

  


  [image: cover]






    

       

    




    [image: ]








  



    

      [image: titlepage]


    








  



    

       

    




    First published in Great Britain in 2011 by Simon and Schuster UK Ltd,


    A CBS COMPANY




    Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


     1st Floor, 222 Gray’s Inn Road, London WC1X 8HB




    Text copyright © Elliot Skell 2011




    This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


    No reproduction without permission.


    All rights reserved.




    The right of Elliot Skell to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.




    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




    A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.




    ISBN: 978-1-84738-43-1


    eBook ISBN: 978-1-84738-996-1




    Printed in the UK by Cox & Wyman, Reading RG1 8EX.




    www.simonandschuster.co.uk








  



    

       

    




    In memory of


    Evelina Hartslip Codd


    whose early death remains a mystery








  



    

       

    




    [image: ]




    In the Hall of Puppets




    The wheels on the chair squeaked. It was an old chair made of wicker, and the wheels were of rubber that had hardened and cracked with age. They squeaked as the chair moved up the room, were silent as it stopped, and then squeaked as it moved again.




    It was more of a hall than a room, long, high-ceilinged, with a row of glass lanterns that hung from the roof and gave off a yellow light. The floor was marble and the walls on both sides were lined with shelves of red wood, right to the top.




    Gazing down from the shelves, all the way along the Hall in row upon row, right up to the ceiling, were faces.




    They were made of wood, of papier mâché, of porcelain, of wax. Some were small, some were big. Some laughed, some sneered. Some had bodies with strings attached, others a simple tube of cloth through which a hand could be inserted. There were faces of innocent children and faces of witches with crimson skin and flaming eyes, faces of gentle giants and faces of howling, screeching imps. In the yellow of the lantern light, it was as if the whole world was represented there, in all its goodness and evil.




    But the only real person in the room was the man in the wheelchair. He was old, and wore a blue coat with gold braid that looked as if it was modelled on an ancient sea captain’s costume. The strands of white hair on his head were few, but they were long, and came down to the collar of his coat. He had a flattened nose and his lips were pressed together in a kind of permanent snarl. His chin was sunk on his chest, and because of the stiffness of his neck, he couldn’t raise his head. The only way he could look at the shelves was by straining his eyes up in their sockets.




    On his right hand he wore an enormous ruby ring. The ring glinted and flashed as he turned the wheels with his hands.




    He pushed himself along the Hall, stopping here and there to roll his eyes up and stare at one of the figures, then moving on. The squeaking of the wheels, which sometimes reached an almost ear-splitting note, didn’t annoy him. It annoyed others and helped keep them away.




    He stopped again. His eyes rested on a figure on one of the shelves. It had a cunning, spiteful face with a sharp nose and piercing black eyes. The old man stared at it, a memory going through his mind.




    He heard a noise behind him. He couldn’t turn his head enough to see where it came from. He heard footsteps.




    ‘Who is it?’ he demanded, frowning, listening for an answer. ‘Who’s there?’




    There was no reply.




    He pushed one of the wheels, holding the other still. The chair turned with a terrible screech.




    Behind him stood a young man dressed in black, a cloak over his shoulders with a long hood that hung down his back.




    ‘What do you want?’ demanded the old man.




    ‘I’ve been told to come and get you.’




    ‘You? You’ve never been sent for me before. Where are Wilson and Tate?’




    ‘They’ve been called away.’




    ‘Called away? Called away to do what? What could be more important than coming to get me?’




    The young man shrugged.




    ‘You’re by yourself. It needs two men to carry me down.’




    ‘I’ll manage.’




    The old man sniffed. ‘You’re too early. Didn’t they tell you what time to come? Go away and come back with someone else.’




    ‘I’ve been told to come now.’




    ‘It’s too early!’ said the old man angrily. ‘All I ask for is one hour alone here each week. That’s all I’ve ever asked for since I was forced to wear this coat. Is that too much? Can’t I even have that?’




    ‘It’s not my decision. I do as I’m told.’




    ‘Then do as you’re told and go away and come back with someone else in half an hour!’




    The young man shook his head. He walked across to the chair, took hold of the handles at the back and began to push.




    The old man tried to grab the wheels, but he was too frail to resist the younger man’s strength and the wheels slipped through his grip. Their screeching drowned out his voice as he shouted.




    They reached the doorway at the end of the Hall. A long, straight staircase ran down for over a hundred steps. The Hall itself was at the top of a building that towered above a covered courtyard. Even after he had begun using a wheelchair, the old man had refused to have his puppets moved to a place which would have been easier to get to. Each week he had to be carried up the staircase and carried back down to the bottom, where another wicker wheelchair awaited him.




    The staircase was in front of him. The steep stone steps ran down as far as he could see.




    ‘I’m telling you,’ he snapped, ‘you’ll need two men to take me down!’




    ‘Not today,’ said the man behind him, and he gave the wheelchair a push.
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    Back




    This is the story of Omnia Halibut and the extraordinary events that befell her at the age of twelve and a quarter. Omnia wasn’t present in the Hall of Puppets when the crime that I have described took place. In fact, she had never been up the long flight of stairs that lead to the Hall, although she had heard of it. And yet what happened there would soon involve her in a story so extraordinary that there may be some readers – not many, I hope – who might even doubt that it is true.




    But before we begin, you need to understand how a place such as the Hall of Puppets came to exist, and why an old man in a blue sea captain’s coat with a huge ruby ring on his hand came to be sitting there in a wheelchair. In other words, as often happens, before we go forward, we need to go back.




    Back to a time long before Omnia was born, a hundred years back, and then another hundred years back, and then even further back until we arrive at a misty night under a moonless sky when a boat landed at a deserted beach near the small town of Pettifog and out stepped Captain Everdew C Halibut. He brought with him six large chests, tightly sealed, and a small man called Digby. After they unloaded the chests, Captain Halibut and Digby burned the boat on the beach, creating a flame that was just visible to the harbour master at the top of the Pettifog lighthouse. No one would ever discover how Captain Halibut and Digby spent that night, nor what became of the chests. At dawn, the two men headed into the wilderness. When the harbour master arrived the next morning to investigate, he found only the blackened embers of their boat, already floating away on the tide.




    For three years, nothing was seen of the Captain or his helper. Later, rumours spread about what they did in that time. Some claimed they had been spotted digging for diamonds in the deep gullies of the mountain ranges. Others claimed to have been held up and robbed on remote, lonely roads by two men answering their description. Others claimed to have spoken to people who knew people who had seen them on a vast plantation in a valley far to the west – or sometimes it was far to the south, or far to the north – where thousands of workers laboured for them like slaves. Still others would later claim that the huge fortune of Everdew C Halibut arrived with him, in fact, on that very first night, in the six sealed chests, and had been lying buried on the beach outside Pettifog all the time while the Captain and his helper were away.




    Whatever the truth, three years after that night, the two men emerged from the wilderness and marched into the town. The Captain took a room at the grandest hotel and let it be known that he wanted to buy land. Word spread that he was paying in gold and wouldn’t quibble over the price. Soon a queue snaked along the street and into the hotel and up the stairs and down the corridor to the Captain’s room, where he sat behind a table facing the door, ready to dole out his money. No one who glimpsed him that day would ever forget the sight. He wore a blue sea captain’s coat with gold braid and a huge ruby ring glinted on his finger.




    The mayor came first, waving deeds for useless land outside the town that nobody wanted. The Captain snapped them up. He took any other piece of land he could buy in the vicinity. By the end of the day, he had acquired a vast estate of hills and valleys, lakes and streams, dense woods and swampy marsh, ten times the size of the town itself.




    And where was the Captain’s helper while the Captain was buying his estate? The small, strange man was scouring the streets of Pettifog, whispering into the ear of anyone who looked strong enough to lift a brick or use a shovel. Shop assistants came out from behind their counters, drunks looked up in amazement and rose from the gutter. Soon there was barely an able-bodied worker left to help with the running of Pettifog. Owners of the town’s businesses came into the streets and gazed at each other in dismay. The next morning, Captain Halibut and Digby marched out of the town with all the people they had employed, and the shopkeepers, seeing their customers and assistants marching away, had little choice but to lock their shops and join the procession.




    Pettifog was deserted. The mist that blew in from the sea filled the streets and settled over an empty town. Visitors arrived to find boarded-up windows and padlocked doors. But very few of them cared, because almost all of them were on their way to the Captain’s estate themselves.




    The Captain and his helper sent for skilled workmen, and for every one they summoned, another ten, or fifty, or a hundred answered the call. On the Captain’s new estate there was work for all. Masons, carpenters, carvers, bricklayers, tilers, plumbers, plasterers, painters and labourers of every description and nationality passed through the empty streets of Pettifog, all drawn by rumours of the great construction taking place north of the town. An army of workers has to be cared for, and doctors, dentists, cooks and tailors soon followed in their wake. On the Captain’s new estate outside Pettifog, an enormous camp had developed, dedicated entirely to the Captain’s work.




    First, a wall appeared, running for miles all the way around the edge of the vast expanse of land that the Captain had purchased. Then a building began to rise on one of the hills deep inside the estate, and continued rising until it had become a soaring tower with a pair of huge round windows at the top. Other structures rose around it. Buildings spread over the land like the crust of a thick fungus growing from its spore. A forest of turrets and spires and chimneys sprouted from their roofs. The plans for the seemingly never-ending construction came out of one of the six sealed chests, and the Captain sat for hours perusing them or walking from place to place with the plans rolled up under his arm and Digby by his side to shout instructions and check the progress of the work. No one saw the plans but the Captain and his helper, and so vast was the building that only they knew every part that was being built. No one else could say exactly how big it was or how each part connected with the others.




    Later, there would be a rumour that the Captain and Digby secretly constructed a room for the Captain’s treasure at the heart of the building, beneath the Great Tower itself, excavating down to the very bedrock. Another version of the rumour said that the secret room was built by a dozen specially selected men. But no one could ever find a man who had been one of this dozen, and whether they disappeared after the room was built – perhaps killed and buried under the very floor they had laid – or whether they never existed in the first place, no one would ever know.




    The work went on for five back-breaking years, and after five years, a monstrous cluster of buildings and towers stood in the middle of the estate, surrounded by fields and woods and marsh, like an island of soaring cliffs and pinnacles within a landlocked sea. So vast was the estate that it was a distance of miles from the buildings at its heart to the wall around it. In this wall, the Captain had allowed only a single gate. With the work finished, the army of workers was driven out and the gate locked behind them.




    As they left, they looked back and saw that two words had been carved in the stone over the gate. Those who could read spoke the words to those who couldn’t. The name spread like a hissing whisper.




    Neversuch House.




    So the House was completed, although it was a house only in name, and not even as a mansion or a palace would the description be sufficient for the gigantic, grotesque thing that had risen outside the town of Pettifog. In this gigantic thing, as far as anyone knew, behind the wall that encircled it, in its echoing corridors and on its dizzying staircases, in its thousands of rooms and attics and turrets, only the Captain and his helper lived.




    The Captain had named his construction Neversuch House because never such a house had been constructed – or even thought of before – as the one that now stood inside the long wall with its single gate. But the people of Pettifog soon wished that never such a house had been built. After the work was finished, they went back to their homes and unlocked their doors and unboarded their windows, but life in the town wasn’t the same as before.




    The townspeople felt that they were always under observation. There was no place that was out of sight of the dark, soaring tower at the centre of the House. The pair of windows at the very summit watched like a pair of wide-open, never-blinking eyes. People imagined that the two inhabitants of the House, the Captain and his helper, were each standing in one of them, looking down. When their children misbehaved, they said the Captain would see and come down to take them away. They wished they had never helped to build the House. Only now, when it was too late, did they understand what they had done. They had taken the Captain’s money to build a place that would stand over them forever.




    But the Captain, even if he was watching from the tower, didn’t come down to take their naughty children. He was never seen outside the walls of the estate, not after the day he drove the last of the workers out and closed the gate behind them.




    Yet gradually, the House did acquire other inhabitants. Digby appeared from time to time in the town, and on each occasion, a day or two later, one of the townspeople took the road to the House, and waited before the gate, and entered as servant or gardener or carpenter or cook, never to be seen again. People said that if the Captain’s helper approached you, he would offer as much money as it took until you agreed to go to the House. Some lived in fear of his approach, others lived in hope. And ships began arriving in Pettifog loaded with goods for the House, which was utterly bare when the workers departed. Furniture, carpets, tapestries, paintings, silver and every other kind of luxury – or so the townspeople imagined – arrived in crates at the docks. The innumerable rooms of the House seemed to have an insatiable appetite for furnishings, all of the finest. The wagon-drivers of Pettifog unloaded the goods in front of the gate and drove away, and some time later, the goods disappeared into the House and no one ever saw who came out to get them.




    One day, about ten years after the House was built, a ship arrived at Pettifog with a different type of cargo. When the ship docked, a beautiful young woman and two maids disembarked. The Captain’s helper was waiting for them in a covered carriage. He took the woman and her two maids away and the gate of Neversuch House closed behind them. A couple of days later, the mayor of the town was summoned to the House. Sworn to secrecy, and paid handsomely for his silence, he never revealed what he had seen or done there. But the following day, a certificate was deposited in the town office, recording the marriage of Mademoiselle Begonia Frieslander and Captain Everdew C Halibut.




    Over the next fourteen years, six birth certificates were deposited at the town office. A year after the marriage, a son arrived who was named Evergreen H Halibut. A second son followed, Evertrue V Halibut. Then came three daughters, Ribonia Halibut, Estonia Halibut and Yvonnia Halibut. Finally, five years after Yvonnia, a last son, Everwell X Halibut, came into the world.




    Twelve years after the arrival of the sixth and last child, and forty-three years to the day after he came ashore with his six sealed chests, the death certificate of the old Captain, Everdew C Halibut, was deposited in its turn.




    So the pattern was set. Over the next two hundred years, the Halibuts and the town would flourish side by side – the Halibuts behind the wall of Neversuch House, the town outside it – neither one knowing nor caring much about the other.




    Behind the wall, one generation of Halibuts gave rise to the next, still living on the vast fortune of the old Captain. From time to time, someone would arrive in Pettifog and be driven to the House, and a few days later, a new marriage certificate would appear in the town office. Then there would be birth certificates, and eventually death certificates. Alongside the Halibuts lived whole families of servants, descendants of the servants that the Captain’s helper, Digby, had lured to the gate, passing on their skills from one generation to the next as they served one generation of Halibut after another.




    Outside the wall, the world changed. Wars were fought, nations formed, discoveries were made, inventions perfected. Populations grew, and Pettifog developed from a small town into a city, spreading west from the coast, and then south, and eventually it even spread north around the edge of the Halibut estate. But the House remained, closed off by the wall that the workers had built in the time of the old Captain, covering almost as much area as the entire city outside its gates.




    If you had been able to observe it, year after year, decade after decade, you might have thought that nothing behind that wall ever altered, not even the servants. In Neversuch House, tradition was everything. And if you think that after two hundred years it must have been a strange kind of world in there, you would be right. Stranger than you can imagine, unless your imagination is very strange. But let me say one thing. Your own world, which is so familiar and understandable to you, might seem equally peculiar to someone coming from far away. Or to put it another way, no world is strange to those who have known nothing else.




    But to return to the Halibuts . . . Within the House, the Halibuts never formally chose a leader. As in so many things, they developed their own peculiar way. In each generation there had always been a new leader favoured by the previous one. Nowhere was it written down that the favoured one must be the next Captain of the House, as the leader of the Halibuts was called, but nowhere was it written down that this one mustn’t. So in every generation, the favoured one become the new Captain after the previous one had died. Sometimes it was a son, sometimes a nephew, sometimes a cousin, sometimes someone else altogether who was chosen to wear the ruby ring and a blue coat modelled after the coat that Everdew C Halibut himself had worn.




    When the First Captain died, his son, Evertrue V Halibut, was the chosen candidate. Then followed Evertrue’s nephew, called Everdew in memory of the First Captain, then Evercalm, Evergreen, Everdew the Third, Evernew, Evertrue the Second, Everdew the Fourth and finally Everwise B Halibut, who led the House for twenty-four years.




    By the time he turned eighty-seven, he was frail and quarrelsome, and thought only of the puppets that he had collected before becoming Captain. For three years he had been confined to his wicker wheelchairs, and for a further three years before that he had been unable to climb the stairs of the Great Tower, which a Captain of the Halibuts was expected to do each year on Landing Day, the anniversary of the First Captain’s arrival. By the time he was sent tumbling down the stairs of the Hall of Puppets, Everwise was so old and frail that everyone thought his death couldn’t be far away, although no one was expecting it to happen quite in the way that it did. Wilson and Tate, the two attendants who normally came to collect him after his weekly visit to the Hall, were delayed on their way for a few minutes – when they arrived, they found Everwise dead at the bottom of the stairs.




    Eldred Sturgeon, the Chief Physician of the House and head of the Sturgeon family who had served as doctors since the days of the First Captain, announced after examining the body that Everwise had died from falling down the stairs, which just about anyone could have worked out for themselves. As to why he had fallen, Eldred Sturgeon had no idea and didn’t see why he should be expected to, just because he was a doctor.




    No one could find anything to suggest that a suspicious event had taken place. The Hall of Puppets looked as it always did, with no evidence that any kind of struggle or confrontation had occurred. It seemed clear that Everwise’s death was an accident. Theories soon formed to explain how it had happened. So impatient had Everwise become in his old age, and so irritable, that when Wilson and Tate were late, he had probably decided to try to crawl down to his second wheelchair at the bottom of the stairs by himself, and had fallen while getting out of the chair at the top, taking the whole thing with him. Or else he had wheeled himself to the top of the stairs to call out to see if Wilson and Tate had arrived, and had mistakenly rolled himself over the edge. Or his hands had slipped on the wheels while wheeling himself backwards – as he sometimes did out of sheer contrariness – and he had pushed himself further than he meant to.




    Some of the Halibuts described Everwise’s death as an unfortunate accident, some as a remarkable accident, some even called it a freakish accident, but everyone agreed that an accident it was, caused by Everwise’s own impatience and irritability.




    So the truth of the crime was concealed and as far as the House was concerned, there was only one thing about the death that was worrying – Everwise had perished without revealing who he favoured to succeed him as Captain of the House. Not once in the twenty-four years of his Captainship – not by a word, a look, a wink – had he given a clue. As far as anyone was aware, this had never happened before. And in a world ruled entirely by the traditions of generations, no one knew quite what to do about it.




    Yet he was dead and must be buried, that much was clear. And the burial must be performed among the grassy mounds in the place known as the Field of Dreams, as had the burial of every Captain of the House, and the new Captain must give the funeral speech for the one who had just died. But since Everwise had refused to reveal his choice of Captain before tumbling down the stairs with his wheelchair, no one knew who that should be.




    Much discussion and debate took place. Records were searched, histories of the House consulted, and still no answer was found. There were no volunteers for the job. In the end, it was decided that the oldest Halibut living, and who was still capable of standing, would read the speech. This turned out to be a ninety-two-year-old man called Everdean P Halibut, who reacted with terror when he realised it was him.




    Everdean was the unofficial geologist of the House and had never interested himself in anything but the rocks of the estate, of which he had built up a vast collection when he was younger. He wanted nothing but to continue studying them in peace with the equally vast collection of magnifying glasses and microscopes that he had accumulated. But he was too old and frail to resist as he was put into the ancient blue coat of the First Captain, had the ruby ring rammed on to his finger, and was dragged to the Field of Dreams.




    So two days after the Captain’s body was found at the bottom of the stairs to the Hall of Puppets, Everdean stood to deliver the funeral speech, and the burial of Everwise B Halibut, Tenth Captain of the House, took place.




    Omnia Halibut was aged twelve years and a quarter on the day of Everwise’s funeral. Twelve years and a quarter and three days to be precise, but we needn’t quibble over the detail. There are more important things awaiting our attention. Omnia doesn’t realise it yet – nor is there any reason that she should – but a series of extraordinary events is about to unfold, and she is going to be at the centre of them.
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    The Funeral in the Field of Dreams




    It was no ordinary coffin. Made from black wood, it was huge, comfortably big enough for two people, with the crouched figure of an imp carved at each corner, teeth bared and hands clawed, as if waiting to spring at anyone who would dare to open the lid. It rested next to an open grave that had been dug in the Field of Dreams among the mounds that marked the places of previous burials.




    On one side of the grave sat Everwise’s widow, Allevia Halibut, on the red Mourner’s Throne, which had a pair of the crouching imps carved on each of its armrests. The feet of the head mourner weren’t supposed to touch the ground on the day of the funeral so the throne had been carried to the side of the grave with Allevia seated upon it. Behind her stood a throng of Halibuts. On the other side of the grave stood a throng of servants, led by a small, hunched man in a coat of green velvet, the hereditary Butler of the House, great-great-great-great-great-great-grandson of the original Digby who had arrived with the First Captain.




    Everdean, the reluctant reader of the funeral speech, stood at the head of the grave, flanked by two attendants who were there to support him if his legs gave way. He was perfectly bald and his smooth, egg-shaped head wobbled as he mumbled the words written on a paper in his shaky hand. The ancient coat of the First Captain, which was brought out only for the most solemn ceremonial occasions, was much too big for him. The cuffs came down almost to the ends of his fingers.




    The funeral was taking time, even by the standards of a Halibut ceremony. The funeral speech for a Captain was supposed to be in rhyme, and at least thirty-eight verses long, and each verse had to have at least six lines – and as many as eight – and Everdean wasn’t exactly the fastest reader in the world. Even the title was in rhyme. It was called A Funeral Poem in Memory – Of a Most Desperacious Tragedy – The Death of a Captain Accidentally – On the Stairs to the Hall of Puppetry, and it had taken Everdean about five minutes just to mumble his way through it.




    Yet if you had been there, you might not have thought anything about the funeral was particularly unusual – apart from the impish gargoyles on the huge coffin, of course, and the lady on the red throne, and the way the spectators stood in two separate groups, and the fact that the man who was mumbling his way through the rhyming speech had turned up in an old, faded coat that obviously wasn’t his – unless you happened to glance at the trees that stood around the Field of Dreams. Because if you had glanced in their direction, sooner or later you would have noticed a suspiciously large shape sitting in one of them. Too large to be a bird, or a squirrel, or anything else likely to be found in a tree. And once that had caught your attention, you would have noticed another, and another, and before long you would have realised they were all around the field, in every tree, sitting on branches, clinging to tree trunks, peering out through the leaves at the funeral taking place below them.




    It was a tradition dating back to the time when Evergreen F Halibut was the Captain of the House that the Halibut children were allowed to watch funerals and certain other ceremonies from the trees. Evergreen, the Fifth Captain, had himself spent much of his time in the trees, particularly pine trees and cypresses, and although he couldn’t get many of the adults to join him, he often held well-attended feasts for the children in tree houses he had the carpenters build across the estate. Nothing could be healthier for growing minds and growing limbs, in his opinion, than time spent in the branches.




    That was over a hundred years ago, and the tree houses the carpenters built for Evergreen had fallen apart long before, torn to pieces by storms and rotted by rains. Yet the tradition of children in the trees lived on, as so many traditions did in Neversuch House, without any particular rhyme or reason. No one watched the children or told them how high they could climb. Occasionally one of them fell, plummeting out of a tree and hitting the ground with a thud during a funeral or some other ceremony, with obvious consequences.




    You might think that allowing children to climb as high as they liked, entirely unsupervised and without any kind of safety equipment, showed carelessness on the part of the Halibut adults, or thoughtlessness, or even worse. But if a child climbed too high, or chose to sit on a branch too slender to carry its weight, or refused to take account of the wind on a blustery day, it was obviously either an idiot or a show-off and its loss was probably a blessing in disguise. Or so the Halibut adults would have said, if they had been asked. They had done exactly the same thing when they were children and they had all managed to grow up – those who hadn’t plummeted out of a tree – and it hadn’t hurt them.




    Omnia herself was perched five branches up in a huge oak tree which was her favourite spot for funerals. On a branch that grew from the other side of the trunk at almost exactly the same level sat her cousin, Evergrow D Halibut. Evergrow was only a couple of months younger than Omnia, with brown hair cut in a straight line across his forehead, but he was small for his age. Some of the more malicious children called him Nevergrow.




    ‘Can you hear anything?’ Omnia said to him.




    Evergrow shook his head.




    Omnia listened harder, trying to make out the words of the old man wafting up from the field below. He was mumbling so quietly that it must have been hard for the people around the grave to hear what he was saying, much less the children in the trees. Now and then, a word or two was carried on the breeze, too faint to be understood, like the bleating of a frightened lamb.




    ‘This is ridiculous!’ said Omnia.




    ‘It can’t be easy to make such a long speech,’ said a girl sitting a couple of branches below them. Sororia Halibut was the kindest-hearted person Omnia knew, always trying to make up between the two sides when there was an argument and seeing the other person’s point of view. Sometimes her kind-heartedness was so kind-hearted it was sickening.




    Omnia glanced at Sororia doubtfully. The old man’s voice hadn’t been any louder when he started.




    The faint bleating sound droned on. Omnia looked back at Everdean. Even the Halibut children knew that he couldn’t seriously be the next Captain. As to how the new Captain would actually be chosen, that was still hopelessly beyond everyone, adult and child alike. A few people had suggested that Everwise might have left a clue in his will, which was to be read by the Butler at the feast following the funeral, and everyone was banking on that.




    Omnia heard something whistling through the air. She looked up just in time to catch a pine cone that was flying at her head. In a tree not far away, a girl made a face at her. Evesia Halibut was sitting next to her twin sister, Artesia, both wearing orange sunhats. The twins were almost identical in appearance and almost opposite in nature. Omnia was a great friend of Artesia, and for that reason, Evesia regarded her as a great enemy.




    Evesia was especially hostile today and from time to time, as the funeral progressed, she was plucking pine cones out of the tree where she was sitting and hurling them at Omnia, trying to knock her off her branch. But after the first one brushed past her, Omnia was ready, listening for the sound of a cone whistling through the leaves, and if it came anywhere near her, she caught it. Then she would call out to Everblue J Halibut, a skinny boy of eight who was sitting in an elm tree not far to her left, and toss it to him, and Everblue would call out and toss it to someone else, and each of Evesia’s pine cones went around the Field of Dreams from one tree to the next until someone dropped it.




    Omnia didn’t realise it, but this was exactly how traditions started in Neversuch House, and it was perfectly possible that in years to come, children would throw pine cones to each other whenever there was a funeral and no one would have any idea why they were doing it.




    ‘Everblue,’ Omnia called out, and she tossed the pine cone across to him.




    Beside the grave, Everdean had been mumbling for over half an hour. The speech had been written by Pedagogia Halibut, Sororia’s great-aunt on her mother’s side. Pedagogia regarded herself as the chief poet of the House and generally volunteered whenever a rhyme was needed. She also made a speciality of using as many long and complicated words as possible, which wasn’t making things any easier for Everdean.




    Another pine cone came whistling through the branches. Omnia caught it and grinned at Evesia before throwing it on to Everblue. Evesia scowled back at her from under her orange sunhat.




    The bleating stopped. But the speech wasn’t over. Everdean had merely paused to turn the paper over, which wasn’t an easy matter, not only because of the trembling of his fingers but because the cuffs of the coat kept getting in the way. He might not have succeeded at all had not one of the attendants reached forward in exasperation and done it for him. On the Mourner’s Throne, Allevia Halibut appeared to have fallen asleep.




    Omnia glanced at her cousin and rolled her eyes. She had seen plenty of funerals and didn’t think this one was particularly special. She had expected something extraordinary for a Captain’s burial. After all, it had happened only nine times previously in the entire history of the House. Yet so far, it was turning out to be as boring as just about any other funeral.




    ‘You have to admit,’ she said to Evergrow, ‘this is pretty disappointing.’




    Evergrow nodded.




    ‘You wouldn’t be happy if you were the Captain of the House, and you were stuck in a wheelchair for all those years, and then you die in a freakish accident, and after all of that, this turned out to be the funeral you got.’
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