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This book is dedicated to Terry Hardiman, who was kind enough to enjoy Good Red Herring and wished to spend some more time with the characters, particularly Hunter.
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Hibernian / Muinbeon Words: Pronunciation and Usage



Adelfey — just like ‘adelphi’ 
aos sídhe — ace shee
Badhbh — bive 
Bearu — BARR-oo
Bobawn — boe-bawn
Boru — bor-OO
Ciplacti — kip-LAC-ti
Cluancorr — Cloon-CORR
Corsnamy — COR-snamy
Croghan — CRO-han (cro as in crock, not crow)
Dinna — DINN-a (a general title used when addressing an adult)
Doathain — DOE-ath-on
eolas — OH-lass
Fionn Mac Cumhaill — f-YUN mac cool 
Fir Bolg — feer bulg
Gallagrene — GAL-a-green
Gossur — GOSS-ur (a general title used when addressing someone who is not an adult)
luchrupán — lukh-ru-PAWN
Meallaim — MAL-am
Muinbeo — mwinb-YO
Nuada Airgetlám — NOO-a-da AR-get-lawv
O’Buachalla — oh-BOO-khalla
Pangur Bán —PAN-gur bawn 
Rathera — rath-HEER-a
Saibh — Sive
sídhe — shee
Tuatha Dé Danann — TOO-ha day DAN-an 
Uishneach — ISH-nokh







  
  
Storytellers: Welcome




Time and Place? 
Guess. We always do. 
┤Back again, we see, for another story from Over Beyond. Well, come you in, come you in, don’t stand about scrubbing your toe in the doorway. You must surely know it is never safe to stand on a threshold. Besides, you might upset our thimblerig. We arranged things long ago so that any untutored eye looking up these rocky slopes will see only the ruin of a once-elaborate home. We don’t want every rag, tag, and bobtail knowing where we live, you see. You, of course, are welcome in. Anything—sorry, anyone that can see us, can join us. 

If you are nervous of our shadows—and why wouldn’t you be? They sometimes make even us jump—sit here in the window-seat. Take advantage of the sunny day. You won’t often have had a view like that, are we right? High enough to see clear across Muinbeo to the Great River, if your sight was as good as ours. Or to admire the green flush of early summer seeping through Derrydrake Forest. You might even get a glimpse of the pale-yellow brick that makes up Ballinpooka’s town walls, or of the dim glow of the Tubbercolm Pan. 

We’re happy to see you back, you know. We wondered if we had discouraged you with our last tale of murder and betrayal. But you have stamina. We admire that. Would you like a bite of dinner? A cup of tea in your hand, then. You will. Go on.

We have less bloodthirsty news for you today, although the theft of a manuscript is more trouble than you might think. It is one that the Pharaoh took exception to, so that’s always bothersome. It has become something of a hobby of theirs, in the Outland: banning books, censoring them, separating them from their readers. Burning them, even. The Pharaoh’s Courtiers took it up a few hundred years ago. They started to lay claim to a superior knowledge about books, about who should read them, what should be in them. A touchy crew, the Courtiers—the books they burned were very often those whose authors did not believe that the way the world wagged under the Pharaoh was the best thing since buttered fruitcake. They hoped to rid the world of such dangerous ideas by burning the books that contained them. Best of luck with that.

Make yourself comfortable while we tell you what needs to be told. Take a cushion—stone window-seats are cold on the unprotected rear. The teapot is by your tiny hand. Buttered fruitcake?├










  
  
One




Sunday, May 3rd 
Roanoake Settlement, Muinbeo 
Dawn was breaking. Huddles of starlings were commenting loudly, chucking and chirruping from the chimney-pots. The sky was fading from violet, and streaked with sunrise, the trees around the Sombrists’ settlement breaking up the slash of orange on the horizon. 

A young Sombrist goatherd was herding the Sombrists’ young goats southwards from Abbey Field to the Temple Pasture, leaving behind them a shattered streak of dark through the drenching dew. The goatherd was whistling, trying out an unfamiliar tune, and enjoying the freshness of the cold air. 

The shadowy little group crossed the narrow road, and through the windbreak of ash trees and field maples. They skirted the scooped edge of the fuller’s workyard and the herb garden beside it. Cutting across the alleyway that led away to Peacock Hall brought them to the thick blackthorn hedge that sheltered Temple Pasture. The goats’ collar-bells chimed thinly. The goatherd’s unused stick struck softly and regularly at the wet grass. One of the ash trees was a rookery, and the advancing dawn twilight was heralded by a few lazy croaks, and the fluttering shapes of early birds on the hunt, presumably for the worm. 

The goats began to trot a little faster as they approached the pasture, when they could hear the rest of the herd moving about, chatting. The goatherd kept both the line and the peace, and opened a small metal gate in the hedge, and ushered the animals in single file into the field. All the goats passed through obediently, except a pair of squabbling siblings who had been pouncing and butting at each other all the way, and were now battling for priority at the gate. One of these took offence at the goatherd’s scolding, and bolted. The grumbling goatherd closed the gate, and went in pursuit. 

The high block of Peacock Hall made a dense blot of darkness against the rising carmine of the sky. The goat had trotted up the low rise to the foot of the building, and had gone exploring the paths through the immaculate garden that surrounded it. The goatherd, uneasy at being so close to so intimidating a building, bounded up the stepped slope in the wake of the fleet-footed escapee, and was much relieved to see that it had stopped, and was standing still. It was looking down at the ground. The goatherd seized a handful of the animal’s rough mane, and then looked down, too. 

The body on the ground seemed to be nothing but a jumble of twisted joints, greens and reds and blues of the diamond-patterned limbs standing out in the slaty light. The goatherd stood perfectly still, taking rapid, shallow breaths, then forced their reluctant feet to move forward. Among the shattered bones and bulging hinges of the head, the slow pulse of synapses was visible. The heart was still beating. Herder and goat raced at full pelt towards the Roanoake settlement, through the entrance at Brimstone House, past the almshouses, and across the courtyard to the Infirmarer’s house. 

A much older goat, a large beast with green eyes, had followed them into the shadow of Peacock Hall, and saw them run. She looked about, smelling the air, casting incurious eyes at the elaborate gardens, the orchard, and the high concealing walls of the Anchorage opposite. Then she lay down beside the body, keeping it warm.

    
  Hunter Sessaire's bedroom was in the arc of houses directly in the goatherd’s path. He might not have woken up, except that the neighbouring dog started barking in response to all the noise the goats had been making. Opening the window to spy out the miscreant, Hunter had instead seen the Infirmarer leading the scurry towards Brimstone, followed by his assistant with a bag, two others with their cowls up, and bringing up the rear, the Magus. By the time the last one had flitted between the shadows of the building and the gleam of the rising sun, Hunter was into his clothes and sneaking out the front door. 

As a good Sombrist, he should have been properly ashamed of how quickly he thought of an excuse to go outside the settlement walls. By the time he reached the kitchens, however, the Cellarer was already on the lookout for a likely ally. He held three wooden bowls, and shoved these at Hunter with the hasty request that Hunter lose no time picking some wild sorrel, raspberry leaves and sweet violets. Hunter grabbed the bowls and hurried away. The Cellarer’s order was sufficient excuse to be anywhere outside the North wall of the settlement. The inquisitive had to stick together. 

The five figures set a good pace and were so preoccupied that Hunter had no difficulty keeping them in sight. Brimstone House, built into the north-east corner of the settlement wall, gave onto the fuller’s workyard, with the tenterground on one side and on the other, a large walled herb garden. The small gate in the north wall of the garden, between a couple of cherry-trees, led out to a long pleached alley, separating the pasture where the new calves were skittering about and the overgrown field where the goats were busy foraging. Hunter hurried, seizing hasty handfuls of herbs to keep his cover story alive, and his long legs had him up the slope to Peacock Hall only moments after the Infirmarer. He just had time to see the crumpled body on the ground before the adults closed around it and shut it off from view. 

As a result of his investigation, Hunter was the first person to the Refectory for breakfast. He helped out by filling bowls with dried fruit, nuts and seeds while the Cellarer prepared the porridge and pressed Hunter for details.

“Did you see who it was?”

Hunter shook his head and spooned dried apples into a bowl. He had known even before he scuttled out through Brimstone’s gate that someone needed medical help. It was the only explanation for the Infirmarer. But the adults had clustered around the fallen figure so tightly that Hunter could see nothing. Nor could he hear them well enough to make sense of their murmurings. He had begun to put two and two together when they lifted the victim cautiously and carried it, not back into the settlement, but away to the north of Peacock Hall. 

The Magus had stridden ahead of them and, with a few strong words and a shaking of her staff, opened up the gateless, doorless wall around what was known as the Anchorage. Hunter had sneaked around the gable end of Peacock Hall, but had remained only a few minutes, long enough to see that there was no evidence of what had happened. No dark tracks through the grass where feet other than the medics’ had disturbed the dew. No wet footprints in the alley or on the stone slabs around Peacock Hall. There were no footprints in the soil of the garden. None of the windows was open. He had found nothing but a small silver sprocket. He showed this to the Cellarer, and said, 

“I didn’t see, but looking at this, and the fact that they took whoever it was to the Anchorage, not the Infirmary, is suggestive.”

“Well—what does it suggest to you, then?”

“It was a Harlequin,” Hunter said. “That’s my best guess.”

“You're very observant,” the Cellarer said, turning the tiny sprocket over in his hand. “You'd give that detective friend of yours a run for her money.”

They turned their attention to preparing the breakfast. Then the Cellarer said, 

“A Harlequin, you say?” 

“Unlikely as it seems, yes, I think so.”

“I can hardly believe it,” the Cellarer shook his head, “I thought they were so fast-moving, nothing could hurt them. What was it doing in Peacock Hall anyway?” 

“Do you think they will tell us what happened?” Hunter asked, and the Cellarer wrinkled his nose. 

“Maybe,” he said, “possibly. Eventually.”

    
  Monday, May 4th 
Despite the Sombrists' determination to tell no one anything about the mysterious events of Sunday morning, in short order not only did all the Sombrists in Muinbeo know that a Harlequin had been murderously attacked, almost everyone around Ballinpooka had heard something. The Harley had been so badly injured that the Magus had had it and herself airlifted to the Possible Institute in the north of Muinbeo. The appearance of the antique air ambulance was enough in itself to start the rumour mill, and so was the gathering the next day of a dozen Sombrists from all over Muinbeo to Linnenshee. Over morning tea-break in the Guardians’ canteen, Detective Chief Inspector Hal McCabe was speculating to his apprentice, Salmon Farsade, as to when the Sombrists might see fit to report the crime. 

“They are an aloof bunch alright,” Salmon sighed. She knew there were a lot of people who were sniffy about what they thought were the Sombrists’ secretive ways. While she felt defensive on behalf of her friend, Hunter, there was no denying that the Sombrists as a group were not much about sharing. McCabe was rarely sniffy about anyone, but his deputy, Benson, now in the queue for tea, made up for it as soon as he came back. 

“Whatever about not reporting savage attacks on their Harlequins as they call them,” Benson said, handing out tea and cake, “they have to be in to see us about their alignment.”

McCabe never cared what kind of food he was given. It always tasted much the same to a vampire. But Benson glared at Salmon, as though daring her to say she didn't like madeira-cake.

“What alignment?” she asked. “Who were they aligning with?”

“The Sombrists aren’t aligning,” Benson said. “They have these massive celebrations to mark a routine alignment of planets.”

“It’s a rare alignment, Benson,” McCabe said mildly. 

“Rare,” Benson agreed, “but routine. And not as rare as they claim.”

He shrugged and began cutting up a pastry into small squares. 

“Them and their Planet X,” he added.

“The world's a complicated place,” McCabe said. “Any explanation seems odd when you don't believe it.”

He nicked one of Benson's pastry squares as a distraction and said,

“Time for the Monday morning summary. Anything new I should know about?”

Immediately back to business, Benson rapidly drank some coffee, and said as he swallowed, 

“We agreed to move Shearwater Amberson to the prison’s medical facility in Fare House. You will remember that at his trial the Court ordered that he be brought in so that the boffins could find out why he did what he did. Even though we know why.”

“We know his motive for murder,” McCabe said, “what we don’t know is why a previously law-abiding, kindly human suddenly behaved as Amberson did.”

“One answer will do me,” said Benson. “We solve crimes, we don’t read minds.”

“Anything else, Benson?”

“Yes, sir. You had a letter from the Patriarch’s office requesting that all the boundaries be checked this year.”

McCabe nodded, and clearly having expected a more vigorous response, Benson added,

“All of them, sir. Literally all of them. It will take us forever to complete. And it’ll cost us a fortune.”

“Probably because of the murder,” McCabe speculated, “Outlanders being involved.”

“How many boundaries do we have?” Salmon asked. She had been the one to pick up the Patriarch’s letter when the pneumatic post had spat it out onto the floor of McCabe’s office. The thought of being able to examine Muinbeo’s famously impenetrable boundaries intrigued her. But she had a bad feeling that Benson would not want her involved. 

“Oh, too many to remember off hand,” McCabe said. “Benson will do up a schedule of dates to go boundary-testing, and we'll see how it matches up with your school timetable. You did all right at your Demonstration?”

 The Demonstration was an extra set of tests that apprentices had to do in addition to school exams. The Board of Despotai put the apprentices through the wringer annually on skills to do with their apprenticeships, languages, and (if the apprentices were young) being able to look after themselves. 

“I did, sir,” said Salmon, “except the witch Sackville complained about me only speaking one language.”

McCabe waved his hand, dismissing Winter Sackville and her complaints. “We'll worry about that when it's a problem,” he said, “right, back to work. Benson, let the Quaestor know about the Patriarch’s letter. Salmon, we've had an iris from Registry about one or two files that are overdue.”

“One or two,” Salmon said, not managing to keep the disbelief out of her voice.

“Maybe three,” McCabe lied, getting up. “Bring the newspaper, will you?” Salmon picked up the Ballinpooka Bugle. McCabe took it from her, turning down the headline—Senator Albright Admits to Bribe—and folded it so that a sub-head from down the page of Outland news was uppermost. 

Duchess of Fife Funds Archaeologists.








  
  
Two




Tuesday, May 5th 
Derrydrake School  
Being in the merry month of May or not, Tuesday started off with rain and having once started, saw no reason to stop. Salmon usually cycled to school or borrowed a Goldsmith horse even on wet days, but this morning her foster-mother Berry Goldsmith had called to the door with her two children, Rainbow and Marigold, in a carriage drawn by Tom Mix, the grey horse. The carriage was old, tiny and battered, but partly magical—Rainbow described it as dented by the sídhe—and so was light and easy to drive. The carriage bobbed as she climbed in, greeting her foster-family as she settled herself on a seat. The carriage lurched into motion, and as they rattled along, Salmon’s thoughts turned to magic.

When she had been brought from the Outland to Muinbeo some years ago, she had expected to see magic everywhere. The Pharaoh’s Court had banned the use of technomancy and magic of every sort except in very limited use of birthstones. Only Courtiers—Courtiers and the aristocratic corporate clans who wielded the most political power—were allowed to use magic. Muinbeo, when it was spoken of at all, was denounced as a lawless, luxury-loving place, where every whim was indulged, and the population (of decadents, evil-wielders, demons, and weirdos) never had to lift a finger/claw/tentacle or do an honest day’s work. Even Salmon, reared among those whose distrust of the Pharaoh and the Courtiers was outweighed only by their contempt for these institutions, had looked for at least wands, or maybe pointed hats, for everyday life made easy. 

It had not been at all as she had expected. Everyone seemed to live in quite ordinary ways, going to work, washing their dishes, complaining about the Senate, which organised civic life. After all the uncertainties of life in the Outland when both your parents were rebelling against the regime, the ordinariness of these things had been a source of joy to Salmon. 

What intrigued her were the ways in which Muinbeo was not at all ordinary. There were portals, so commonplace a way to cover large distances, and yet so remarkable that practically nobody who wasn't either a physicist or one of the most senior magicians could explain how they functioned. There were werewolves, luchrupáns, mechanical animals, shapeshifters (or dimorphs as they were called), psychopomps for the newly arrived into, or the newly departed from, the world. 

How, she wondered, can places be eerie and strange in a world where magic and enchantment and shapeshifting were everyday fare? Muinbeo seemed to manage it. Every place on the map seemed to have its own ghost or spirit, its own weird tale, its own way of not being entirely of this world.

Derrydrake School itself was one such place. The school was set far back from the road, a few miles to the north of Ballinpooka's town walls, in a wooded area called the Doathain, whose trees straggled into the western edge of the massive Derrydrake Forest. Centuries ago, the school had been smashed to bits in a… strange incident… and had been rebuilt in a very elegant style. It was a three-storey rectangle of yellow brick, pale like Ballinpooka’s town walls, with slender columns holding up the roof of the portico at the main entrance, as well as a roof over the bricked path that ran right the way around the school. There was a wide tower at each of the school’s four corners, and it was topped in its central section by a green copper dome. 

At first glance, the school seemed quite ordinary in its plain, handsome way. It had a few ghosts, certainly: what building of its age did not? But they were retiring, introverted ghosts who were as happy in death to poodle about doing the weeding in the glasshouses, or cataloguing in the libraries, or oiling the machinery in the workshops, as they had been in life. 

The curve of trees behind the school was a shelter for the houses that had been rebuilt in a horseshoe shape around the school. The houses and their inhabitants were quite ordinary, though sometimes the shadow and light in the trees made the buildings seem to flicker, and appear insubstantial. The trees did not always seem to be in quite the same place each time they were seen. Some years back, the school had been closed for two extra days because a Ghillie of Demeter had become lost among the trees, and had re-emerged with a nasty infection of lichen. It was said that when the Winter Giver was abroad, it started its striding through Muinbeo in the forest at Derrydrake.  

Rainbow and Salmon left the carriage while Berry and Marigold continued on. As soon as they passed through the high iron gates, nothing could be heard but the songs of small birds and the steady patter of rain on soft ground. Even on clear days, parts of the school grounds were often foggy. Every sound seemed to have a sliver of an echo, too short and following to be really an echo, but a sound as brief and close as a shadow near midday. 

    
  Once inside the school, they were eyeballed by a couple of burly specimens of the school’s security team; security were there to protect not the pupils so much as the more rare or more dangerous of the items contained in the museum display in the Reception Hall, in particular the Book of the Yew. To right and left of the hall ran stone corridors down to classrooms, and the staircase to the upper floors (which could, naturally, turn into a ramp when required) went up the middle of the building, with administrative offices on either side. 

The hall rattled with the usual noise of regular students clattering down the stone corridors to their classrooms and the apprentices tramping up the stairs to theirs on the second floor. Rainbow continued up the next flight of stairs to his Cosmic Astrology and Astronomy class in the tiny observatory in the dome, and Salmon turned to the right for her first class (Safety and Precious Stones). As she went in, the teacher stopped her. 

“Could you bring our new pupil down to the Old Library? She needs to be registered.” 

He added impressively, “This is Ortolan Henry Becquet.”

Ortolan smiled without much warmth. She was tall and athletic, with long hair the colour of old gold, and a rather sour expression. She wore the same uniform of kilt and long jacket that all the apprentices wore, and for the stripes of her charcoal waistcoat, the only feature the apprentice could choose, Ortolan had selected a showy combination of violet and gold. Salmon, who didn't know a Henry Becquet from a horse’s behindquarters, led the way down the hall. There was a short flight of stairs to the door into the tower libraries on each floor. Ortolan stopped halfway down the hall and looked over the railing into the Reception Hall. The security guards were wandering between the bright show-cases. Ortolan said. 

“I have long wanted to see it.”

She was looking off to her left, at a wooden lectern on which was perched the Book of the Yew. It had no case or covering, but all around it, the light was fractured and shifting, and streaked with streams of iridescent air. Ortolan turned abruptly from the railing before Salmon could speak, and strode down the hall as though she owned it. She walked at such a pace that Salmon had to scurry to keep up. They climbed the stairs with Salmon racking her brains to think of some polite small talk she could use. Finally, inspiration struck, and she asked to whom Ortolan was apprenticed. 

“I will require more than one despotes,” came the languid answer, “I am still making my selection.”

“That ends that conversation, then.” 

They walked in silence into the Old Library, and Ortolan stopped again to look around. Every inch of wall-space was covered with bookshelves. At each of the three levels of the tower, there was a wide gallery along every wall, with desks and lights and piles of paper. Each gallery had a high railing, to stop over-enthusiastic readers from trying to take a short cut when they spotted a book they wanted, and having to be rescued by one of the manticores that perched in the highest corners. In the centre of the room, there were bays of extremely mobile shelving, moving about as required on copper tracks. 

There were gaps in the floor between the galleries and the bays of books, and through these gaps hung ropes, with which were lowered and raised domed baskets containing books, requests for books, readers of books, family members looking for readers of books, and occasionally the library dog, Jasper. The librarian’s desk was on the gallery opposite the door, and when they reached it, Salmon activated the assistant automaton by pressing a large brass button. The automaton rolled over, took a blank card out of a box, and pushed it into a slot on the back of a machine with a bank of lettered keys. Fingers poised over the keys, the automaton said, 

“Name?”

Ortolan gave her full name, which took a while. A faint alarm began to ring in the automaton’s chest, a small blue light flashing as the chimes tinkled. The assistant put its thumb and forefinger into its mouth, and the library rang with a piercing whistle. A librarian, who had been showing a chap how to use the eolas—a very complicated and oddly delicate machine for finding information—hurried towards them, calling over his shoulder,

“Just don’t, whatever you do, press the big button with the comet on it!”

Salmon introduced Ortolan, feeling a little dazed by the fuss Ortolan could cause by just walking into a room. When the librarian had finished smoothing his waistcoat, and tidying the beaded plaits in his beard, she left them to it, and went back to her class. 

    
  Derrydrake School had a dining-hall that was known as the Buttery, where pupils could either eat food they had brought from home, or make a choice between the two options—only ever two—on the school menu. The Buttery was at the back of the building, and had full-length windows that faced out over the kick-end of the shelter of trees behind the school, a small lake in the distance, and a sports-field nearby. In sunny weather, it looked idyllic. Now, it just looked wet. Salmon sat with Rainbow, Hunter and Nef Inkster, an apprentice clockmaker. Nef waved at Bracken de Courcy to join them, but he was nabbed by their teacher of ancient languages and borne away to sit with Ortolan. 

“Rather him than me,” Nef said sourly. Rainbow said that Bracken, who could make conversation with the fire hydrant, was a better option than almost anyone else, but Nef narrowed her eyes. 

“Not just that—”

“Nef,” said Hunter and Nef looked indignantly at him. 

“It’s all very well,” she said, “you being all stoical and unperturbed. Your despotes is a two-faced dolt.”

“What?” Rainbow asked immediately. “What’s happened? Spill the beans.”

“You know this lost garden they’re after finding in Cluancorr,” Nef said, knowing he did. “That historian hoofing it about, certain that Cluancorr is the location of the famous Lost Garden of Muinbeo.”

Even those who had no interest in the pursuits of historians knew that one of them had claimed that Muinbeo’s Lost Garden—sometimes rather grandly called The Dagda’s Garden—was to be found hidden under the scrubby scutch-grass, thatches of thistles, and drifts of dandelions in the field between Io’s Canal and the River Bast. Hoping to bribe his way to being awarded a prize that brought with it a great deal of money, the historian had ended up entangled with a murder investigation. Although he was disqualified from winning the prize, he did persuade some other archaeologists to his point of view, and between them, they had convinced the Senate to let them investigate further. 

“So off he trots, our history man and his band of like-minded lovelies,” Nef said, still sounding quite fierce, “to put his theory to the test. And you don’t find out these things just by looking at a field, digging up a few shrubs, and hoping for the best. No. They trundle off down to the Early History Archives, where one Hunter Sessaire has only gone and found the very map they needed.”

Hunter had spent hours in the Early History and other archives, scouring through the finding aids and hunting down every possible avenue and connection. Tracking through the administrative files for conservationists, and through several private collections in an archives in Ballybolivia, he had eventually found a map.

“But get this,” Nef said angrily, “Hunter does all that work. Everyone says that this will be the making of him, he’ll have a stellar career and what happens, what happens? 

“What does happen?”

The chair beside her was pulled back and Conger Fore sat down and started salting his chips.

“What happens is that Fignoramus Abelard  turns around and elbows Hunter aside,” Nef lowered her voice in response to Hunter’s embarrassed shushings, “to make room for her new darling, who just happens to be the niece of Professor Moriarty, who just happens to be the director of the Alien Cultures Museum that the two-faced dolt had been angling for a job in for about fifty years.”

Salmon was quite impressed with how annoyed Nef was on Hunter’s behalf. Her aura, normally dark brown, was so bright as to be almost golden, and her small eyes, searching for someone to glare at, glittered behind her glasses like splinters of ebony. No-one quite knew what to say. Having let off steam, Nef turned from her excoriation of Hunter's despotes, Dr. Fig Abelard, and addressed herself to her food. She had brought a quiche with her to share, and both Conger, who was forgetful, and Salmon, who was a terrible cook, took some. Hunter had what the Cellarer called Garden Leftover Soup, a magnificent random mix of vegetables in stock and cream. Salmon noticed with some relief that his aura, which had become a dull, subdued shade during Nef's tirade, had returned to its usual emerald colour. 

“Anyway,” Nef said calmly, “the chief archaeologist got here last week and has started setting out his toys already. Who wants to go and have a look? I was going to go on Friday, if I can scare up an excuse. Conger, they'll have some fancy technomancy to gladden an engineer's heart.” 

Conger, an apprentice to an engineer and inventor, nodded. He was an apprentice of very few words. Nef raised her eyebrows at Hunter.

“If I can,” he said. “The Abbess and the Abbot called a meeting for the Senior Sombrists this evening, so I don't know if I'm going to be busy as a result.”

 Salmon pressed her lips together, to stop herself asking if the meeting was about the Harlequin. Hunter added,

“And before anyone has to bite their tongue, yes the meeting is about what happened to the Harlequin.”

Salmon, Conger and Nef all blushed.

    
  Roanoake Settlement 
Whatever Hunter may have expected of the Senior Sombrists’ meeting that evening, he had certainly not expected to be instructed to join in. He had gone to his study, which was a cell-like closet attached to his room, to do some homework. After the evening meal, just as he finished reading with considerable dismay an iris from his sister, his mother knocked at the door. Shoving the iris into his pocket, Hunter opened the door and was almost as surprised as she was at the instruction. 

“They can hardly think you find your fun flinging Harleys out of windows,” Swift Sessaire said, patting his arm. “I expect they want to ask you to do something.”

In this she was correct. The meeting was held in the Blacksalt House on the south-east corner of the settlement. Austere like all the Sombrists’ buildings, Blacksalt House was nonetheless both comfortable and elegant, with rugs on the stone floor and fires to keep out the chill of late spring. A table by the door held jugs of fruit juice and a thermos flask of herbal tea, a speciality of the Sombrists. The building appeared square on the outside, but the main room, where Sombrists met to discuss taking care of everyday things in the settlement, was egg-shaped. 

There were three rows of chairs on each of the long sides, and Hunter sat down on the nearest empty one. At either end of the room were the single rows of chairs where the Senior Sombrists sat. In the middle, a number of tall wooden posts had been driven into the floor. On top of each post, a sphere rotated slowly, each sphere of a different coloured metal.  

The Abbess and the Abbot were present, but the Komnenos, the most senior Sombrist, was not. When everyone had settled in their seat, and there was silence, the Abbot got up. He was tall, thin and muscular, completely bald, but with an unexpectedly elaborate handlebar moustache that curled up at each of the six ends. The shape of the room meant that even quite a soft voice, such as Abbot Farley’s, could be heard very clearly. 

“We have all heard by now of the terrible crime committed against one of our Harlequins.”

No-one said anything, but there was an indistinct murmuring indicative of sympathy. 

“We are still attempting to uncover the truth of what happened. As we in our community are aware, however, that which has passed has ceased to be, as though it never was, and truth is at the best of times a fugitive and multi-faceted thing.”

He paused, and added rather crossly, 

“And having one of your devoted Harlequins pegged out of an upper window is not, I can assure you, the best of times.”

There was another muted noise from the assembled Sombrists. 

“Our Harlequin—Carter 2, as you will know—is being taken care of in the Possible Institute. The Magus is in attendance. You will all be as relieved and pleased as we were to know that it has now regained consciousness, and though badly damaged and requiring extensive repair, it is expected to make a full recovery.”

The sound of voices in the hall was less muted now, as the Sombrists were indeed relieved at the news, and a small number of them clapped. 

“But we feel, the Abbess Gulliver and I, and with the blessing of our Komnenos, that we must offer some more personal gesture of support and solidarity to our brother Sombrist. Even a brother Sombrist who is, arguably, partially dead.”

The Abbess said something under her breath. 

“We have gathered together the few items that we understand poor Carter 2 kept in its possession, and we wish to have this brought to the Possible Institute. That way, we will be able to determine if the Harlequin requires anything else, and also if it remembers anything of what happened. Now. Gossur Sessaire—”

The Abbot looked around, and nodded at Hunter, 

“—are you willing to travel to Linnenshee, to the Possible Institute, and to deliver to the Harlequin Carter 2 the comfort of its familiar possessions, and determine if it has been able to recall anything of what befell it?”

Hunter was quite aware that this was very nearly a rhetorical question, because while it did require an answer, the only possible answer was yes. Why he and not a more senior Sombrist was not explained, and naturally, Hunter did not ask. He agreed immediately to the task and to carrying it out on Friday. Abbot Farley added that, if everyone was in agreement, Hunter could also deliver to the Guardians a notification of the Sombrists’ intention to hold part of their Alignment ceremony at the site of the Split Yew Tree in Ballinpooka. 

The meeting ended shortly afterwards, and the Abbot and the Abbess led the way out, the Abbess stooping briefly near the door to pick something from the floor. While Hunter was waiting for the seniors to leave the hall, the Bursar came over to him and gave him a tiny cloth purse for expenses. Hunter left the building last, and as he turned onto the path for home, Abbess Gulliver caught up with him and fell into step. 

“I'm sure you've wondered why we asked you to travel to Linnenshee,” she said, and Hunter admitted to the latest breach of the rule on that point.

“I think it is as well that you know,” she said, pulling back the hood of her cowl. Abbess Gulliver had a stern, even grim, expression in repose. 

“The standards to which your despotes makes her decisions are her own business,” Gulliver said, “but while Dr. Abelard may have her head turned by the daughter, however prodigious, of a wealthy and influential family like the Henry Becquets, the Sombrists do not. It is important to us that we have a trustworthy and intelligent person available to the Harley and that's why I—we asked you.”

Hunter was too taken aback to respond. Before he could gather his thoughts, Gulliver held up a small, battered iris. 

“You dropped this,” she said, “from your sister.” 

“How did you know it was…?”

“Look at the state of it,” Gulliver's tone was very dry, “battered, tarnished, tattered with concerningly frequent use. Whose else would it be?”

Hunter blushed for his sister and took the iris. 

“She just contacted me,” he started, feeling obliged to offer some explanation, “I mean, she…”

Gulliver closed her eyes and shook her head. 

“Tell me nothing,” she said, pulling her hood back up. “What I don’t know, I won’t have to do anything about. I know what Diamond’s like.”








  
  
Three




Wednesday, May 6th 
Guardian Offices, Senate Chambers, Wolftrap Street, Ballinpooka  
By the time the week was heaving itself towards Friday, Salmon was beginning to lose the will to live. Johnston seemed to be taking forever to get together everything they needed to do a detailed boundary check (and try to talk Benson down from dire predictions of danger), and in the meantime, Salmon was still on filing-duty.

Apprentices were expected to have some space made available to them in their despotes’ place of work. Hunter, for example, had a small office in the Early History Archives, Nef had a shed attached to the town clockmaker’s workshop. McCabe had never had an apprentice before, and had only found out about his new role in the pre-dawn hours at the start of a murder investigation. He had hastily created a replica of the only apprentice’s study he had ever helped to build: for an illuminator, working in a remote religious settlement built on a tiny, remote island near the Midnight Isles in the Outland, a few hundred years ago. So Salmon’s room was like a cell, with stone walls, slit windows, and a very high stool with a sloped desk. It was quite comfortable once McCabe gave her a cushion and an extra cardigan. 

Apprenticeship was a new idea to Salmon when she came to Muinbeo, and she had been delighted to discover its existence. In the Outland, she had attended school when she could, but had begun to think that perhaps it was time for a change of pace. Then she had been brought to Muinbeo, where there was the option to become an apprentice. Theoretically, anyone over the age of ten could make the choice. They could either join the General Register to see what came up, or look for a despotes, or teacher, in an activity that interested them. 

Usually, it was people a few years older than that, but there was a steady stream too of people who, having retired from, say, dentistry or dance-instructing, decided to fulfil an ambition to learn to be a steeplejill, or a mechanic. Butchers studied boat-building, mathematicians became morticians. Equally, anyone who had left school to become an apprentice could return later, and rejoin the classes they had left behind. Thus, across Muinbeo each year, poets studied astronomy, or astronomers music, and bass-baritones got to grips with metre and rhyme. Winter Sackville, the Senior Witch of the Smoke Coven, had objected to the suggestion that Salmon become an apprentice Guardian, but had discovered that Salmon was very nearly as stubborn as McCabe. 

The downside of being an apprentice, though, was that they could be landed with work no-one else wanted to do, and be told “you’ll need to know how to do this.” Filing, to Salmon’s mind, was a job of this kidney. McCabe had what he called ‘an open-cast filing system’, which meant—based on the evidence—that he opened the door of his office and cast in the general direction of his desk everything that needed to be filed. 

McCabe’s office was always dim and cool, since the windows were blocked up in case he got caught in a sunbeam and was accidentally dusted. Phosphorescent plants were used as a replacement, and the room had an odd mix of light, some cool and blue, some warm and honey-coloured. The only surface that was not heaped with random stuff was the gleaming metal pipe curving up from the floor, part of Muinbeo’s pneumatic postal service.

Every other surface was hidden under bits of evidence from long-closed cases, piles of books, diagrams for building radios and clocks, instructions on the care and maintenance of mechanically-reconstructed dogs, maps of ley-lines and constellations, a plain wooden box bound shut with bands of iron, and a label attached that read ‘Do not open if you wish to see the dawn’, drawings of the inside of megalithic tombs in Hibernia and Breteyne. It was said that a famous bounty-hunting archaeologist had spent his life and much of his money tracking down the bejewelled diadem of red gold belonging to a tenth-century king of Tirconnell in Hibernia, only for McCabe to fish it out from where it had fallen down behind a bookcase, and return it to its owner with a sheepish explanation about a birthday party and a late-night game of charades. 

Though McCabe himself could put his hand almost instantly upon anything he needed, there was no order or system that Salmon could see, and putting together his files in a way that would not invite instant rejection by Registry was a tedious and frustrating occupation. She was greatly relieved that she would be in school on Wednesday morning, but shuddered to think of the mess that awaited her return to McCabe’s office. 

    
  “I know you’re going to hate this news.” 

Berberis Johnston slid along the bench opposite Salmon in the Guardian offices’ canteen. Even faced with a plate full of his favourite food (the chef’s speciality, aubergine and broad bean curry), and a big mug of creamy coffee, Johnston’s face resembled, as it always did, that of a bereaved camel. Salmon knew of old that he was in fact a cheerful and ungrumbling person, often a relief after Deputy Benson’s tendency to see catastrophe lurking under every frond of lettuce. 

“What news?” Salmon ate some soda bread.

“Well—you will have to tear yourself away from McCabe’s filing shortly,” Johnston said dolefully, mixing his food together with a fork, “I know it’ll break your heart. But we’re near ready to go check boundaries. Saturday’s the day—”

“Oh, joy!” Salmon dropped her knife and clapped her hands. “Where are we going?”

“To be decided,” said Johnston. “Because we have so many of you newbies with us, we can’t go straight off to the highly enchanted boundaries. Just in case.”

“Where’s really enchanted?” asked Salmon, enchanted, “The Copper Yews?”

“The Copper Yews, yes,” Johnston said, chewing and musing, “Ballybolivia—”

“Is that not just a town?”

“In itself, yes,” Johnston nodded vigorously, “but there’s a couple of boundaries meet there, too. Lough Farderg, and the end of the Great River, and it is where the Creak and the Fass rivers join together and go to the Great River. That’s a lot of boundaries together, lots of things becoming other things. Very uncanny.”

He ate some beans, and then quickly ate some white rice. The chef liked a good, hot curry. 

“And very not safe,” he added. “There’s Firtan Bog, too, up to the north, north-west. Not as big or as scary as Gallagrene Bog. But why do you think it should be approached with caution?”

He raised his eyebrows at her. Salmon guessed the clue would be in the original meaning of the name. Johnston was kindly, but he did think it was fun to tease her about not having any second language. She was about the only monolingual person in Muinbeo. 

“A feart in Gaelic is a grave,” he said. “The Firtan Bog is a place of graves.”

“Bog-bodies!” Salmon exclaimed, picturing a stunted, misty bog landscape and populating it with the transformed bodies of monarchs and sacrificial victims emerging from their ancient and peaty graves. 

“Bog-bodies,” Johnston agreed, “and not a place for the young. I’m thinking we’ll get you started up the Wolftrap Mountains, where the River Bearu begins.”

    
  Thursday, May 7th 
Stranger’s Rise, by the Io Canal, near Ballinpooka  
Among the harmless festivities practised by different people in Muinbeo, the most harmless and most popular was the Sacred Well Web-Hunt. Originally simply a way of persuading small children that the apparently endless rain, snow and wind of winter would soon come to an end, it had become an excuse for a picnic, arranged as soon as the first dry day was forecast.  St. Finnian’s Well was the place. It had been bored deeply into the side of Stranger’s Rise, a low slope in the north bank of Io’s canal, a mile or so west of the town walls. 

The remnant of a stone lid still lay across the entrance of the well, which had never been known to hold water, and it was under this cracked piece of stone that spiders would start spinning their web, and where those who wished to perpetuate the original event would go hunting for the first spider’s web of the year. It often took a few visits to find the ‘first’ spider, and the finder was usually the youngest, or most trusting, child. Spiders notwithstanding, a number of pupils and apprentices met each year to picnic on Stranger’s Rise. 

On Thursday morning, Hunter went to his allotment. He left Roanoake by the north-west gate, in Whitewater House, behind the vet’s yard where sick animals were housed. He was struck by an impulse as he crossed the yard, and he swerved from his path. Smaller animals were housed in an infirmary-stables built into Roanoake’s boundary wall, and Hunter went in, stepping quietly even though the stables were far from silent. 

The Roanoake animals were a healthy lot, but there were always some coughs, colds, fell-out-of-a-tree, and the very young or the very elderly in need of a boost. The animals were grumbling to themselves and chattering to each other, and over almost every stall, a head popped up to look at Hunter as he passed by. He had loved since childhood the ripe, husky smell of animals, and the herby scent of fresh straw. He stood for a few seconds in the galley, inhaling. 

Then he spotted a pair of unblinking green eyes in the last stall, and he went over. He was not sure why he had come to see the goat. It was chewing rapidly, watching Hunter approach, and Hunter felt oddly mesmerised by the bright green eyes and the unbroken, swift grinding of its lower jaw. The animal was big, it had shiny nut-brown flanks, and one large horn curved back over its left ear. Hunter stood with his arms on the top of the stall door, and he and the goat looked at each other. The goat chewed on. 

“Well—nice seeing you,” Hunter said, feeling foolish. The goat’s jaws stopped grinding for a couple of seconds, and then resumed. Hunter left. 

The road that split Roanoake in half, between the original walled settlement and the open scattering of later houses and out-buildings, was lined with ash trees, unfurling in the longer days, and blackbirds dashed in and out around Hunter as he passed by. At the top of the road was a house set back in its acre of land. It was unoccupied since its owner had been arrested for murder four months previously, and it was beginning to look a little unkempt. The trees around it seemed peculiarly full of birds. 

Hunter followed the curve of the road to where it ran parallel with Cow Canal, walking quickly now that a slight but brisk wind had picked up. The day was off to a dull start, the light was blurred with the threat of rain, giving a not unpleasant tinge of blue to everything, though the forecast promised a bright afternoon. Hunter hurried under the archway of the bridge-tower at Cassidy’s bridge, since all sorts of things were said to live in its walls, and he slithered a little on the damp cobblestones. 

Halfway across the bridge he stopped, as he almost always did, to look down at and take comfort from the neat array of allotments that lined the canal. This time, there was an additional thing of interest—the archaeologists’ preparations. So far, there were just some tents, but they were as startling in the scrubby little field as a pair of mythological birds. There was no sign of movement, so Hunter hurried on across the bridge. 

As with the house at the top of the road, so with the path across the field—there was a crackling mass of birds milling about a spot some twenty feet away. Hunter was not convinced that it was coincidence that the spot the birds had chosen was the one where, at the January full moon, the murdered body of Persephone-Fen Maguire had been found. He watched the birds for a few minutes, and then raised his hand in a very casual salute, and continued over the bridge, down the road, and onto the main road towards Ballinpooka. 

    
  Knotty Down House, Rupert’s Corner  
Salmon spent much of the morning trying to impose some order onto her vegetable patch. Apprentices were expected to be able to look after themselves. Despite generations of apprentices pointing out the work of farmers and market-gardeners, the existence of shops, and the invention of money, which surely negated the need to grow one’s own onions, the rules remained firmly in place. Hunter’s allotment was his pride and joy, and it had been difficult to prise some of the Board of Despotai away from it. They had stood in the doorway of his greenhouse, exclaiming ‘smell the ozone!’, or crept, hunched, between his rows of cabbages, wondering jealously how they managed to show no sign of the caterpillar’s tooth. 

When the same examiners had visited Salmon’s garden, some had stood about solemnly, saying Yes, I see. Interesting, while turning over a slug-eaten leaf with the toe of their shoe. Others of them had stood disconsolately by the drooping remains of her broad beans. Hunter had tried to help her, but even he could not work out why she was such death to vegetation. He had recently given her some mint plants, on the grounds that even she could not kill mint, and she was relieved to see that the plants, though frail, were still alive. 

When she had finished weeding the garden, and was fervently, if belatedly, hoping that the seedlings now piled in the compost bin had in fact been weeds and not next month’s dinner, Salmon washed her hands, and changed out of her grubby clothes. She put into a bag her contribution to the picnic (Archer Goldsmith’s, really, as he had made the little pies for her) and told Maccarrill she would be back around six. She knew if she was late, he would come looking for her. 

Stranger’s Rise was about an hour’s walk away, but Salmon knew a shortcut that neatly halved it. She walked as far as the small river that was a tributary of the Bast, the main river through Ballinpooka. She crossed the small wooden footbridge, and continued along the wooded, grassy north bank of the river. She kept a sharp eye out for the place between the trees where she had found the old, unmarked road. It was not exactly a gap, and she was never sure she would find it again, it was just a pairing of two slightly unusual trees—two poplar trees, one with red bark, the other yellow—and the thinning of the hazel and blackthorn around them. 

As soon as she saw the glittering bark of the trees, she speeded up, and squeezed through, and set off across the field. It was hardly possible to see the path, it was so grassy and thatched with dandelion, but once she was upon it, Salmon had no difficulty following it. It was a sunny day, and though cloudy, the clouds were big and white, so it should, she guessed, stay dry. It seemed to take hardly any time at all to cross the meadow. She reached the bank of the River Bast itself, and as she turned towards the bridge, a movement caught her eye. A herd of small, stocky cows was, without having passed her, walking in single file along the path she had just left. Salmon continued on her way, and crossed the stone bridge, said to be haunted, that spanned the Bast (also, and separately, said to be haunted). When she looked again, the cattle were gone. 

    
  Stranger’s Rise, Io Canal  
Nef and Bracken were handing around plates of food, much of it donated by the Ravenous Raven Fooderie, which Bracken’s parents owned. Velvet Corbuse, who lived nearby in Thanks Tower, had brought a treacly ginger-cake, which went very well with Conger’s brown-bread ice-cream. Handing a combination of these last two to Salmon, who was wondering if she could fit them in, Velvet said, 
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