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For Carolyn with my admiration and thanks




Before I met Jane Grey, I was seeing only a fraction of my world. After, I saw more than ever. It terrified me then, it terrifies me still.

Eddie Russett, East Carmine, Red Sector West




Welcome to East Carmine
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1.01.01.01.08(ii): The name of the Collective shall be Chromatacia; it shall be divided into four Sectors known as Red, Green, Yellow and Blue; each Sector shall be subdivided further into areas known as North, South, East and West. An administrative centre will be located in each Sector, and each area. For specific definitions see sub-note 1.01.01.02.08(iii)

From Munsell’s Book of Harmony

My name is Eddie Russett, but only for another two hours and nine minutes. After my negotiated marriage to Violet I will take on the prestigiously dynastic surname of deMauve, but within twenty-seven hours I find out that I was not Eddie Russett at all, but a subject termed HE-315-PJ7A-M. Three days after momentarily becoming Russett again I reluctantly take on the name of Mr Hollyberry before quickly reverting to deMauve, but less than forty-eight hours after that I decide to dispense with a colour-based name entirely.

There is jeopardy, too: Jane and I almost catch the Mildew, a group of Yellows try to kill us and the ever-present Green Room beckons us towards its soporifically deadly charms. We also meet a Tin Man, a Riffraff and have an encounter with an Angel sent by our very own Creator, who then tries to kill us – three times.

But it’s not all bad. At least Jane and I get to figure out the riddle of existence. Not the riddle, I should add, just ours, and we also learn there is a literal truth to the adage that you can’t go home. And that’s a problem. We’re free and healthy and ready to live full and complete lives together, away from the Colourtocracy for good. That should be a cause for celebration, but it isn’t: we wanted to improve our world, not abandon it. You’ll be joining us there shortly, looking around our new home, sharing in our wonder, but for now:

The 13:42 train pulled into the station with a punctuality that was within time parameters, but outside geographical ones. That is to say the train was on time, but the station was in the wrong place. There were strict Rules against non-punctuality, but nothing against the erroneous siting of a station. Such loopholery allowed us to maintain adherence to the strict Rules governing our society but still maintain a workable practicality.

The locomotive hissed in the warm air as the train rocked to a standstill, the gyros a soft melodious whirr as they kept the machine upright on its single rail. There were trains every other day – one in the morning, one in the afternoon – and their arrival was always an event: the quiet stasis of the village interrupted by arrivals, departures, post, news, freight and supplies.

The freight dispatcher moved to the far end of the platform to supervise the Greys as they swapped raw materials for finished rolls of linoleum, while the postman took the sack of mail and quickly departed. True to form, the stationmaster argued in a half-hearted manner with the train-driver about punctuality. I exchanged glances with the Arrivals Monitor, a dazzlingly unpleasant Yellow named Bunty McMustard. She was a few years older than me, had a small nose much akin to a button of understated ordinariness and insisted on wearing the Standard Casual Girls #16, which was less of a dress and more of a bell tent. No one else wore one, not even ironically.

‘None of your nonsense as we greet the visitors, Russett,’ she growled. ‘The council told me to report any infractions with extreme prejudice.’

‘You mean you get to exaggerate any potential misdemeanour?’

‘In one – so watch it.’

She meant it, too. Yellows took to their enforcement duties as a squarial takes to split pins and washers. Anything I could be demerited for, she’d get a cut. A Yellow who had amassed a large amount of merits had most likely done so not by worthy civil duty, but by snitching.

‘You do your thing,’ I said, ‘and I’ll do mine. Is your bow straight?’

Bunty quickly looked at her reflection in the train window. Her regulation-sized hair adornment was, of course, regulation straight. Yellows often used protractors on the hair-bows of girls they considered sub-optimally attired, and if it was beyond three degrees plus or minus, it was five demerits. Tie knots for boys were the same, but type of knot, neatness and overly artistic interpretation added to the potential demerits. Woe betide anyone with an untucked shirt, poorly executed creases or socks not fully pulled up.

‘My bow is perfect,’ she said, shooting me an annoyed glance, ‘as always. And you are wrong – as always. The sooner you are removed from this village, the better it will be for the rest of us.’

‘Did you ever think of starting up your very own charm school, Bunts?’

‘There is no such thing as a charm school, Mr Russett, so your comment is as banal as it is pointless. And don’t call me “Bunts”. That is reserved only for my closest and dearest friends.’

‘So no one ever uses it, right?’

Now that we had needled one another to our satisfaction, we stepped forward to greet the passengers.

The first to alight were a troupe of travelling players, all of whom wore Orange spot-badges on the lapels or blouses of their regulation Travel Casual #6s. They were lively and irreverent as players generally were, and I welcomed them to East Carmine while Bunty copied down their names and details on to the arrivals manifest. Quite why, no one knew: the manifests were diligently logged, filed, then recycled into blank arrivals manifest forms eight years later. The Rules demanded it. The Rules demanded a lot.

‘We welcome your welcome and give thanks for your thanks,’ said the leader of the troupe, making a dramatic flourish to me, Bunty, then in the direction of the Grey Porters. ‘We are the Tangerine Players, and the Tangerine Players are us: famed all over Chromatacia for our bravado and spectrally compliant performances. A laugh, a tear, a smile – and after observing our lively frolics your resolve at the strength, brilliance and indivisible oneness of the Chromatic harmony will be for ever cemented. Apart We Are Together, but only together can we properly embrace that apartness.’

‘Well spoken,’ said Bunty, who was always eager to praise those who exhibited an unwavering support of the Colourtocracy.

‘Thank you,’ said the Troupe Leader, eyeing Bunty’s Yellow spot-badge and the 5,000-merit badge underneath. It told her Bunty was foremost a Yellow, and secondly, quite good at it. As the enforcers of the Rules, Yellows were universally loathed within the Collective. Some said it was a coincidence, but accidental face-down drownings in swamps were three times more likely if you were a Yellow.

The Troupe Leader stared at me for a moment then said:

‘Haven’t we met before?’

I knew instantly who she was, as I rarely, if ever, forget an interesting nose: small and snub, like a child’s. It was as though her nose had ceased development at age nine, and her adult body had simply grown up around it.

‘Jade-under-Lime,’ I said, ‘three years ago.’

I had helped set up the stage and had been allocated the job of prop master: stagehands were always picked from the village to assist, along with any bit parts, usually from the Amateur Dramatic Society. My good friend Fenton had a walk-on part with two lines and told everyone who would listen he was going to be an actor, but without any yellow in his vision he was not going to be an Orange, so acting was never going to be open to him.

‘I recall Jade as a very appreciative audience if a little inclined towards the cough,’ she said, ‘but sited in pleasant enough countryside.’

She looked around at East Carmine’s lugubrious surroundings as she said it. The landscape was hot and dusty, the grass dead in the summer heat, the railway station tired and worn and without hue as we had next to no synthetic colour in the village. High colourisation, usually delivered by colour feed-pipes, was for the wealthy and connected, generally those within the periphery of Emerald City, the nation’s capital.

‘It’s been a hot summer out here in the Fringes,’ I said by way of apology. ‘Without regular night rain I daresay we’d have none at all.’

I should have been happier living here in Red Sector West with people of my own hue, but there was a downside: the Rules ensured that anyone remotely troublesome was shuffled to the periphery of the Collective where they would be less influential. It made the Fringes more loaded with those of difficult disposition, which made life more challenging – but probably a good deal more interesting.

‘Anything further out?’ asked the Troupe Leader, indicating the hills to the west.

‘We’re right on the edge of the known world,’ I said, following her gaze. ‘There’s nothing beyond here except wild rhododendron, megafauna, ball lightning, Riffraff and peril.’

‘The Red Side of the nation,’ she mused. ‘What did you do to be transferred out here? I’d say life was easier and more colourful in Jade-under-Lime.’

‘I was accompanying my father,’ I replied defensively, ‘who is now the village Swatchman.’

In truth, I had been sent out here to conduct a chair census – the sort of pointless task usually reserved for those who have shown a level of innovation, curiosity or independence of thought that wasn’t quite enough to send them to a re-education facility commonly known as ‘Reboot’. My innovation was nothing seditious: simply a more efficient method of queuing. The Prefects didn’t like the idea much, but I can happily report that my ‘take a number and you’ll be called in turn’ system has been adopted here in East Carmine and is something of which I think I can be justly proud.

‘I see,’ said the Troupe Leader, who was only making small talk while Bunty over-diligently filled out the arrivals forms. ‘Any idea when the last troupe of travelling players passed through?’

‘Twelve years ago.’

The Tangerine Players all nodded and appeared relieved. There were only eight three-act plays, twelve one-act plays and forty-six educational vignettes permitted to be performed, and constant repetition to audiences only ever diluted the interest and applause.

Once Bunty was done with the manifest, I directed them to the Model T Ford which was waiting outside the station building. Our Janitor, Carlos Fandango, was already in the driver’s seat, ready and waiting.

‘We have a grass-banked auditorium,’ I told them. ‘Mr Turquoise, the Blue Prefect, will meet you in the main square to show you around.’

The players walked off down the platform towards the waiting car, talking and chatting in an enthusiastic manner that, had they been anyone else, would be demeritable on volume and frivolousness.

The next few passengers were more run-of-the-mill: a naturalist from Green Sector here to study bouncing goat, two Greys who would be sharpening the millstones, then the Sector co-ordinator for the Jollity Fair games, who was here to give a final talk before the Fair commenced.

‘I hope your Penny-Farthing riders have got their act together,’ he said anxiously. ‘Red Sector needs to win this year more than ever.’

‘They have been practising most diligently,’ said Bunty. ‘I saw to it myself.’

‘Good show. Apart We Are Together.’

The overused salutation had become little more than a murmur, its meaning lost to repetition and now merely word-grease to lubricate the wheels of social engagement. It was so oft repeated that no one even stopped to think about questioning it. When you did, people died.




National Colour
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Technological Leapback IV was due in three years, and everyone feared the worst. It was speculated that single-rail trains would be removed along with Model T Fords, electric light, heliostats, bicycles and telegraphy. Any of them would spell severe annoyance on their own, but taken together it would be a disaster: Chromatacia would become a darker world with transportation, sports and communications much reduced, the villages and towns and Sector capitals that made up the nation ever more dependent upon themselves.

Ted Grey: Twenty Years Among the Chromatacians

‘I despise the slack of hue, shy of toil and weak of manner,’ said Bunty while we waited for the next passenger to emerge. She was referring to the players, I think, as their non-productive role was often regarded as valueless to society.

‘You are very equitable with your disgust,’ I said. ‘You seem to hate all colours, of whatever shade, in equal measure.’

She observed me carefully for a moment to decide, I think, whether I had strayed into a demeritable level of discussion. Bunty McMustard was not just another Yellow: after Courtland Gamboge died she was bumped up to be the village’s Yellow Deputy Prefect, her position within the village Yellows decided during her Ishihara eye test two years before. The Ishihara was the life-defining moment within the Collective: once you knew which colour you could see and how much, you knew precisely where you sat in the rigid hierarchy of the Colourtocracy. You knew what to do, where you would go and what was expected of you. In return, you accepted without question your position within society as laid out in Munsell’s Book of Harmony. Your life, career and social standing decided right there and then, and all worrisome uncertainties eradicated for ever. I’d had my own test last month, and scored exceptionally high in my red vision – something I was still coming to terms with.

‘The slack-hued, as you call them, are of as much use to the Collective as any other,’ I replied, paraphrasing the Rulebook as Yellows love to do that to others, and rarely enjoy in return. ‘Between Yellow and Red lie the Oranges, for entertainment and artistry, and between Yellow and Blue lie the Greens, for plant husbandry and applied outdoorsology – all necessary to the smooth running of the Collective. But tell me, Bunty, does your definition of slack-hued also describe the folk who lie equally between Blue and Red?’

She glared at me, for those folk would be defined as Lilac, Fandango, Lavender, Plum, Mauve, Magenta and eventually Purple – the highest echelon in society.

‘The sooner this village is rid of you, the better, Russett. Once you are safely consigned to the Green Room for killing Courtland you will find none happier than I, with the possible exception of his mother.’

‘I didn’t kill Courtland, Bunty.’

‘So you say.’

It should be noted that Bunty McMustard had been betrothed to Courtland Gamboge, and Courtland’s mother was the current Yellow Prefect. Not wise to annoy either of them, really, but aggravating Bunty had a peculiar pleasure to it, despite the risks.

‘You say the sweetest things, Bunts.’

She opened her mouth to say something but shut it again as the next passenger approached us. He wore a showy nickel-plated splashy paint-tin badge on his right lapel that denoted he was from National Colour, and by the looks of it, a low-level operative, someone learning the ropes before moving on and up.

‘Welcome to East Carmine, sir,’ I said to the operative, ‘our home is your home. Apart We Are Together.’

‘We certainly are,’ said the operative, whose name we learned was Jason Applejack. ‘I travelled from Emerald City this morning and will return on the next train. When is it?’

‘The day after tomorrow.’

‘Then I am your guest for two nights.’

‘And we are to prove ourselves excellent hosts,’ I said. ‘May I ask a question?’

‘Is it about colour feed-pipes and full colourisation?’

I nodded. National Colour weren’t asked much else. A piped CYMK colour feed meant the potential of a full-gamut Colour Garden, visible to all, the hues to the flowers and grass and trees fed by pipes and capillaries beneath our feet.

‘I’m sorry to say that new feed-pipe extensions are currently on hold until scrap colour drives have improved,’ he said. ‘We’d all like to have full-gamut Colour Gardens, but without the raw materials supplied by good people like you, full colourisation will never be complete. So: how is your colour mining going?’

‘Not as well as we’d hoped,’ said Bunty in a quiet voice.

‘Then you better pull your finger out. I thought the Red Side Fringes were brimming with scrap colour?’

‘It’s mostly mined out around here,’ I said, ‘but we’re trying to open new colour fields further away.’

To assist in the colour-based economy, scrap colour left by the Previous was mined, sorted and shipped to National Colour and reprocessed into raw Univisual colour for us all to view. Without it, we had only the natural shades that our sight gift bestowed upon us. To me as a Red, the poppies, to the Greens, trees, to the Blues, the sky. Visual colour to Chromatacian citizens was everything. It ran the entire social order, legal system, economy and health service. But most of all, colour was aspirational. National Colour didn’t simply distribute colour, they were the suppliers of a dream-goal: to bring to our discoloured world the bounteous joy of full colourisation.

‘Until such time as the Grid reaches us,’ said Bunty, ‘would National Colour open a colour shop out here instead?’

You didn’t have to rely on colour feed-pipes to enrich your chromatic surroundings. Colour was also available in tins, paper rolls, tubes, food colouring, fabric dye and stained glass. Even if you weren’t on the Grid, you could still enjoy synthetic colour, but always at a price. Oranges were two merits a half-dozen, but an orange orange cost that much for one.

‘I’ll be honest: it’s unlikely,’ replied Applejack. ‘Retail colour outlets are generally reserved for the larger towns. So,’ he added, ‘can you recommend any lodgings?’

‘The Fallen Man offers good food at a reasonable price with rooms that are clean and tidy, close to the central street lamp and generally free of vermin,’ said Bunty.

‘The Fallen Man?’ he echoed.

‘A local … legend,’ I replied, having chosen my words carefully, ‘he fell from the sky, strapped to a metal chair.’

‘Recently?’

‘Thirteen years ago – if he did. Which he might not have.’

Bunty sighed.

‘The fallen man is Apocrypha,’ she said, ‘so we shall only speak of it as the name of an establishment.’

If something in our surroundings – object, person, rule or phenomenon – didn’t fit within the strict terms of definition of the Book of Harmony, then it was conveniently dealt with by being ignored. There was an Apocryphal Man in the village named Baxter who it was forbidden to see, so who was steadfastly ignored. This meant he could do what he wanted with impunity – and this usually manifested itself in theft of clothes and food and wandering around naked. Baxter was seen and yet not seen all at the same time.

‘A swan came down near Lincoln-on-the-Water,’ said Applejack, who clearly didn’t think Apocrypha Rules applied to him, ‘turned out it wasn’t living at all, but made of metal and wires.’

‘Metal and wires?’ I echoed. ‘Like Leapbacked technology?’

‘More like the insides of a ripping turtle, if you’ve ever seen one.’

‘I’ve seen a picture of someone looking at a picture of one,’ I said.

‘Liar,’ said Bunty, ‘there’s no such thing.’

‘It’s tortoise-like and the size of a dustbin lid,’ said Applejack, who sounded as though he’d taken a dislike to Bunty.

‘It has six legs and spends its time finding and ripping out copper, brass, zinc and bronze from anywhere it finds it,’ he added, ‘which it piles into neat heaps, presumably for collection by a means long forgotten. Useful for anyone with jewellery as a hobby.’

‘Is that a fact?’ said Bunty.

‘I think it is,’ said Applejack.

She did know all this, but denied the existence of all Apocrypha because it was policy, and Yellows always promoted policy. She knew as well as I did there were twelve beasts in the nation generally regarded to be of manufactured rather than biological origin, and the ripping turtle was one of only three that were still known to function. It had been long suspected that swans might also be of non-biological origin, except the Rules stated they were real, and the Rules were infallible because it said so. In the Rules.

‘Was it covered in feathers?’ I asked as I hoped to clinch the swan issue one way or the other.

‘They were painted on, yet quite realistically.’

‘Ah. What happened to it?’

‘It was deemed not a swan but a “swanesque” Apocrypha. They couldn’t ignore it as it was too big, so burned it. Gave off a nasty odour and then exploded, taking a foot off an overly inquisitive Grey. Nasty business. They dumped it in the river beyond the Outer Markers. The Fallen Man, you said?’

He tipped his hat to us both, then took the waiting cycle-taxi into town.




Mr Celandine
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3.09.11.67.09 (iv): The Ishihara test shall be taken in the year of a resident’s twentieth birthday, and all must attend. The Colourman’s test shall be final, the level of sight gift immovable and without recourse to appeal, change or review. Failure to accept your gift or attempts to sway the Colourman’s views and opinions shall render the guilty resident and any associates forfeit of one hundred merits and/or Reboot, at the Prefect’s discretion.

From Munsell’s Book of Harmony

‘You ask far too many questions,’ said Bunty, ‘and really, what’s the point, enquiring about swans and Apocrypha? Swans are simply swans and this time next week you and the ghastly Jane will be tallow and bonemeal with the unwanted remainder shredded and fed to the clutching bramble – and in that form a great deal more use than you are at present.’

One’s civil obligation to the Collective did not end with death. Your life and mind and compliance belonged to the Collective – as, ultimately, did your body, once you had no further use for it.

‘When I want an intelligent or unbiased opinion I will seek the wisdom of a slug. Besides,’ I said, ‘the disciplinary hearing is to be conducted strictly in accordance with the Rules. We were on a fact-finding trip to High Saffron – we all knew the risks involved, and that includes Courtland. Jane, Violet, Tommo and I are innocent of the charges and the rendering shed will have to carry on rendering without us. And just for the record, Jane is far from ghastly.’

‘Your endless denials speak heavily of guilt,’ said Bunty. ‘A model and upright citizen would defer to the better judgement of the Prefects and accept whatever punishment they thought appropriate.’

‘Is that would you would do?’

‘In a heartbeat.’

‘You have a heart?’ I said. ‘News to all of us. And denial doesn’t mean guilt, it means we had nothing whatsoever to do with his death.’

Courtland, Tommo, Jane, Violet and myself had been the team tasked to evaluate whether the abandoned coastal town of High Saffron could be opened to the mining of scrap colour. Violet and Tommo turned back early so just Courtland, Jane and I made it to High Saffron. Only Jane and I returned. Courtland had been the village’s Yellow Prefect-in-waiting, so his loss was a big deal. And since he was also betrothed to Bunty in a roundabout default maybe perhaps if-no-one-better-comes-along sort of way, it made her dislike of me very personal.

‘Everyone knows you and the dangerously volatile Jane Brunswick are guilty,’ said Bunty. ‘My beloved Courtland died as a direct result of your malice.’

‘If he was so beloved, why did he never pop the question and instead devote his downtime to Melanie Grey?’

Bunty went the colour of a beetroot and narrowed her eyes dangerously. The woefully small village marriage market made one’s spousal choice a question of who was available and of how much colour they could see. If you came out of a marriage thinking: ‘that could have been a lot worse’, it was generally agreed a happy life might await you both.

‘He was practising with that Grey girl so he would be at the top of his game when ready to fill me with his adorable Yellow babies,’ said Bunty, shivering at the thought of it and conjuring up an image I could definitely do without. ‘Courtland was exceptionally generous in that manner.’

‘It’s the only possible explanation,’ I replied.

‘Are you and Jane still sticking to your “Courtland got eaten by a tree while rescuing you” nonsense?’ she asked.

‘It’s the truth,’ I replied.

‘It’s demonstrable nonsense,’ she said, ‘and you know why? Courtland would never have rescued you. Such selfless acts were entirely out of character. A Yellow resident with as high a sight gift as Courtland has a duty to protect themself from harm so their true value to the community can be properly exploited.’

It was a very good point. The story wasn’t a great one, but the truth would have been unthinkable. We didn’t kill him – the Collective did.

‘Courtland was taken by a yateveo while rescuing me,’ I said, sticking to the plan. I’d been taken by a carnivorous tree twice myself and I can reliably report that it is not a pleasant experience, even with the big plus that you’d drown long before you were digested, so long as you had the extreme good luck to be deposited head down in the digestion bulb. Jane rescued me, but it didn’t mean I owed her big time or anything: she was the one who put me there.

‘So you say, Russett,’ said Bunty. ‘My troubling level of stress-induced constipation is all your doing. I shall be honoured to be a part of the group that consigns you forcibly to the Green Room.’

Barring an unexpected, violent or other unlikely end, most of us would choose to depart via the Green Room once our burden to society outweighed our usefulness. We’d voluntarily enter, gaze upon the restful shade of green known as Sweetdream painted on the walls and ceiling and then, in a manner similar to the buoyant pleasures of Lime or Lincoln we would feel a sense of restful contentment, giggly joy, indescribable pleasure and then ecstasy, where the pleasured cries of engreened souls would drift across the playing fields for all to hear. Little wonder people took the Green Way Out. If you had to go before Your Time, it was a good way to do it. 

‘Sally Gamboge will supply that proof,’ said Bunty, ‘or a near enough approximation as to make no difference. Now pay attention: our last passenger has held themself back so as not to have to queue. They will alight presently.’

‘Must be a Prefect.’

‘Of course – so don’t run your mouth.’

Jane had told me she would gladly poison Bunty McMustard, and while I shared the sentiment in a wishful-thinking kind of way, I never agreed or encouraged Jane on matters like this. I loved Jane, but there was little doubt in my mind that she was capable of such a thing. And if she hadn’t already killed someone, it was only a question of when.

The ‘Prefects only’ compartment door opened and I moved closer to help the passenger climb out. He waved my hand away, alighted from the train and then looked around disdainfully.

‘Welcome to East Carmine,’ I said politely. ‘Apart We Are Together.’

He inclined his head in acknowledgement and returned the mantra of the Collective in a murmur. He was about twice my age, that is to say, about forty, and he had a soft jowly face whose nose seemed as though made of inadequately risen dough. He carried with him an air of arrogant never-questioned authority and seemed utterly unimpressed by the desolate rural environment that surrounded East Carmine. Unlike villages in the more affluent sectors with their well-appointed hedges, Colour Gardens and raked gravel paths, East Carmine was scrubby, dusty and unkempt.

‘It’s the Greys,’ explained Bunty, following his look, ‘we don’t have enough of them, and those we do don’t work nearly hard enough. One died last week and with that single selfish act, six houses were left without a cleaner, the Prefects lost a bootboy and we are one less on the linoleum factory late shift.’

‘An intolerable state of affairs,’ said the Yellow. ‘Greys are as indolent and untruthful as they are lazy and obstinate – sometimes I think they die on purpose, simply to vex us.’

He wore a large Yellow Spot of Univisual hue on his light robes, which were themselves probably natural yellow although I couldn’t know that.

‘The Outer Fringes do not agree with me,’ he announced as he held a perfumed kerchief to his nose, ‘a place without morals, society or hue. I trust the stockwalls are well maintained? I have no desire to make acquaintance with megafauna while on my visit.’

‘I supervised this morning’s Boundary Patrol myself,’ I said. ‘Bouncing goat get in, but they harm no one and bounce out soon enough. Both rhinosaurus and ground sloth have not been near the village for years, although a herd of elephant did pass by the week before last.’

‘And the squarial?’ he asked.

‘The squarial come and go as they please,’ I said, not sure why he thought them a threat. Indeed, the tree-based mammal had the useful propensity to hoard nuts, screws, washers, split pins and bolts, which were useful for mending things, always supposing you could find the hoard. My best friend Fenton’s great-grandmother came across a centuries-amassed heap in an empty oak tree outside Jade-under-Lime, and used it to start a hardware store still profitable today.

‘My name is Hawtrey Celandine,’ he said to Bunty so she could write it in the manifest, ‘here for three days, Yellow Prefect of Dog-Leg-Lake. Would you be Bunty McMustard?’

‘I am, sir.’

‘Then you have my sympathies regarding the loss of Courtland. I understand you and he were betrothed?’

‘In every single way but physically, legally, and affectionately,’ she announced as if that were somehow a fine boast, ‘and since the Lemon brothers here are low-grade material in every meaning of the word, it means I am once more available for marriage. If you have any high Yellows in Dog-Leg-Lake eager of a union with an upright Yellow with good prospects, I come with a dowry of two thousand merits and my tuba playing is much spoken about.’

‘Born here or sent here?’ he asked. It was a loaded question, and doubtless to put her in her place, as he probably knew the answer. Reports about potential spouse material were routinely compiled and shared.

‘I was born in Buckfastwii, Yellow Sector North,’ she replied in a bold voice, trying not to make her presence in East Carmine the humiliation it was, ‘sent out here six years ago to study the nest-building habits of … cuckoos.’

The pointlessness of her mission and the fact that she’d never been recalled suggested they’d disliked her almost as much as we did. She’d slotted in here well as the Gamboges were about as awful as she, and Yellows generally looked after Yellows.

‘Good to know,’ said Celandine as we walked towards the station exit. He took a moment to look me up and down. ‘You seem young. I trust I have not been met by someone weak of hue?’

According to the Book of Munsell, any visiting Prefect had to be met by a ‘Significant Shade’, and I had been one of those since my 86.7 per cent red vision was revealed during my Ishihara. There was no breaking-in period – I was thrust instantly into a world of responsibilities that befitted my new-found status.

‘No, sir,’ I said, as our spot-badges only ever designated one’s hue, never one’s spectral proficiency, ‘I am one of the highest red sighters in the village; Head Prefect deMauve tasked me to greet you.’

‘Then despite your youth you will have to do.’

While unexpected, my promotion from ‘likely high red sight gift’ to ‘exceptional red sight gift’ was really from one level of spectral privilege to another. By contrast, Jane had been a Grey before her Ishihara, and a very light Green after. She transferred from the Greyzone to an unused apartment in the Green part of town, where she would be expected to mingle and marry and work in a job dictated by her new hue. Worse, she and I with our complementary Red and Green colours were expressly forbidden to fraternise with anything more than ‘distant cordiality’. It was one of the crueller Rules. You might be good friends or lovers or even engaged, but come the Ishihara test, if you were on the opposite side of the colour wheel, you’d be compelled to be on nodding terms for the rest of your lives.

‘There was a Riffraff alert just before we departed Dog-Leg-Lake,’ said Prefect Celandine when Bunty asked if his journey had been agreeable, ‘but we saw no one. I am proud to say that we have embraced the policy of extermination on the advice of Head Office. It’s the kindest way to deal with the Riffraff, especially as they have a well-known tendency to steal babies, probably because they eat their own. Some suggest that they have babies only to eat, a view I am inclined to believe. Do you have much problem with vermin down here?’

I had to admit that we didn’t. Riffraff was the more usual term for Homo feralensis, a sort of wild human, who despite their recategorisation as ‘vermin’, seemed peaceable enough in the few encounters I had shared with them.

‘In all honesty I doubt the baby-eating stories,’ I said, somewhat daringly, ‘given that it must take considerably more energy to grow a baby than could possibly be liberated by eating one.’

‘So you’re expert in midwifery now, are you?’ sneered Bunty.

‘Theoretical nutrition.’

‘They are savages,’ snorted Celandine disapprovingly, ‘base, vulgar and ignorant. I heard they engage in procreative behaviour simply for fun.’

‘Shocking,’ said Bunty. ‘Congress without benefit to the community is congress wasted.’

‘I could not agree more,’ said Celandine. ‘Mrs Celandine and I had congress only when the demand of a child required it, and even then we took steps to ensure there was no enjoyment to either party.’

I didn’t want to know how they might have achieved this, and Celandine continued:

‘What about swan attack?’

We all instinctively looked up. There was nothing to be seen in the clear grey sky. East Carmine’s swans appeared regularly at around ten every morning and five in the afternoon. They adopted that curious figure-of-eight pattern above the village for about twenty minutes before moving on.

‘East Carmine has not seen so much as a broken arm in living memory,’ I said, which was true. The ‘Days since Swan Attack’ sign had long ago reached 999, the highest it could be, and had stayed there, never reset.

‘You are indeed fortunate,’ he said. ‘A swan swooped down and took a toddler in Greensdale-on-the-Vale only a week ago. We must remain perpetually vigilant.’

‘Why would a swan take a toddler?’ I asked, but he didn’t answer my question as it was not a question that could or should be answered. Like many of the existential fears foisted upon us – lightning, the night, Riffraff, swans, Pooka – none of them was particularly fearful when placed under even the most cursory level of scrutiny. Little wonder curiosity was so frowned upon. A frightened population, Jane told me, was a compliant one.

‘I will be attending the disciplinary hearing,’ he added to move the conversation on, ‘as by the Rules enshrined in the good book and to ensure impartiality, an investigation into the loss of a Deputy Prefect cannot be led by the resident Yellow Prefect if she is related.’

I understood now why Celandine was here. If left to her own devices, Sally Gamboge would already have found Jane and Tommo and me guilty of her son’s death. At least with Celandine here, there would be a veneer of impartiality. Violet, we knew, would be unlikely to face any charges.

‘And we are very grateful for your assistance,’ said Bunty as she shot a glance at me. ‘Your transport awaits.’




The village
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Torrance Redwing invented the term Loopholery and made the skill his own. He began by finding a way around the Rules to allow him to keep fish, then made trifle available to all, wangled a way to wear a beret on Thursdays, and have hair that went over the collar. Although regarded as something of a hero, you won’t find his exploits recorded. He lives on only in the covert and unregulated oral tradition.

Ted Grey: Twenty Years Among the Chromatacians

We stepped out of the station building and Prefect Celandine stopped abruptly at the sight of the Ford. It wasn’t the ancient car that annoyed him as nearly all cars were Model Ts since the ban on automobiles during Leapback III ninety-six years before. If the Model T had not been museum exempted and subsequently declared ‘surplus to collection’ in an inspired piece of loopholery, we wouldn’t even have those. I read in Spectrum magazine there were several stripped-down Hispano-Suizas in Blue Sector used for ploughing, and somewhere in Red Sector South an Austin Allegro was used to transport dung, a role in which it was surprisingly able.

No, it was the Tangerine Players who were sitting on the flatbed that irked Celandine. Oranges were generally creatives: artists and poets and actors and whatnot and seen as dissolute: footless, feckless, and often, meritless – both financially and personally. By the look on Celandine’s face, he thought them little better than Greys, or worse, Riffraff.

‘I shall not travel with them,’ he announced sniffily, ‘they shall walk.’

He waited while I explained to the players that I would send the car back for them, and after glaring daggers at the Yellow Prefect, they went to stand in the shade of the station canopy.

‘Welcome to East Carmine,’ said Carlos Fandango, our resident Janitor, speaking from the driver’s seat, ‘I have a brother at Dog-Leg-Lake who clerks in the council chambers.’

‘How fascinating,’ replied Celandine. ‘Drive slowly or I will have you demerited. And I have no desire for banal conversation.’

Carlos nodded in reply, knowing better than to backchat a Prefect. Fandango was technically Purple, but so mild as to be inconsequential. Higher Purples often referred dismissively to their lower-hued brethren as simply: ‘Bluey-Reds’.

The car ran on discarded cooking oil, so as soon as the engine burst into life there was a smell like the communal kitchens on chip night. After I had removed the brick from under the T’s rear wheel and joined Bunty sitting on the flatbed, we set off along the Perpetulite roadway towards the village.

‘That is our linoleum factory,’ I said, pointing to the large red-brick building from where the sound of muffled clanking could be heard. ‘We supply the entire Collective with linoleum.’

‘A worthy boast,’ said Celandine, ‘and a success I understand much attributed to Mrs Gamboge. Is it true she has the workers on sixty-eight-hour weeks?’

‘It is,’ said Bunty enthusiastically, as Gamboge’s excesses were well known, ‘and seventeen years without a holiday.’

‘How does she manage that?’

‘She persuaded the Council to adopt a Standard Variable that holiday entitlements must be taken at either retirement or death,’ said Bunty. ‘Retirement tastes so much sweeter when well earned, and who needs holiday after death?’

Prefect Celandine chuckled to himself.

‘An admirable solution to an intractable issue, and one which I am sure to implement. Keeping workshy Greys in check is nothing short of a wearisome burden with which I can empathise – Dog-Leg-Lake’s factory makes cutlery and we often miss production targets solely due to the Greys’ characteristic indolence.’

This was indeed interesting. Not his negative attitude to Greys, which was fairly standard among the higher hues, but the cutlery factory. I had a potential spoon problem workaround planned.

‘Really?’ I said, then added a little stupidly, ‘But you make no spoons?’

‘Of course no spoons,’ he said in a sharp tone, scolding me for the banality of my comment. Due to an unaccountable error in Munsell’s Book of Harmony, spoon manufacture was prohibited. At the last spoon census it was estimated there was only one spoon per eleven residents, not counting ladles and other implements of a serving capacity. Spoon sharing was now permitted as a Standard Variable, as was eating custard with a fork. If you thought that Rule was daft, consider gloves: we were permitted to make them, but never to wear them.

‘If it were not for my team’s constant harassment of our workforce,’ said Celandine, ‘the entire Collective would be eating with its hands.’

We pulled to the side of the road to allow a three-man peloton of Penny-Farthings to pass in a whirl of spokes, the riders’ faces a mixture of concentration, exertion and fear.

‘For Jollity Fair?’ asked Prefect Celandine.

‘I think we may win the sprint and miles covered in an hour,’ said Carlos. ‘They practise a lot, and seemingly have no fear.’

‘How did Penny-Farthings escape the bicycle gearing ban of Leapback III?’ asked Bunty, a question doubtless couched more in search of an infraction, rather than curiosity.

‘Unicycles were exempted from the geared bicycle ban,’ I replied, ‘so by extension that included the Penny-Farthing, as the smaller second wheel had been deemed a “stabilisation aid” rather than a wheel in its own right.’

‘Humph,’ said Bunty.

‘Although the large wheel of the Penny-Farthings give the bikes a usefully fast speed,’ added Carlos, ‘there are drawbacks: their high riding height and extreme rapidity make them potentially dangerous, and riders are routinely killed attempting new records.’

The chief cause of fatalities was not only speed – it was also while competing in the profoundly insane ‘urban freestyle’ event of back flips and spins in mid-air.

‘I will be attending Jollity Fair,’ said Bunty proudly, presumably in an effort to impress Mr Celandine, ‘in my attempt to win “lowest note sustained” on my highly modified subcontrabass tuba. My entry will be below a human’s frequency range, but should be able to induce an extreme mooing event in a cow.’

‘I wish you the best of luck,’ said Mr Celandine without any interest at all. ‘If there is any way at all I can assist in this effort, please keep it to yourself.’

‘Thank you,’ said Bunty, mishearing him.

We drove on for a minute, past the lumber yard, cheese-making facility and donkey mill.

‘You are here to make judgement upon young Mr Gamboge’s death?’ asked Carlos Fandango. As village Janitor he was driver and maintainer of our small fleet of Model Ts, the central streetlight and much else besides. He saw 14 per cent across the blue and red fields, which was only just the mauve side of nothing at all, but his coveted Janitor status did afford him odd perks, such as being able to speak to someone like Mr Celandine without being spoken to first.

‘I will listen to all the party’s testimony with due diligence, look upon the evidence dispassionately and without bias, then weigh all the factors to arrive at a verdict that supports Mrs Gamboge’s initial finding: that her son’s death was foul and unnatural and that the perpetrators be punished forthwith.’

‘You have already made up your mind?’ asked Carlos as he glanced at me.

‘I am not here to impugn upon the word of a much-respected Yellow,’ he said. ‘I am here merely as a formality. Do any of you know this Edward Russett fellow?’

‘Quite well,’ I said. ‘It’s me.’

He stared at me.

‘Your asinine questions over spoons and swan attack are now easily explained,’ he said. ‘You and Cinnabar and Jane Brunswick are not being punished, but are sacrificing yourselves so that everyone realises the importance by which the Rules are penned, and that the defiling of the harmony bruises the Collective’s ability to enjoy a life unsullied by confusion and malice.’

He made our death sentences sound almost noble.

‘Do you do many of these hearings?’ I asked.

‘My time is spent doing little else. My forthright manner and Yellowcentric demeanour puts me much in demand.’

I didn’t doubt it, although it didn’t have to be like this: the Rules weren’t the problem, it was their unchangingly rigid interpretation that made them unworkable. It was how these Rules were interpreted in order that fairness could be attained that marked out a good Council from a poor one. On a day trip once to Viridian to buy some food dye, Dad and I went into the Council Chambers for some free entertainment and watched an interesting case: the Head Prefect, instead of charging a woman with murdering her husband with a pair of garden shears after he stole intimacy without consent, decided instead she be charged with ‘irresponsibly running with scissors’. She was duly found guilty, fined fifty demerits and undertook an afternoon’s additional scissor training. Her husband’s remains went straight to the rendering shed without fanfare. No one denied it was anything but a good result.

‘That is our crackletrap,’ said Bunty proudly, as she pointed towards the domed copper device atop the village’s flak tower, ‘a civil project devised by our very own Sally Gamboge to keep lightning strikes away from the community.’

Lurid tales of lightning strikes where residents had their brains boiled inside their heads were the third most popular article in Spectrum magazine along with swan attack and Riffraff baby stealing. In truth, the crackletrap had only two attributes that were incontestable: it had cost a vast amount of communal cash merits in its construction, and was of no use to anyone at all.

‘Impressive,’ said Celandine, but he was more interested in the flak tower. Since city, town and village layouts all conformed strictly to the Architectural Uniformity Protocols, towers randomly placed or anything at variance with the approved layout gave a unique identity, something of which East Carmine could be rightly proud.

‘Any idea of its function?’ mused Celandine, as there were no flak towers in Dog-Leg-Lake.

‘None at all,’ said Bunty, ‘but they are mentioned in the Book of Harmony so presumably Our Munsell has a plan for them.’

The vast, mildly tapered structure was at least three times as tall as the town hall, and like the town hall and Council Chambers it had been grown out of building-grade Perpetulite. The tower might have been a storehouse, lookout, or even a store of Perpetulite itself, waiting to be called into use as something else, but never was. Like so much around us, the past was not only unknown, but unknowable.

We lapsed into silence as Fandango drove us through the East Gate and into the village, the centre of which was laid out as a large open square with the prominent hues’ residences at the north end and with the cafés, shops, library and artisans’ workshops making up the remainder of the periphery, all in their prescribed position, the exact same in each ‘C’-sized town. The main hall sat in the middle, outside the main doors of which was the twice-lifesize statue of Our Munsell. Beyond the central square were the lower hues’ quarters, kitchens, workshops and granaries with hay barns, dairy and Carlos’s workshop a little way distant, with the rendering sheds, tannery, Green Room and Greyzone downwind and most distant of all.

Carlos stopped outside the Gamboges’ house, easily recognised by the bright Univisual yellow door. Sally Gamboge was waiting on the doorstep and greeted Mr Celandine warmly.

‘That’s the one who killed my son,’ said Mrs Gamboge, pointing a bony finger at me. ‘Note him well.’

‘I despise him already,’ returned Mr Celandine. ‘You have my unwavering support in this matter.’

‘I thought this was to be a fair and free hearing?’ I said as I placed Celandine’s valise on the ground next to him.

‘How dare you?’ said Mrs Gamboge. ‘Your suggestion of a predecided outcome is insulting, demeaning and unruleful. Your book, please.’

I sighed and handed over my merit book and was fined twenty merits for ‘impugning upon the reputation of an elder’, ten for ‘speaking out of turn’, and five for ‘additional nonspecific impudent intent’.

She handed me back my merit book and I thanked her for my punishment in order to avoid a further demerit due to ‘inadequate acknowledgement of personal failings’, then departed quickly before they could drum up some more charges.

‘I hope you and Jane have a good strategy in place,’ said Carlos once we were out of earshot. ‘Those two will try anything to get you into the Green Room.’

Despite my involvement in the plot that saw Carlos’ daughter and Dorian run away together, he seemed not to bear me much ill will. That would change dramatically if he knew what had ultimately happened to them. I would have to ensure he never did.

‘We’ve got a plan,’ I said.

‘You have?’

‘Yes; it revolves chiefly around a large helping of delusive hope, and failing that, a good pair of running shoes.’




Tommo Cinnabar
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The Cinnabar family had been big in the crimson pigment trade until illegal price-fixing which led to their downfall and made them fairly toxic in the marriage market. When all Cinnabars had no better option than to marry a Grey, the family would be no more. Once in the Greyzone, all fallen hues were rendered equal – until someone married up-hue and the whole thing started over again.

Ted Grey: Twenty Years Among the Chromatacians

We parked the Ford outside the Janitor’s workshop and climbed out. While Carlos conducted the post-drive maintenance checks and logged the mileage in the book, I had a look around. Any Janitor’s garage – not just Fandango’s – was a wondrous collection of exempted old tech in which it closely resembled Cobalt’s Museum of the Something that Happened. The village had two Ford Model Ts, the first for general use, and the second for hunting ball lightning: the car was mounted with a crossbow in the rear loaded with a copper spike that trailed earthing wires when launched. Both vehicles were at least a millennium past their design life, and the vehicles had been so oft repaired that they bore only a passing resemblance to the original Ford – we knew, because there was a picture of one pinned to the wall.

Also in the large workshop were a forge, a lathe and a milling machine, all powered by an exempted Everspin, which ran a series of pulleys and belts from an overhead shaft. It was thought another Everspin generated the electricity for the central street lamp, which burned carbon rods to produce an arc of pure white brightness, but no one knew for sure as the generator room was locked, and no one had the key.

But by far and away the most interesting thing in the garage was Fandango’s pride and joy: the gyro-bike, East Carmine’s entry for Jollity Fair’s stored energy sprint race. The bike was beautifully hand-constructed by Carlos himself and was a low-slung two-wheeled vehicle with tyres a foot wide, a low single saddle and short stubby downward-facing handlebars inboard of a tight fairing.

Jane had been in the frame to pilot the bike, but with our future up in the air, an alternative was being sought. Amelia Cinnabar – Tommo’s first cousin – was the assistant Janitor under Fandango and, having ridden the bike on numerous tests, was the next fastest in trials around East Carmine’s velodrome.

‘Are we in with a chance?’ I asked.

‘Technically we’ve got a good bike,’ said Carlos, laying a hand on the sleek, polished steel-and-black machine, ‘but Jamie “Mad Dog” Juniper representing Green Sector is the rider to beat, and that will be difficult.’

‘Difficult or impossible?’

‘Somewhere between the two. But we do have an edge: most teams store the bike’s energy in six spinning weights, but I’ve squeezed in another two. Takes a little longer to wind up to full speed and the compensating mechanisms for turning safely are more complex, but it should help.’

‘The bigger issue,’ said Amelia, who was also present, ‘is ensuring Jane is around to ride it. I’m fast, but not as fast as her.’

‘I asked deMauve to defer your hearings,’ added Fandango, ‘but he said Gamboge wouldn’t have it.’

‘She’s not a fan.’

‘So I heard. There’s a meeting later on this afternoon to finalise plans for our team this year – you ever competed at Jollity?’

‘My shade of mustard won “best runner-up” last year,’ I replied, ‘but I didn’t attend, just sent in the numbers over the telegraph: 33-71-67. But unless Jollity introduce the sport of “improved queueing methods”, I’m not sure I’ll ever compete.’

Tommo walked up, greeted us both and joined in the conversation.

‘If you want to compete at Jollity you could always start a “most people in a mandated-size wardrobe” team,’ he said. ‘I’m sure there are enough people in this village stupid enough.’

‘I’m not so sure we’d be competitive,’ said Amelia. ‘The wardrobe-stuffing event long ago reached maximum stuffage, so the event is really about longevity.’

‘The Greens dominate the event,’ added Tommo, ‘and often spend the whole of Jollity Fair locked inside a medium-sized wardrobe. Fatalities are common and there are unfounded yet undeniably salacious rumours of cannibalism.’

I would have liked to have dawdled longer in the workshop, but Tommo and I were actually there to pick up a couple of hoes. Although well above farming duty, dealing with the advance of pernicious aliens was deemed the work of higher Chromatics. We signed out the implements and walked off in the direction of the East Gate.

‘Hey, Eddie, guess what?’

‘You’re going to live a blameless and honest life from now on, and renounce all your schemes and misdemeanours?’

‘Not a chance. Guess again.’

‘You’ve volunteered to become the village’s ornamental hermit?’

‘What? No. I’ve been given the job of editor and photographer at the East Carmine Mercury following Dorian’s departure.’

He looked pleased with himself as it was a plum job – you could poke your nose pretty much anywhere. But on the downside, say the wrong thing and you could be poorer by several hundred merits or, in the worst-case scenario, sent off to Reboot. The canny newspaper editor reserved themselves to jam harvests, parroting the words of Munsell, repeating the Prefect’s many speeches, then trumpeting the impressive yet wholly fictitious village manufacturing figures.

‘I see,’ I said, as the previous editor’s fate was not something I was that happy about, ‘and I’m assuming this means you’re not facing charges with Jane and me over the High Saffron fiasco?’

‘You guess correct. Mrs Gamboge agreed to dismiss all charges in exchange for an in-depth feature in the Mercury about how the Yellows are far better than anyone had thought – making special mention of their probity, adherence to procedure and transparency. They want me to cover your and Jane’s hearing, too: testimony, defence, guilty verdict, punishment – that sort of thing. I’ll be watching from the public gallery.’

‘So Sally Gamboge let you off? That was excessively kind of her.’

‘Not really,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I’ve been – how shall I put it? Laying down some favours for a rainy day.’

‘Is there anything you wouldn’t do to get ahead?’ I asked, as Sally’s semi-regular bedroom usage of Tommo was an open secret, and just one more reason why no one would trust him an inch.

‘I’ve had all charges dropped and am now the editor of the Mercury,’ he said, ‘figure that one out for yourself.’

‘I suppose Violet will wriggle out of the hearing too, what with her father the Head Prefect.’

‘Hadn’t you heard? It’s been established “beyond all doubt” that Violet had absolutely no part in Courtland’s death. She has been exonerated from all wrongdoing and been awarded “aggrieved bystander in need of sympathy” status and signed off work for a week.’

‘That’s not a surprise,’ I said.

‘No,’ agreed Tommo, ‘and since Violet doesn’t actually do any work, she was given the cash alternative.’

‘Figures.’

We walked past the colour sorting room, grain store and flak tower and soon arrived at the village boundary, a high dyke-and-ditch structure that encircled the village and was topped by a defensive hedge of clutching brambles, a carnivorous plant that would constrict its victim until death by starvation or fatigue, then live off the decomposing nutrients as they leached into the soil. The clutching brambles kept out most animals aside from bouncing goat who could leap clean over, although the ground sloth and elephant had been known to simply push their way through.

‘My first Useful Work assignment was slopping unwanted render on to the roots of the clutchers,’ said Tommo, ‘even then the Prefects didn’t much like me.’

‘My first Useful Work was shredding the village’s glove allocation to be used as stuffing for toys and quilts,’ I replied.

Despite the ban on wearing gloves, their manufacture was at a mandated level. Stockpiling them would have been impractical, so they were recycled almost as soon as they arrived in the village.

‘Did you ever try one on?’ Tommo asked. ‘Y’know, for kicks and giggles?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Daring of you. I heard Bunty McMustard was caught wearing a pair of work gloves last month,’ he added, ‘while trimming the clutchers. I think her hearing will be the support act to yours. She’ll get off, what with being a Yellow and Celandine here to help preside. Should be quite a show – there are six infractions being heard before you. I’ll be doing refreshments at half-time and renting cushions by the hour. Disciplinary hearings are always popular and a good way to make a few extra merits.’

We exited the village by way of the underground tunnel that went through the steep earthen bank and was secured at the far end by a heavy wooden door, then took off our spot-badges and placed them in a locker, as Riffraff were reputed to kidnap and ransom those of high hue. But like many fears, there was little if any evidence to support the suggestion. As we moved outside the village I felt an imperceptible relaxation, as though a weight suddenly lifted. It wasn’t uncommon to feel an urge to simply walk away and never look back, come what may. There was even a term for it – wanderlost – but the foolishness of such an enterprise was soon quashed by thoughts of the many genuine perils that awaited the hapless traveller outside the comfort and security of the village. People did go missing – quite a few if the adverts in Spectrum were anything to go by – but it was impossible to say whether that was wanderlost or something more sinister such as beasts, the night, exposure, starvation or even the mythical ‘Pale Rider’ whom death always followed.

We loosened our ties and then pulled our shirts from our elasticated waistbands in celebration of quiet defiance and moved away from the village, but were careful not to stray past the ring of stones that delineated the Outer Markers, as that would require permission from the Prefects, which we didn’t have.

‘There’s a contender,’ said Tommo, pointing at one of the alien invaders we had been tasked to destroy.

The rhododendron had been encroaching upon the land for a very long time, and as Head of Invasive Alien Eradication, it was my job to ensure that they – and other invasive species – did not gain a toehold anywhere within the village. We quickly dug it out. It wasn’t big, barely a seedling, and to the untrained eye, little more than a weed.

‘Actually,’ continued Tommo as we carried on, scanning the ground for any more seedlings, ‘I didn’t take the Mercury job to write inflated nonsense for the Prefects. I’m more interested in taking photographs. Dorian taught me how to use the camera and darkroom before he left, and I think I’ve got the hang of it – look.’

He showed me a picture of Daisy Crimson in front of the library.

‘I get enough chemicals to coat four glass plates and make thirty paper prints a month, and that got me to thinking – do you think you could persuade Jane to pose without her clothes on?’

‘Whatever for?’

‘Market research has revealed to me that a naked picture of Jane would be mighty popular; twenty-six villagers have already pledged five merits each for a look, and eighteen merits to hire the picture for the evening, the profits of which I would gladly share with Jane – and you for facilitating the deal, naturally.’

‘You can go down to the river any day of the week and see as many unclothed bodies as you want,’ I said, ‘Jane included. Why would people pay to see a picture of something they can get for free?’

‘It’s different,’ he said, ‘and about desire. Everyone reads the Very Racy Story in Spectrum magazine, either on their own or with a special one – this is a similar deal, although it would work a lot better if Jane could offer up a “winsome come-hither” sort of look.’

‘Winsome come-hither?’

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘or “impudent coquettishness”.’

‘You’re kidding?’ I asked.

‘Not kidding at all. I reckon this could be a lucrative business and I’m surprised no one’s thought of it before.’

‘I think,’ I said, ‘Jane’s answer would be a punch in the eye followed by swift kick in the plums.’

‘I thought so, too,’ said Tommo, ‘which is why I’m asking you to be the middle man at considerable financial loss to myself.’

‘Ask her yourself,’ I said, ‘and good luck getting anyone to take part.’

‘Clifton Grey and Sophie Lapis-Lazuli jumped at the chance and I’ve already sold three prints of each. Clifton really took to the challenge as he’s got about the most impressive physique in the village. He swapped the “winsome come-hither” look for “rugged and willing”. I can see why Violet chose him as her Grey-on-the-side. Do you want to have a look?’

‘No thanks, and I’m not sure the Prefects will look kindly upon your little scheme.’

‘You’d be surprised. Prefect Yewberry himself has already enquired if I might have the models pose together in the same picture – and standing daringly close to one another.

‘What’s that noise?’

We ducked behind an old phone box which was half-sunk into the soil. The years of corrosion had reduced the metalwork to a delicate spiderweb of rusty iron; if you sneezed, it would likely collapse into rust. We exchanged a nervous glance until we heard the familiar swish of a zebra’s tail.

We moved quietly forward through the underbrush until we came within sight of a small group of coded zebra, their barcode incorporated into their stripes. There were a half-dozen of them and they had not seen us, so I quickly whispered out their barcodes while Tommo logged them in his book.

‘Medium, broad, thick, heavy, thin, thin, medium, thin, heavy, broad, medium, thin, heavy, broad …’

Once we were done on all the zebras we transferred the code into a number and then did a checksum calculation to ensure we had read the bar correctly, and after ten minutes of adding and multiplication all the numbers came up as correct. We were just in time, for a noise startled the zebra and they were soon gone in a cloud of dust. We sat down and consulted our animal-spotting books to see if we’d seen them already.

‘I’ve logged five of these Taxa numbers before,’ said Tommo thoughtfully, ‘but the remainder is a foal – two years old if your barcode-reading is up to scratch.’

Animal Taxa numbers were mentioned in the Rules so could be legally traded, swapped, studied and collated with impunity. The heavy-hitter animal-spotters collected megafauna numbers – giant sloth, elephant, woolly rhino and the like – but it was a hobby that could be done in the safety of one’s own home, too, simply by logging the barcodes on rats, cockroaches, homing slugs and possums.

‘We can sell or swap the newbie’s number, but the others I think are well known – there’s a shop in Vermillion that trades in numbers and most zebras have been logged.’

The brief excitement over, we shoved our books back in our pockets and carried on our way.

‘Ever wondered why everything has a barcode?’ I asked.

Tommo looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

‘Why would you want to know? Things don’t have to have a reason or explanation – isn’t life vexing enough without mysteries and unknowns to divert us from happiness? When I found out how rainbows worked it didn’t improve my life, so neither will the knowledge regarding zoological barcodes.’

‘Wait, you know how rainbows work?’

It was well known that the same single band of colour in the sky was observed by others of a different sight gift; it was supposed a rainbow had six colours, but the loftier Purples claimed seven.

Tommo shrugged.

‘Sort of. Lucy explained it to me. Something to do with light and raindrops. I’m a little hazy on the details. But the point is, knowing stuff doesn’t change your life – and if it does, then that’s proof it was better off not knowing. I’d rather to be a happy fool than a dead expert.’

‘Being a happy fool is working out for you?’

‘So far it’s been highly lucrative.’

I examined the enlarged nail of my own index finger, and the unique set of lines that grew out of the nail-bed. Human barcodes were so far unreadable, but considered to also be Taxa – hence the name ‘index finger’. The lines were very fine, and double the quantity of a standard code. A lot more information. I’d tried deciphering it once and came up with a thirty-six-digit number that defied decoding.

Tommo showed me his – at some point in his life he had damaged the nail and the lines had fractured and now grew out as dotted lines.

‘No Taxa code on me –’ he grinned – ‘so I’m not collectable. But seriously – knowing where the Fallen Man came from will not help you or me one iota.’

He had made the comment because we had arrived at the spot a man had unexpectedly thumped into the earth more than a decade before.
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