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“Something is Rotten at the Tower of Ruru,” 

(Act 1, Scene 4, Henrik’s ‘Marcella.’)

The Last Two Constables of the Tower of Ruru have not fared well. The Archon, the Ruler of the City of Tuarua-Ruru, has reasoned that where good men fail, perhaps what the City really needs is a Guilty Man.

Who he has is one Randolph Stapler (pronounced Stahp-Leur), a name that has never been linked with any offence, however his previous persona, Holden Gilt, is guilty of offences so terrible, the City has no punishment to fit his crimes.

Facing life imprisonment in the Tower of Ruru, Randolph is given a choice, spend the rest of his life behind bars as a prisoner, or accept the Archon’s Offer of Employment as the New Constable of the Tower...Tough Choice.

Without any experience of running a Prison, what is Randolph going to do about the Tower’s oldest custodian, who hates change, the Emperor Dragon caged up down in the Black Dungeons, the member of the nobility who is showing far too much interest in the foundling boy, the prisoner who seems to nip out whenever he feels like it, and the fact that there is something very wrong with the guards.

And as to what he can do with the rather large pile of gold sitting in the basement, well Randolph has a few ideas about that.

All in all, it seems like Randolph Stapler is going to find it very interesting......DOING TIME.

Find inside the incredible true(ish) story of the fabulous renaissance of one Randolph Stapler.

The Author asked some of his characters for their opinions of this book, and the following is the feedback he received.

“A pleasure to read from start to finish,” T.H.Eauthor

“So vivid and evocative that you’ll be hooked within a few chapters,” The Daily Olds.

“Doing Time is an unalloyed delight, and very very charming,” Sacarine Smithlock -  Chief Reporter of The Daily Newt.

“Funny, clever, and quasi-epic, the funniest and best written book I have read all week,” Guillermo de Palabra - Owner and Proprietor of The Daily Newt.

“I liked the bits about rocks.” Jerkin Peacebeck, Tower of Ruru.

“What do you mean, you’ve written about my life?” Randolph Stapler, Current Constable of the Tower of Ruru.

“Tea, anyone?” Mrs Floppy, Tower of Ruru Head of Catering.

“I have no comment to make at this time.” Mr Tilt, Head of the Lawyers’ Guild.

“Woof woof, bark bark, everyone knows dogs can’t read.” Rascal, Four legged companion to Smelly Old Don.

“I told them, three for a penny, or five for a banana.” Smelly Old Don, Reject from the Mendicants’ Guild.

“We ask the questions Sir.” Commander Timothy Grimes of the Tuarua-Ruru City Reeves.
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It is said that the Great Library of the Hidden University, in the Twin City of Tuarua-Ruru, the Greatest City on the Plateworld, which rides on the back of Eight Gigantic World Hippopotamus, or possibly hippopotami (no one is quite sure, but eight is certainly enough for a bloat), which in turn are riding on the back of the Hellenistic Tortoise, Greta, as she makes her way through the cosmos, her destination probably listed on a star chart but currently unknown (at least to us, presumably not to her), holds a copy of every book ever written. (Please note, Greta is a friendly giant viridian tortoise whose purpose in life is to travel the cosmos, educate its inhabitants on how to better care for the environment, and to leave the space lanes cleaner than when she found them. She continuously eats space debris, to clean up the rubbish left behind by earlier explorers and has made a multitude of friends on her journey, many of whom now call her Aunti.) 

––––––––
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HOWEVER THE GREAT LIBRARY is far more all-encompassing than that. For if you, dear intrepid reader, dare to venture to the most distant shelves, you will find B-space, an area where you can discover not only every book that will be written, but also every book that could be written. We would suggest taking an experienced guide. We recommend a member of the Hidden University staff, specifically the one with the long arms, kindly face, and a penchant for bananas. He did have a name, but it has been lost to the mists of time and the recesses of one Wizard’s mind, and he is now simply known as the Archivist. 

Very occasionally one of the books that could be written finds a spot where the veil between B-space and normal space is particularly thin and pops into existence. You may find it in a library, or the dusty corner of a second-hand bookshop, but you will never find it in a high street bookshop. This is one of those books. Read it at your own peril.*

*Not the risk of physical harm, of course, but the risk of taking offence, or being made to feel angry at what could be perceived as the cheapening of another’s work. 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. Just remember it’s not terry’s, it’s mine. This is a story, it has been made up, only the names have been changed to protect the guilty.
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The Prologue.


In which Lady Salmon makes a Discovery and Plans are made.
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Several weeks ago.

Lady Salmon was dead. Dead tired, dead on her feet, whatever description of bone deep weariness you want to use, she was it. She hid it well behind Mr Boots’ Number Seven make-up and a fake smile as she bid goodnight to the last of her guests.

As the head of one of Tuarua-Ruru’s most established and illustrious families, these monthly soirees were expected of her. There had been a time when she had enjoyed them, even looked forward to them, but that had been a long time ago, when she was young, single and the object of desire of every suitor on the Plate, both eligible and otherwise. People had travelled far and wide to experience her balls, marvel at her beauty, and possibly win her hand in marriage. 

But that had been a long time ago. She had married. She had borne children. She had lived a full and eventful life. Since the death of her unlamented husband she was again single, but her beauty had faded,​[1] leading her to favour a masquerade, and her balls had diminished until they were merely soirees. Nostalgia is a powerful force and no good to anyone, she mused as she headed up the stairs towards her bedroom, although not as powerful as compound interest, which as everyone knows is the most powerful force in the universe and can beat gravity over the head with a big stick.

“Can I fetch M-m-madam anything?” stuttered Egor.

“No, thank you, Egor,” said Lady Salmon, sighing wearily, “I think we can safely retire now.”

“As you w-w-wish, my Lady,” said Egor, leaving to return to his rooms.

Lady Salmon entered her bedroom and removed her heavy gold and pearl earrings. She loved her city, but hated the people who lived in it. They had no sense of place. Merchants were becoming Lords, and mere public servants were being made Dukes, while old friends and older families were being forced to sell at least one of their houses, in an attempt to economise. The whole Plate is spinning on its axis, she thought, where will it end? With me calling the likes of Dr Gardener ‘Sir’, that’s where, she answered herself angrily. 

She blamed Phellan, that trumped up little nobody. The City had gone to rack and ruin since he had become Archon and had started running Tuarua-Ruru along new and dangerously untraditional lines. Why couldn’t people see that he was the problem? That the City would be a better place if he wasn’t in charge? He had made one of his rare appearances tonight, smiling at everyone, shaking hands and telling those little stories that everyone laughed at, being the perfect guest and a gracious ruler. But she could see through his facade, oh yes. She knew what he was about. One day, she thought, but the days in front of her were fewer than before, and she knew it. It wasn’t like she hadn’t tried. She had tried, oh she had tried so very hard, to remove him from the Palace. She had connived with criminals, dabbled with fraud charges, murder, a substitute, even a dragon to entice a hero, but nothing seemed to work. It seemed as though he always knew of the plots and plans before they happened, and could wriggle out of them just as easily, no matter how foolproof they appeared. And so he remained in charge, a tyrannical little despot, when by all rights that position should have been filled by her, or at least her puppet. At a push, even one of her sons might do.

She placed her earrings in a little white china saucer with pale indigo hand painted periwinkles which sat on her dressing table for that very purpose and moved towards her bed. 

That was when she saw it. 

Neatly positioned on her nightstand was a book. A large, brown, leather bound book, with a picture of a tree with a crown in its branches traced in gold on the cover. She picked it up and read the title. “Where are They now: A complete History of the Descendents of King Lozenge.” A small white rectangle of card protruded from between the pages. Almost fearfully, Lady Salmon carefully withdrew the card, until the writing revealed itself. It read “All because the Lady loves...”
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The following week.
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It was a black night, the sort of night suited to dark deeds, the sort of night when Jack the Kipper was abroad.​[2] The rain was teeming down as Lady Salmon’s coach came out of her property’s driveway, through the black wrought iron gates complete with Family Crest, and turned down Park Lane. As one of the oldest and nobbiest (and therefore richest) families of Tuarua-Ruru, the Salmons had built their family home in the most exclusive part of Tuarua-Ruru, overlooking Hide Park. 

A careful observer watching the carriage would have noticed that the Family Crest on the carriage doors had been covered over, and the driver sat next to two coshes and a loaded Number Five Mightyarm double action crossbow, and that a slight bulge in his pockets hinted at the concealment of an assortment of Mrs Finebody’s little levellers. The coach headed down Innominate Street across Tuarua Bridge and into The Shadows. Here it paid to be prepared and not advertise your presence. Many a novice driver would inadvertently turn into The Shadows and wake up the next morning on the surface of the Tuarua River in just their small clothes, with absolutely no recollection of how they got there. They were the lucky ones. Many an experienced driver would take their coach down Slaughterman’s Lane only to reach the end sans wheels, sans horses, and sans overcoat. The fare at the Kashmiri Gardens​[3] was always extra tasty the next day. 

The driver was hunched up against the rain, a thick green oilskin buttoned up tight against the inclement weather, the collar almost touching the rim of his wide brimmed slouch hat. The careful observer would note that his eyes never stopped roaming. It paid to be extra cautious in The Shadows. Tonight however he was in no danger, the weather was keeping everyone indoors, or at least out of the rain, and no-one was going to interfere with this coach. With the Salmon Family Crest covered over, the carriage looked like an ordinary coach, but there was another, very similar, coach on the Plate with a crest that was black on black – Lord Phellan’s. If anyone held up that coach, they did it only once. There were amoebas just starting out in life at the bottom of the Accidental Ocean who knew not to mess with that coach, but for others it was a terminal lesson to learn. Despite the inclement weather, the lamplighter had been round and all the street lights were lit, casting a soft glow that assisted the headlamps on the coach. Contrary to the popular opinion that The Shadows was a run down area of Tuarua-Ruru, in desperate need of redevelopment (opinion was divided on the best method of doing this; some thought that the ramshackle houses should be renovated and gentrified, others thought the whole area should just be burnt down), the inhabitants actually kept their streets, and streetlamps, in a good state of repair. While half a candle is half a candle, and not to be wasted, it was important to see who was walking down the street, and even more important to see what they could be relieved of.

Halfway down Disorder Lane,​[4] the coach stopped outside the brown door of a slightly leaning, nondescript house that looked no different from the other slightly leaning houses on the street. The driver hitched the horse reins to the coach, applied the brake and, after carefully retrieving the loaded Mightyarm, dropped to the ground. He circumspectly approached the brown door, his eyes never ceasing in their search of the street. At the door he gave a last look around and then banged on the wood. Three distinct thuds could be heard reverberating through the house, a slight pause, then two thuds followed by three more.

“S-s-sir” said a voice, which seemed to come from behind the driver. He whirled around, releasing the safety catch and raising the crossbow into a firing position. There was no-one there.

“S-s-sir?” said the voice again, reproachfully. The driver turned back to the door to that see a small rectangular aperture had opened noiselessly, revealing two disconcertingly different eyes.

“Seahorse” whispered the driver.

It used to be a truth universally acknowledged that all secret societies and meetings used the code word Swordfish to gain entry. However, that was in the Century of the Dragon. It is currently the Century of the Banshee, and people realise the importance of diversity. Now they all use Seahorse.

The door swung inward as the driver returned to the coach. He took out a large black umbrella from behind his seat and opened it out above his head. He then walked to the side door of the carriage, the one nearest to the house and gave the same three, two, three knocks on the door. A lot more gently than the thumping the other door had taken. The carriage door opened.

Lord Hemlock Phellan, Archon of Tuarua-Ruru, sat at his desk reading the day’s reports with a growing sense of satisfaction. A picture was being painted which suggested that the new Postmaster General was finding his feet nicely. One of the sheets of paper in front of him mentioned that Ghost hair salon was inexplicably missing its name (with an additional note that gossip at the Mended Wheel spoke of vandalism at Hengist’s Hungry Horse). The agent who was reporting on Mr Goyle’s movements had noted that the Postmaster General had recently visited the Golem Collective, Arnold’s Pin Store, and Pourer and Bobbins’ printing establishment. While he was not sure, yet, of the significance of the visit to the printers, he was pleased to see that the Postmaster was familiarising himself with the idiosyncrasies of his new staff, while the redoubtable Miss Corazon was in the perfect position to help him learn exactly what he was up against. Repossessing the stolen letters from the Post Office Facade and correcting the spelling of the motto was however an excellent start.

Lord Phellan leaned back in his chair and allowed himself a brief moment of happiness. He loved it when a plan came together. He even felt that the evening off he had forced upon himself in order to attend Lady Salmon’s soiree the previous week had been a worthwhile diversion. All work and no play reportedly made Jack a dull boy. He made a mental note to find out who this Jack was, in order to test that hypothesis.

A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts and heralded the arrival of his secretary, Remus Buglecord, with the late evening edition of the City’s papers.

“Enter,” said Lord Phellan. “Ah, Buglecord, this evening is a good evening I think. It would appear that Mr Goyle is taking his first steps in resolving the huge problem that is known as the Post Office. I have high hopes that he may actually prevail without ‘going postal’, as I believe it is known, or indeed dying.”

“Miss Smithlock says in The Daily Newt​[5] that he has issued some sort of pre-made stampings that people can buy and attach to their letters themselves, to pay for their delivery,” said Buglecord. “It would appear that you, well, appear on them, my Lord.” 

“How very ingenious of him,” said Lord Phellan. “I look forward to hearing all about these stampings at my meeting with him in the morning.”

“Yes, Sir. I will schedule him for...”

“Eight o’clock, I think.”

“Very good, my Lord,” said Buglecord, mentally rearranging the next mornings schedule. “It will be nice to have the Post Office running properly again.”

“Indeed, although I fear that the management of The Great Chain will not be too pleased. The Post Office is after all the only real competition to their semaphore system.” Lord Phellan paused to reflect on this for a moment and then continued. “Now that the problem with finding a suitable Postmaster General appears to have been solved, I suppose I should consider finding a new Constable for the Tower of Ruru. They have been struggling on without proper leadership for far too long.”

“Does your Lordship have a candidate in mind?” asked Buglecord.

“Oh, I am confident that the ideal person will present himself, in due course.”

“I am sure that will, indeed, prove to be the case, my Lord,” agreed Buglecord.
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BACK IN THE SHADOWS, in the oldest, largest and dirtiest of cities on the Plate, it was so late that it was early morning. (Light moves so slowly on the Plate that it is possible for some places to be experiencing the afternoon, while others are still waking up and eating breakfast.) A thin rain dropped from the overcast sky and punctuated the grey mist that snaked along the streets. Undesirables of various individuals went about their nightly occupations. Under night’s damp cloak, Nizari assassinated, thieves thieved, hussies hustled, and Lady Salmon entered the building to which her carriage had conveyed her.

“May I t-t-take your coat, my L-l-lady?” stuttered Egor.

Politeness bred into the bone prevented her from showing if she was startled by the person, or sum of parts thereof, who stood before her. It was a well know fact across the Plate that Egors made the best servants,​[6] all the noble families had one. Incredibly loyal and faithful, and impeccably well mannered (if you could ignore the stutter), they would take your secrets to the grave, often quite literally, although whose grave was never specified. It was also expected that Egors would be made up of different parts. When an Egor was described as being a man of many talents, it was quite possible that this was because he had a surgeon’s right hand, a musician’s left hand, a footballer’s left foot, and while no mention was ever made of his personal endowments, it was said that no Egor had ever paid money to the Courtesans’ Guild. Lady Salmon herself employed an Egor, but compared to her Egor, the one in front of her could be the next cover model for Cross Stitchers Monthly. This Egor seemed especially hunched over, had unnecessary extra stitching, and disconcertingly different coloured eyes that made you want to look anywhere else. Not that Lady Salmon was looking at his eyes; one never looked at a servant, one simply talked to the air above their head.

“No, thank you Egor, I shan’t be staying long. Are the others arrived?”

“Yes, my L-l-lady. If you would like to f-f-follow me.”

Lady Salmon followed Egor down a narrow, black and white tiled corridor, noticing that even this Egor’s clothes seemed especially ill-fitting and worn out. It was acceptable to have well worn clothes as a servant, even threadbare, but to actually have holes in them was just not the done thing. Some standards have to be kept, even in The Shadows. If Lady Salmon had been able to understand the phrase out at the elbows, she would have realised that it perfectly described this Egor.

The corridor was well lit by several silver sconces lining the wall. Egor stopped at the third doorway, which could only be described as bleak and threatening. It looked as though the designer had been given a specific remit along the lines of ‘we want something sinister in dark wood’. Egor rapped a complex code on the dark woodwork. A tiny hatch opened, and one suspicious eye peered out.

“The m-m-moon shines b-b-brightly in the n-n-night,” offered Egor.

“Joy to him who greets the morning,” countered the voice on the other side of the grill. There was a pause, and then Egor said “W-w-what?”

“Joy to him who greets the morning,” repeated the eye.

“I think you m-m-mean h-h-hail to he who m-m-meets the m-m-morning,” said Egor patiently and with some difficulty.

“No, it was definitely joy to him who greets the morning,” said the eye.

Egors are by their very nature not inclined to contradict their masters.

“Very well S-s-sir. J-j-joy to him who g-g-greets the morning.”

“No, I think that’s my line,” said the eye, now obviously confused, “you say “Yet truly the dawn is rosy in the sky”.”

“Very good S-s-sir. Yet t-t-truly the dawn is r-r-rosy in the s-s-sky.”

“No, I still don’t think that’s right,” said the eye.

Egor sighed.

Lady Salmon intervened at this point, in a tone that brooked no argument, being both unaccustomed to being kept waiting and entirely bored with the conversation. “Benjamin? Is that you? Open this door immediately.”

An embarrassed silence descended on the corridor, broken by the click of the lock and the turning of a handle.

“Yes Mother.”

The door swung open, revealing a dimly lit room. It is amazing how many secret meetings have to take place in the dead of night in dimly lit rooms, when every day corporate atrocities are committed in brightly lit boardrooms across the Plate at eleven o’clock in the morning, sandwiched between a light snack at ten, and a sumptuous midday banquet. Chairpeople everywhere have worked out that the way to get a consensus among a group of people who do not necessarily get along with each other is to offer them the prospect of a lavish lunch, but not until they agree to whatever the Chairperson is proposing. This also works for recalcitrant Mayors who want to pass unpopular measures or budget restrictions.

The circular room was partially lit. While there were double sconces at regular intervals, they only contained one torch instead of the usual two, and only half of them were lit. A young boy, of no more than fourteen years and presumably the owner of the eye, moved back to stand beside the door. Egor remained outside the room as the door was silently closed. Inside the room, thirteen high backed leather chairs had been placed in a circle. The one with its back to the door was empty. The other twelve held obscured figures whose faces were in shadow.

“Really,” exclaimed Lady Salmon, walking to the empty chair and sitting down. “You require a password and a series of signs and countersigns, to get into a room that has no other exits.”

Unlike other parts of the Plate, Tuarua-Ruru had yet to adopt a building code, their loose planning laws being based on build what you want and hope there isn’t a fire. Other regions required rooms to have at least one secondary exit. This room did actually have another exit, but that was the chimney, and didn’t count. 

“You hide your faces in shadow when I know exactly who is here. What is next, fastening the windows with the Yellow Cords of Cleverness? Shimming the Door of Reasoning against heretics and ignorant men?”

“Er, no” said Benjamin from beside the door, “that would be the Enlightened Brethren of the Black Night. They meet here on Wednesday, tonight is Necturday.” (Unlike other worlds that we know of, the Plateworld has adopted an eight day week, with Sunday being the start of the week, and the eighth day, Necturday, following Saturday.)

“This morning is Sunday,” corrected Lady Salmon.  “If you are going to hold a secret meeting, make sure that you get the day right.​[7]Friends,” she continued, leaning forward in her chair and turning her attention from Benjamin to the assembled company. “Tonight-”

“This morning,” interrupted Benjamin. “Best to be accurate,” he said smugly, earning himself a glare from his mother.

“This morning” she persevered, as though she hadn’t been interrupted, “we have matters of deep importance to discuss. The future stability, and the political good management of our beloved City, rests in our hands.”

The listeners leaned in closer, eager to hear her next words. Lady Salmon began to feel the familiar thrill of power as it traversed her nervous system, the same feeling that an angler gets when a fish takes the bait. This was a feeling worth traipsing to The Shadows for. Lady Salmon would have been quite happy to host this little gathering in Seven Snorers, the area in which she resided, but sometimes dark words had to be uttered in dark, or at least Shadow-y, places.

“Are we not aware that this city is controlled by a corrupt man, who grows large on his improper gains while better men and women are suppressed into penury in all but name?”

“We certainly are,” said one of the Chairs, when Lady Salmon’s pause for breath had given him, or possibly them, the time to consider her sentence. “Only last month...”

It wasn’t a verbal rebuke, because Lady Salmon made a point of not speaking to the offender, but she nonetheless managed to intimidate the unfortunate Chair by her sheer indignation. In an acceptable imitation of Old Gerry, the Hidden University bell, Lady Salmon actively emitted silence, a great booming silence, which muted all attempts at discourse. The void left behind said it all. After a suitable pause, she continued.

“Yet it was not always thus. There was once a Golden Age when those worthy of command and respect were justly rewarded. An age when Tuarua-Ruru wasn’t simply a big city, but a Great City. An age of Knightly gallantry. An Age when ... Yes, Sir Humphrey?” said Lady Salmon as she saw, well Sir Humphrey, with a raised hand.

“Um, Chair Two, if you please, your Ladyship,” said Sir Humphrey mentally noting where he was sitting.

“Oh very well, Sir Humphrey, if you must play these silly games. From now on, refer to yourselves by the chair in which you are sitting, and for simplicity you may refer to me as Chair.”

Chair Three raised its hand. “Are we numbering the chairs Clockwise or Widdershins?” (Despite the fact that clocks were now common on the Plate, and people were quite happy to describe things as clockwise, the term anti-clockwise had not caught on, with people preferring the older term widdershins.)

“Clockwise.”

“So are you Chair One or Chair Thirteen?” Chair Five enquired.

“Chair will suffice,” stated Lady Salmon coldly.

“Seems like an odd title” mused Chair Four aloud, “perhaps you could be the Chairwoman.”

“Or Chairperson” suggested Chair Six helpfully.

“Not Chairlady?” asked Chair Eight.

“No,” said Chair Nine, in a voice that indicated that its owner was absolutely certain of its correctness. “That would confer both gender and status on a position that inherently has neither.”

“Chair will suffice,” repeated Lady Salmon firmly, feeling that the meeting was getting away from her. This feeling is familiar to anyone with any common-sense who has either attended, or worse, tried to control a meeting populated by the sort of people who will engage in mind- and bottom-numbing nitpickery with very little provocation. More time is spent making sure procedures are correct than actually achieving anything worthwhile. “You will address me as Chair. I am seated in Chair One, and the numbers will go clockwise, starting with you, Sir Humphrey, or as you will now be known, Chair Two. Now, where was I?”

“You were talking about when we had a Monarchy,” said the Chair formerly known as Sir Humphrey.

“Yes,” said the former Lady Salmon, now Chair, slightly peeved at now Chair Two’s unexpected insight.

“But that was all resolved years ago,” said Chair Eight. “Wasn’t there a rebellion or possibly an uprising, and some sort of Tug of War involving the Crown, and then the Archons took charge?”

“Very good, Chair Eight,” she said.

“The point I am trying to make is that we don’t have Kings any more,” added Chair Eight helpfully.

“As Chair Eight says, the line of...”

“It was you talking about Knights that gave me the clue,” said Chair Eight happily.

“However,” said Lady Salmon sharply, “it may well be that the line of the Kings of Tuarua-Ruru is not as extinct as we had imagined, and the issue of that line may still draw breath.” She paused expectantly. Her assembled audience did not give the response she had expected.

Chair Eight raised his (as has been already stated, Lady Salmon knew exactly who everyone was, and found pretending otherwise tiresome) hand again.

“Are you saying there’s some sort of Hair to the Throne?”

“That may seemingly be the case,” said Lady Salmon not bothering to correct Chair Eight’s minor linguistic error in the spirit of getting to her desired outcome.

“Yes, they do that, you know,” said Chair Eight knowledgeably. “These Hairs, they skulk around in the distant wilds​[8] for years, handing down the hidden Crown from generation to generation. Then just when they are most needed, they reveal themselves, defeat the evil Prince and marry the Princess. Everyone is happy and they live happily ever after.”

Lady Salmon found her mouth gaping open, something she hadn’t done since attending finishing school. She hadn’t expected it to be this effortless. And then, of course it wasn’t.

“Alright,” said the practical voice of Chair Six, who Lady Salmon knew to be Sir Bobby. Not to be confused with the famous, or infamous, assassin Sir Bobby, whose father was the late Sir Bobby, and whose grandfather was the even later Sir Bobby. (The Plateworld families never did have much originality when it came to naming their children. One example would be the eldest sons of the Bloom Family. When Bloom begat Twobloom and Twobloom begat Threebloom, it all seemed quite sensible, but by the time Fourteenbloom begat Fifteenbloom the sense of, well common sense, had disappeared. Twentysixbloom decided enough was enough, and named his son George. Unfortunately George and his progeny lacked this same clarity of thought, and this resulted in George Junior Junior Junior.)

“But then what?” continued Chair Six. “Say an Heir reveals himself, goes up to the Archon and says ‘Hello, I’m the King, here’s the Crown, now bugger off’ what’s he got then?”

“The life expectancy of a Twinkie at a fat camp,​[9] that’s what,” said Chair Eleven, answering the rhetorical question. (For those not in the know, a Twinkie is a cream filled delicacy created by Geoff the Baker of Zephyr Street.)

“You weren’t listening,” said Chair Eight. “The Hair has to come when the kingdom is under threat.”

“Why do you keep saying he?” asked Chair Nine, who was clearly that person, the one who was going to be a militant champion against all injustice, even if it didn’t exist. “Why does the Heir always have to be male?”

“Well, I suppose they don’t have to be male,” allowed Chair Eight, “but they usually are. What good is a long lost Queen if the Kingdom is under threat?”

Lady Salmon decided to step in at this point, before Chair Nine went completely primate poo. 

“There is another way,” she said slowly and deliberately. “We create a power vacuum.”

“What,” said Chair Three, “like T.I. Jackson’s​[10] V8 omniglide ball suction cleaner?” 

“No,” said Lady Salmon groaning inwardly, “we create a King, ... or Queen (with a nod to Chair Nine), shaped hole at the top. Power hates a vacuum, it will rush in to fill it.”

“My wife bought one of those,” said Chair Two fractiously. “Bloody useless it was for cleaning. Don’t know why she got it in the first place, we have servants to clean the houses.” (It takes a certain class of person to refer to their houses without any sense of shame.) “I think she just liked showing it off to the Ladies who lunch with her. They all took turns telling Jeeves​[11] how best the maids should use it. I believe the grooms now use it to blow the old straw out of the stables.”

“Ooh, ooh, ooh,” said Chair Four excitedly, “we could use a groom to become King. We could, as it were, groom them.”

The groan from The Chair was no longer inward.

“Why does it have to be a groom?” asked Chair Five, slow to the point.

“It’s to do with them being in wossname, cognito,” explained Chair Four, “they’ve got to appear to be of, well you know, humble origins.”

“You don’t get much humbler origins than a groom,” agreed Chair Six, “mine was born in the stable,​[12] his father was my father’s groom.” 

“It won’t work.” said Lady Salmon, in the same tone used by the Head of the Guild of Clever Artisans when he heard of T.I. Jackson’s plan to change pi to 4 in order to make the maths easier. “The Hair (Ye God, Chair Eight’s got me doing it now she thought), the person who is to ascend the Throne of Tuarua-Ruru has to have Royal blood in them.”

“My groom might have Royal blood in him,” muttered Chair Six just loud enough to be heard, “Lozenge used to put it about a bit, and was fond of young serving girls by all accounts.”

“Might won’t do it friends,” said Lady Salmon.  Friends was being used in the loosest possible sense, but ‘people I am forced to tolerate’ would not win her any support. “We need documented Blood of Kings and right here I have documented proof. Voila,”​[13] she said, brandishing a book with a flourish. This did not have the effect she had hoped for.

“What is that then?” asked Chair Five.

“It’s a book,” said Chair Six helpfully. “You know, a big papery thing full of writing.”

“You’d think a needle would be more useful for finding out if someone had the blood of kings in them,” said Chair Four.

“This friends,” said Lady Salmon, no stranger to continuing in the face of adversity. This was another trait of the Tuarua-Ruru aristocracy, the ability to ignore what is being said to them by others and continue with the unshakeable belief that they were completely in the right, despite all evidence to the contrary. “This is ‘Where are They now? A Complete History of the Descendents of King Lozenge.’ We have a true heir here.”

Again this did not elicit the response that Lady Salmon had been hoping for.

“What here? In this room?”

“No, not here in this room, but here in Tuarua-Ruru. His name is Jerkin Peacebeck and he resides in the Tower of Ruru.”

“Is that the pink tower down by the River Tuarua?”

“No, that was the Tower of Tuarua.”

“Is the Tower of Ruru still standing? I thought they took it down to build more houses.”

“No, that was also the Tower of Tuarua. Although it was less that they took it down, and more that the locals pinched the stone to build their own houses until there was no more tower left. They did however build quite a few pretty pink houses.”

“Is he a prisoner then?”

“A prisoner, good choice, you don’t get much more Hairy than a prisoner.”

“I’m not sure the people will accept a prisoner as their next king,” said Chair Seven, pragmatically.

“Prisoners have just as much right to be kings as anyone else,” said Chair Nine, sensing a social injustice in the offing.

“The people will accept who we tell them to accept, whether or not he is a prisoner,” said Lady Salmon, who knew very well that Jerkin Peacebeck was not, in fact, a prisoner, but who decided not to enlighten her fellow conspirators on this point, especially as they seemed to like the idea that he was. “They accept the Archon, who, by any objective analysis, is a tyrannical despot.” 

“The Archon may be considered a tyrant,” said Chair Ten thoughtfully, “but he’s not as bad as some we have had. I don’t think I would consider him a menace as such, and by that I mean I don’t think he does much actual oppressing.

“I get oppressed all the time,” said Chair Six. “My servants are always sullen, the Housekeeper keeps banging on about the bills being due, and the footmen keep whispering that they haven’t been paid, which is a total lie. If I’m not under the boot of an oppressor, then I don’t know who is.”

“If you put it like that,” said Chair Four slowly, “I think my neighbours are oppressing me all the time, always going out and about in their carriage and four.​[14] I mean I’ve got one, of course, but mine’s not as new and shiny as theirs, and it’s not old enough to be an heirloom. Where’s the justice there? I bet a King wouldn’t allow that sort of oppression, neighbours having new things that we haven’t got.”

The Chair quietly listened to all this with a slightly bemused feeling. It was as though she’d known of the existence of tidal waves, but hadn’t dreamed that if she prodded a butterfly in just the right place, the beat of its wings could have such destructive results. It was like a kind of sorcery or possibly magic. She would hardly have to entice them at all.

“I bet Royalty would forbid shiny new coaches,” continued Chair Four. Probably bought with stolen​[15] money too.” 

“I think,” said Lady Salmon, tweaking things just a little bit, “that a prudent King would only prohibit shiny coaches for the unworthy, and reward his most loyal and deserving subjects with gold. There is after all a large pile of gold held at the Tower of Ruru, which I am sure our newly crowned King would be duty bound to distribute among his most loyal supporters.”

“How large?” asked Chair Two.

“VERY large,” said Lady Salmon.

There was a reflective pause in the discussion as the Chairs mentally divided Tuarua-Ruru into the categories of unworthy, worthy, and most loyal supporters, assigning themselves to the appropriate group.

“It would only be fair...” began Chair Three.

“We are obligated to right this wrong and restore the rightful King to the Throne of Tuarua-Ruru,” concluded Chair Nine.

“Hear, hear,” rose the other voices, in a unanimous cacophony of noise.

Lady Salmon smiled. Things were back on track. Surely for all their lack of common sense, one of them would make the suggestion?

“There used to be a prophecy,” said Chair Two, straining with the effort of theatrical recall. “‘The King will bring Rule and Order and know nothing but the Truth, and protect and serve the people with his sword.’ My grandfather told it to me.” Chair Two suddenly realised that all eyes were on him. “What?” he said, “you don’t have to look at me like that, I am not making it up.”

“Oh, everyone knows that one,” said Chair Ten, “and it won’t do us any good. I mean what does the King do, ride in with Rule and Order and so on, the Five​[16] Riders of the Apocalypse.” Chair Ten shifted his voice into what he thought a King should sound like, which for some reason was rather squeaky. “‘Hello everybody, I am the King, I come into town bringing Rule, and over there is my friend Order, watering his horse.’ I mean it’s not very practical is it? You can’t rely on old legends.”

“Why not?” asked Chair Two in a piqued voice.

“Because they are old.” said Chair Ten.

“As legends go, the sleeping Princesses is one I’ve always liked,” said Chair Three.

“Don’t be silly,” said Chair Four, pragmatically “we can’t have a Princess if we don’t have a King. It’s an issue thing.”

“Of course it was easy in the past,” said Chair Twelve, “he would just have to kill the guy in charge, that was the only qualification he needed, really, the ability to hold up a severed head.”

“Doesn’t seem much to base a system of government on,” said Chair Ten, “you can’t expect to wield supreme power just because you happen to be handy with a sword.”

Lady Salmon silently clapped her hands, thrilled that her Peers’ meandering little minds were taking them exactly where she wanted them to go.

“What an interesting idea,” she cooed.

“Won’t work,” said Chair Ten, ever the pragmatist, “Phellan is classically trained.” By this he meant trained by the Guild of Nizari, where Phellan had gained many qualifications, however his instructors in stealth and concealment refuse to this day to believe he attended any of their lectures, and feel he must have cheated on the exam. Phellan maintains this was entirely the point. “No-one would stand a chance.”

“Could we send a Nizari to kill a Nizari?”

“No, it would need to be this Peacebeck chap himself, that would be the proof he was the true Heir. Besides, isn’t there a rumour that the Guild won’t accept a contract on Phellan these days?”​[17] 

“It could work if say Phellan was not killed by Peacebeck per se, but by his bodyguard.”

“And who would we get to do that? How will the bodyguard be any more likely to succeed?”

“Because the bodyguard would be an indestructible man,” said Lady Salmon, “and I know just where to find one.”

“And what stops this bodyguard from taking the throne himself?”

“The purpose of his being is to serve the Throne, not be the Throne. We will be able to make him do whatever we want.”

The chairs digested this information. It sounded foolproof.

“If we are all of one accord, I shall make the arrangements,” proposed Lady Salmon.

The agreement was unanimous, and Lady Salmon felt it could not have gone better. Unfortunately, as with all absolutely foolproof plans, she had underestimated the ingenuity of absolute fools.​[18]
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Day One.


In which Randolph arrives in the City, a Book is Stolen, and Randolph is sent to the Tower.
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Randolph Stapler awoke with a pounding headache. He moaned quietly to himself and attempted to look around without moving his head or indeed even opening his eyes. It felt like his brain was being stabbed repeatedly with a very sharp implement. This coincidentally was not far from being the truth. He risked opening one eye.

SQUEAK.

He shut it again quickly.

The magical discharges that randomly meandered throughout the Plateworld, a relic of the Wizard Wars prior to the founding of the Hidden University, often distorted reality. Mr Stapler’s brain however, while accepting of most things, was not going to accept that the skeleton of a small rodent in a black hooded cloak was swinging a blue edged scythe towards his head.

He opened both eyes.

The rat was a lot closer, and while the bony facial expressions of a skull should not be able to change, this one, against all probability, portrayed a maniacal grin. The blue scythe swiped down, passing effortlessly through his head. Randolph Stapler screamed.

SQUEAK.

Feathers descended as Randolph Stapler sat bolt upright and a hitherto unseen bird took flight in a flurry of movement.

“Twelve and a half percent, twelve and a half percent.”

Randolph winced. He had thought he was being so clever, teaching it to say that, but now it was like an albatross around his neck. He’d tried leaving it behind with his former life, giving it as a parting gift to a worthy opponent, but the damn bird had followed him.

The Grim Squeaker, who had taken the Plateworld name Gordon Bennett, jumped nimbly from Randolph’s chest to his shoulder, somersaulted onto his head and with a triumphant SQUEAK scythed down, neatly decapitating a rather fetching Counterbalance Continent Lesser Blue Spotted Parrot.

The Grim Squeaker was a muropomorphic representation of death who, until recently, had restricted himself to ushering rodents into the next world, but now he was branching out into cats, adding another blade to his scythe as it were, and was not averse to reaping the odd bird. It felt somehow symbolic.

GOOD MORNING, MR STAPLER.

Randolph looked up into the bluest eyes he had ever seen. It was like looking into the blue of a supernova, but without having to squint. Surrounding the two orbs of brilliant blue was a skull wearing what was to Randolph’s mind a kindly but disappointed expression, the same worn by elderly grandparents everywhere who while looking after grandchildren have caught them doing something their parents would not have approved of. Randolph had never given much thought to what Death might look like, most con-men​[19] didn’t look that far ahead, but the evidence before his eyes left him in no doubt that Death was who stood before him.

Death stood off to one side, holding a rather ornate golden sand timer, similar in appearance to an hour glass, but how much time it could measure was indeterminate. Randolph’s metaphysical brain was raising a flag, trying to attract his attention. The one thought that he didn’t want to entertain, but which kept screaming to be heard, was that most noticeably the top chamber of the sand timer was empty. All the sand had run into the bottom bulb. Randolph looked down and used both hands to pat his various pockets. Wallet, pocket watch, portable sundial, pocket one-shot outlawed on three continents, everything seemed to be present and correct. The average man in the street might have taken a few minutes to ask himself questions like where am I, and what am I doing here, but Randolph Stapler was a master fraudster who hadn’t got to where he was today by being unsure of where, or indeed who, he was. At present, where he currently found himself appeared to be at the bottom of a small, slightly damp, round hole smelling of mould.

“I’m not dead, am I.” This was not a question.

NO MR STAPLER, YOU ARE NOT, said Death, in a tone that left the unsaid CURRENTLY hanging in the air.

Randolph stared at the glass timer.

Death uncurled a bony finger revealing the name on the timer. It read Holden Gilt. 

HOLDEN GILT IS DEAD. HE DIED THREE DAYS WALK FROM HERE, AS THE GOLEM TRAVELS. Death returned the timer to some indescribable depth of his cloak, and retrieved a second timer. This remained firmly in his grasp. RANDOLPH STAPLER HOWEVER HAS A MORE INTRIGUING LIFE AHEAD OF HIM. HOW LONG THAT LIFE WILL BE REMAINS TO BE SEEN. I SHALL SEE YOU SHORTLY.​[20] 

Randolph didn’t see Death leave. One minute he was there, the next he was gone. Gordon however disappeared down a small hole, closely followed by the rather dispirited pale shade of the Counterbalance Continent Lesser Blue Spotted Parrot.
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RANDOLPH STAPLER TOOK stock of his surroundings. Now that Death had, as it were, departed, the hole seemed to be smaller. Death, whose Plateworld name was Tod, had similar abilities to those of the Winterfather. Death used them to enlarge holes, the Winterfather enlarged chimneys. This prevented the unfortunate, if rather amusing, situation of a pair of red trousered, black booted legs dangling over the fireplace at Winterswatch. People often find this concept difficult to grasp, but Tod had no problems with relative dimensions in space or, for that matter, with time.

Randolph appeared to be at the bottom of a dark dank round hole, approximately nine feet deep. He judged this from the fact that he could see the outline of a door three feet above his head. A rectangle of dark with a faint outline of light, edged by more blackness. 

Randolph wished for Death. It was not that he was in any particular hurry to see what the afterlife had in store for him, but the light from those cobalt blue eyes had at least allowed him to see what he was doing. It was amazing, he mused, how many things you don’t miss until they are gone. 

His immediate problem was getting out. He didn’t know where he was, but that was not important. The important thing was to be somewhere else. He tried a little jump. His fingers caught on the edge of the door, scrabbled for purchase, found none and he fell back down. Contrary to narrative imperative, he did not land flat on his arse. Some bits of sod did however follow him down, getting in his hair, mouth and eyes. Looking up was a mistake, more bits of earth fell into his mouth. He spat them out, and examined the walls of the hole. It was poorly made, someone had apparently dug straight into the earth rather than lining the structure with stone, and the soil was starting to crumble. He gingerly kicked the wall below the door. His foot sank in a couple of inches, but appeared to be unscathed. He wiggled his toes. Unable to see them, he felt them move and proceeded to attack the wall with renewed vigour and the Silent ScreamTM from the notorious teachings of Grand Master Lapsang Dribbler, whose Path of the Manticore was followed by people across the Plate hoping to find Enlightenment through the ability to kick like a mule. 

Within two minutes he had kicked out three ascending toeholds and was holding a door handle. He twisted the handle and, as the door opened inward, fell into a brightly lit room. (It was in fact a dimly lit room, but after the blackness of the hole, one of T.I. Jackson’s infamous unlightable candles ​[21] would have blinded Randolph.)

A man of average height and medium build sat at a small wooden table, wearing a green velvet smoking jacket. (That is to say the jacket was for smoking in, and was not itself smoking, after all a jacket that was smoking would be silly. How would it choose which brand it preferred, and would it need a letter from its mum when it went to the shop to buy a new packet of ciggies?) He was a modest man, all the better to blend into a room he would say, with only one distinguishing feature - he had a penchant for sporting a neatly groomed, spade cut beard. His personal hygiene was impeccable, and matched the stiff way he sat on his seat. Even when relaxing he resembled a tightly wound spring, ready to uncoil at a moment’s notice. The table was set off to one side of the room in what was essentially an ovoid (and definitely not oval) office, and held a particularly fine example of a Delphine bluestone Tafl board. His right hand hovered over one of the basalt pieces as he looked up at the sound of Randolph tumbling into the room.

“Ah, Mr Stapler. So good of you to join me. Please do take a seat,” said Lord Phellan, pointing to a rather comfortable chair on the opposite side of the board. “Now there are some rather exclusive people who would like to see Holden Gilt in jail,” he began. There were, in fact quite a few very exclusive people who would have liked to see him hanged.

“My name is Randolph Stapler,” interrupted Randolph, “pronounced Stahp-Leur.”

“Yes, of course it is, and I imagine you have some very convincing papers from Pourer and Bobbins to prove it. As I was saying, Mr Gilt will be going to jail, how you wish to join him remains to be seen. Mr Stapler,” said Phellan pointedly, in a tone that left no doubt as to the fact that whether the person in front of him was in fact Mr Stapler or Mr Gilt was entirely within the discretion of the speaker. “I should like you to think of me as your guardian angel.”

Randolph kept his expression neutral.

“I am offering you a job Mr Stapler. Holden Gilt is finished, but Randolph Stapler has a future. It may of course be a very brief one, if he is foolish, but I do not think you are foolish. Are you foolish Mr Stapler?” asked Phellan, without waiting for an answer “I am offering you work, for a salary. I confess not the sort of salary you have been used to, but an honest salary nevertheless. You will not be able to dine at The Happy Liver, but I am told Mrs Arcade does a fine pottage.”

Randolph continued to stare, blinking in the light like an owl caught outside at midday.

“Might I just say Mr Stapler, that behind you is a second door. If at any point you feel you wish to leave, you only have to walk through it and I promise you that we will never see each other again.”

Randolph catalogued that remark as down right dubious.

“But I would remind you” smiled Phellan, with a slight upward tilt to his lips that suggested that he knew something that Randolph didn’t, and found it immensely amusing, “the thing about guardian angels is that you need to know when to listen to them.”

Some people get two angels, one on each shoulder. These are the very rare, very good people, the saints of society. You won’t find them in the civic halls of government, they aren’t the Embies or the Obies, they are the people who sweep the steps of the Churches, the people who volunteer when it is raining and not just when it is Winterswatch, the people that help without regard to creed or colour, or personal gain. Most people have an angel on one shoulder and a devil on the other, providing a balance of influences. Then there are the few with a devil on each shoulder, and the Devil looks after his own. Phellan continued to smile.

Randolph looked at him. “Excuse me” he said, standing up and taking a small silver spoon from Phellan’s saucer, “I’d like to check something.”

Phellan seemed to find Randolph’s walk towards the second door amusing. The door, as promised, was indeed there and unlocked. Randolph opened it very carefully. There was nothing beyond. A door having nothing beyond it is not unusual, not having a floor was. There was however a slight gleam in the dark, reminiscent of, or possibly with the promise of, sharp pointy things lurking down below. With the overstated caution of someone who was going to explore all his opportunities, Randolph extended his arm and let the spoon drop. In due course there was the distinct clang and clatter of metal on metal. Randolph went back and sat in his chair.

“The illusion of liberty,” he said.

“Exactly,” said Lord Phellan, “people always have a choice.”

“You mean they could choose to visit Tod sooner than would otherwise have been expected.”

“Not by Him, I suspect,” said Phellan smiling, “or perhaps they would see it as a different path, depending upon their religion. I believe in liberty Mr Stapler. And while many people espouse liberty it would appear they only want liberty for themselves and their friends. Any practical definition of liberty must include the liberty to face consequences. Indeed it is the bedrock upon which all other liberties are based. I do not consider myself to be a tyrannically despotic leader of Tuarua-Ruru, Mr Stapler, but others do and how should I hope to keep my title and position if I do not, arbitrarily, exercise the Powers of this Office. You
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