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  The oars dipped in the water. The boat glided smoothly forward, trailing faint ripples in its wake. In it was a man dressed in black with a hooded cloak over his shoulders.




  A lantern hung from a pole at the front of the boat. Its light moved as the man rowed, sending a glow into the darkness ahead, leaving in darkness the area behind. All around was rock, rising

  directly out of the water on either side and closing in a roof overhead, yellow and pink in the lantern light. Cracks ran through the stone, giving the impression of patterns, outlines, as if the

  shapes of various creatures had been carved there. If you stopped and stared at one place long enough, you would see whatever figure your imagination chose to create, whether evil or good.




  But the man didn’t stop to examine his surroundings. He rowed steadily, in silence, an oar in either hand. The only noise was the rhythmic plunking dip of the oars. The underground river

  flowed slowly, its surface as smooth as a lake. The boat moved forward into the ever-advancing glow of the light, leaving its trail of ripples disappearing into the ever-following blackness behind

  it.




  Eventually the boat came to an area where the river widened. The man saw a stretch of flat rock at one side of the river. Another boat lay on the bare stone, out of the water. Behind it was a

  tall crevice in the wall, big enough for a person to enter.




  He rowed towards it. The front of the boat bumped on the rock and the lantern shook. The man pulled in his oars. He stood up and balanced for a moment as the boat rocked, then stepped out on to

  the stone and pulled the boat up behind him. He unhooked the lantern from its pole and went to look at the other vessel. It was longer than the one in which he had arrived, and narrower, and a

  single long oar lay inside it. The boat was bone dry. A few curling flakes of black paint clung to the wood, but the rest of the paint that must once have covered it had disappeared, revealing

  bleached, cracked timbers. It looked as if it hadn’t been used in years. The man peered closer. He doubted it would still float.




  He went back to his own boat and dragged it further on to the rock, making sure it was completely clear of the water. Then he reached in and took something out, an object about the size of a

  human head.




  The man raised his lantern and peered into the crevice in the rock. Cautiously, he went in. The walls of the crevice twisted and turned and then he saw a set of steps carved into the stone. They

  spiralled upwards, disappearing into the darkness above him.




  He went to the steps and began to climb.




  He had never used these steps before, but he had been told about them – not by someone who had used them themselves, but by someone who had heard about them, in turn, from somebody else.

  Exactly where they would come out, he didn’t know. The steps were bare stone, damp. At the top he found a narrow passage and followed it until he came to a pile of fallen rubble that half

  blocked his way. Still clutching the object he had taken out of the boat in one hand, and with the lantern in the other, he scrambled over the rubble, stooping to get under the roof. Then he

  followed the passage further and went up another flight of stairs until, finally, he found a door.




  It was only about chest-high, and made of timber which had rotted and split away in places near the top and bottom, as if some kind of hungry animal had chewed at it. Light filtered through the

  gaps.




  He put down the lantern. This man hadn’t done the things he had done – and survived – by taking chances. He made a mental note of exactly where he placed the lantern so he

  would know if it had been moved before he returned. He took off his long, hooded cloak and set it down as well. Then he raised the object he had brought from the boat and began to fit it carefully

  over his head.




  It covered his head entirely, front and back, right and left, every centimetre of his face and every strand of his dark, curly hair. He took a few moments to adjust it, ensuring that the

  eyeholes were in position for him to see through them. The mouth, which had a set of gleaming fangs, could open and close by a mechanism built into the jaw, and he tested it now, the sharp teeth

  opening and snapping shut as his own mouth moved.




  When he was satisfied with the fit, he approached the door. Crouching, he pushed it open a fraction, then further, and peered cautiously out.




  Through the eyeholes he could see a narrow, empty alley. He didn’t immediately recognise the location. Not far away was the corner of another alley and high in the wall at the corner was a

  stone carving of a dancing clown. He made a mental note of it.




  The alley in front of him was empty. The man came out, crouching to get through the opening, his head now not that of a human, but of a beast. He closed the door behind him. His fangs gleamed in

  the sunlight that filtered down between the alley walls.




  He stepped past the carving of the dancing clown, turned the corner and went quickly away.




  
 





  [image: ]




  This is the second book in the story of the extraordinary events that befell Omnia Halibut at the age of twelve and a quarter. So extraordinary were those events, and so

  numerous, that one book certainly wasn’t enough to contain them, and sometimes I wonder whether two books will be enough either. I have been asked by some people who read the first book

  whether a series of events so extraordinary could possibly be true, and if so, how I can possibly know about them. Some people even doubt that there ever was such a place as Neversuch House, and

  seem to think that just because they have never heard of it before, it couldn’t exist – which seems to me a peculiar way to think, because when you’re born, for instance, you

  haven’t heard of anything and yet there’s a whole world around you, and it certainly doesn’t stop existing just because you don’t know about it yet. So all I can say is that

  there certainly was such a place, and the events that happened there certainly are true, or at least they are to the best of my knowledge, and anyone who knows me will tell you that I rarely make

  things up, and when I do, they don’t turn out to be very interesting, let alone extraordinary. As to how I know about them, well, that would be another tale in itself, and since we’ve

  already begun Omnia’s story, I think we should concentrate on that.




  So to return to Omnia . . . Almost three months have passed since the events I described in the first book about Neversuch House, and Omnia’s age is now closer to twelve and a half than

  twelve and a quarter, but we needn’t quibble over the details. We all get older, and if time passes, what else can we expect? No, the interesting thing isn’t the fact that Omnia is

  three months older after three months have passed, but what has happened in those three months. And the answer to that is quite simple. Nothing.




  Or, to be more accurate, I should say nothing unusual. Because things have happened, of course. The world of Neversuch House has gone on with its feasts, its rituals, its traditions, its

  obsessions. Breakfast, lunch and dinner have been served every day in the Tempered Hall, where the food arrives from the kitchens below in gusts of hot air. Bracketball games have been played in

  the great Bracketball Courts. The daily lessons for the Halibut children on subjects without the slightest importance have continued in the Hall of Leaning, overseen by the poet and unofficial

  headmistress, Pedagogia, while the Halibut adults have remained engrossed in their own individual fascinations. Everfine D Halibut has continued to plot the shadows of the architecture of the

  House, Deliria Halibut has continued to study the growth of moulds on the north face of the Great Tower, Eversink I Halibut has continued to study their growth on the south face, Farinia Halibut

  has continued to bake ever more elaborate cupcakes in her private kitchens, Evernear K Halibut, Omnia’s father, has continued to study the butterflies in the meadow below the Long South

  Range, and a thousand other obsessions have been pursued by a thousand other Halibuts in studies, libraries, observatories and laboratories all over the House. The feasts of the Halibuts have

  continued at their usual intervals. Songster’s Day has taken place, when every Halibut has the right to take part in a singing competition in the Theatre of Sound no matter how bad their

  voice and how appalling the noise that it produces, followed by a feast in the Purple Nave. Leverall Day and Morrel Day have come and gone, each with their feast and each involving competitions so

  ridiculous that they would make the game of Planque, played with quoits and reindeer antlers, seem like the greatest sport ever invented. Two weddings have been celebrated in the Hall of Vows, and

  three funerals have taken place in the Field of Dreams, watched by Omnia and her friends from perches in the trees. Evermay L Halibut, the painter, has held an exhibition of his works in the Grand

  Marble Court, in which his new masterpiece, The Death of the Loyal Servant Tobias Hildegrew While Grappling with the Black Condor, has been widely praised as the greatest pictorial work of a

  Halibut since Evermay’s great-uncle, Everwill T Halibut, painted his magnificent Planque Day under a Cloudy Sky, with Seagulls.




  And yet those of you who read the first book about the extraordinary events that befell Omnia Halibut might think that something else ought to have happened. Some kind of response, some

  kind of action, to prevent such things happening again. After all, the Captain of the House had been murdered, as had the Hereditary Butler, the keys to the Treasure Room had been copied and the

  perpetrator of these crimes had turned out to be none other than Tobias Hildegrew, one of the most trusted servants in the House. And Tobias wouldn’t even have been discovered but for a gust

  of wind that took the hood off his head as he made his escape from the top of the Great Tower. Omnia had been there when Hildegrew had shouted: ‘The Evergones will win!’ –

  whatever that meant – as he flew away into the night. But none of these things had been revealed to the rest of the Halibuts, who were told that Hildegrew, the loyal servant, had fallen

  tragically and heroically to his death. Only the new Butler knew the truth, and the three UnderButlers, and of course Omnia, who had been marched to the UnderButlers’ room immediately after

  seeing Hildegrew escape and sworn to silence about what she had witnessed.




  As far as Omnia could tell, the three UnderButlers – Trimbleby, Withers and Dish – seemed to think that was the end of the matter, as if Tobias Hildegrew really had died that night

  at the top of the Great Tower rather than escaping. He could never come back, they said, never dare to show his face in Neversuch House again. Omnia realised there must have been instances like

  this before. She had worked out that outside the House were the Evergones – whoever they were – and from Hildegrew’s last words as he flew away, it didn’t seem likely that

  they would give up whatever it was that they were trying to do. Yet the UnderButlers seemed less concerned about that than about making sure she kept her promise to keep silent.




  Omnia received regular reminders from them. Dish, with his drooping, basset-like jowls, would happen to bump into her when she was by herself in a corridor. Or Withers, with his wispy hair

  wafting in the breeze, would fall into step beside her as she was walking to the Hall of Leaning. Or Trimbleby would happen to come down one arm of the Splitted Stairs just as she came down another

  and thrust his huge pickle of a nose in her face. Did she remember the promise she had made on the night of Tobias Hildegrew’s escape? Had she kept quiet about what she saw and

  not told a soul? Not really a question – more of a threat. Omnia felt as if she was the criminal, not Hildegrew. She was fairly certain the UnderButlers were having her followed. Sometimes

  she would look around and catch sight of a young woman wearing the green smock of the servants whose job was to polish the various things that needed to be shined in the buildings of Neversuch

  House. The polisher always seemed to be watching from a distance, but as soon as Omnia took a step towards her, she would disappear.




  So the weeks passed. Apart from the UnderButlers bumping into her, and the polisher watching her, Omnia’s life went back to normal. She spent her time with her friends, her cousin

  Evergrow, the twins Artesia and Evesia – although Evesia was more of an enemy than a friend, and disliked her, for some reason, to exactly the same extent as Artesia liked her –

  Eversmart O Halibut, the prankster of the group, Sororia Halibut, the most kind-hearted child in the House, Everright F Halibut, the cleverest child, and various other children of her age. But when

  she was completely honest with herself, she had to admit that there was a part of her that missed the adventure of those days when Tobias Hildegrew was on the loose. Not that she would ever wish

  that he was back, and anyway, he could never show his face again, as the UnderButlers had said. But life just wasn’t as exciting. Omnia had to remind herself that people had been killed

  – almost including herself – and that during most of the adventure she had been in a state of sheer terror, thinking she was about to die. That was nothing to miss, even slightly.




  But if, despite this, Omnia is missing the excitement, she is about to rediscover what it was really like. As she goes to the Tempered Hall each day to eat lunch with her friends, as she sits in

  the Hall of Leaning or swims in the Pallid Pool, things are happening. People are on the move. The series of extraordinary events that came to a stop three months earlier is about to start again.

  Omnia has been right all along, and the UnderButlers have been wrong. The plans of others can’t be prevented just by ignoring them. And someone – and perhaps more than one person

  – is about to pay for this mistake with their life.




  After Leverall Day and Morrel Day comes Flip Day, one of the great feasts of the House. On Flip Day, for one day only in the year, the Halibuts and the servants swap places. The Halibuts serve

  and the servants sit. But since no Halibut wants to be known to have served a particular servant – in case his or her friends see that it’s a particularly unimportant one – and

  since no servant wants to be known to have been served by a particular Halibut – in case his or her friends have been served by a more important one – there is another tradition on Flip

  Day that makes it unique in all the Halibut festivals.




  On Flip Day, everyone, Halibut and servant alike, wears a mask.
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  Omnia and her friends sat on the roof of the Narrow Range. Below them, on the Long Terrace, a line of tables had been laid, as tables had been laid every year since the first

  Flip Day. All morning people had been coming and going, bringing food from the kitchens under the Great Kitchen Court.




  They wore masks of every possible description. Some of the masks were small, just covering the eyes and hardly obscuring the identity of the wearer. Others covered the whole face, and some were

  like full helmets over the head, especially designed for Flip Day with mouths that opened for eating. There were faces of animals and faces of people and faces of imaginary beasts that were a

  combination of the two. Some of the masks showed a smile, some a scowl. Some were ancient, prized masks, dating back many years, and others, worn by people who liked to have something new every

  year, had been recently made by the Lombardis, a family of servants who were the traditional hatters and mask-makers of the House.




  The people bringing food and drinks to the tables all wore the scarlet tunics that were traditionally worn by the food servers of the House, but if you had been watching, you would soon have

  noticed that they didn’t handle the trays and dishes with the air of people who knew what they were doing. They took too many things, and had to stop halfway up the stairs to the Terrace and

  leave something and come back, or they took too little, and arrived with only one little plate or a small tray of dishes. They spilled things or bumped into each other or knocked things over and

  tried clumsily to pick them up. They weren’t servers at all, of course, but Halibuts.




  No one trusted the Halibuts to be able to prepare a feast of this magnitude, or of any magnitude, at least not with food that was edible, so the food itself had been prepared by the cooks

  overnight and left to keep warm in the ovens. But there was no rule against a Halibut cooking his or her own food, and some of them brought dishes they had prepared in their own private kitchens,

  which they were desperate to put in the best positions. They swept other dishes carelessly out of the way in order to put their own creations in pride of place. Two minutes later, someone else

  would come along and do exactly the same to their dishes.




  All around the tables such manipulations were taking place. Accustomed to being presented with perfectly laid tables at every other feast of the year, the Halibuts had no idea about the planning

  and care required and inevitably ended up with dishes thrown higgledy-piggledy and slapdash across the tables. Five bowls of sausages would sit at one end of a table and none at the other, or six

  trays of jellies would be placed on one table and the spoons for them on a second. A number of the more officious Halibuts, led by Pedagogia in a mask with a dolphin’s snout, were trying to

  direct things, telling people to put one dish here or another there, but since they had no right to be in charge, no one listened to them unless it suited them, in which case it usually

  didn’t suit someone else. People jostled and pushed. Fights broke out as they vied for the best places for the dishes they were carrying.




  The Halibut children could have helped, but since so many of the adults were eager to be involved, it was much more entertaining to sit on the roof of the Narrow Range and observe the fights and

  arguments that broke out below them. A long line of children sat along the roof and watched. Omnia wore a small blue cat’s-eye mask, sitting between Evergrow, who wore a mustard-yellow

  lion’s mask that he had worn every year since he was five, and Artesia. Evesia was next to her sister, and the twins each wore a parrot mask – one orange, one blue – that covered

  their hair with feathers and came halfway down their face, ending with a curved beak over their nose. On top of that they wore a pair of matching lime-green sunhats.




  Below them, a lady in a pelican mask marched up the stairs to the Terrace carrying two baskets of cupcakes, accompanied by a devil and a walrus, who were carrying another two baskets each. She

  proceeded to extract a series of plates from one of her baskets, together with metal stands that would position them above everything else. She handed plates and stands to the other two and sent

  them off to one end of the tables, while she began to set out her cupcakes at the other end.




  As soon as she had set up her first plate and moved on, someone in a unicorn’s mask crept up behind her and replaced the cupcakes with a dish of chicken. Evergrow and Omnia glanced at each

  other and smiled, then watched with interest to see what would happen. The pelican-lady set out a second plate of cupcakes, and the unicorn, following along and waiting behind her, did the same

  thing to it. Suddenly the pelican turned around, saw what had happened and let out a shriek. She threw herself at the unicorn, whose plates of chicken went flying. Pelican beak clashed with unicorn

  horn until the pelican sent the unicorn sprawling, breaking its horn in the process. Then she looked around, beak in the air, went back to the first table, put her plate of cupcakes on its stand

  and shoved the chicken under another dish.




  ‘She’s strong, that pelican,’ said Evergrow.




  ‘It must be Farinia,’ said Omnia. ‘She’ll defend her cupcakes to the death.’




  Under her lime-green sunhat, Artesia laughed. Even Evesia couldn’t suppress a smile.




  Elsewhere another scuffle had broken out between a big-bellied leprechaun and an ostrich.




  Eventually the tables were set. Dishes stood crowded against each other, overlapping, tilting at angles, the gravy of one dripping into the juice of another. The masked Halibuts stood in a mass

  at one end of the tables and eyed each other suspiciously. Only one would have to move to set the whole lot of them swarming over the tables again.




  The bells in the Hatted Belfry chimed four times.




  ‘We’d better go down,’ said Omnia.




  Masked children climbed down from all along the Narrow Range. They filed on to the Long Terrace and joined the Halibuts at the end of the tables. At the front of the crowd was Everdean P

  Halibut, who had been dragged away from his geological obsessions and made Captain of the House three months previously when the preceding Captain had died without nominating a successor and no one

  could think of an alternative but to appoint the oldest Halibut living. Everdean’s mask, in keeping with tradition, was a portrait of the first Butler, and he wore a butler’s coat of

  dark-green velvet. He was too frail to stand by himself and a monkey and a goblin stood on either side of him, holding him up.




  The chairs at the tables were unoccupied. But instead of lunging at them, as they would have done at any other feast, the Halibuts waited.




  They glanced at each other impatiently and threw longing glances at the food. If you had been there, you would have felt that if something didn’t happen soon, whatever was holding them

  back would disappear and they would throw themselves at the tables.




  Then a low rumble began. It was like the sound of far-off thunder coming from somewhere beyond the stairs that led to the Long Terrace. The Halibuts gazed at the top of the stairs. The rumble

  grew louder, as if now a giant wave was roaring towards them. Suddenly a masked figure appeared at the top of the stairs, and an instant later a mass of masked servants erupted on to the Terrace.

  They ran for the chairs, elbowing each other, tripping each other up and generally playing all the tricks they had learned from watching the Halibuts at their feasts. In seconds, the chairs were

  taken. The rest of the servants – the slow, the weak, the infirm, those who had been tripped and trampled – stood behind the chairs and pushed to get close enough to reach the food.




  Still no one ate.




  At the end of the tables opposite Everdean stood the young Butler, Digby, in front of the chair that was reserved for him. His mask was a portrait of the First Captain of the House, and he wore

  a blue Captain’s coat.




  The waiting went on. People started to mutter. The goblin beside Everdean gave him a nudge.




  ‘What?’ said Everdean. He looked round, blinking in confusion at all the masked people surrounding him, having forgotten why he was here.




  ‘The servants of today welcome the Halibuts,’ hissed the monkey who was helping to hold him up.




  ‘Why?’ asked Everdean.




  ‘Just say it!’




  ‘What?’




  ‘What I just said.’




  At the other end of the tables the Butler had already started speaking, on the assumption that Everdean, who always spoke so softly that no one could hear him, must have finished. It was his

  first Flip Day as Butler of the House, but he had been instructed in the custom. ‘The Halibuts of today thank the servants,’ he said loudly. He paused for a moment. ‘Let’s

  eat!’




  Everyone lunged for the food, servants and Halibuts alike. Masks were bent out of shape or knocked off altogether in the crush, but you weren’t allowed to eat on Flip Day unless you wore

  one, so people were soon on their hands and knees scrabbling after them, coming up with masks that were torn and dented or hanging loose from one ear – anything so that they could continue

  with the feasting.




  It was one of the great annual sights of Neversuch House, a vast collection of animals, people, goblins, elves and just about any other creature one could imagine, all at feast on the Long

  Terrace.




  And amongst them was a tall, grey panther with gleaming fangs.




  Omnia and her friends carried their food to the roof of the Narrow Range, where most of the children were eating. When they had finished, they went back for more, plunging into

  the sea of masked feasters on the Long Terrace. There was so much noise and so many extraordinary faces, and it took so much effort and concentration to get to the tables through the crowd, that

  Omnia hardly noticed the individual feasters around her.




  But the man wearing the grey panther mask noticed her. Omnia and her friends walked straight past him. He turned his head and watched as she went by. Omnia’s cat’s-eye mask

  wasn’t designed to conceal her face and anyone who knew her could easily see it was her.




  She walked straight past the grey panther again with her friends on the way back. He beckoned to a smaller, brown panther who was standing nearby with a plate of food. The grey panther whispered

  to him and looked up towards the Narrow Range where Omnia was now sitting. The brown one looked up, nodded and then headed for the Range.




  There were other people in panther masks on the Terrace that day, a red one, a blue one and an orange one. From time to time, each of them happened to stop by the grey panther, who whispered

  something in their ears before they melted back into the feasting crowd. Very few people, if any, took notice of them, and if they did, they soon forgot them. There were too many faces, too much

  noise and laughter. A panther, or even a pair of panthers, whether red or blue or orange, short or tall, was no more remarkable than a short red giraffe, or a thin blue pig, or a triplet of gerbils

  in orange veils, or a skull with a diamond tiara, or any of the hundreds of odd apparitions that appeared on the Long Terrace, all innocently enjoying the feast.




  Omnia wasn’t the only person who was of interest to them. Eventually the grey panther spotted a man with a half-mask of a dog’s snout and long, hound-like ears above the man’s

  own basset-like jowls, sitting at a table between a lizard and a gnome. The grey panther knew those jowls. He whispered in the ear of the red panther, who went to watch him.




  Omnia came down for more food and went up again. The brown panther constantly kept his eyes on her. But Omnia was with her friends every minute that day, whether on the roof of the Range or when

  coming down to the Terrace, and there was never any chance to catch her alone.




  That was what saved her.




  The feasting went on, for two hours, for three, for four. People were beginning to wish that night would come, marking the traditional end of the feast. They sat slumped in their chairs, or lay

  flat on their backs on the stone of the Terrace, bellies bloated, groaning with fullness. Some removed their masks as a sign that they couldn’t eat another thing. Only the greatest gluttons

  of the House managed to keep going. Everfull V Halibut, his wife Insatia, Everround Y Halibut and a few others in various disguises had taken over a set of chairs from a group of servants who had

  walked away and collapsed, and they continued to munch and crunch as the sun dropped.




  At last, people began to stagger away, clutching their bellies, leaving the tables covered in dishes and bowls of half-finished food. The grey panther moved in the shadows now, still waiting his

  chance. Omnia left with her friends, watched by the brown panther until she had gone.




  At the table, the gnome next to the man in the dog’s mask got up and shuffled away. The lizard eventually left as well. The man in the dog mask continued to sit, too full to move, waiting

  before he tried to get up. Soon there was no one left sitting near him.




  The red panther signalled to the grey one. Night was falling. The shadows across the table were deep.




  The grey panther moved quickly.




  Eventually even the gluttons were finished and got up from the tables, pausing only to stuff a last morsel into their mouths. The moon rose, casting its light over the scene. The Terrace was a

  chaos of overturned chairs and emptied plates and leftover scraps. No one would clear it tonight. Tomorrow, masks would be set aside. The servants would be servants again and the Halibuts Halibuts,

  and the servants would clear the feast that the Halibuts had staged in their honour.




  That would be tomorrow. Tonight, birds landed on the tables and chairs and pecked at the food.




  But there was something at one of the tables that didn’t consist of leftover food. It was dark in the moonlight and completely still. Birds landed on it, but it didn’t interest them

  and they left it alone.




  The servants came back in the morning. Thirty of them arrived and still the gigantic mess in front of them would take all day to clear. Some headed off to start on the roof of

  the Narrow Range others began at the end of the long line of tables. They had already started working when one of them noticed someone apparently still sitting far off towards the other end of the

  tables.




  ‘Who’s that?’ asked one of the servants.




  ‘Not sure,’ said another.




  They went to investigate. A man sat in a chair, his head slumped forward in a big bowl of lamb cutlets.




  ‘Had a bit too much to eat, eh?’ said one of the servants.




  The other laughed.




  The servant put his hand on the man’s shoulder and pulled him up.




  The man’s head rolled back, hit the chair and then rolled forward into the bowl again.




  The servants stared.




  ‘Who is it?’ said one of them.




  The servant who had pulled the man back reached out gingerly. He raised the man’s head again. His face was half covered by a dog’s mask and was wet from the gravy in the bottom of

  the bowl.




  The servant pulled off the mask, revealing the cold, basset-like features of the UnderButler Herbert Dish.
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  Eldred Sturgeon, the Chief Physician of the House, looked at the UnderButler from one side, looked at him from another and then felt for the pulse at his neck to make sure he

  was dead.




  ‘This is exactly how you found him, is it?’ he asked the two servants, using his most severe tone, so as to let them know that he wouldn’t tolerate any lying.




  They nodded quickly.




  ‘In the bowl? Face down?’




  They nodded again.




  Eldred Sturgeon glanced at the Butler, who, together with the two other UnderButlers, the eight UnderUnderButlers, the thirty servants who had come to clean up the Long Terrace and an

  ever-growing crowd of noisy onlookers, was watching his examination.




  He peered into the bowl of lamb cutlets. There was a puddle of gravy at the bottom. He poked a finger into it to measure its depth.




  A death at a feast wasn’t something that particularly concerned Eldred Sturgeon. Deaths at the feasts in Neversuch House weren’t uncommon, and anyone taking part in them should have

  been aware of the dangers. In fact, given the massive amounts of food that were eaten – not to mention all the choking that went on as people ate and talked at the same time, a habit to which

  the Halibuts seemed particularly prone – Eldred Sturgeon was surprised there weren’t more fatalities. At one feast in the days when Evertrue V Halibut the Second had been Captain, it

  was said that seventeen people had died of overeating, a feat so much admired that a new annual feast was established in its memory, the Feast Feast. Naturally, Eldred Sturgeon was never happy when

  one of his patients died, but since Herbert Dish hadn’t been one of his patients – having been perfectly fit and healthy, as far as anyone knew, until the moment he was found dead with

  his face wedged in the gravy at the bottom of a bowl of lamb cutlets – there was no particular reason for the doctor to be upset.




  He checked the pulse at the UnderButler’s neck again, just to be absolutely sure. There was nothing more embarrassing than pronouncing someone dead only for them to sit up two minutes

  later and ask why everyone was crying. It had happened to Eldred Sturgeon a number of times in his career and he didn’t want it happening again. Sometimes he suspected people played tricks on

  him just to make him look like a fool. Surreptitiously, with his other hand, he gave Dish’s arm a powerful pinch, to see if that would wake him. But the UnderButler remained cold, still and

  silent. In other words, dead.




  And that was the end of the examination. Anything more seemed unnecessary to the doctor, who didn’t like having anything to do with dead bodies and rarely did more by way of examination

  than glance at them and give them a couple of pinches to see if he could make them sit up. Besides, the case seemed obvious.




  ‘Take him away,’ said Sturgeon. ‘I’ve seen enough.’




  ‘Do you know what he died from?’ asked the Butler.




  ‘Of course I do,’ retorted the doctor, as if the very question was an insult. ‘It’s clear that Mr Dish died from a sudden attack of something somewhere in some part of

  his body, almost certainly brought on by overeating, causing him to keel over, drop forward and end up nose down in a bowlful of gravy. Now, whether he died from the attack, in the first place, or

  from drowning nose down in gravy, in the second, is something we will never be sure of. But that’s neither here nor there, Mr Digby, is it? He’s dead. And dead is dead.’




  The Butler frowned. ‘I suppose so.’




  ‘Indeed it is.’ The doctor turned to the two servants who had found the UnderButler. They were gazing uncertainly at the body. He snapped his fingers. ‘Take him away, I said.

  You found him, so you can carry him!’




  The doctor waited until they had picked him up, then set off himself. He went back to his office and sat down to write the UnderButler’s death certificate. Eldred Sturgeon really had no

  idea whether the UnderButler had died from an attack of something somewhere in some part of his body which had caused him to keel over, or from drowning in the gravy into which he had keeled, and

  he didn’t particularly care. But since he had never written a death certificate saying that someone had died from drowning in gravy – but had written a good number saying that someone

  had died from an attack of something somewhere in some part of his body – he decided to put drowning on the certificate, if only for the sake of variety.




  As for the Halibuts, when they heard about it, the death of the UnderButler raised no eyebrows, even amongst the few who paid attention to it. The average Halibut barely knew what happened

  amongst the servants and cared about it even less. As long as the things they ordered from the outside world were promptly delivered, and their meals appeared three times a day in the Tempered

  Hall, and they were otherwise left to pursue whatever particular obsession possessed them, they were content. Besides, there were three UnderButlers, so one could hardly complain about the loss of

  one of them. And if a replacement was needed, surely there must be a candidate among all the clerks and filers and messengers and various other officials who did whatever they did in the Butlery in

  the Bright Tower.




  As for Omnia, she wasn’t sure what to make of it.




  It wasn’t a freakish accident, like those which had killed the Captain and the Butler three months previously. People did die at feasts, she knew, and she had seen a number do

  precisely that with her own eyes. Perhaps Dish had got carried away with his eating and had succumbed as a result.




  But Omnia knew that things in Neversuch House were rarely as they seemed. Basilica Halibut had explained that to her three months earlier, after Basilica saved her life when Tobias Hildegrew

  hurled her off the Slate Tower. Basilica lived in the Tower together with her servant, Winnicott, although Omnia had never seen a door into their apartment. The only way she knew to get in was by

  falling past her window and being caught by Basilica in a net. Basilica also told Omnia never to tell anyone that she had seen her, but Omnia had. In fact, she had told both the UnderButlers and

  Pedagogia, although she hadn’t meant to. But a lot of extraordinary things had been happening back then and it was only to be expected that occasionally something might just come out that one

  hadn’t intended to say. When those extraordinary events had been taking place, when ‘accidents’ that were really incidents seemed to be happening all around her, Basilica was the

  one who had helped Omnia understand what was really going on.




  Omnia had tried to find her again after Tobias Hildegrew’s escape. Early on the morning after Planque Day, Omnia went back to the Slate Tower. She climbed the stairs to the top and stood

  on the parapet, balancing herself against the wind, and called out Basilica’s name. But for some reason, this time, Omnia couldn’t bring herself to jump. Last time, Basilica’s net

  had come out to catch her as she plummeted past Basilica’s window. But now it was as if being caught previously by Basilica was a kind of dream, and she didn’t know how or if it could

  possibly have happened. She stood on the parapet and peered downwards. The ground below seemed far, far away. She called again. Still the net didn’t appear. If she had already jumped, Omnia

  thought, by now she would be dead. Or maybe the net would come out only if she actually stepped off the edge, and you had to take that chance. Maybe Basilica somehow knew if you had actually

  jumped. Omnia called out Basilica’s name a third time. Still nothing happened. But having had the thought that she would already be dead if she had stepped off the parapet, Omnia

  couldn’t bring herself to do it. Suddenly, the sight of the drop and the noise of the wind howling in her ears were terrifying. She climbed down from the parapet and ran down the stairs.




  Omnia went back the next morning, telling herself that this time she really would jump, but she found the door at the bottom of the Tower barred with a huge, metal grille. It was firmly fixed to

  the stone of the Tower and there was no way to open it.




  She didn’t give up. When Omnia had left Basilica’s rooms in the Tower, she had slid down a chute that delivered her into a tunnel that ended opposite the Purple Nave, so she went

  back along the tunnel to see if she could find the opening. But when she came to the area where she thought the chute must have opened, she found not one but fifty holes in the tunnel wall. Just

  about every apartment in the Slate Tower must have had a chute that came down here! She realised that each time she had come down from Basilica’s apartment, she had never stopped to look

  around before heading away, always having her mind on other things, and consequently she had no idea which of the openings she had come out of. She called into each in turn, listening for a reply

  above the sound of her own voice echoing back at her. By the time Omnia was finished, she was hoarse and had heard nothing in reply from any of them.




  For days after that, Omnia had walked around the House looking for places from which she could see the Slate Tower from one angle or another. She went late at night to see if she could spot a

  light in one of the windows, or early in the morning to see if she could catch sight of Basilica’s net. But none of the windows in the Tower showed any sign of life, some firmly covered by

  shutters, some empty and dark. She didn’t know how else to find her. Omnia’s cousin Evergrow, who had seen Basilica as well, couldn’t think of any other way either. Nor could

  Cornelius Slinker, the messenger who had saved her life above the Silent Cloister. Omnia trusted Cornelius as much as she trusted Evergrow. Cornelius kept watch on the Tower as well, but had no

  more success than she did. The UnderButlers had told Omnia that Basilica didn’t exist, that she was a ghost. Omnia didn’t believe that, but she couldn’t find a way back to

  her.




  Now, more than ever, Omnia wished that she could talk to her. Very little in Neversuch House was as it seemed, and that might very well include the apparently unremarkable death of an

  UnderButler at a feast.




  But Omnia was no closer to finding Basilica than she had been the morning after Planque Day, and was beginning to think she might never see her again.
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  There was no expectation for a Halibut to attend the funeral of an Under Butler, but something made Omnia go. She knew she wouldn’t discover any facts at the funeral

  about Dish’s death – she had learned that what was said in public in Neversuch House was what the Butler and his UnderButlers wanted people to think, not necessarily what had actually

  happened. But she felt some kind of connection to the basset-jowled UnderButler. Only four people had been with her at the top of the Great Tower the night Tobias Hildegrew flew away, and Dish was

  one of them. Now there were only three others left who knew what had really happened.




  Servant funerals took place at night. Omnia sat in one of the trees around the Meadow of Rest, as the Halibut children had the right to do. She could see only one other Halibut child there,

  Everglum L Halibut, a boy of fifteen who was sitting on a branch nearby with a lantern hanging from another branch just above him. Everglum had a fascination with funerals that, Omnia suspected,

  would take over his life in one form or another as he reached adulthood. He had brought a small notepad and as the funeral commenced, he began to take notes in the glow of his lantern.




  A crowd of servants stood round the grave. A woman sat on the Mourner’s Throne beside the coffin, her face lit up by a candle in her hand. Omnia had never seen her before, but she assumed

  it was Dish’s wife. Next to her, holding on to the imps carved on the arms of the Throne, were two small children, who must have been junior Dishes. The Butler stood on the other side of the

  coffin, flanked by the remaining two UnderButlers, all of them holding candles, as were a number of mourners in the crowd. The Butler spoke, and then each of the UnderButlers added a short speech,

  by tradition no more than eighty words.




  Omnia glanced at Everglum, who was scribbling on his pad.




  ‘What are you writing?’ she asked.




  He ignored her.




  ‘Everglum?’




  He glanced at her impatiently. ‘Shhhhh! I’ve never seen an UnderButler’s funeral before!’




  Omnia rolled her eyes. Everglum was watching the funeral again, taking more notes. He would probably end up writing a great history of the House’s funerals, thought Omnia, that would take

  him forty years to research and which no one would ever read. She could just imagine the lessons from him in the Hall of Leaning that future generations of Halibut children would endure.




  Not far from where the funeral was taking place, Omnia could see where the old Butler had been buried three months previously. His grave appeared as a kind of darker stain under the moonlight in

  the general darkness of the Meadow. On that night three months before, Omnia had watched the old Butler’s funeral from the roof of the Middle Range, hiding from Tobias Hildegrew.




  Soon Dish’s coffin was being lowered. Then it was gone into the blackness of the hole that had been dug for it.




  The Mourner’s Throne was raised by four of the servants. Dish’s wife stayed seated, holding her candle, as she was carried away. The other people moved off, their candles floating

  through the darkness.




  Everglum remained in the tree, scribbling in the light of his lantern.




  Omnia climbed down and headed across the dark Meadow. Shadowy figures were lit up here and there by the flickering of candles. Omnia glimpsed the face of Cornelius Slinker. He waited for her as

  the others left.




  ‘Is that the death certificate?’ asked Omnia, pointing at the pale corner of an envelope that poked out of the pocket of Cornelius’s cloak.




  Cornelius nodded. ‘Take it tomorrow. First thing.’




  It was easy to imagine that Cornelius Slinker was someone who just carried out other people’s errands. But Omnia knew that he was more than that. When she had been in danger, he had

  realised she needed help and decided to protect her. No one else had. The scar which ran down the left side of his long, thin face was the result of that decision. Tobias Hildegrew’s knife

  had left it there when Cornelius fought him on the roof of the Silent Cloister, saving Omnia’s life, and he was lucky he hadn’t lost his own life in the process.




  A few days after that, Cornelius had given Omnia a small white stone, with a smooth, polished surface and a star carved into one side of it, and told her that if she ever needed help, she should

  put the stone in a little hole that he showed her in the wall of the Captain’s Keep, hidden behind the trunk of a vine that grew against it. Then she should come at five o’clock in the

  afternoon to the courtyard beneath the Granite Arch where he would meet her. Omnia had used the stone when she wanted to ask Cornelius to help find Basilica. She had used it a couple of other times

  as well, and each time Cornelius had appeared at the Granite Arch at five o’clock, just as he said he would, and he gave her back the stone so she could use it again if she needed to.




  ‘What do you think?’ asked Omnia, looking towards the open grave at the bottom of which Dish’s coffin now lay.




  Cornelius shrugged.




  ‘You think all of this could be suspicious?’




  ‘Could be. No way to know.’




  ‘But it could have been a natural event, is that what you mean?’




  ‘Could be,’ said Cornelius quietly.




  Cornelius never said much, but Omnia knew what he meant. He was aware, just as she was, that things were rarely as they seemed in Neversuch House. Omnia looked round the field. The glow of a

  lantern moving in one of the trees showed that Everglum was finally coming down. Omnia noticed two people standing near the edge of the Meadow, lit up by a candle that one of them was holding. The

  one with the candle was a short young man wearing the clothes of an apprentice mason. The other was the polisher Omnia had often seen following her.
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