back round to exasperation, “forget when Arkwright is closed.”

“That’s just it,” explained John, “we don’t think he is.”

Robert stared at him until John lapsed into uncomfortable silence. He wore an expression similar to that donned by Spoons when he had been discussing Openhammer’s exploding rocks. “All you need to know is that Percy will meet Spoons, at my lodgings, at eleven o’clock overmorrow morning.”

“Won’t work,” said Percy, who after seeing the glare Robert had turned on him felt obliged to offer an explanation. “They will know something is up if we arrive before noon. No Gentleman ever conducts business before midday.”

Robert continued looking at him, waiting for him to offer a solution. In the end, the solution came from Chap Spoons.

“We could have lunch first, and then go to your shop in the afternoon.”

“Capital idea,” said Percy, pleased with such a simple solution, and salivating at the thought of a good lunch; the Red Sheep was making him hungry. “I could take you to my Club, Green’s on Piccalilly.” He thought about what he had offered for a minute, taking in the Dwarf’s scruffy attire, and then said “No, on second thoughts I couldn’t, they er...” he grasped for an excuse, and not finding one opted for “...look down on Dwarfs.”

Really, thought Robert, that’s the best you could come up with. Not ‘they’re closed for refurbishment,’ we have literally been talking about that this very night, okay technically this very morning. Or what about ‘it’s a religious holiday,’ Sofia knows there are enough of them, what with every religion wanting its own holidays. Oh, the Trolls wanted days off to worship Magna, and the Dwarfs wanted to keep Stud’s holy days, but they all still wanted Winterswatch off, and holidays for Hum, Dio, Sofia, Sebek, and all the other gods in the Plate’s Pantheon (all of them false gods, except Sofia, of course). Robert felt himself becoming specist, and stopped. If people wanted more holidays, who was he to say they couldn’t have them.

“Is that a height joke?” snapped Spoons, before smiling when he saw Percy’s mouth drop open. “Relax,” he said, “I’m just joking, the Kashmiri Gardens will be fine.”

“That’s settled then,” said Percy, relaxing, “I wonder if they will have horse on. I love a good horse curry.”

“We can only hope,” said Spoons, “although personally I prefer dog.” He started laughing when he saw the others’ expressions. “Relax,” he said again, “I’m still joking. I prefer rat.”

Robert forestalled any further conversation regarding the culinary creations of the Kashmiri Gardens because that could go on all night, and it was already early morning. “Well,” he said, “if no one has any further questions, and they shouldn’t have,” he added darkly, “we all know what we have to do, and we can say goodnight.”

“Good morning,” corrected John, out of sheer contrariness.

The group, party, or whatever it was that the Duck and Drake had held, broke up and each wished the others well, swearing on the four Elephants that they would not tell another soul what had been said that evening.

“Did you have a good evening, Sir,” asked Annie, as the last of Robert’s guests left.

“Yes, thank you Annie,” replied Robert as she collected the group’s tankards. He quickly and efficiently gathered up the loose bits of paper Spoons had been doodling on. The pub was by now empty, but a fire still glowed in the hearth. He crossed over to it, and threw the paper on to the coals. They immediately began to darken and curl, then the edges glowed red as a breath of wind caught them, and with a whoosh the paper caught fire and flames rushed up the chimney. In an instant, the heat and brightness of the flames were gone, leaving little bits of blackened paper over the coals, and Robert a little blinded. His sight would soon return.

“Will Sir be requiring a night cap?” asked Annie, suggesting something other than a small highly alcoholic beverage.

Robert looked at her, excitement coursing through his veins at the setting in motion of a treasonous plan, but he could see that she was dead tired. The four tankards that she carried were barely held by her fingers, she would not be good company tonight.

“No thank you, Annie,” he said, “I think I’ll retire to my room, alone.”

“As you wish, Sir. I’ll prepare your bill in the morning, if that’s alright.”

Robert took out a rather large leather coin purse. It clinked as he put it on the table.

“I don’t think we need,” he said, referring to himself in the plural, “a bill for tonight’s festivities. This should cover the cost of our drinks and any breakages.”

“As you wish, Sir,” repeated Annie, her eyes lighting up at the sight of Robert’s rather large purse, despite the late (or early, depending on how you looked at it) hour.

Robert knew his host’s type. She was the tavern keeper and he was the customer, hopefully valued, and that was all there was to it. His purse would ensure her silence. Unfortunately he hadn't bothered to enquire about her personal life, and he probably should have. She likely would have told him nothing of note, or more likely lies and half truths, but the point was that over the many tankards of ale he had consumed he should have asked. If he had he might have learned something, something that would worry him now. Annie had seen the drawings made by Spoons, and she had recognised the unmistakable outline of the walls and the towers. They could only represent one building in Tuarua-Ruru, and what Robert didn’t know was that the love of her life lived there.

As tired as she was, once Robert had retired to his room, Annie looked around for something to write on. She used one of the sheets of paper that she kept behind the bar in order to keep a tally of her patrons’ accounts. She took her time, and wrote neatly, before hearing the unmistakable sound of Henry Queen’s night soil crew arriving to collect from the tavern. Hearing this, she quickly folded the paper in half, and put it in one of the spare envelopes she had left over from when she threw a party for her sister’s tenth wedding anniversary and dashed off the address she wanted the letter delivered to. She then caught the Night Soil Man​[12] in the tavern’s outside privy and asked him, or possibly it, to deliver the envelope. She had kept her message cryptic, so it made no matter if he opened and read it, although she wasn’t sure if goblins could read. All she knew for certain was that, given the nature of their job, and the state of her outside privies, they must have a very poor sense of smell. After speaking loudly and pointing, Annie discovered that the address was on the goblin’s route, and he was happy to deliver the letter, ecstatic even, once she had given him two coins from Robert’s purse. Two, she had stressed, one to deliver the envelope, and one not to open it. The goblin had smiled, and said ‘yis, yis,’ but hadn’t looked like it had understood. He kept looking at the coins in his hand as though she had given him the Plate, before quickly hiding them about his person. She couldn't be sure the envelope would be delivered, but had to trust to Hum that it would. She couldn’t risk being seen delivering it herself, besides which she was dead on her feet, and needed to get at least a couple of hours sleep before the breakfast service started and the early morning patrons and serious drinkers, otherwise known as students, started to arrive.
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​Chapter Two
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Clothes maketh the Dwarf.

Mr Eagles was more than a little perturbed to discover who had entered his and Mr Mourns’ shop, especially given that he secretly thought of their shop as their Empire. Mourns and Eagles were the pre-eminent Gentleman’s Outfitters of Jimmy’s Column, Tuarua-Ruru. Located on the corners of the Thread and Needle Street, Mourns and Eagles catered to the fashion conscious discerning gentleman. Mr Eagles would often describe his domain as a studio, and, quietly to himself on a Nectaday afternoon when no one else was around, as a fursery, or fashurnity suite, a place where fashion was born and nurtured. Avant-garde did not begin to describe what he created. He did not follow the fashion trends of Tuarua-Ruru, he created them. If you had the money, and the class, and wanted to be wearing next year’s fashion today, you went to Mourns and Eagles.

The shop held the Royal Warrant to dress the nobility of Tuarua-Ruru, a fact that Mr Eagles was very proud of and, in keeping with tradition, he displayed it discreetly on the labels of all his creations, and in the bottom corner of the left hand window of the shop front. It was so discreet that one really had to be looking to spot it. Out of keeping with tradition, Mourns and Eagles continued to display their Royal Warrant long after Tuarua-Ruru had dispensed with the services of her last King.​[13] During the time of Kings and Queens, premium purveyors of quality goods and services had had to compete to display the Royal Warrant, as it denoted that they supplied their goods to the Royal Family, and as such implied a level of quality that was missing in other inferior products. For example, when one blew one’s nose forcefully on a Mourns and Eagles handkerchief, one wasn’t going to find that it disintegrated under the pressure, leaving one with a handful of modern art. It was true that upon the ascension of a new Monarch, said quality purveyors were required to apply to the new Monarch to have their warrant renewed. The rules were very clear about this, on the ascension of a new Monarch, not on the death, or abdication, of the old one. Mr Mourns’ and Mr Eagles’ forbears had been among the few Tuarua-Ruruians who had chosen to take this literally, and they held that until a new Monarch ascended to the Throne, their existing warrant was valid. Each generation of Mourns and Eagles had maintained this tradition, although with each successive generation their display had become slightly more discreet.

Everything about Mourns and Eagles oozed class. The shop reeked of old money with its permanent position near Jimmy’s Column, crystal clear window panes in freshly painted white bow window frames (wood, of course​[14]), and freshly polished brass fittings on a solid, black-painted wooden door. The door had a sheep’s head knocker, signifying that only the best quality Lambtop wool was used within the premises, but the knocker itself was only for show. The shop was either open, or it wasn’t, you were either welcome, and would be greeted personally, or you weren’t. On this particular afternoon, the first guest​[15] to enter Mourns and Eagles was most definitely welcome, the second less so.

Good commercial space in Tuarua-Ruru had always been expensive, and despite its age, when Mourns and Eagles had been founded, premium space, unsurprisingly, came at a premium. As with all enterprises, location was everything, and the original Mr Mourns and Mr Eagles had opted for smaller premises in a premium location, and paid that little bit extra. Over the years (well technically by this point it was centuries), as their success and business grew, so did their space requirements, but they found themselves landlocked. They couldn’t move their business to another part of Tuarura-Ruru, because they risked losing customers to the other, inferior, clothiers who had set up around them, but neither was the opportunity available to expand into the next door premises. Hence they started experimenting with relative dimensions in space, or in other words, they dug down. Double, triple, and then quadruple working space for the same business rates and rents, what could possibly go wrong. It turned out, nothing. Apart from a complicated ventilation system to keep the air fresh, and the damp at bay, Mourns and Eagles thrived. Customers entered the shop as normal, guests were invited downstairs, and the authorities, and more importantly their landlord, were none the wiser.

The elegance and class that the front door hinted at resided in the old top shop. The shop was narrow and long, approximately 20 feet wide, but extended back about five times its width. A waist high wood and glass cabinet ran most of the way along the right hand side of the room, behind which were a series of various sized cubby holes. These cabinets and cubby holes contained a collection of hats, gloves, shirts, ties, socks and shoes, every item needed by the man about town. The modern styling of the cabinets contrasted with the oldy-worldy look of the shop. In the dim lighting, the burnished hardwood and slight smell of tobacco would bring a tear of nostalgia to the eye of even the hardest of hearts. A tailor’s dummy stood near the left hand side window, with the appropriate yellow tape measure draped around its neck, while two high backed, cloth covered armchairs sat against the back wall looking into the room. The cloth was of the highest quality, in a whimsically classic floral pattern, and had been sat upon by many bums.​[16] 

Mr Eagles met his guests in the top shop by the front door, as was his custom, and was glad that he had done so.

“Good afternoon Sir Percy,” he said, as Sir Percy Thomas came through the door. Years of dealing with the upper crusts of Tuarua-Ruru came to the fore, and only someone familiar with Mr Eagles’ greeting would notice the momentary pause in his voice as he greeted the second man, or rather in this case Dwarf, who followed Sir Percy into the emporium. “And good afternoon....Sir.” Mr Eagles turned back to his primary guest. “I understand, Sir, that you wish to have made a second Pensioner’s Uniform.” Mr Eagles liked the Gentleman Pensioner Uniforms, they were fiddly, but they oozed class and tradition, and had a price tag to match. They demonstrated that his clientele were a cut above the hoi polloi, and best of all, since Mourns and Eagles were the only holders of a Royal Warrant, they could only be made by them.

“Good afternoon Eagles,” drawled Sir Percy, taking one of the armchairs. The Dwarf continued to look around suspiciously, peering into the corners.

“We have your measurements on file, of course, but I will just check that our records are correct.” Eagles was the epitome of tact, gentlemen of a certain age rarely acknowledged what Eagles termed The Spread. He reached for the tape measure around the dummy’s neck.

“You know,” said the Dwarf, speaking for the first time, “I think there’s more here than meets the eye.”
Mr Eagles ignored him. “I’ll just confirm your waist measurement, Sir Percy, and then we can get right on that for you. No doubt you will be wanting it for the Opening of the Throne Room Ceremony.”​[17] As his words faded away, Mr Eagles had a sense that something was wrong. He could tell that something catastrophic was about to happen, and then his worst fears were realised.
“Oh, it’s not for me,” said Sir Percy, “it’s for this Chap.” The Dwarf glared at him. “It’s for my chap here, John Johnso.” covered Percy smoothly,

“Very good, Sir,” said Mr Eagles, turning with horror to look at the Dwarf. There was no way that the Troop of Gentlemen were accepting this Dwarf into their ranks. He was dirty. True, you could see that he had recently had a bath, but the dirt was ingrained. He was scruffy, he smelt of mines, of smoke, coal dust and Alberich oil, and more importantly he was only four feet tall. (For the sake of the curious, the Alberich lamp was a safety lamp devised by Leonardo of Quiff, but manufactured and popularised by Alberich, an entrepreneurial Dwarf, to be used in the deepest of mines, where explosive gases were an ever present danger. The lamp flame was shielded in such a way that it provided working light for the miners without the danger of igniting the gases, with the added bonus that the flame turned blue if the explosive gases were present at a high enough level to pose a clear and present danger of suffocation to the miners. Once all the mines had purchased Alberich lamps, and the sales and therefore profits started falling, the company began selling Alberich oil, with the subtle implication that unless genuine Alberich
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