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  What would the world be, once bereft 
Of wet and wildness? Let them be left,
O let them be left, wildness and wet,
Long live the weeds and the wildness yet.

Gerard Manley Hopkins
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Prologue




Naturally, being part of Cobwell Farm, The Wilderness was bigger on the inside than it appeared on the outside. 

From the outside, The Wilderness revealed only the stingiest shaving off the reality of it: some rolling grassland, a few groves and spinneys of round-crowned trees, and the sun glinting on a pond, on a glasshouse, and on a sprightly little river. On the inside: when there was rain, it drenched the leaves and soaked the roots of a thousand different species. If there was sun, it glinted on miles of lake, on the glossy scales or hairy hides of thousands of browsing or basking animals, and on the windows and ornate metal of the acres-wide Glasshouse. When winter came, frosted berries and hidden seeds fed thousands of birds, and the trees, the grass, and the tangled, teeming soil were home to sleeping multitudes. 

Anyone looking at The Wilderness, or Cobwell Farm, might wonder why they appeared so lush, and green, and vibrant, when the rest of Hibernia was being fried to a crisp in a drought. They would certainly wonder. They might even ask. They were always free to ask.

Inside in The Wilderness, in the middle of August, bears were doing what bears do—fishing in the crashing waterfall of the river, ambling along their own paths to hunt out beehives, and eating berries off the hooping brambles. While they hunted and basked, they heard but hardly noticed the sounds.

The Wilderness takes its cue from the belling of a stag. Trees are rumbling their roots, their faint roaring is embellished by the high tingling of rootlets vibrating, the tinkling of jangling nodes. The river thunders all the louder over the precipices, and in the immeasurable deep of the lake, the current rolls, roaring.

One young bear, trying its paw at fishing, caught instead a new scent on a puff of wind as brief as a note of music. Across the river, a figure emerged from the trunk of a lightning-split tree. It was hardly visible at first, being as dappled in gold and green and brown as the bark. It was a human figure, apart from being covered in ivy and vines, and the bark-like appearance of the face, the knots of leaves and small fruit that bunched around its shoulders and waist like a fancy collar and belt, and the fine set of ten-point antlers. Apart from that, absolutely and entirely human. It dusted some dried leaves and dead insects from itself, and stood listening. 

The Wilderness seems to be silent again, but it is more than that. It is the silence that happens when the orchestra is poised but the conductor’s baton is still. Instruments are tuned, bows at the ready, reed to the lip, finger to the key, waiting for the sign. Into the alert silence, there comes the urgent, disproportionately loud, yell of a wren. The figure is off, bounding over the rocks that make a dangerous crossing above the gurgling waterfall, and onto the path that curves east before the wren’s voice died away. The important thing is to be on a path, any path, before the rest of the music starts. Otherwise — well. 

The figure trotted briskly, and was lost to the bear-cub’s short sight by the time the blackbirds’ chirruping bloomed and the corvids started their gravelly calls. Leaves and small branches hissed like cymbals in the breeze. Mice agitated fallen leaves and crickets snapped their joints. The robin’s clear whistle was blurred by the soft cooing of the doves. The Standing Stones, and to the north the Old Trees, gathered the sounds. 

The figure did not so much as break a rotten branch, startle a wolf, or dislodge a ladybird as it ran. The air seemed to part for it, and trees to sway away. By the time the figure reached the grass-scalloped edge of The Wilderness, its hands were full of foraged things. It crossed through the hip-high grass, where the forest had dwindled to saplings and bushes, and clambered carefully onto the stile that linked the edge of The Wilderness to the lane by Cobwell Farm. 

The stile appeared to be very simple, though so old that the wood from which it was made was as hard as iron and as slippery as ice. It was a narrow two-bar fence, forcing open a tiny gap in the dense hedge that was the boundary of The Wilderness. A thick plank of wood had been threaded through the bars, and each end rested on an upright post, one on either side of the fence. 

The figure stepped up onto the plank, folded one long leg up to its chest, and unfolded it again over the top of the stile to the plank on the other side. It could feel the air of The Wilderness clinging to its back, vibrating gently, and letting go only reluctantly, slowly, sliding away like whipped cream from a spoon. The horned figure stepped out onto the farther post, and waited for the dizziness to pass. Then it stepped down onto the dry, churned ground of the lane between The Wilderness and Cobwell Farm, retracting its horns, and replacing its ivy and vines, its ash keys and rowan berries, with clothes more suitable for the human side. To its right, towards the south, the path widened, and there was a patch of short grass sheltered by a tangled thicket of dog-roses and blackberries. 

Bridie the Vet was sitting on the short grass, with a fox kit and a leveret sitting in her lap, and a sprig of hyssop protruding from the side of her mouth. Her sister Britta the Smith sat beside her, with her face turned up like a sunflower and her eyes closed. They wore overalls, and while Bridie was barefoot, Britta wore thick-soled sandals. Bridie was saying, to Britta, 

“We can’t ignore it. Something’s brewing, ad you know it. Something’s going to give.”

“Lookit— ”

“Don’t ‘lookit’ me. You weren’t with me when I met the Cailleach back in February.”

Britta opened her eyes reluctantly. She dragged her attention away from the chorus of birds, the blackbird and the wren in a struggling duet, and the wood-pigeons cooing mournfully. She saw the approaching figure, and waved.

By the time Tima reached Bridie and Britta, she was conventionally clothed and shod, with her hair twisted up and pinned on the back of her head. She had put the things she had foraged into a wide, shallow basket, and this she handed to Bridie.

“Good day to you both,” Tima said. “Here’s your pharmacopoeia—everything on your list.”

“You’re an angel,” said Bridie, sitting up properly, and beginning to sort out the contents of the basket. 

“Not exactly,” Tima said, sitting down, “but I’ll take the compliment. What’s this about the Cailleach? Not trying to elbow in on your territory?”

“I met her back in February,” Bridie said, “with a hundred ox-hides filled with firewood.”

Tima raised her eyebrows. 

“Is she planning to freeze the world? Did she say why she was collecting so much?”

“She didn’t know why,” Bridie replied, “she just collected it. And she’s asleep now until October, so we can’t ask her anything at all.”

“Maybe she made a mistake?” Britta said, and Bridie rolled her eyes. 

“She’s the Cailleach. A winter immortal does not make mistakes any more than a summer one does. The Cailleach collects enough firewood before the start of every summer to get her through the next Winter. When I saw her in February, she had enough firewood to last a thousand years. That’s not a good sign. Something is wrong.”

“If it came to it, Cobwell would prefer eternal winter over that broiling summer they’re having out there,” Britta said, jerking her chin towards the land beyond Cobwell’s boundary. The far bank of the River Fass, away from Cobwell, shimmered in a heat-haze. Its covering of grass and herbs had burned to copper-yellow, with nothing moving except mayflies on the languid water, and cattle trying to find shade in shelterless fields.

“I know that,” Bridie said, “and I know why. But you know and I know that that summer they are having out there is not natural, so maybe neither is the Winter.”

“It won’t be very healthy for us,” remarked Britta, “if we have to sleep for a thousand years.”

“We’re immortals, but,” Tima said, uneasily. 

Bridie and Britta looked at each other, and Britta said at last, 

“That might not make the difference you expect.”

She sighed, flattening to the ground the feathery grasses in front of her. She got up.

“I’d better get back to work,” she said, holding out her hand to haul her sister to her feet, and Bridie said, sympathetically, 

“It’s a hot ol’ day for blacksmithing.” 

“It is,” Britta said, “but even on Cobwell, gates and scabbards don’t make themselves.”

“I’ll walk with you,” said Tima, “I have to get to Dunmathew. A meeting with… oh it’s too dull even to describe. All this nonsense about the St. Maur Kers’ Rain-Maker. Unbelievably tedious.”

“Oh, you poor thing,” said Britta, “that’s the downside of your responsibilities, on this side. It must be exhausting.”

“I always thought it would be rather exciting to be a spy,” said Bridie, picking up the basket, but Tima shook her head. 

“It isn’t all dry martinis and fast cars, I can assure you. Mostly it is keeping awake during very dull meetings. At least this meeting is up at the castle, so it might be boring but we won’t be fried by the sun. I think that’s why the High King wanted me to host it. Better air-conditioning.” 

They parted ways, Britta on her short journey to her smithy by the Great River, Tima on her longer journey to her home in Dunmathew Castle, and Bridie to return to the farmhouse on Cobwell. The kit and the leveret, dislodged, scampered off to their separate destinies. 

Bridie walked up the lane that divided The Wilderness from the garden behind Cobwell Farmhouse. Muddy in wet weather and churned by the hooves of cattle, the lane had been baked in the blistering sun during the drought. It joined onto a smooth, gravel path, blindingly white under the sun, leading through the yard to the back door of the house. Bridie skirted the house, and started to cross the yard to her infirmary, but when she heard a hollow clattering of metal on stone, she changed direction at once. There was no mistaking the sound.

Out of the yard, past the ancient oak, and a scrubby bit of ground cluttered with machinery, the field rose in a low ridge. In the middle of the ridge, a neat cylinder projected out of the ground like a chimney. The mouth of it was wide enough to fit a small tractor, and it was encircled by a low wall, a foot and a half of biscuit-yellow brick. This was known, for no reason that anyone was particularly willing to explain, as The Pot. A long metal spike was rising from the centre of it; the spike, like the dorsal fin of a shark, was a signal that something was approaching the surface. 

Bridie took longer strides, and had just reached the lip of The Pot when a bathysphere, rising through the dark water, bobbed up to the surface as abruptly as a duckling. The hatch of the bathysphere made a loud whine as it was unscrewed, and the pilot clambered out, dragging a chain. She dropped the ring on the end of the chain over the huge hook that was embedded in the wall. 

“’Sup, Murph?” asked Bridie. “Find any wilder than usual life?”

“Nothing doing the day,” said Murph, hauling herself over the ledge, and perching there to catch her breath while she took off her gloves, “for which I suppose we must be grateful. I might go for another spin under Littlefish Water later, see if there’s anything new there.”

“I thought something old would get your nostrils flaring. No sign of the Littlefish Monster, then?”

“Well you may mock,” Murph said. “There must have been something that made people think that a monster sleeps under Eightfoot Island.”

“If it’s there,” Bridie said, basking, “you’re the púca to find it.”

Glad to be out of the stuffy bathysphere, Murph refreshed herself with deep breaths and then rested, idly slapping her gloves into her palm. The water in The Pot gurgled and plashed gently. No-one knew quite how deep it was, but it was a blessing on a hot day, full of clear, fresh water that was quite un-enchanted. A body could swim in it, even, and come out the same as they had gone in. Deep it certainly was, and though it opened out, after a few hundred feet, into caves on either side, no-one had ever been to the bottom of The Pot, not even Murph. The light afternoon breeze stirred her green mane, and she twitched her ears to stop the thick hair tickling. After a few seconds, she slid her red eye sidelong at Bridie, and said, 

“Do you think we need to worry about this? This heat, I mean, this drought. It’s burning up on the human side. The hens are laying the eggs hard-boiled.”

“Not on Cobwell,” said Bridie, “even the St. Maur Kers can’t banjax Cobwell, whatever about burning down their own house to make a few bob. Come up to the house and eat with us. You’ll never guess what Peg has done.”

“It was a bad day when the Habsburg Emperor opened the doors to that family,” Murph said, shaking her head and jumping down from the low wall. “They’ve a taste for power and wealth now. One empire won’t be enough for them, you mark my words. They will have their finger in every pie going, if they can.”

“Not Cobwell,” said Bridie confidently, “I’ve never found anyone’s fingers in Cobwell’s pies. And before you start worrying about our magic little fishie, the waters the Salmon swims in can’t be touched by the humans, not even the St. Maur Kers, whatever lies they might tell about their origins.”

They walked down from the rocky ridge of The Pot, through long grass and the weedy patch of machine-strewn scrub that separated The Pot from the yard. Once in the yard, they both stopped to dust pollen and cleaver-seeds from their clothes. Murph, being a púca, only wore clothes out of politeness and currently looked like she had raided a ballet-dancer’s dressing room, so a bit of pollen or a few seed-heads hardly mattered. She followed Bridie to the infirmary, through the passage between the various beds, ponds, byres, artificial crags, dens, horse-boxes, and insect hotels for the patients, to the pharmacy, where Bridie stored her medicine. 

“Are St. Maur Ker still banging on about being descended from the inhabitants of Atlantis?” asked Murph, leaning on the door-jamb, watching while Bridie packed away what Tima had foraged from The Wilderness. “What are they like?”

“It has done them no harm,” Bridie said. “Look how cosy they are getting with the Pharaoh's Court. I knew a Queen of Atlantis,” she added, sweeping bits of leaves and berries off the big wooden table, “back in the day. She wouldn’t have given Cosimo St. Maur Ker the algae off her flipper. The Emperor in Prague has lower standards.”

“The Emperor has expensive tastes, that’s what he has, and the St. Maur Kers have a lot of money. Come on, I’m famished.” 

Cobwell’s kitchen was full when they went in, and noisy with it. The long table was heaped with food, and the queue of farmworkers shuffled along briskly, then peeled away to find a cool spot to eat in. The huge fireplace fitted three or four eaters easily, several took their loaded plates into the little scullery, between the kitchen and the long, dark, pantry behind it. Others risked the flies outside, and sat either on the fence between the yard and Home Farm, or in a half-finished shed attached to the stables. 

Bridie and Murph helped themselves to food, and stood aside near the back door, Bridie watching to see when Peg was free, and Murph looking out into the workshop, filled with musical instruments in various stages of completion or repair. Now and then she caught a glimpse of shirt, or a hand, signs that Peg’s husband was hard at work. Every time Peg took a step closer to the table, someone stopped her with a question, or a dog or a chicken had to be dug out of trouble, but finally she got to load up a plate, find a seat, and get her snout into the trough. Bridie waited till Peg finally pushed away her plate, and was handed a cup of tea by a passing swineherd. Then Bridie sat down beside her. 

“So, Peg, my old segotia, I hear you are foisting four mortals on us. Children, no less.”

“It’s a favour for a friend of mine.”

Murph joined them, and said,

“What kind of sprogs are they, exactly?”

Peg shrugged.

“The older twin prefers books to people, so she should be no trouble, but I don’t know how much work we’ll get out of her. Her brother, though. His ambition in life is to work for St. Maur Ker.”

“Ah, here,” said Murph, “we don’t want any of that.”

“You may as well know the worst,” Peg said regretfully. “His father is a liaison lawyer for the St. Maur Kers. Any negotiation between them and a king or a caliph or a countess, he's the man to call.”

There were cries of alarm, and protest, and Peg raised her voice. 

“You think that’s bad? His mother works with Dorian Decker. Works as a botanist up in that Academy they're after setting up. What do they call it? Better Food Academy?”

“Ah, here,” said Murph, “this is desperate altogether. You may as well invite Cosimo St. Maur Ker to set up shop in the yard outside!”

“Put your dampers down,” retorted Peg.

“Are they human children, is what I wanted to know.”

“Hardly,” Bridie answered Murph, and then said to Peg. “Aren’t they were related to Gale McCabe? Her that married the O’Malley chap?”

“They are,” said Peg, “Gale is their grandmother. Thelonius O’Malley is her husband. Their daughter Gráinne is the mother. So they’re mostly human.”

“A grandchild of Gale McCabe wants to join St. Maur Ker?” Murph cackled. “Love a bit of irony, me. Is there just the two kids coming?”

“No,” Peg dragged out the word reluctantly, “there’s another two. Another girl, who sounds like a hooligan. And a seven-year-old boy.”

“How long are they here for?” Bridie asked. “It doesn’t do to have even partly-human strangers around too long on Cobwell. Especially not children. Inquisitive. They get everywhere. You couldn’t swap them, could you? We could do with a few more cattle.”

“Bridie, quit complaining,” Peg said, but she was clearly uncomfortable. “I’ve told Lou—that didn’t go down well. Humans are not Lou’s favourite thing right now.”

“You can see why,” Bridie retorted.

“I owed their granda a favour,” said Peg defensively. “Anyway, they’re just kids. What could go wrong?”

A resounding silence, bristling with all the things everyone knew perfectly well could go wrong, followed. 

Peg sighed. “I'd better go and break the news to Mick, he’ll have to get the boundaries all fixed and secure. He’s going to love me for this.”

“I suppose you want me to pick up the rug-rats?” Bridie asked, without enthusiasm, and Peg nodded. 

“If you would. Mr. Gabriel will explain that there is no other way of getting to Cobwell, but I doubt the parents will listen.”

Bridie snapped her fingers several times in quick succession, and all the cutlery and crockery used in the meal were instantly clean and returned to the shelves and presses where they belonged. 

“Look on the bright side,” she said, “there’s always a ton of work to be done round the farm. That should keep them out of mischief.”








  
  
One




North from Cobwell and the River Fass, the sun beat down vigorously. The sky was bright and bald as a shield, too shining to look at, and glimmering with brilliant swifts. Another river, the Creak, flowing west to join the Fass, watered the town of Dunmathew, that had grown up around the castle and fort of the O’Connell Beares. 

It was a small, lovely, lively town and today was livelier than ever, because the High King was on his way to the castle to talk to St. Maur Ker about their Rain-Maker. He could have insisted that they came to him—he was, after all, a High King. But the O’Connell Beare family had been nearly as rich for nearly as long as the St. Maur Kers, and their history equally riddled with technomancers, engineers and scientists. The result was that, among other things, the O’Connell Beare castle was far more comfortable in a months-long heatwave than the High King’s official residence in Dublinia. 

The High King hated using portals to move from place to place, but he had heard tales of the castle’s cool stone rooms, and the technomantic marvel that was their air-conditioning. So he endured the nauseating plunging and jerking of the portal and the disorienting vibrations and colour-bursts. Finally horsed out in an undignified heap at the other end, the High King was set on his feet and smoothed down by two enormous bodyguards. He looked enviously at the citizens of Dunmathew, dangling their feet into the brisk river and eating ice-cream, while he was being led between towering royal guards, down narrow stone-paved passageways to the Castle. 

Some people waved at him, shouted “How’re’ye, king? How’s she cutting?” He waved back, thinking stickily that it was alright for them. They got to splash about in the river, and play with their dogs. He had a four-hour meeting to sit through, during which he had to be on the alert all the time. It never did to let this branch of the St. Maur Ker family catch you napping. They would be running the country before you had had your morning tea.  Their swift wile was how they were rising, bit by sneaky bit, in the Empires and the Pharaoh's Court. They would, his wife said, live in your ear and rent out the other one. 

The High King tugged determinedly at his long robe, and briskly straightened his crown. He wasn't accustomed to the weight of it, but everyone had insisted. The St. Maur Kers' request had been debated long and hard among Hibernia's local rulers, most of whom welcomed any way to end the drought, but wouldn't trust a St. Maur Ker out of their sight. Everyone felt that the High King wearing the crown would show determination, that he was not to be trifled with. Hibernia had agreed to one thing, and one thing only. The High King had to make sure the St. Maur Kers got nothing else.  

The room in which they were to meet was gloriously cool. The High King strode to the table, and all the politics started. 

“This is our gift to the world,” said the St. Maur Ker Chief Diplomat, rising to his feet and bowing all about him. “It is our solution to this unprecedented heatwave. It is, we hope, the start of our solutions to Mother Nature’s capriciousness—this year, a crippling drought, last year, rains of frogs and crickets. We want Hibernia to be the first to benefit from our visionary plans to make Nature play fair with us.”

“What you want,” said the High King, “is to use the model made in this castle to help you finish your Rain-Maker. Let’s stick to the immediate point.”

“Hibernia would be extremely suitable for our whole research programme,” said the Diplomat encouragingly, “you do get such a lot of… weather… here. Forty-nine types of rain. Thirty-two words for ‘field’—imagine what our phytotekts could create in—”

“Back to the point,” said the High King, crisply. “We’re not talking about wealds or feathers. I mean, fields or weather. We’re not talking about the kinds of new plants your phytotekts can make, or any other promises you might have made to the Habsburg Emperor. We’re talking about Sylvestra St. Maur Ker wanting to use the model, built in this castle centuries ago by the O’Connell Beares’ engineers, to help them finish their modern Rain-Maker. That’s the question.” 

“As your Excellency says,” said the Diplomat smoothly. 

“He’s a king,” said one of the royal guards curtly, “or did you not notice the big lump of a crown on his head? He’s a Highness, not an Excellency.”

“The St. Maur Kers have their research team ready,” another man butted in hastily, before any tempers frayed. He stood up, smoothing back already smooth hair, and made a few bows. “Terence Grace, your Highness, the family's liasion lawyer. Our gracious host, the O’Connell Beare, is showing the antique model Rain-Maker to our chief Magi, Boitumelo and Fleming, as we speak, but if you have any questions, the St. Maur Kers' lead Engineer is present. Dr. Breck.”



    
  Two hours later, the agreement was made. Despite the Diplomat’s, and Terence Grace’s, best efforts, the High King stuck firmly to his guns. Sylvestra St. Maur Ker had permission to send the tiniest possibly handful of researchers to Hibernia for the shortest amount of time, so that they could study the model Rain-Maker made by a distant ancestor of the O’Connell Beare. Based on the intricate and complex mechanism devised in those past centuries, Breck and the other engineers could finish their modern Rain-Maker. They could bring their machine to a place called the Callows, on the edge of the Great River, to test it out. If it worked, the High King thought to himself as he followed his host out of the Great Hall, Hibernia would be the first to say goodbye to the drought. Then the St. Maur Kers could take their machine, and their researchers, and they could take their double-dealing and scheming, and they could go the hell home to their Emperor in Prague. 

Once the High King and the St. Maur Ker diplomat had left with their entourages, everything relaxed very slightly. The O’Connell Beare returned with St. Maur Ker’s two Chief Magi, and invited everyone to go into the Blue Room for refreshments. The room was gloriously cool, and the French windows at the south end had been left open, with the bright curtains pulled right back, just in case a breeze might start. The walls were hung with tapestries, the blue limestone floor laid with thick rugs. There were two tables decked out with linen tablecloths embroidered with thistles and buttercups, and laden with dishes of food, and a huge bowl of fruit punch. 

Terence Grace came in last, bringing with him two of his children. One, the one with green hair and grubby, tattered, clothes, he told sternly to go and sit on the chair near the window. The other, impeccably turned out, he guided towards the main party, who were waiting for it to be polite to start eating. 

“Dr. Breck,” he said, beaming at the engineer, “I’d like to introduce my son, Bram.”

As they shook hands, Magus Fleming collared Terence to quiz him about the exact terms the High King had set. Bram's attention was mostly on the table of food, but he noticed that Dr. Breck was wearing a short, dark velvet jacket with slim, knee-length red suede trousers, and black stockings. This outfit was so unsuitable for the weather that he suspected it was part of the Pharaonic Court's new ideas about clothing regulations. Bram followed news of the Courtiers very closely indeed. 

“I understand that you will be going to Prague for the Summer,” she said, “That will be—oh. I see you are not.”

His face had darkened glumly. 

“We were supposed to be going to Prague,” he said. “My mother is taking over the St. Maur Ker botany summer school this year, and we were all supposed to go with her, me and my siblings. But my visa—all us children’s visas were cancelled.”

“How very—unfortunate.”

Bram darted a resentful glare at his little sister, who was ignoring Terence’s instruction not to move on pain of being turned into a frog. She was moving, the little horror, making a bee-line for the food. Breck raised her eyebrows at the sight of the unevenly spiked green hair, the grubby shirt and the well-worn shorts, and the general appearance of having been dipped in glue and rolled through a hardware shop. 

“Ooh,” Breck said very sympathetically, smoothing a loose curl back from her forehead, “I see. Relations are so difficult, aren’t they? I had a cousin like that…”

Immediately cheered, and wanting to impress her with his polished social skills, Bram turned the conversation to Breck’s own work. He was rewarded by finding that she was not only an engineer but the lead model-maker, too. He was so engrossed in the finer details of how to build a Rain-Maker that he did not notice when the O’Connell Beare detached herself from Terence’s group. 

“Why are you lurking in the corner?” the O’Connell Beare said to Bram’s little sister. “Do you not like people?”

“Not much, as it happens,” replied Villa Grace, “but I’m lurking because I am in big trouble with my parents, and I was told to sit here till Poppa is ready to go home. So I got some food, and here I’m sitting.”

“Why the trouble?”

Villa turned her attention away from her sausage-roll and looked up—and up and up, it seemed—at the O’Connell Beare. The lights were low in the room, to try to keep it cool, so the long-legged figure seemed dim and shadowy. All Villa could see was hair piled up in a neat chignon, a long, broad nose, and the fact that one eye had a blade of gold through the brown iris. 

“Well,” Villa said, “I got expelled from school. It was the Gladdish Academy, and I got chucked out. So, the Imperial Offices refused to let us have visas to go to Prague. My parents can go, but the rest of us can’t. Poppa had to pick me up from school today and bring me home.”

“Why did you get expelled?”

Villa hesitated. Her father had warned her not to tell anyone “the sordid details.” Remembering what he said made her outraged again. 

“It was a matter of principle,” she said with dignity. 

The O’Connell Beare raised her eyebrows. Then she said, “That’s an… interesting shade of green you have in your hair.”

“Thanks,” said Villa suspiciously, “that’s another thing I’m in trouble about. Once I was expelled, I decided I didn’t have to follow their rules any more. So I put on proper clothes instead of a uniform, and cut off my hair. I thought green spikes would be better than brown plaits. But I only had sugar-water and food-dye, so the hair is a bit… clumpy. And not very green.”

They both turned their heads as Magus Fleming waved to get the O’Connell Beare’s attention. Wiping her fingers on a napkin, the host said, 

“A word of advice, Miss Grace. You have, I think, an inability to do what other people expect you should do. You fail to cooperate, or to be nice. This will cause you a world of trouble.”

An automaton glided up to take their plates. 

“Cling to that inability, and to that failure, as to a life-raft. Other people’s expectations are their problem, not your responsibility.”

The O’Connell Beare wafted her hand over Villa’s head, and glided away.








  
  
Two




Oaklake, where the Graces lived, was not exactly owned by the St. Maur Kers. Their architects and technomancers, working at one of the family’s homes on the western edge of the Habsburg Empire, had designed Oaklake as a perfect model village. They had bought land between the River Olla and Lough Uaill, built luxurious, semi-sentient houses surrounded with beautiful gardens. They provided the automata that looked after everything, and everyone who lived in Oaklake worked for St. Maur Ker, ate food produced by them, wore clothes imported by them, read newspapers published by them. So, they didn’t exactly own Oaklake, but they threw a very long shadow over it. 

At the start of the drought, Cosimo St. Maur Ker had a technomancer and a bevy of automata build an artificial lake to keep local residents comfortable despite the baking heat and the shrinking of the lakes and reservoirs. Now, months later, Flann Grace sat in the shade of some mulberry trees, listening to the noise of shouting and splashing, and writing a letter to a deceased philosopher. 

    
  Dear Mr. Wittgenstein, 

I hardly know how to find the words but I will give it a try. 

Angry: feeling or expressing annoyance, animosity, resentment. (Animosity: powerful dislike, hatred.) 

Devastated: made desolate, ravaged, overwhelmed with shock or grief.

Outraged: profoundly indignant, angry or hurt, as a result of a wantonly cruel act, or a gross violation of decency.

It is such a shock to me that I hardly know what I am to do next. 

When I heard that Villa had been expelled I was unsurprised—blasé, unconcerned—because it was unavoidable, inevitable. She is unrelentingly weird. Most words to do with Villa begin with “un”—unpredictable, unmanageable, unruly, untidy and now, unforgivable. 

This trip to Prague was the key to everything—the Klementinum has centuries and centuries of books in there. I read a newspaper article last year about how the monks have started a campaign to get a copy of every book ever published in any country in the Habsburg Empire. Actually, that seemed to annoy the Court, I'm not sure why. But the point is, they must have a gazillion books in there. It is imperative that I go there. The only thing in the world worth doing is thinking—about what words mean and about what is right to do, I have so much to read before I’m any good at it, before I can say “now I understand.” 

Anyway, Mr. Wittgenstein, here is the point I want to make: I spent weeks planning how the library in Prague was going to change my life. I would be a whole new person. Practically. I’m always ‘Dr. Grace’s daughter’ or, even more annoyingly, ‘Bram’s twin’, or ‘Mr. Grace’s oldest child’ or something. But a couple of months in that library would have changed everything. Everything. I would have caught up with Mama and Poppa, maybe even Granda. I’d be cleverer. I’d be quicker. I’d probably even be taller. 

Villa ruined everything. As usual, I get the blame. I should have kept an eye on her, according to Mama. She said ‘Bram and you’, but she doesn’t really expect Bram to do anything he doesn’t want to do. All he gets is an eye-roll and ‘honestly, Bram’. I get ‘if you can’t be trusted’ or ‘you should spend less time reading rubbish.’ Keep an eye on Villa, indeed. It’s a padlock we should have on her. 

How am I ever going to catch up with Granda? And Mama and Poppa? If I am to be foiled in the attempt by my wretched little sister? 

Yours sincerely, 

F.G.



P.S. I have written letters to you since I was twelve, so two and a bit years. Perhaps I should point out that I am aware that you are, in fact, dead, having lived some centuries ago and that, even if you were alive, you are unlikely to want to correspond with a teenaged randomer, even if she is quite clever, and her maternal Granda is Thelonius O’Malley who teaches at the university about your books. So, in writing these letters to you I am not expecting you to reply. Though of course if you were able to reply, that would be most interesting, even if a little strange and spooky. But I need someone I can talk to, and your you’re it. 

F.G.



P.P.S. Please don’t think that Mama calls philosophy ‘rubbish’. But a couple of years ago, she found me reading an author she disapproves of, and she has a particular tone of voice when she says ‘your other reading choices’ that other people might use to say ‘your habit of eating snot’. I haven’t read any since, but I don’t think she believes me. I was mortified when— 

    
  Hearing her name being called startled Flann, and she immediately folded up her sheets of paper. But it was her Granda who was striding up the grassy path to where she sat near the Civic Pool, his high-heeled shoes stabbing the grass, and a ball-gown flapping around him. The minute she saw him she knew he would somehow wangle her into not being angry. Granda sat down in a whooshing cloud of organza and muslin, and Flann said quickly, 

“I know you always say I will learn more from unpleasant situations than I will from pleasant ones, but I’m not finished with furious yet.”

The first thing he said, sympathetically, was, 

“I see you have been letting Mr. Wittgenstein know the news.”

Flann was folding up her letter, though she had no need to hide it from Granda. Flann’s parents did not forbid much, but she had a bad feeling about what her mother Gráinne would say if she discovered that Flann wrote letters to a dead person.

“I’m sorry this—” Granda started, and Flann burst out, 

“How could she do it! What was she thinking! And now everything’s ruined. I could have—even if it would take more than three months to read all the books in the Klementinum—I mean it was my best chance!”

People turned at the sound of Flann’s angry voice, but it was at Granda they stared instead. Thelonius O’Malley was the size of a well-built stables, with a face like a well-climbed mountain, and had a travel-diary of tattoos about his person. He was wearing a tangerine organza evening-dress with glittering peach-coloured shoes the size of canoes, with heels on them like tent-pegs. He was wrestling these off his feet as Flann spoke, and now he held them in one hand, wriggling his freed toes in the heat. Flann was struggling not to sound either churlish or sulky. She said, 

“I abhor—”

“Abhor is a great word, isn’t it?” Granda said with enthusiasm. “It gives objection such a stately air.”

“Poppa works for the St. Maur Kers!” she blurted out, “They could decide to send us to one of their summer camps! They all sound  grisly! It’d be worse than school!”

She missed the dart of Granda’s probing glance. He said, 

“You will be glad to know, then, that you are not going to the summer camp in Galicia.”

Flann was not given to displays of enthusiasm, but after the shock wore off she let a whoop out of her that Villa would have been proud of, and—overcoming her dislike of hugging people—seized her grandfather about the silky waist. 

“I should have known that you would think of something!”

“It was really Gale,” he said, “Your grandmother knows some… people. And don’t cheer till you see the alternative. But neither Gale nor I could stand the thought that you would be subjected to a St. Maur Ker summer camp, which is by definition a propaganda machine run by nincompoops.”

(Nincompoop, Flann wrote down later, idiot, foolish person, but much more satisfying to say).

“Now, I can tell you no more, because it is fair that you and your siblings all hear at the same time. I’ll walk you back to the house, but I’ll have to leave you there. Your Grandmother and I are heading away tonight, so I won’t see you till the autumn.”

As he spoke, Granda started wedging his feet back into the narrow, pointed shoes. 

“God, these are terrible yokes,” he said, peering balefully at them, “bad cess to whoever invented them. Do you think anyone will notice if I go barefoot?”

“No, Granda,” Flann said with confidence, “I think it’s the last thing anyone will notice.”

He stood up, but sat down quickly, and started putting on the shoes again. 

“The ground’s too hot,” he said. “Better squashed toes than blistered soles. Damn this drought, too. Come on, we’ll go home.”

“Granda,” said Flann as they set off down the path to the gate, “I meant to ask you. Why are you wearing an evening dress? And in the afternoon? The St. Maur Kers are getting strict about clothes. They like the Court's ideas about clothing regulations.”

Granda looked down at his embellished silk and organza, with its thick lace and gold embroidery. He stuck out his sparkling shoes, one after the other. They were enormously wide in order to fit Granda’s tattooed feet, and as a result, their pointed tip was extremely long, like the sting of some exotic and monstrous wasp. 

“The Court is always trying to see how far it can go telling countries what to do,” he said, “But the St. Maur Kers are not the boss of me. Why do you think I won’t live in Oaklake? Anyway, as it happens, I’m writing a book, about what ‘allowed’ and ‘supposed to’ mean.”

“That’s brilliant!” Flann exclaimed. “Mama will hate it! Sorry—did I say that out loud?”

“To be fair,” Granda said, “your mother is just anxious that I will get up to what she calls my ‘old tricks’.”

Flann pounced. 

“What tricks were they, Granda?”

“Oh, I was a lively young fella, as you know,” Granda said evasively. Before she could stop herself, Flann blurted out,  

“Were you in the Resistance?”

“Don't tell me you believe that there are actual, organised, protestors?” he said, as if in disbelief. “Are they not just a few disaffected troublemakers, as your father calls them?”

Granda was a harsh critic of all emperors, especially Ferdinand who, since acquiring the Habsburg title, had given the St. Maur Kers more and more authority to act on his behalf, in exchange for the benefits that the family's money and magic could bring. Nowadays, Granda was a professor of philosophy, but Flann suspected that, in his youth, his contempt for those in power, from the Pharaoh and his Courtiers down, had a more practical expression. 

“You can't be the only one who thinks that the Pharaoh's Court is no longer protecting anyone,” she ventured. 

“Five hundred years ago,” Granda said, as they reached the gate and turned for home, “the Pharaoh, the Court, and the Empires, were set up for mutual protection against the aliens invading us. Five hundred years is a long time, and the aliens are long gone. What job do the Court and the empires have now? The only thing they protect is themselves and their gravy-train.”

“We have an alright life, though, with our Emperor,” Flann observed, a little timidly. When Granda got well away about politics—or anything, really—he could be like a river in spate, submerging her in a deluge of pronouncements and opinions that she never felt equipped to answer.

“We do, yes,” Granda agreed, “but at what price? You said yourself that the St. Maur Kers are becoming strict about clothes. What next? We're lucky enough in Hibernia, the Emperor of Thule does not stand much nonsense from the Court. But how long will the Courtiers let that go on? Come on, keep up, and stop fishing for scandal.”

Flann scurried in his wake. 

    
  On his return from the O’Connell Beare’s castle, Bram had spent much of the afternoon visiting friends around Oaklake, so as to tell them of the Great Villa Outrage, and of the fabulous morning he’d had amongst High Kings and diplomats. Blinded by the sun on the pavements, cooked on both sides by the relentless heat, and thickly peppered with the dust of drought-shrivelled gardens, Bram took refuge now in his room. He drew the curtains so that not the slightest gap remained. The daylight, thus filtered through heavy white cloth, was opaque and shady, and the room not quite so searingly hot. 

Like his siblings, Bram had a large room, plainly furnished with whatever they needed most. While Flann’s room was lined with books, Bram’s shelves displayed his model machines. His early efforts had been made from kits, but the later ones were his own inventions, and his parents had had his drawings and blueprints framed. Bram had hung the best ones on his wall. He had a deep, wing-backed chair that the father of a friend had given to him, and it was in this green-leathered monstrosity that he now lounged, his EyeGram nestled on his face like an affectionate, if leggy, arthropod. 

EyeGram was a new invention, the work of one of the Court's research corporations, and it was not yet on sale. But Terence Grace always ‘knew a chap’ or ‘had a word’ with ‘a friend of a friend’, and the EyeGram was Bram’s last birthday present. The EyeGram harvested the wearer’s biochemistry to create holograms, and wired itself to the electromagnetic impulses in the wearer’s brain so that they could hear and see as the hologram did. These holograms could be received—once the right code or wavelength was known—by those who had a radio or a telephone. 

The downside was that the design of the EyeGram was not finished. The result was that the visible circuit boards, the minuscule plugs, and adjusting camera-eye made Bram look a bit like an automaton whose facial panelling had taken a battering. The first time Bram wore it, his little brother Raftery had gotten such a fright that he had run away and hidden under the kitchen sink, whence he had to be coaxed with jellybeans and promises of something new for his Cabinet of Marine Curiosities. Bram did not like the look of the half-mask, but he loved what it could do. 




BRAM: … so the actual reason I was calling you is because—get this—I am not going to Prague this summer at all. Surprise! Thanks, Villa. Just ruin my life for me. 
SUNNY: Your whole life? All of it?
BRAM: Oh, here, look, don’t get all ‘it’s only a holiday,’ this was far, far more than that. Trust me, you’ve no idea how important this was. Mama and Poppa had been arranging for me to meet all sorts of people of importance. Maybe even— well, guess who with? Go on, guess. 
SUNNY: Just tell me, will you?
BRAM: Guess.
SUNNY: Honestly, I don’t know. Someone from your father’s law office?
BRAM: (snorting): Honestly, Sunny—no! That’s not a big deal, at this stage—I’ve met them scores of times. No, one of the St. Maur Kers. One of the actual St. Maur Kers themselves. They are going to meet with Sylvestra St. Maur Ker—
SUNNY: No!
BRAM: And now we can’t go. And a family that Mama knows from her job with the Better World Academy offered to bring us on the Orient Express Train, too, you know, from Vienna to Byzantium. There have been technomancers working for a year or more on this stupendous bridge to get the train across the Danube. And Mama said she and Poppa had a whole raft of people I could meet. You’ll never guess who they’d invited for our first night there?
SUNNY: I don’t know—God? 
BRAM: Though I suppose it hardly matters now, since Villa’s only gone and ruined it for us all. No trips, no ships, no trains, no Sylvestra, no Cosimo. What on earth am I going to do now? How am I going to have a career if my nutso sister is going to keep throwing hammers into the works?
SUNNY: You throw spanners, not hammers.
BRAM: That will make all the difference, thanks, Sunny. It’s a good job it is only spanners I have wrecking my life. 
SUNNY: Where are you going to be for Summer?
BRAM: Goodness knows what my alternative is. I can’t believe Villa! 
SUNNY: When will you know your fate?
BRAM: The axe is about to fall. I had hoped we’d go to the St. Maur Ker summer camp in Galicia, but Granda wouldn’t hear of it. Grandmother Gale, of all people, has worked something out, and we are waiting for a visitor to come and give us the details. I hear a step upon the stairs—I had better go. Wish me luck.
SUNNY: You don’t need luck—your father works for Cosimo St. Maur Ker, you’ll fall on your feet!
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