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            Chapter 1

         

         Mallory Vayle – a young and not-especially-happy-about-it necromancer – sighed as she spotted the sign above a shop door. The shop was called Les Wigs and its window display was filled with featureless wooden heads wearing a variety of wigs in all the latest styles. The skull under her arm was going to make a thing of it. She just knew it. Mallory quickened her pace.

         “Wheee!” squealed the skull. “Mallory! Mallsy! Look! Check. It. Out! Look!”

         Pretending not to hear, Mallory hurried on.

         “Oi, Bumface. Do not even,” screeched the skull. “Stop. If you do not stop, the huff that Maggoty will throw down will be a mind-bendingly monumental huff from 2which you – Mallory so-called Vayle – will never recover. Years from now, people will ask ‘What happened to old Buttcrack Vayle? Why is she dribbling like that?’ and the answer will be it was Maggoty’s stupendous huff what done it.”

         “Oh, for goodness’ sake.” Mallory stopped, her boots crunching on snow and her breath frosting in the air. As if she didn’t already know the answer, she asked, under her breath, “What is it, Maggoty?”

         An elderly couple passed her, arm in arm, the man’s top hat and woman’s bonnet collecting snow. Glancing down at the human skull wearing a mouse-eaten wreck of a wig beneath Mallory’s arm they hurried on, giving her odd looks over their shoulders.

         Mallory winced. Lately, a lot of people gave her odd looks.

         “Oh pur-leeease,” Maggoty replied. “Like you don’t know there’s a fancy-schmancy ooh-la-la wig shop across the street.”

         Looking around to see if anyone was listening, Mallory said quietly, “You mean Les Wigs?”

         “Is it called Les Wigs? That means it’s French,” Maggoty squealed, excited. “Everyone knows the French make the 3best wigs. It’s because French people are all bald.”
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         4Mallory thought about that for a moment. “No, I don’t think they are,” she said eventually.

         “Pff, shows what you know, spotty,” the skull snorted. “It’s true. They’re all completely smooth. Like baby dolphins. Les Wigs! Look at it. A wig shop. No, it’s posher than a shop. A wig emporium. A wig palace.”

         Mallory gazed at the shop window. It was very expensive-looking – all soft pinks, velvet and ribbons. Above the door, “Les Wigs” was written in curly writing. “We’re late,” she said. “There’s no time for your wig nonsense.”

         As soon as the word left her lips, she knew it had been a mistake.

         “Nonsense?” squealed the skull. “NONSENSE? Oh. Oh. Maggoty is feeling woozy. Everything is going dark.”

         “The drama,” said Mallory, rolling her eyes. “All right, you can do some window shopping. One minute.”
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         “Want want want,” squealed Maggoty half an hour later. “Want want want want want want want want WANT.”

         Mallory glanced down at the mess of filthy curls under her arm. The wig in the shop window, she had to admit, was much nicer than the one Maggoty was wearing. 5Which wasn’t saying much. If she tied the rotting corpse of a dead rat to Maggoty with string, it would be an improvement. Less smelly too, Mallory told herself as she looked up at the window display again. The wig took centre stage. Pale silvery blue, it had been styled with the hair whirled up on top like whipped cream. Curls hung where the wearer’s ears would be. Gems sparkled here and there. Ostrich feathers sprouted from the back. In a little stand next to it, a beautifully handwritten card said “The Eleganza”.

         “What does it say? What does it say?” asked Maggoty for the fifty-eighth time.

         “It says ‘The Eleganza’,” sighed Mallory. “Remind me to teach you to read.”

         “The Eleganza,” sighed Maggoty, his voice dreamy. “Maggoty wants it. And since you haven’t lifted Maggoty’s curse like you promised the least you could do is buy cute wickle Maggoty, who wuvs ’oo vewy much, a new wig. A-hoo-hoo-hoo. Get down.”

         Mallory winced again. Maggoty was right. She had promised to find a way to lift the curse that had trapped his spirit inside his own skull. “I’m working on it,” she murmured, knowing that she hadn’t been 6working on it very hard. The truth was, deep down she didn’t really want to free Maggoty from his curse. Annoying as the skull could be, Maggoty was her friend – her only friend. She wasn’t ready to lose him. “Really, Maggoty, we’d better go. It’s cold. We’re going to be late and—”

         “Wig,” Maggoty’s voice wheedled. “Wiggy wig wig wig. If ’oo wuvved widdle Maggoty, you’d buy him a wig.”

         “It has a price as well as a name,” said Mallory. Pressing her nose to the cold glass, she peered at the little card, adding, “And it’s far too high.”

         “Ask yourself this, Boo: can anyone put a price on a wig like that?”

         “Yes,” said Mallory. “Someone already has. I just said, didn’t I?”

         “All righty then. Ask yourself this: how much is the love of a spotty-face bum-trumpet for her favourite skull worth?”

         “A lot less than seventy-nine pounds, six shillings and sixpence,” said Mallory, looking around. She had been talking too loudly. And she had forgotten that no one else could hear Maggoty. City folk – always keen on a free show – were stopping to watch her argue with an empty 7skull in a shabby wig. “We have to go,” she muttered, walking away.

         “But wiiiiiiiiig,” Maggoty wailed. “WIIIIIIIIIIIG.”

         “Shhh,” Mallory hissed, keeping her head down as she approached a woman who was stuffing her face with pie. She recognised her. A few weeks earlier Mallory had seen her waiting outside a shop, hoping to gawp at the dead body of its owner.

         “Oh, huwwo, it’ff ’oo. The ffkull girl,” said the woman, spraying crumbs on to the fresh snow at her feet. She swallowed, then added hopefully, “Seen any good corpses, love?”

         “No,” Mallory answered, wincing again. The Skull Girl. That was what people called her now.

         Disappointment crossed the woman’s face. She glanced at the city’s clock tower. “Oh well, it’s only nine o’clock. Still early, eh?” she said, refilling her mouth.

         Head down, Mallory hurried onwards, her feet crunching a trail in the snow as she passed beneath hissing yellow street lamps, ignoring the eyes on her back and the still-complaining skull. People hurried home around her, most discovering they really, really needed to be walking on the other side of the street when they saw 8her coming with Maggoty tucked under her arm.

         For every person who dodged out of her path, Mallory’s heart sank a little further.

         People were talking, she knew. The city loved to gossip and she had given them plenty to gossip about. Weeks earlier, she and her aunt had put on a Grand Séance. During the show, spirits had shown themselves at Mallory’s command and she had used a powerful blaze of darkest magic to defeat the wicked shadow of Hellysh Spatzl. Mallory’s Aunt Lilith had advertised it as an evening to remember, and the audience had remembered. Too well. They had told other people too. Rumours had spread around the city.

         They said that the Skull Girl could raise the dead. Gossipers whispered to each other that she was a … what was the word? Sounds like knicker-romancer. Oh yes, that was it: Mallory was a necromancer. A death wizard. A child of mwah-ha-ha-HA darkness.

         Mallory was not happy about this, but it wasn’t as if the rumour wasn’t true, even though it left out important bits. Yes, she could see dead people and had some other strange powers she didn’t fully understand or even want to understand. She had been born that way and there wasn’t 9a lot she could do about it. But the gossips never said anything like “Yes, she’s a bit spooky, but what Mallory Vayle really likes is laying on her bed with her chin in her hands reading books about ponies” or “She’s actually a neat, sensible young person who keeps her room tidy”. No. It was all stuff about dark magic and how the skull she carried around contained an evil spirit.

         Even Mallory had to admit that that part of the rumour was especially true, but again it left out important information. Maggoty’s spirit had been trapped inside the skull by Hellysh Spatzl five hundred years ago, but he wasn’t properly evil, or at least not completely evil. On a scale of one to ten, with one being a floppy-eared bunny and ten being a wild-eyed axe murderer with a curly moustache, Mallory put Maggoty at about three, which could sometimes go as high as five when he was in one of his moods. But anyone who took the time to get to know him would soon learn that while Maggoty Skull was annoying and wig-obsessed, he wasn’t evil. Since Mallory was the only person who could hear his voice, though, no one ever took the time to get to know him.

         Mallory sighed as her feet scrunch-scrunch-scrunched through the snow. She hated gossip. Although sometimes 10it could be quite helpful.

         Because there was another rumour going around the city. A rumour that was whispered quietly from mouth to ear among frightened folk. A rumour she didn’t mind quite as much. It said that if you were having a certain kind of problem, Mallory Vayle could help.

         And that rumour was the reason Mallory was hurrying through fresh snow on a cold night, towards an address her aunt had scribbled on a scrap of paper while Maggoty Skull sang a heart-breaking musical number called “The Wig I’ve Left Behind” under her arm.
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            Chapter 2

         

         In a narrow street packed with narrow houses a narrow door opened. A small man with scared eyes peered round it. Strands of hair had been plastered over his scalp in a massively unsuccessful attempt to make it look like he didn’t have a bald patch the size of a planet. Mallory found herself more fascinated by it than by the noisy chaos in the room behind him. She had seen quite a few poltergeists after all, but a comb-over like this didn’t come along every day.

         “He looks a bit French,” Maggoty murmured.

         “Mmm,” Mallory murmured back. Tearing her eyes away, she stood on tiptoes and peered over the little man’s shoulder into the room beyond. The scene would have 12terrified a normal person. Mallory stifled a yawn. From what she could see it was standard poltergeist stuff. Wallpaper billowed and moved on the walls, forming an angry wallpaper face. It screamed, “GET OUT!”
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         It would be spookier, she thought to herself, if the wallpaper didn’t have a cheerful pattern of flying ducks.

         Lifted by invisible hands, a vase rose from the table and spun through the air towards her. Mallory dodged. The vase sailed across the street and smashed against the house opposite.
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         “Oh great. This again,” Maggoty sighed under her arm. The green lights in his eye sockets rolled upwards.

         Mallory nodded. “Yes, this again,” she murmured under her breath.

         “Always with the faces in wallpaper and the throwing stuff about,” Maggoty complained. “Lame. Come on, polter-people. Get some new moves. Put the effort in. 13Let’s have some sparkle. You’ll never make it with this tired old material.”
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         The skull paused, then continued, “Talking of boring, any chance you could, y’know, do some fun necromancy this time, Boo? A bit of dark razzle-dazzle? Oooh, getcha. Show ’em the awesome powerses of the night style of thing?”

         Mallory shook her head. “Sorry,” she muttered.

         Once again, green lights rolled in Maggoty’s eye sockets. “Oh right. Maggoty forgot. We’re not at home to Mr Fun, are we?” He paused. “Sheesh. Would you look at that? Lights flickering on and off. Wow. Just wow. No style. No originality. That’s the problem with angry spirits these days.”
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         Mallory gave the little man a bright smile, peering at the note her Aunt Lilith had given her. “Mr … umm … Balding, is it?” she asked. Glancing 14at his head she forced her face not to grin. “Oh … oh, how … umm … sorry. I understand you have a poltergeist.”

         Mr Balding cupped a hand to his ear, as furniture crashed and spun behind him. “Eh? Eh?" he mumbled. “Speak up.”

         “A poltergeist,” Mallory repeated more loudly.

         “What’s that you’re saying?” shouted Mr Balding. Over his shoulder the wallpaper face screamed, its mouth a hideous hole full of happy ducks.

         “A poltergeist,” Mallory shouted.

         “No thank you, we’ve already got one,” shouted back Mr Balding, slamming the door.

         Mallory quickly wedged her foot in the crack. Placing her hand on the door she pushed it open again, saying, “Yes, I know. I’m here to help. It’s Mallory. Mallory Vayle.”

         As if it recognised the name and wasn’t happy to hear it, the poltergeist sent plates, glasses and cushions whirling around the room in fresh fury. An armchair containing an elderly woman rose into the air, flying in dizzying circles behind Mr Balding’s almost hairless head. Her false teeth fell out and began spinning around the room too. For a second they stopped in front of Mallory’s eyes, chattering 15before whirling away again.
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         16“Oh, that was quite snazzy,” Maggoty yipped under Mallory’s arm. More loudly, he shouted into the room, “Bravo. You’re getting it now. Do more stuff like that. With the teeth.”

         He paused, then continued. “Chop-chop then, Bumface. If you hurry, we can get back to Les Wigs before it closes.”

         “I am not buying you a wig,” Mallory snapped, a little louder than she intended.

         Mr Balding put a hand to his badly disguised bald head. “Oi!” he yelped.

         “Not you, Mr Balding. You have a lovely head of hair,” Mallory lied.

         “Lovely head of skin,” Maggoty murmured.

         “May I come in?” Without waiting for an answer, Mallory pushed past Mr Balding, the familiar power of necromancy already bubbling up from her stomach. It took only four steps to reach the centre of the small room, where an annoyed-looking black cat floated past Mallory’s face. Gently catching it with her free hand, she placed it on the ground and said a single quiet word.

         “Stop.”

         17Darkness flooded her mouth, twisting round her tongue.

         Be silent … spirit … stop … peace … peace … peace…

         Words that Mallory hadn’t spoken echoed around the room in strange whispers.

         No ordinary ghost could ignore the secret Voice of Necromancy. The face in the wallpaper vanished. Everything that had been whirling around the room crashed to the floor, including the chair containing the elderly woman. Her eyes opened for a moment. Mumbling, “Oooh, she had big knickers, that one,” she closed them again, saying, “Droopy, they was,” before beginning to snore again.

         Mr Balding looked around. “Is it gone?” he asked. “You stopped it just like that? It’s been driving me and Mother bonkers for years.”

         Mallory picked false teeth out of Maggoty’s wig. Dropping them into the old woman’s lap, she wiped her fingers on her black dress and shook her head. “Not gone. Just quiet,” she said, adding, “I could make it leave, but I prefer them to go because they want to.”

         “Don’t much care how it goes, so long as it goes,” said Mr Balding, setting a fallen chair upright. “Taps coming 18on in the middle of the night. Snatching the blankets off while I’m trying to sleep. Ghastly cold fingers prodding me in unexpected places.”

         “What unexpected places?” Mallory asked, immediately wishing she hadn’t.

         “Everywhere,” said Mr Balding. “The pantry, on the stairs, even in the shed.”

         “Cough. Cough. Les Wigs,” Maggoty said. “Maggoty is coughing to attract your attention. Hurry this shebang along, Boo. ’Cos Les Wigs. Obvs!”

         Mallory flapped a hand to silence him. Closing her eyes she whispered, “Show yourself, troubled spirit.”

         Mr Balding’s eyes widened as Mallory’s Voice curled around the room in strange whispers: Come … come to me … in peace … unquiet spectre.

         In Mallory’s experience most ghosts hung around the world of the living because they couldn’t or wouldn’t leave. She’d met one or two who didn’t remember why they had stayed and who had found ways to enjoy their wispy afterlife – mostly this involved going “wooo”, staring out of windows and wafting about. Mallory didn’t really understand the appeal but if wafting made them happy, she was willing to live and let die. Happy 19ghosts were rare, though. Most hung around because they were trapped. Sometimes loved ones wouldn’t let them go. Sometimes they had left important stuff unfinished. Sometimes they were just confused or angry. Angry ghosts were dangerous ghosts. Anger was a powerful emotion and it made powerful ghosts. The angriest of them often became poltergeists: vengeful spirits who could touch the world of the living, and – if they chose – hurt people.

         The important thing, Mallory reminded herself, was that angry wasn’t actually evil.

         Show yourself … come to me … to me…

         As the echoes of Mallory’s Voice faded, a wispy, floating ghost formed before her eyes. Sagging skin like melting wax clung to its skeleton. The ghostly rags of a dress weaved in the air like transparent seaweed. See-through hair floated around the ghost’s head in long unwashed strands. Its jaw hung loose. Mouldering eyeballs popping from the skull glared hatred at Mallory. Long-fingered bony hands hung at its sides at the end of too-long arms.

         Mr Balding let out a frightened “eeep”.

         Mallory sighed. “You’re not fooling anyone,” she told the ghost. Purple sparks flickered at her fingertips as she 20fed the power of necromancy to the spirit. Out of habit, she leaked just a little to Maggoty too. It meant he could be heard by people who didn’t have her weird powers and Maggoty liked to feel part of the conversation. “Your real shape, please,” she commanded, allowing just a little more necromancy to seep into her voice.

         Show us who you are … show us … show me…

         The ghoulish shape flowed, changing and shifting. Ghostly skin filled out. Hair curled into a neater style, held back from a pretty-but-scowling face with ribbons. The clothes stopped being rags and became what looked like a wedding dress.

         “Ma-Ma-Marjorie?” gasped Mr Balding, lowering his hands.

         The floating ghost turned to glare at him. “Yessssss, Rodney,” it hissed. “Your Marjorie. Back from the dead to haunt you for your crimessss.”

         “Not really back from the dead,” Maggoty interrupted from beneath Mallory’s arm.

         Rodney Balding squeaked again as the skull spoke, his eyes widening.

         The ghost stared at the skull too.

         “Maggoty has a keen eye for these little details,” 21Maggoty explained. “And you – Marjorie, is it? – are delulu. Complete failure in the ‘coming back’ department, Marjey old crumpet. Not so much back from the dead as still very much dead. You couldn’t be any more dead.”

         “Not helping, Maggoty,” Mallory murmured.

         “Just saying,” chirped the skull. “She’s dead.”

         “Yes, we all got that.”

         Mr Balding blinked at the skull and cleared his throat before looking back at the ghost. “Well, n-now that’s settled … umm … hello, Marjorie. You’re looking … ahh … well. Errr, could I ask … what crimes?”

         Now they were getting to the heart of the matter. Nodding, Mallory fixed the ghost with an unblinking gaze. Folding her arms, she asked quietly, “Yes. What crimes, Marjorie?”

         “He … he…” The ghost shot a poisonous look at Mr Balding. “He left me!” she spat, the spooky hiss gone from her voice. “Abandoned me on our wedding day.”

         Raising an eyebrow, Mallory looked to Rodney Balding, asking a silent question: is that true?

         “You … umm … died, Marjorie,” Mr Balding croaked in reply. “Remember? On the way to the wedding. There was the accident.” Tears brimmed in his eyes. 22“It was no one’s fault. Sometimes pianos just fall out of high windows. It broke my heart, and … umm … it broke your head, spine, pelvis, both legs, one arm and all your ribs, as I remember. I was devastated, Marjorie. Crushed. Not as crushed as you, obviously, but what was I supposed to do? Push what was left of you to the church in a wheelbarrow? Marry your flat, bleeding remains?”

         “You were supposed to stay with me,” Marjorie said angrily.

         “I was supposed to…” Mr Balding stopped as he understood what his dead fiancée was saying. “That seems a lot to ask,” he finished, choking a little.

         “Selfish too,” said Mallory firmly.

         “But … but it was the happiest day of my life and I died. But, oh, Rodney got to be alive, didn’t he? Swanking around, living the high life. Forgot all about me while I waited for him to join me, year after year after year. It made me so angry.”

         Mallory looked around at the dingy room with its peeling wallpaper. The slumbering old woman in the chair let out a fart. It didn’t much look like Rodney Balding had been living the high life. She sighed to herself. A lot of people thought that death gave spirits some kind 23of magical wisdom, as if stopping being alive unlocked mystical secrets the living could never understand. The truth was, after death people carried on being exactly like … well, people. And often, people could be a little bit silly.

         Clearing her throat, Mallory said in a gentle tone, “I’m sorry to hear that you died on your wedding day, Marjorie. That’s very sad. But horrible things just happen sometimes and I’m sure Mr Balding … Rodney … didn’t forget about you.”

         Rodney Balding shook his head. “Never,” he croaked. “I … I … well, I never found anyone else. Still think about you every day, Marjorie.”

         Marjorie’s ghostly face softened. “You do?” she asked, sounding hopeful.

         “Oh yes.”

         “Death can be confusing, Marjorie,” Mallory continued. “But you must know there’s somewhere else you’re supposed to be. Somewhere that isn’t here.”

         “I… It’s like there’s something pulling me,” admitted the ghost, a sob catching in her throat. “A tugging feeling. But it would mean I have to leave and … and … Rodney must be punished.” Marjorie sounded a little less certain now.

         24Sighing, Mallory said, “I really am sorry. But the only person you’re punishing by staying is yourself and I’m sure Rodney will join you soon.”

         “Eh?” yipped Rodney Balding. “What now? I’m only sixty-three, you know.”

         “Soon-ish,” Mallory corrected herself.

         The ghost of Marjorie wrung her not-quite-see-through hands. “But … but … what happens next? Where do I go?”

         “I don’t know,” Mallory said softly. “No one does. Not really. It’s supposed to be an adventure, I think. Perhaps it would spoil the surprise if we knew about it.”

         “Will Beryl from down the road be there?”

         Mallory shrugged.

         “I’m not going if Beryl from down the road is there. Can’t stand her.”

         People, Mallory thought to herself. Out loud she said, “I honestly don’t know, Marjorie, but I showed my own parents that path a few weeks ago. I think it’s important to find out what comes next.” Feeling tears forming at the memory, Mallory pushed it away.

         “Weeeeell,” said the ghost. She looked Rodney Balding up and down. Leaning in to Mallory, she 25whispered in her ear, “Will he be young again? You know, when he joins me. I mean, look at him. He was quite good-looking back then, but … well … look at him.”

         Mallory had no idea. Even so, she nodded enthusiastically. “Oh yes,” she said.

         “He’ll have hair again? All the hair?”

         Not knowing what else to do, Mallory nodded once more.

         “All right then, I’ll do it,” said Marjorie.

         “Good,” Mallory said, smiling. She stopped leaking necromancy to the ghost.

         Marjorie started fading again. “Do you, like, show me the way?” she asked as her edges became wispy.

         Mallory shook her head. “You have to find it on your own,” she said gently. “Follow the tugging feeling. People will be waiting for you, I’m sure.” Seeing the expression on the ghost’s fading face, she added hurriedly, “But not Beryl from down the road.”

         “Goodbye again, Marjorie,” sniffed Rodney Balding as she disappeared. “It was lovely catching up.”

         “Sorry about the messsss.”

         Marjorie’s last words were a drawn-out sigh. The 26remnants of her ghost vanished from even Mallory’s sight.

         “She’s gone,” said Mallory. “Wherever she is now, I hope she finds happiness.”

         There was a moment of silence, broken only by another old-lady fart.

         “So that just leaves us with the bill to discuss,” Maggoty chirped after a few seconds. “Let’s see now: basic poltergeist-removal fee, plus travel expenses, late call-out, wear and tear on the wig, it all comes to … ooooh … seventy-nine pounds, six shillings and sixpence exactly. That’s a stroke of luck, eh, Mallsy-Bum?”

         Rodney Balding squeaked, blinking at Mallory. “How much?” he croaked, horrified.

         Mallory stopped feeding magic to Maggoty. The green lights in his eye sockets faded. “No one else can do what I do, Mr Balding,” she said, holding out a hand. “I usually ask for … umm … ten pounds.” She did not add that even though she usually asked for ten pounds no one had ever paid her that much. Not once.

         Rodney Balding dug around in his pocket. “I have a shilling, a bent halfpenny and an interestingly shaped nugget of earwax I dug out yesterday.”

         27A frown wrinkled Mallory’s forehead. It was even less than usual. Her aunt would not be pleased. “It’s not too late. I could probably call Marjorie back,” she said.

         “Oh, I found another shilling,” said Mr Balding quickly.

         Under her arm the skull squealed. “And the earwax. Don’t forget the earwax, Malls. The old git is trying to short-change you. Where’s the earwax?”

         Mallory sighed and waggled her outstretched hand a little. “Let’s not forget the earwax, Mr Balding,” she said.
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            Chapter 3
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         Snow stopped falling. Clouds drifted away, leaving a full moon shining between the overhanging upper storeys of the wonky houses to each side of Mallory. The snow gave them a fairy-tale sparkle. Chimneys sprouted from uneven rooftops, puffing smoke. Through diamond-paned windows, Mallory glimpsed candles and glowing fires. It all looked wonderfully cosy, though she knew it wouldn’t last long. The people who lived in the part of the city known as Stabbings would 29ruin it soon enough. She quickened her pace through snow that would probably soon be stained with blood too. Stabbings really lived up to its name.
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         For the moment, though, the freezing night had emptied alleys that would usually be crawling with thieves, ne’er-do-wells and ruffians. The few people still out and about crossed the street when they saw Mallory approaching. Stabbings folk were careful to avoid her too. Rumours whispered that she had made Snaggles the mugger wet himself in fear, and Snaggles wasn’t the wetting-himself-in-fear type. Even so, Mallory never knew if someone who hadn’t heard the rumours might pounce out of a hidden alleyway, dagger in hand. From habit, she made her shadow larger with a thought. Looming across the beamed fronts of tightly packed houses, it let its hair down from the tight bun flesh-and-blood Mallory wore. Dark fingers lengthened into claws. Shadow bats whirled round its head. Shadow wolves, snarling to reveal 30over-long shadow teeth, snapped at her heels.

         Mallory didn’t like advertising her abilities, but a little shadow play was better than being mugged.
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         31When she thought the shadows she had made were spooky-looking enough, she stopped thinking about it and walked on.32

         Dark Mallory followed silently, occasionally snatching a dark bat and biting its head off.

         Taking care to choose a route that would not pass Les Wigs, she trudged her way home, ignoring ghosts who peered down from windows, kicking snow and paying no attention to Maggoty’s endless wig-based wittering. She left a path of broken white in her trail. Two shillings, a bent halfpenny and a lump of earwax. Aunt Lilith was going to be cross. No, Mallory told herself, she would be worse than cross. She would be disappointed. There would be sighing and pained looks. Possibly even eye-rolling.

         “So in conclusion,” the skull chattered, “we … and by ‘we’, I mean you, Mallory Bumface Vayle, need to find seventy-nine pounds, six shillings and sixpence by tomorrow morning, which is as long as Maggoty can wait for his new Eleganza wig.”

         “We can’t afford it,” Mallory snapped.

         “Bzzz. Wrong. Zero points,” replied the skull. “That was not the answer we’re looking for. Special bonus question for tonight’s star prize: are you or are you not going to buy Maggoty his dream wig? As you’ve been such a fabulous contestant Maggoty will give you a clue. The answer is ‘YES’. Maggoty will also accept ‘You bet 33your sweet bippy, Maggoty old chum’.”
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