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Chasing Sheep:

The Outrageous Adventures of one Jimmy Hargreaves.

“All that scratches is not wool, 

pray thee, fill my three bags full.”

(Act 2, Scene 7, Henrik’s Merchant of Serena)

In the great City of Tuarua-Ruru, the spinning wheels have stopped, and her looms have fallen silent. The cloth industry has ground to a halt and the raw materials feeding it have gone missing. Jimmy Hargreaves, a Prisoner at the Tower of Ruru and Head of Sales there, is determined to find the missing sheep.

To make matters worse, the highways connecting Tuarua-Ruru with her territories are being terrorised by bandits, and the Archon is definitely not happy about this state of affairs. Determined to stop this Highway Robbery, he puts his best man, Commander Timothy Grimes of the City Reeves, on the case but the Commander has other ideas, and, after years of micromanagement, finally learns how to delegate.

How can a Prisoner find missing sheep from inside a cell?

Can a Tower take a road trip?

What strange happenings are afoot at the Whiteacre Farm?

Why does the outlaw Spring Heeled Jack always seem to be in the right place, at the right time?

And just how far outside of the City can a City Reeve operate?

Find inside the answers to these and other questions, as together we take a journey to the Lambtops, Chasing Sheep: The Outrageous Adventures of one Jimmy Hargreaves.

The persons featured in this tale have been asked to comment on the events that occurred. Below is a selection of the more printable quotes.

“I got on the wrong barking coach!” Rascal, dog and faithful companion to Smelly Old Don.

“I went to visit my sister.” Mrs Floppy, Head of Catering at the Tower of Ruru.

“I was so grateful to Jimmy, and my sister too, of course.” Mrs Whiteacre, sister to Mrs Floppy and wife of Mr Whiteacre.

“I couldn’t believe it; the golem pulled the whole bloody door off!” Mr Whiteacre, sometime Master Chocolatier now Sheep Farmer.

“I am not talking about the cellar.” Constable Dave Phillips, Lambtops Reeve.

“We are not talking about the cellar.” Lance Corporal Wilf Ferris, Lambtops Reeve.

“Nothing happened in the cellar.” Corporal Mick Russell, Lambtops Reeve.

“Everything would have worked out if it wasn’t for those pesky Tuarua-Ruruians!” Sergeant Bob Baddan, Lambtops Reeve.

“You don’t see one of those every day.” Lord Emberly, Landowner, and jealous Coach Owner.

“They locked me in my hut. My own hut.” Old Man Nimby, Lambtops Shepherd.

“I heard a Morepork.” Jerkin Peacebeck, Resident at the Tower of Ruru.

Chasing Sheep

The Outrageous Adventures of one Jimmy Hargreaves
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Who selflessly typed up and edited less scratched words from repurposed sheets of paper, still researched people and places, found unique words like Wewire, and Deltiology, made up words like Excarceration and Pyrocamaphobia, and without whom this book would not be half as good.

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 in the days preceding 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 don’t let me put you off, especially if this is the book you have, because arguably an author's second novel is always better than their first. If this is true, feel free to try my murder mystery novel, Death at a Party: A Tower of Ruru Mystery. In any event, please read and enjoy.

For readers who are not familiar with Doing Time: The Fabulous Renaissance of one Randolph Stapler, this story is set on the Plateworld, a fictitious world which, as its name suggests, is shaped like a plate. The Plate slowly turns on the backs of eight gigantic World Hippopotamus, or possibly Hippopotami, who in turn ride on the back 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 herein are completely made up, as are the places even if some of them bear a striking resemblance to the North of England and London during the Early Industrial Era.

One character, Spring Heeled Jack is ‘real’ for a given value of real. First reported in 1837, Spring Heeled Jack was described by a young girl, Mary Stevens, as a strange figure who leapt out at her from a dark alley in Battersea, London and proceeded to kiss her face while ripping at her clothes. Subsequently the Lord Mayor of London confirmed reports of several sightings of a leaping figure described as a ghost or a devil. When later sightings were reported in the Midlands and as far afield as Scotland, Spring Heeled Jack was popularised in several works of fiction and he, she, or it entered urban legend. This Victorian Spring Heeled Jack bears no resemblance to the Spring Heeled Jack holding up the Coaches on the Tuarua-Ruru Highways.
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Chapter One
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Would you like Dave to ask you where the wool is?

“Where’s the wool?” asked Jimmy, in polite, perfectly normal tones, polite and perfectly normal tones that would have had any normal person running for the hills. The same polite and perfectly normal tones that Dr Cross had used before Bumfelt Crusoe, self-styled King of the Beggars, had met his sad demise.

Jimmy Hargreaves' world was not how it was supposed to be. He had been relying on the Tower of Ruru’s regular shipment of wool, and it had not arrived. True, he should not have put off until tomorrow what he could have done today, but tomorrow was now today, and yesterday’s work left for today could not now be done, and his whole world was about to come crashing down. This may be a slight exaggeration, he was more a lie-er than a liar and therefore only likely to be discovered as a fraudster, and lose the cushy lie-in until lunchtime on a Nectaday that was part of his stay as a permanent prisoner at the Tower of Ruru. Still, he reasoned, there was no point in crying over unspun wool, not when there was something he could do about it.

“Where is the wool?” he repeated slowly, enunciating each word clearly and carefully for the hard of understanding, and leaving the man in front of him in no doubt that if Jimmy didn’t like his answer, bad things would very likely befall him. The man in question was very small in stature with neatly combed black hair slicked to one side. He wore well-travelled brown corduroy trousers, black hobnailed boots that had seen more miles than the maker intended, and a stained canvas jacket of a slightly lighter brown than his trousers. This bore a variety of interesting stains, interesting, that is, to those who were that way inclined. His hands were callused from years of hard work, and they twisted a tweed flat cap as he stood carefully contemplating his next words. The man was clearly nervous, he stood still, but kept looking at the floor, and his cap was within one wring of permanent deformation.

“Mr Arkwright,” said Jimmy. “Where is my wool? I won’t ask again.”

Dick Arkwright’s eyes stopped looking at the floor and rose to meet Jimmy’s. He didn’t know why he was nervous. He had known that this meeting was inevitable and was going to involve a difficult conversation and had prepared accordingly, but he sensed something was different. The Jimmy Hargreaves that stood before him was not the same cock-sure, happy-go-lucky dandy that he had always met with. The amiability had gone and been replaced by an unexpected determination. There was a rigidity to his stance and a grim determination behind his eyes. Mr Arkwright was fairly sure that he could take this dandy, if it came to a fair fight, but what really scared the Greta out of him was the eight foot tall golem that stood silently behind Jimmy. Resplendent in the bright red military uniform of Lord Longhorn’s Heavy Dragoons, the golem was causing Mr Arkwright some gastric discomfort, and muscular spasms that potentially signalled an imminent outright loss of bowel control. This particular golem had the physique of a bodybuilder, although in his case it was sculpted from clay rather than obtained by years and years of tortuous exercise and, possibly, pharmaceutical enhancement. It​[1] looked at Mr Arkwright with a look of absolute contempt, quite a feat on an expressionless face, and backed this up with the malevolence of two dark red glowing eyes.

Jimmy leaned forward and whispered into Mr Arkwright’s ear “Would you like Dave to ask you where the wool is?” The golem standing behind Jimmy was officially Guard Four, Second Cell, Lower Level of the Tower of Ruru, but informally he was known by visitors to the Tower as Dave, as was revealed by his Tower name badge. Usually Dave was an affable, if solemn, golem who regaled visitors to the Tower with tales of Historic Horrors and Romantic Interludes, and was happy to pose for selfies,​[2] even attempting the odd humorous pose, but not today. Today he was acting as Jimmy had instructed, as a quietly intimidating bodyguard.

It turned out that Mr Arkwright did not want Dave to ask him where the wool was. The unspoken threat of what Dave would do, should Mr Arkwright not be forthcoming about the current location of the Tower of Ruru’s wool, put Mr Arkwright’s tongue into the same state as his bowels, considerably loosened. The effect was as if Goody Whimper had made a home remedy labelled ‘tongue loosener’, and not ‘stool softener’, effective against the most stubborn of blockages.

“Well, you see, it’s like this,” he said, twisting his cap further. This was fatal, the cap was now permanently deformed, destined to sit forevermore askew on Dick’s head, until someone bought him a new one for Winterswatch, whether he wanted one or not.

“Yes,” said Jimmy, with a hint of menace.

“It’s been stolen.” There, the awful truth was out.

“Stolen!” exclaimed Jimmy. “Who the Tartarus steals wool? It’s worthless. Only last month the farmers were moaning that it costs more to shear a sheep than they get when they sell the wool.”

Jimmy failed to mention that it was the Tower of Ruru that bought most of their wool. After all, he, well the Tower, did pay full market price. He also failed to acknowledge that as the Tower of Ruru was the largest purchaser of wool, and accounted for approximately eighty-two percent of the market, the Tower, well in this case Jimmy, set the market price. He could have paid the farmers more money for their wool, but as one of the Tower’s longest serving prisoners, he was intrinsically untrustworthy, and old habits die hard. It wouldn’t do to let the wool farmers think that they had got the better of him in negotiations, give them a bobbin and they would take a hank, and while Jimmy had no financial incentive for screwing down the price, he did occasionally get other perks. Wool farmers often had comely wives, and shapely daughters, who could get quite lonely up on the more remote sheep farms, and if they happened to be delivering the wool because it was a busy time on the farm, they could be very grateful that the Tower was putting money in their pocket. It never occurred to Jimmy that they might be even more grateful if the Tower paid a higher price.

Jimmy stopped for a moment and contemplated who would want to steal wool. He couldn’t see anyone having a use for huge bales of wool. Wool had one use and that was to be spun on wheels and then woven on looms and almost all of Tuarua-Ruru’s Spinners and Weavers worked for the Tower of Ruru, well worked for themselves working for the Tower of Ruru, a small but important distinction when it came to paying taxes - they still bought their own clogs, but they could claim the tax back on them. True the Masons had experimented with using wool as a building material at the Tower, to insulate the walls and soundproof the Elegant Apartments, but if anything it had amplified the sounds coming from those rooms, and the fleas that had been living in it had not been a welcome addition to the accommodations at the Tower. And after Donjon had gone near the wall with an open flame, in an attempt to see where the bugs were coming from, well that had led to the whole suite needing remodelling. Luckily Sir Samuel, who had been a guest of the Tower at the time, had offered to pay for the refurbishment himself. The poor chap had had to escape from the flames without even the shirt on his back; he had been as naked as his name day, as was the case with his two secretaries who had also lost everything except, strangely, thigh high leather boots and a riding crop each.

“How many bales have been stolen?” asked Jimmy.

Mr Arkwright got defensive, a position he hadn’t really left, and remained silent.

“How many bales were stolen?” repeated Jimmy.

Mr Arkwright pursed his lips before answering. “None,” he answered, after a short pause.

“None?” confirmed Jimmy.

“None,” said Mr Arkwright, nodding slightly, before repeating “none,” in a much firmer tone now that he was definitely sure of his answer.

“None,” said Jimmy incredulously.

“None,” said Mr Arkwright, like a blue spotted parrot stuck on repeat.

Now why would anyone steal no bales of wool? Jimmy asked himself rhetorically. And why would they steal them from us?

Jimmy was aware that most of Mr Arkwright’s, and therefore the Tower’s, wool came from the Lambtops. It was always possible that the country bumpkins that lived in that backwater of the Plate, had not heard about what the Tower of Ruru did to those who committed theft against it, and were staging some sort of revolt against his prices. But he wasn’t sure. The Tower of Ruru’s most infamous inventions, like the Iron Virgin, the Rack, Madame Guillotine, and the Fisherman’s Chair were all kept well-oiled in the Black Dungeons of the White Tower, and some of the traditions regarding their use were quite inventive. The Tower’s black past was well known, and its notoriety stretched all the way to the Outer Edge. No one in their right mind would move against the Tower.

Jimmy thought harder, working through the problem. You could see the steam coming from his ears, metaphorically speaking of course. He was a quick study, and his long incarceration in the Tower of Ruru had not dulled his senses. Clarity struck him like a thunderbolt directed by Deaf Dio himself. 

“This wool that was stolen,” he said, “was it perchance still attached to anything?”

“Aye, well, that might be the case,” acknowledged Mr Arkwright.

“Perhaps something with four legs that says ‘Baaa’ a lot?” queried Jimmy.

“Could be, could be,” conceded Mr Arkwright.

“So perhaps we could establish that it is not, in fact, our wool that has been stolen, but instead your sheep.”

“Well technically, technically,” said Mr Arkwright pragmatically, “but they took your wool as well.”

“Our wool, Mr Arkwright, comes in bales. It does not, and I would like to repeat this because I think it is worth repeating, it does not come attached to sheep. We are spinners and weavers, and we are therefore purchasers of wool. If we were purchasers of sheep, we would be butchers.”

Jimmy paused to let this sink in, but Mr Arkwright seemed confused by his logic, and so he did not pursue this line of conversation. He also did not ask why the sheep had not already been sheared, or was it shorn, he was never sure.​[3] There was no point. Jimmy did not believe in looking backwards, he wasn’t going that way. The sheep had been stolen. The sheep were still in possession of the Tower’s wool. He needed the Tower’s wool, therefore he needed to find the sheep. The logic was inescapable.

“Would you like me to help you find the sheep?” he asked, resignedly.

“Would you?” asked Mr Arkwright, sounding grateful, but looking more than a little shifty. “That’s mighty decent of you. It’d be a load off my mind, and no mistake. I didn’t fancy being around when the Archon found out that the Tower of Ruru wasn’t getting its wool this month, I can tell you. 

Jimmy’s eyes narrowed; he hadn’t thought of it like that. It wasn't just the Tower of Ruru that was reliant on the Lambtops wool, the City was as well, something the Archon described as Trickle Down Economics. “Tell me everything you know about the missing sheep,” he said quietly, “it looks as though I will be taking a trip to the Lambtops.”

Mr Arkwright looked troubled, but began his story.

Lord Hemlock Phellan, Archon of Tuarua-Ruru, slipped into the People’s Office through a discreetly hidden second door in the ceiling. The ovoid room in which the office was situated and from which it took its unofficial name, had been officially re-named the People’s Office after a rebellious uprising, during which the King of Tuarua-Ruru at the time had been deposed and replaced by the Archons, a succession of rulers who were a first among equals from the leading (i.e., rich) families of Tuarua-Ruru. In keeping with tradition, the King had been allowed to keep his trousers, but unfortunately the same could not be said of his head. Tradition had been mysteriously silent on these matters, and the first Archon had been making it up as he went along and playing by his own rules. He had been quite happy to let the former King keep his trousers (no-one else wanted to wear them anyway), but was wary of letting him keep his head, in case it came back to bite him on the proverbial.

The Archons had made the aforementioned office in the Royal Palace of Tuarua-Ruru, now the Archon’s Palace, their seat of power. It was not, in any way, shape, or form, the People’s Office, it was their office, but, in the early days of life without a monarchy, it behoved them to let the people continue to think it was theirs. After that, it became a tradition, and tradition was important.

Michael Cohenson, one of Phellan’s Under Secretaries, was straightening up some papers on the Archon’s Desk when he heard Phellan’s polite little cough. Startled, he looked up. It was early. It was very early. Old Gerry had not yet struck 6 o’clock, so it was very very early. It was so early that Henry Queen’s night soil crews had not yet collected the City’s overnight accumulations.

“Good morning, Cohenson,” said Phellan as if nothing were amiss, “getting an early start I see.”

“Yes, sir,” said Michael deferentially. “I thought your Lordship would like to see the early morning papers while they were still hot off the press, and there is a parcel from Lady Marmalade.”

“A gift from Lady Marmalade? I don’t believe it’s my birthday. She must want something.”

“Well, you are hosting the Tuaruavision Singing Contest next month Sir, and I believe that Lady Marmalade’s daughter, Confit, will be representing Erdavald this year.”

“Humph,” said Phellan, unclasping his cloak and handing it to Michael. “The City is hosting the singing contest, I am merely one of a panel of seven judges. The Lady must be aware that I will, of course, remain impartial.”

“As you say, Sir,” said Michael, taking the cloak, and hiding a smirking smile quite successfully.

The Archon next removed a pair of black gloves that he had been wearing and passed them to Michael to hold. The edges were stained a dull pink. Michael took them with a look of horror.

“Don’t worry, Cohenson,” said Phellan, seeing Michael’s look of distaste, “it’s not blood, although I may have spilled some last night.”

“Sorry, Sir?’ asked Michael, looking confused.

“Blood, Michael, but not mine. No, what you are looking at is paint. Can you please take my gloves to the laundry on Ornament Street, next door to the Guild of Nizari. Ask Mr Sketchy to take care of them personally, he was a wiz at getting stains out of clothing when I was a student there, and while I am given to understand that Mrs Whitmore​[4] at the Hidden University is the Ultimate Authority on tricky stains, she doesn’t take in laundry. I had planned on wearing my third best cloak last night, as I had a long journey to make, but I could not seem to find it. Have you seen it, Cohenson?”

“The black one, Sir?” replied Michael, “It is hanging in your wardrobe.”

“No, it isn't,” said Phellan. “I checked. I would hate to think that it has been lost. It may have been taken to the dry cleaners. Perhaps you would be so good as to check with them if they have it when you drop off my gloves. Don’t forget to mention that the gloves are mine, although I expect they will know, and ask them to put it on my account.”

“Of course, Sir,” said Michael.

“Very good. Time now for the present, I think,” said Phellan sliding himself into the seat behind his white sagacious applewood desk, with the grace and poise of a striking cobra. A square, box shaped object, roughly twelve inches on each side and four inches high, wrapped in brown paper and loosely tied with string sat in the middle of his desk. Phellan eyed it suspiciously. Lady Marmalade was one of his few personal friends, but she was not above playing a practical joke on him, when the mood took her. Without Phellan seeming to move, a paper-thin, razor-sharp stiletto knife appeared in his left hand. He allowed himself an indulgent smile as he saw Michael looking at the knife with consternation. It paid to keep one’s skills as sharp as the knife one intended to use, and it didn’t hurt to remind his Under Secretary that even though he now held the Office of Archon, and wore the trappings of said office, he was still a former Nizari, although  given that he was walking around and drawing breath, any interested party should seriously question whether he was a former anything. 

Michael watched with interest as Phellan carefully cut the edges of the outer brown paper to remove the top covering sheet. He was as intrigued as Phellan to know what the parcel contained. He had wanted to peek inside when it had been delivered by the Post Office, but he had restrained himself. He just knew that Phellan would know, and then life would be no day at the seaside with an al fresco tea.

Underneath the plain brown paper was a cheap wooden box. Appearances could be deceiving, Phellan’s certainly were. In the blink of an eye, Phellan swapped knives, now using a slightly thicker, but still razor sharp, stiletto.

How does he do that, thought Michael, impressed by the Archon’s sleight of hand.

Phellan dispensed with the brown paper wrapping by balling it up and dropping it into his wastepaper basket. What a waste, he thought idly, there must be a better way of disposing of wastepaper, or of at least giving it a second chance at life. His musings on the waste of perfectly good resources did not last long, as his attention quickly reverted to the wooden box. Inserting his knife into each of the corners in turn and giving it a slight twist, he quickly had the lid removed, revealing wood of a dove pink colour underneath. A poke of the soft wood with his stiletto revealed no nasty surprises waiting to jump out at him. Instead, when the wood was removed, it revealed the most exquisite Tafl board Phellan had ever seen, and he had seen and played on quite a few.

Michael, looking over Phellan’s shoulder, gasped. “It’s beautiful!” he declared, admiring the craftsmanship of the box.

“Yes, it is,” agreed Phellan, lifting the board free of its protective box and placing it on his desk. “And it would appear that Lady Marmalade has enclosed some playing instructions.”

“But I thought you knew how to play, Sir,” said Michael. “I remember that you played a game together when she visited last year.”

“You misunderstand me,” said Phellan, taking a single sheet of paper from the box, “she wishes to play a game over the Chain.”

“But that will take forever,” exclaimed Michael, “not to mention the cost, which will be considerable if the Chain does not accept the communications as part of the diplomatic bag.”

In keeping with good business sense, the Palace, which sent a lot of communications, contracted with the Chain to transmit all official communications for a rather large fixed annual sum. Contrary to common sense, the Palace also contracted with the Chain to transmit official communications to the Tuarua-Ruruian Ambassadors stationed abroad, to be included in the same princely fixed sum each year. Given the often politically and commercially sensitive nature of these communications, the Chain operators all swore to read the letters, encode them onto the Chain, and then promptly forget what they had sent. Unfortunately, human (and non-human) nature being what it was, it was inevitable that some Chain operators would want to try and take advantage of what they had read. For example, if the Chain Operator in the Nickelbottom Region, a mining area predominantly populated by Dwarfs, read about a mine collapse, he could delay sending the message until he had first messaged his cousin in Tuarua-Ruru to tell him to buy all the iron he could get his hands on. Funnily enough, the Chain Operators were quicker on the uptake than their management teams would have given them credit for. The above example only happened once. After the offending operator had been found, hanging from his tower, with a lump of iron in his mouth and a warning impaled in his chest by the knife that had inhumed him, the rumours raced up and down the Chain until all the operators were aware of what would happen if further leaks occurred. The perpetrator of the inhumation was never found and, fuelled by the rumour mill, the Operators came to the opinion that they would be eviscerated before they could even think of spilling Official Secrets.

“A long time, certainly,” said Phellan, “but forever? I think not. Now, where shall we set up the board? Over here, I think, on this little table.”

Phellan carefully carried the Tafl board over to a small wooden table that was situated on one side of the room, and equally carefully set it down. It was a particularly fine example of a Delphine Bluestone Tafl board set into a deep red mahogany box. The playing board acted as the box’s lid, and once removed revealed the playing pieces. Each basalt piece was held snugly in place on a bed of black velvet. A small white rectangular piece of card was laid across the top of some of the pieces. It read ‘All because the Lord loves...’. Phellan smiled as he read it, mentally completing the sentence ‘... a challenge. Lady Marmalade.’. He set the pieces up on the board, and, as she had instructed, moved Lady Marmalade’s troll to square C2. He correspondingly moved one of his pieces in the classic response to the Lady’s Gambit, and then returned to his desk to write a short note on the Chain pad that he kept there. He wrote ‘LM, D B2-B3, H’. This wasn’t code, it was just the shortest way to write ‘Lady Marmalade, my dwarf on square B2 to be moved to square B3, Hemlock. He could have added ‘YM’ for ‘I await your move’, but that was implicit in his message, as was thanking her for the gift. He knew that she knew that he knew that it was the finest Tafl board that money could buy, and the fact that he had sent his move acknowledged both his receipt of the gift, and his acceptance of her challenge.

Phellan tore the top sheet from the Chain pad and handed it to Michael. 

“While you are out seeing to my cloak and gloves,” he said, stressing the word cloak, “perhaps you might put this on the Chain.”

“Certainly, my Lord,” said Michael, taking the offered sheet. “Will there be anything else?”

“Yes, Cohenson. Could you ask Mrs Acton to send up some bacon sandwiches? I am expecting Commander Grimes of the City Reeves shortly, and I suspect that he has not had time for any breakfast.”

“Are you sure, my Lord?” asked Michael, consulting a little black book that he kept permanently about his person. “There is nothing in the diary about a meeting with His Grace.”

I am afraid that events have overtaken your diary somewhat,” said Phellan, smiling his little smile which said ‘I know more than you do, and you should know that by now’ with a little hint of ‘don’t question me again’.

“Very good, my Lord,” said Michael, leaving Phellan to admire his new Tafl board. “I shall attend to that at once.”

Michael was met at the door by Sentinel, the Head of the Palace’s Golem Guards, who was holding an unresisting Commander Grimes by the scruff of his neck. It was a rather undignified way for the Commander of the City Reeves, let alone the Duke of Tuarua, to be escorted into the Ovoid Office, but the Archon had given very specific instructions. It would not do to let the local plod think that this particular tyrannical despot was below (or even on a level with) the law. Commander Grimes, as befitted his rank, had initially resisted the escorting Golem, but his resistance had resulted in a stubbed, if not broken, toe, a very sore foot, and no impact whatsoever on the Guard’s unmentionables, and his resistance had therefore been extremely short lived. Michael nodded an acknowledgement to the Commander before he and Sentinel left the room, leaving Grimes alone with the Archon.

“Good morning, your Grace,” said Phellan brightly, “so good of you to come, I know it is early.”

Grimes gave a non-committal grunt. Before being appointed Commander of the City Reeves, he had for many years been Captain of the Night Reeves. To him, morning started at midnight. The reason for his current disgruntlement was that his shift had started before midnight, after Mr Hobson had reported a break in at his livery stables. Normally horse theft was not something that the Commander would have dealt with personally, but half of the aristocracy of Tuarua-Ruru had dealings with Hobson, and so Grimes had been dragged from his bed.

“I have some bacon sandwiches on the way,” continued Phellan, “I thought you may be a trifle peckish after this morning’s excitement.”

Grimes visibly brightened at the mention of his breakfast of choice, and as if on cue, Sally Acton, the Palace Cook, entered the Ovoid Office carrying a tray containing two hearty bacon sandwiches and a full bottle of Tower of Ruru sauce.

“Mmmm,” said Grimes, appreciatively helping himself to one of the sandwiches and adding a generous dollop of sauce.

Sally put the tray and the one remaining sandwich down on a nearby table and reached into her apron pocket to retrieve a Chain.

“A Chain came for you, Sir,” she said, holding it out to the Commander. 

Grimes looked at the paper in astonishment. How does everyone know I am here? he thought. Even I didn’t know I was going to be here until five minutes ago. He scanned the missive.

“Good news, I hope,” inquired Phellan.

“Yes, your Lordship” said Grimes, slowly, “it seems Bess has been found. Mr Hobson reported her missing last night. She’s a little bruised and shaken, like someone has ridden her hard all night.”

“Oh, Sir!” exclaimed Sally, putting her hand to her mouth.

“Don’t worry Mrs Acton,” soothed Phellan, “Bess, or Black Bess as she is known, is Mr Hobson’s finest horse. I am sure that after a day’s rest and a bag of oats, she will be as right as rain. Don’t you agree, Commander?”

“What. Oh, er, yes, Sir,” said Grimes distractedly, “a good rub down and a happy ending, that’s all any of us can hope for.”

Sally left the room, duly mollified.

“Quite,” said Phellan, looking twice at Grimes and re-evaluating the man’s sensibilities.

“Hobson thinks someone has ridden her all the way to Patch,” continued Grimes.

“Come now,” said Phellan, “surely the man exaggerates. I would estimate that a horse of Black Bess’ calibre could travel at most one hundred and fifty miles in one night, so the furthest she could have travelled is the far side of the Snow Plains, and that does not allow for the return journey.”

Sometimes, Commander Grimes could be too clever for his own good. This was not one of those times. He did not ask Lord Phellan where he had been the previous evening. Instead, he commented on the new Tafl board, which, being new, stood out like a shining beacon in the room’s early morning gloom.

“That’s a nice Tafl board,” he said.

“Yes, it is,” agreed Phellan. “It arrived this morning, as a gift from one of my...” he paused before deciding on “...friends. Do you play?”

“Only occasionally, Sir,” said Grimes, noting the way the board was positioned. “I see that you are playing as the Trolls, I usually play as the Dwarfs.”

“Ah, you favour the underdog, do you Commander?” Phellan did not correct the Commander’s mistaken assumption. “I suspect that in that case, you usually lose. You should try the Trolls sometime, play from a position of strength.”

Hmm, thought Grimes silently, in my experience, the plucky underdog has some tempting soft squidgy targets to jump up and aim at, but with you I suspect they would break their teeth.

Phellan smiled at him. “I am sorry, but you don’t have time for a game,” he said matter-of-factly, “perhaps some other time I am sure my ... friend won’t mind.”

Grimes looked at him with a half-chewed mouthful of bacon sandwich. His thoughts would have concentrated on what Phellan had said if the sauce had not been so damn tasty.

“The reason for your visit,” continued Phellan, “is that I have heard rumblings in Tuarua-Ruru’s territories of dangerous seditious activities.”

Grimes looked confused. He knew the meaning of the individual words, but not the sentence. 

“As you know,” continued Phellan, “Tuarua-Ruru is an economic powerhouse.”

Grimes didn’t know this. He knew from talking to the various shopkeepers and bankers he met in the line of his duties, that various economic activities took place in the City, but not the extent of them. That knowledge was kept a closely guarded secret by the Mucky-mucks, men like Phellan. It was well above his pay grade, which as Commander of the City Reeves, was not to be sneezed at, and which was rising rapidly now he was an aristocrat by marriage, if not by birth.

“We are a multi-cultural society that manufactures quality products to be sold all over the Plate. But our fair City needs to be fed. We need raw materials to produce these goods, and these come mostly from our territories. If the flow of materials dries up, industry grinds to a halt, and our people become unhappy. And if the people are unhappy, I am unhappy. Do I make myself clear.”

“No,” said Grimes with a grimace. It slipped out. It just slipped out, without him meaning it to. He had meant to say ‘Yes, Sir’. Everyone in the Reeves, from the lowliest Lance-Constable right up to the Commander, knew that the correct answer to a superior is always ‘Yes Sir, certainly Sir,’ occasionally augmented by ‘at once Sir,’ but the Archon’s instructions had been as clear as mud and had not in any way instructed him as to what he was expected to do.

“Of course not,” said Phellan, not missing a beat, “I am being obtuse. Let me be clearer. We, and by we I mean the spinners of Tuarua-Ruru, buy wool from the Lambtops, which is then spun into yarn, which is used to make cloth. The cloth industry makes up eighteen percent of Tuarua-Ruru’s gross domestic product. Now I don’t expect you to know how much Tuarua-Ruru’s gross domestic product amounts to but let me assure you that it is an eye watering sum. It is not comparable to the petty cash that won’t be missed if Corporal Handel takes some to buy a new knife for the Reeve House kitchen.”

Grimes thought about wondering how the Archon knew that the kitchen knife at Ciudoplodis Yard needed replacing, but decided it was not worth the effort.

“Someone in the Lambtops is causing trouble, suggesting that we don’t pay fair prices for their wool, and this month’s wool shipment has gone missing. The two may not be linked, however that seems unlikely.”

“Do we pay fair prices?” asked Grimes, vaguely interested.

“That is not the point,” said Phellan. “The market will set the appropriate price in due time. What matters is that I will not have revolutionary grumblings in the Lambtops. I want that wool shipment found, and the Wool Road reopened. A revolution in the Lambtops is not to be tolerated, it could spread to other places, and Tuarua-Ruru and her territories will not become a Republic under my watch.”

“So, send the Army in,” suggested Grimes, thinking about Fatty Julius in his nice neat uniform, sweating and breathless as he climbed the Lambtops, “that’s their purpose isn’t it, to fight Tuarua-Ruru’s battles abroad?”

“The Army is a blunt tool,” said Phellan bluntly, “and a civilian enemy is not like an organised army, conveniently wearing matching clothes and lined up in neat rows near the Four Arms crossroad. No, I need a precision instrument to deal with problematic civilians.”

And you think that is me? thought Grimes incredulously.

“Someone who can go in, identify the troublemakers and report back,” finished Phellan.

“I am flattered that you think I am up to the job,” began Grimes.

“No, not you,” interrupted Phellan, “but your knob. He may be a little mundane, but Corporal Knobbly Handel should be able to pass as a transient downtrodden wool worker.”

“He portrays a downtrodden City Reeve well enough,” conceded Grimes. He considered Phellan’s suggestion for a moment. Knobbly was just thick enough to pass for a thickie​[5] and a short break in the Lambtops would go down well with his wife, Prunella, at this time of year. Also, the job had been quite stressful lately, and everyone knew that it was important to look after staff morale and mental well-being. “He’ll need back up,” said Grimes, tacitly agreeing to go.

“Send whomever you feel he’ll need,” said Phellan, anticipating Commander Grimes tagging along on Knobbly’s little sortie to the Lambtops, “but leave Captain Coppersson here, if you don’t mind. I have no doubt that he will be able to perform your duties admirably in your absence.”

“Kareti,” clarified Grimes, confirming that he was going. “Yes,” he said, nodding, “he’s a good choice, but if I haven’t got him watching my back, it would be good to know that I can call on some sort of support, if I need to, while we am up there.”

“If you need to, while you are up there,” repeated Phellan. “Yes,” he said, smiling, “I anticipated that you might need some support while you were up there, and I have taken steps to ensure that you will have military support available to you, should you need it.” 

Grimes didn’t clarify what the Archon meant by ‘military support’, and Phellan didn’t elaborate. Instead, he pulled a yellowing roll of parchment from one of his desk drawers and unfurled it.  Written across the top in large black letters were the words 

––––––––
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WANTED!

FOR HIGHWAY ROBBERY

THE NOTORIOUS SPRING HEELED JACK

A BOUNTY OF ONE HUNDRED DOLLARS.

––––––––
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THIS WAS FOLLOWED BY a black and white picture of a man wearing a black bicorn hat, with a black mask over the lower half of his face, pointing a pistol at the reader. 

Gosh, one hundred dollars, thought Grimes, that’s a lot of money, someone wants this Spring Heeled Jack very badly. Despite being elevated by his marriage into real wealth, Grimes still knew the value of a dollar, and the cost of a pint of milk at Roberts’ Grocers.

“If, in the course of your enquiries, you come across this gentleman,” said Phellan, “I would be most appreciative if you could bring him back to the Palace for ...”

“Re-education?” suggested Grimes, pointedly.

“Questioning,” finished Phellan. “He is a known sheep thief, who seems to be moonlighting as a highwayman. I cannot stress enough how important it is to Tuarua-Ruru that her highways and byways remain safe for travellers.”

You mean nobs in their fancy carriages, thought Grimes, but he said nothing; that description did, after all, include his wife, Lady Prunella, and since his marriage to her, himself.

“It is likely he has something to do with the missing wool so I have no doubt he will become known to you at some point.” 

“I’ll do what I can,” said Grimes, but felt obliged to point out “but the Reeves’ authority does not extend beyond the City Walls.”

“It does if you carry one of these,” said Phellan, taking a shiny, eight-pointed, silver star from the same desk drawer, and handing it to Grimes.

Grimes looked at it. It was very shiny. Blindingly so in fact, and quite sharp. It looked like it had been newly made. The Tuarua-Ruru coat of arms was stamped on the middle of the star, showing two hippopotamuses supporting a shield, on which was depicted a dragon​[6] flying over a background of half-timbered Broom houses, a crenelated wall and a light blue sky. On top of the shield perched a Ruru holding a tortoise in its wing tips. Above this was written ‘Vide et vides laminam’, while underneath were the words ‘Unite et Regulae’, a much better motto than divide and conquer. On the reverse of the star was engraved ‘His Lordship the Archon of Tuarua-Ruru and all her Territories demands and requires that all shall allow the Bearer to pass freely and without let or hindrance, and to afford said Bearer such assistance and protection as may be necessary.’ This was encircled by the words ‘The Order of Tuarua-Ruru and her Territories’.

Hmm, fat chance of that, thought Grimes. He admittedly, had only been abroad once, but he had found foreigners to be singularly rude and unhelpful, and full of let and hindrance. They also spoke foreign, although he couldn’t hold that against them. They didn’t know any better.

“We’ve had them newly pressed, and brought into the Century of the Banshee,” said Phellan, as if in explanation. “The wording used to read “The Order of the Tuarua-Ruruian Empire’, but I felt that this was a little archaic, and that an update was in order.”

The metal did seem quite strong, it would perhaps deflect an arrow or crossbow bolt, however Grimes would rather not put that theory to the test.

“By the Power invested in me by the City of Tuarua-Ruru,” began Phellan formally, “I hereby authorise you to exercise the full authority of the City Reeves outside of the City Walls of Tuarua-Ruru, including but not limited to anywhere in the Shires and Territories of Tuarua-Ruru. You will be, if you will, a Shire Reeve, for the next four weeks.” He handed Grimes an official looking chitty upon which was written ‘Words of Authority.’

Not the foreseeable future then, thought Grimes. No pressure, but here’s a deadline for you, I want it done in four weeks. “I will do my best, Sir,” he said, as graciously as possible.

“Capital,” exclaimed Phellan. “I knew you would. You know, I take pride in being able to pick the right man for the job.”

Grimes doubted this, it was more likely that the Archon prided himself on being able to manipulate the right person into doing the job.

“Please, don’t let me detain you,” said Phellan, signalling that their meeting was over, “I am sure that you have arrangements to make.”

“I’ll be on my way, then,” said Grimes, standing up. He picked up the other bacon sandwich on his way out, and put it in his pocket. Waste not, want not, as his mother used to say. It looked like he had a busy day ahead of him, and a mid-morning snack always came in useful.

“An offering for Sebek to watch over your journey?” commented Phellan, seeing Grimes’ little act of pilfery.

“Just so, Sir,” said Grimes. “Any divine help is always appreciated.” And all the more so if a simple pilgrim can enjoy the offering on Sebek’s behalf, he thought.

Sentinel escorted him out.
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Chapter Two
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She liked the taste of his chocolate covered nuts.

Jimmy had carte blanche, because no one had ever stopped him, to wander about Tuarua-Ruru at will, provided that he was back in his cell at the Tower of Ruru at a reasonable hour each night. What constituted a reasonable hour was open to interpretation, and Jimmy had never actually pushed for a definitive curfew. In his mind, as long as the rurus were still hunting, it was a reasonable, if early, hour. He had a tacit understanding with Donjon, his gaoler, for want of a better word, that Donjon wouldn’t ask what time he returned, and Jimmy wouldn’t tell. Despite technically being a prisoner of the Tower of Ruru, Jimmy had actually been in charge of the sale of the Tower’s cloth, which was woven on site, for some time, and had adroitly expanded the Tower’s reach into foreign markets. Tower cloth could be found for sale as far away as Genna and Patch, and in fact his chef d'oeuvre was that the uniforms of both the Patchian Foreign Legion and the Gennian Swish Guard were made from Tower of Ruru cloth. Not only did this secure a regular income for the Tower, but it also secured Jimmy’s ability to request a permit to travel abroad for ‘business opportunities’. The fact that Jimmy would meet his business contacts, often very attractive young ladies, on Cocoa Banana Beach with a daiquiri in one hand and a pina colada in the other was neither here nor there. What the eye doesn’t see, the heart doesn’t grieve over, he would say, and there was no way Donjon would ever witness one of Jimmy’s business meetings. (Due to one unfortunate event, Donjon found himself confined to the Tower’s Precincts.) Unfortunately, he did still need official authority to travel outside the City, and given that Donjon had only just allowed him two weeks in Patch, which coincidentally was what had led his current predicament, he was not likely to get permission to go to the Lambtops. The Tower of Ruru had a strict hierarchy. On paper, the Constable of the Tower was in charge, followed by the Lieutenant of the Tower (although this position had fallen into disuse in recent years), then the Chief Gaoler, the Gaolers, the Chief Under Gaoler, the Under Gaolers, Guards, and finally the Turnkeys. Given the Tower’s paucity of prisoners, and some unfortunate incidents over the years, most of these roles had become vacant until there was only Donjon, an Under Gaoler of very long standing, and about forty guards, mostly golems, now acting as Docents on the tours that the Tower ran for the paying public. When the right buttons were pushed, Donjon was a soft touch and could be easily manipulated, however he was also a stickler for the Rules and Regulations of the Tower of Ruru, no matter how archaic and outdated they had become. He was just one of those people. Jimmy had often wondered what the point was of keeping fires lit in empty cells and observing Plover Day when the Deity Plover had long since ceased day to day goding and been replaced by Sebek. The Prisoners (meaning Jimmy) would have been much happier getting a plate of Devotional Sausages as a tribute to Sebek than the current plate of worms and pre-chewed food that Plover favoured.

In the normal run of things, Jimmy would have waited until Donjon came to him, and then engineered a set of circumstances whereby his trip to the Lambtops would have been Donjon’s idea, at which point Donjon would have helped him to pack and given him a few coins for expenses along the way. Unfortunately, Jimmy found himself a little pressed for time. It was vital that he get the wool to the Tower as soon as possible, and spun into yarn before Donjon (or anyone else for that matter) could work out how he was managing to spin yarn so quickly. If they did, the Gertrude would be up. Well, he reasoned, if there wasn’t time for the Tortoise to come to him, he would just have to go to the Tortoise, as the saying went.

Jimmy approached the door to Donjon’s apartments with a smile as wide as the Melancholy Bridge, and about half as genuine. Donjon was one of those people who repeatedly said ‘call on me any time, my door is always open’. These people are usually sincere for about an hour, right up to the point where you actually want something, however in Donjon’s case he actually meant it, both literally and metaphorically. The door to Donjon’s apartments, was at the present moment closed to, but not shut, leaving it teetering on the edge of being ajar. Jimmy knocked on the door politely and discretely entered without waiting for a response. Both Donjon and Mrs Floppy were present in the room, enjoying a cup of Tower Tea while sitting in comfortable, overstuffed chairs in front of an open fire. Jerkin sat on the floor between them, examining his stones​[7] in the firelight.

Blast, thought Jimmy, who had been hoping to catch Donjon alone. Mrs Floppy might not be the sharpest knife in the kitchen, but she would see through his flannel as sure as Greta’s shell was hard. 

“Jimmy, what a pleasant surprise,” said Donjon with genuine warmth after looking up to see who had entered the room. “To what do we owe this pleasure? Would you like a cup of tea? It is Tower Gold Tea, which I believe is your favourite. Please, do join us.” Donjon had been brought up by his parents to be a proper host. All guests were to be offered a beverage, even if they were unwelcome or, as was the case with Jimmy, a convicted criminal.

Jimmy didn't know which question to respond to first. Donjon had that effect on people. 

“Donjon, could I have a word please?” he asked.

“Certainly,” said Donjon, still smiling.

“Erm, in private, if possible.”

“Of course. Jerkin, scooch over, and let Jimmy pull up a chair.” Donjon considered all conversations with only Tower personnel present to be ‘in private’. To him, Mrs Floppy and Jerkin were just extensions of his ears, and he would, of course, tell Mrs Floppy what Jimmy had said later, and Jerkin would be present, whether or not he was paying attention, so it was just saving time really if he and Jimmy talked in front of them.

Jimmy, seeing that he had no choice, sighed inwardly. If he wanted to get moving quickly, he would have to sit down. He waved away the offer of a chair and sat down cross-legged in the space that Jerkin had just vacated. He did, however, accept a cup of Tower tea. It would serve no purpose to decline Donjon’s offer, and the freshly poured tea really was very good. Jimmy sat in less than contented silence for a few minutes, knowing that Donjon would not want to discuss the reason for his visit until he was at least halfway down his cup.

“More tea?” asked Donjon, seeing Jimmy’s cup emptying quickly and picking up the large pot.

“Yes please,” said Jimmy, holding out his cup for a top up. Once settled with his newly refilled cup, Jimmy began his request.

“Mr Arkwright came to see me today,” he began.

“Oh yes,” said Donjon, sensing that the name was familiar. “He’s the gentleman from Cowditch, isn’t he? Organises our wool purchases.”

“That’s him,” confirmed Jimmy, “only it appears that he is having some trouble filling this month’s order.”

“Oh dear,” said Donjon. “The Archon won’t like that, he does so like our prisoners to be gainfully employed, saving your presence of course.” Donjon blithely ignored the fact that the Tower had so few prisoners. It did however ‘employ’ many self-employed contractors, mainly comprising the backbone of Tuarua-Ruru’s housewifery, some of whom spun raw wool into yarn, and others who wove the yarn into cloth, and who did so at the Tower of Ruru whilst working for themselves. They set their own hours and sold the fruits of their labours to the Tower of Ruru, to be on sold with the Tower logo added and an appropriate mark-up. Donjon was very mindful of the fact that the Tower provided them with their livelihood; no wool meant no spinning, no spinning meant no weaving, and no weaving meant no sales. He would hate to think that Nancy and her girls might have to go without.

“No, he won’t like that all,” said Jimmy, leaving the ensuing silence hanging in order to see where Donjon’s thought processes took him. Luckily it was exactly where Jimmy wanted him to go.

“Is there anything we can do?”

“Well, I was thinking that maybe someone from the Tower ought to go to Cowditch and see if we can help Mr Arkwright rustle up some wool and sort out his supply chain issues. And as I am his point of contact at the Tower and do all the negotiating, I would seem to be the most logical person to go.”

“Hmm, that could be a bit tricky,” said Donjon. “I agree with you that you know all the ins and outs of the business, but you have just come back from your annual trip, Patch I think it was, wasn’t it? How did that go, by the way, any promising leads?”

That is the million, well thousand, dollar question, thought Jimmy, thinking blissfully back to the young Patchians he had been negotiating with, the free flowing drinks, and the clothing optional attitudes. Well, that trip was costing him dearly now, and not just the usual itch that could be cured with a few well-placed little lies and a visit from Dr Gardiner.

“One or two,” he said, “but we really need that wool if we want to follow through on them and fulfil our obligations.”

Donjon sat silently for a few minutes, contemplating the quandary they found themselves in.

“My sister Alice married a chap from the Lambtops,” said Mrs Floppy unbidden, interrupting Donjon’s thought processes. “He was a travelling salesman; they met when he was down in the City. She liked the taste of his chocolate covered nuts, so much so that she went back with him.​[8] They never had any children,” she added unnecessarily. “I think I would quite like to go and see her, she’s always asking me to visit when she sends me a card at Winterswatch, and now would be as good a time as any. I have her address in my little book, it is somewhere on Cuckoo Lane near Cowditch.”

“I hear that the Lambtops are lovely at this time of year,” said Jimmy, trying to steer the conversation back in his direction, and encouraging Mrs Floppy to support his cause. Neither Donjon nor Mrs Floppy responded. Donjon was busy wrestling with a conundrum, and Mrs Floppy was thinking of family.

“Can I come?” asked Jerkin, concluding that the gist of the conversation meant they were going to the Lambtops.

“Of course you can, dear,” said Mrs Floppy.

“Hold on,” said Jimmy, sensing that his plan was getting away from him, “it’s not been decided that anyone is going anywhere yet.” His party of one was becoming a little crowded.

“No,” said Donjon, making up his mind, “if Mrs Floppy wants to visit her sister, then visit her she will.”

“Oh, Donjon,” she said, smiling at him and getting a little misty eyed. “But wait a minute,” she said, suddenly remembering something, “you can’t come.”

“Why not?” asked Donjon, “can’t your sister accommodate three visitors?” He’d forgotten that Jimmy would also be coming.

“I am sure she can, but you’re tied to the Tower.”

“Tied to,” said Donjon, “but not restricted to. I can travel to anywhere on the Plate that I want to.”

“But you’ll age.”

“So what? I have plenty of life left in me.” Donjon carefully didn’t say that everyone else ages, you and Jerkin are ageing, but I am not. “Two weeks in Cowditch doesn’t seem too bad to me.”

That’s because you’ve never been to Cowditch, thought Jimmy uncharitably.

“Oh Donjon,” said Mrs Floppy, “you’d give up two weeks of your life for me.” There was a definite wetness in her eyes. “Sometimes you surprise me, and I feel closer to you every day.”

Donjon smiled. “I might not be ageing, but we” and here he stressed the ‘we’, “are not getting any younger. I do have a life to live, you know, and right now that life includes a trip to Cowditch.”

Bugger, thought Jimmy, now contemplating a party of four.

“Oh thank you, Donjon,” said Mrs Floppy, rising, quite quickly for such a large person, out of her chair, “thank you so much.” She pulled him out of his chair, a task made significantly easier because he was already raising himself, having been taught to stand when a lady stands, and threw her arms around him. “Thank you,” she said again, “I must go and pack a few things, and find my sister’s address.”

“Me too,” said Jerkin excitedly. “I am going to take an extra bag because I bet the Lambtops have a lot of new rocks that I can add to my collection.”

The Lambtops is one big, fraggle, rock, thought Jimmy, resigned to the fact that his party of one was now a party of four. He contented himself with the fact that plans had been made to travel to the Lambtops. And then his satisfaction vanished.

“I think I’ll have to ask Mr Door to come with us,” said Donjon.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” said Jimmy, “hold your horses.” Mrs Floppy and Jerkin stopped heading for the door. “I don’t think there is any need for Mr Door to come with us. And besides,” he paused, waiting for inspiration to strike, which fortunately it did, “coaches only seat four.”

Jimmy only suspected that Donjon and Mrs Floppy would cramp his style on this jaunt; he was certain that Mr Door would. There was no way that he would be able to rustle up the wool, or rather the sheep, with Mr Door watching his every move.

“I am sorry, Jimmy,” said Donjon, “but regulations are regulations.”

Yeah, thought Jimmy, and you’re a bloody stickler for them, that’s what I was counting on.

“As an Under Gaoler, I don’t have the authority to authorise a prisoner’s release on self-custody, even temporarily, only the Archon and the Constable of the Tower can do that. Your annual trips are okay, because before his little accident, Mr Whipple signed off on one furlough per annum as long as it was on Tower business. He did not specify on the paperwork where to, only that the trip was to be primarily for Tower business. I don’t need to get new paperwork for each trip. This would clearly class as Tower business, but as you have already had this year’s leave, we can’t use that paperwork again.” 

Jimmy groaned inwardly. Using paperwork twice was exactly what he had been hoping Donjon would do. Any half normal person would. Donjon, he supposed, was anything but normal.

Donjon gave the problem some thought because he too was reluctant to have Mr Door accompany them. “I suppose I could go and ask his Lordship to sign off on it.”

“No, no, no,” said Jimmy quickly, derailing that train of thought before it left the station. He was confident that Donjon could find another solution. “Let’s not involve, I mean disturb, his Lordship. So if you can’t authorise my leave, what can you do?”

“I can escort you,” said Donjon, pleased that he had found a solution. “Regulation 8 allows for prisoners to be on day release as long as they are escorted by an Officer of the Tower. It has to be an Officer, mind you, not a Turnkey, but in my position as Under Gaoler, I would qualify as an Officer of the Tower.”

“Day release?” questioned Jimmy, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes, well,” said Donjon conspiratorially, “we might need a few day releases, to run consecutively of course, but there is nothing in the Regulations that say I can’t escort you on multiple day release programs.”

“Good,” said Jimmy, "because it will probably take us at least two days just to get to the Lambtops, with an overnight stay at the Bates Cotel, and that assumes the roads are good.”

“Separate rooms,” said Mrs Floppy swiftly, before adding, “I’ve always wanted to stay at a Cotel.”​[9] 

“The only snag...” began Donjon, rubbing his chin.

“What?” asked Jimmy, sensing a problem, and hoping to head it off before it became a full-blown catastrophe.

“The Regulations say that the guards will escort the prisoner and keep him, her, or them in sight at all times.”

“So, you’ll keep me in sight,” stated Jimmy, thinking bugger that for a game of soldiers. I’ll give you the slip faster than a Mr Sprout card in a friendly game of Meet Mr Sprout.

“Guards,” said Donjon unhappily, “plural. I can’t escort you on my own.”

“So, we’ll need a golem guard to accompany us,” said Jimmy, offering a plausible solution. “You could ask Dave or Mr Handle to join us?”

“They won’t go,” said Donjon flatly, “none of the golems will, not without Mr Door’s approval.”

Unlike the Witches of the Plate, who were, at least nominally egalitarian, the golems of the Tower of Ruru had a strict hierarchy. It went Mr Door, then every other golem at the Tower. He was The Golem, the big cheese, the head honcho, so to speak. He was in charge, and what he said went. Which often went unspoken, because the Tower golems, like all golems, shared a psychic link and could communicate without using spoken words. It had something to do with the Words in their head. It was how they knew where all the other golems were at any given moment, and if any trouble was brewing. Which was not often, because trouble was clever and left the City before any Tower Golem smelled the fermentation and came looking for it.

“And apart from the golems, we have no other guards at the Tower,” finished Jimmy.

“No,” said Donjon, agreeing with this unhappy fact.

“And no prospect of getting a non-golem guard quickly,” observed Jimmy.

“No,” answered Donjon. “So, it looks like I will have to ask Mr Door.” Ask Mr Door what, he did not say, but he did not look happy at the prospect. In fact he looked like an owl caught outside at midday and completely unsure as to what to do for the best. He didn’t like approaching Mr Door at the best of times. He certainly didn’t fancy explaining to Mr Door that he and Jimmy wanted to travel to the Lambtops. The last time he had asked Mr Door for anything was for money to buy extra Egor grease to keep the dungeon door hinges creaking nicely. He had really been given the third degree on that occasion - what did he want, why did he want it, what was wrong with Mr Skinner’s grease from Trappers Lane, what had happened to the last tin of Egor grease they had bought. Mr Door had seemed to get himself stuck in a loop of saying “Why?”, before finally saying “No” and walking away. The only thing he hadn’t said was the famous Eoforwic saying of ‘Ow bloody much?’.

Jimmy seemed to sense Donjon’s reluctance. “Would you like me to have a word with Mr Door?” he asked.

“Would you?” exclaimed Donjon, perking right up like indecent light in the Tenements of The Shadows on bath night. “That’s jolly good of you, I’m sure he’ll say yes.” Donjon was not being entirely honest, he wasn’t sure at all what Mr Door would say, but he didn’t want Jimmy to know that. “We’ll go and pack,” he said, ushering Mrs Floppy and Jerkin from the room before Jimmy could change his mind.

Commander Grimes did not immediately head back to Ciudoplodis Yard after being escorted from the Palace by Sentinel, instead he stood taking in the sounds and smells of the City. His City. He did not stand long, smells were overpowering the sounds; the River Tuarua was especially pungent today, and the still morning air was allowing the smell to creep around the City. His boots automatically took him off in the direction of Forma Street; they always seemed to know what to do. Grimes’ initial euphoria at being told he was going on holiday, or as the Archon had called it Instigating a Reeves’ Inquiry in one of Tuarua-Ruru’s territories, same thing really, had swiftly dissipated. He hated travelling, the long dusty roads, the uncomfortable carriages, the foreign muck they called food. And the strangers you met weren't friendly. They weren’t future friends you hadn’t yet met, they were arrogant buggers who you just knew could speak Tuarua-Ruruian perfectly well, thank you very much, they just chose not to. No, all in all he would prefer to stay at home, stay where his creature comforts resided, his warm comfortable bed, his warm comfortable slippers, and above all, his warm comfortable wife, Lady Prunella. 

It was to her that his boots were now taking him. She would know what to do. His boots couldn’t make a decision of this magnitude, they didn’t have the authority, but they could make the decision to take him to someone who could. Some might say this was passing the buck. His low heeled boots knew exactly where in the City they were, and exactly where they needed to be, which was why they took him not to Barth Avenue, where he lived, but across Most Bridge to Forma Street, where the disused waterside warehouses had been cleared to form an open space, in the middle of which had been built sturdy sheds of robust, and more importantly flameproof, materials. It was here that Prunella had moved her Starlight Sanctuary for Sick Dragons after the birth of their son, little Timmy. She had initially cared for the dragons at their home on Barth Avenue, and had turned, if not a deaf ear, certainly a hard of hearing ear, to the tentative complaints from their neighbours, all of whom only wished they were as highly bred as she was. Needless to say, it couldn’t be proven that the dragons had turned Mr Fluffy the lapdog into a late night kebab, but they had been blamed. Not outright and not to her face, of course, the Nobs were too nobby to do anything so crass as to complain out loud, but a whisper here, a snide comment there, and soon the upper levels of society were trying to prevent their daughters from helping out that nice Lady Prunella with all her poor little dragons, with varying degrees of success. Prunella had ignored all of this, a trait bred into the bone through generations of eccentric geniuses. No, what had prompted the move was contemplating a small boy with an inquisitive nature, and a nose for trouble inherited from his father, having twenty-four-eight access to what essentially amounted to unstable bags of highly flammable gas. Truth be told, big Timothy Grimes was more than a little relieved by this. As Commander of the City Reeves, he had a lot to worry about, living next door to a conflagration waiting to
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