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         Delores pressed her nose up against the window of the taxi as it rumbled over the cobbles of Edinburgh Old Town, desperate to catch the first glimpse of the Tolbooth Book Store. She’ d had enough of hiding, and more than enough of the notorious Witches of Harris, Prudence’s mother in particular. The witches were supposed to be their guardians during the Inquisition, give them a safe hiding place while the paranormal rift caused by Delores earlier that year was investigated. But Prudence and Delores quickly found out that the witches possessed only a meagre smattering of hedgewitchery and were keener on squabbling and thieving than looking after two fourteen-year-olds.

         As Delores caught sight of the Tolbooth’s clocktower, she flapped her hand at Prudence.

         ‘I can see it! I can see it!’ she squealed, but Delores’ 2hand dropped as fast as her stomach when the taxi pulled to the side of the road. The shop was in darkness and its heavy oak door was shut tight.

         Delores searched her coat pocket for her last five-pound note. They should have walked the short distance from the station, but Prudence was in pain and even more broke than Delores. Prudence’s mother had taken the last of her money, leaving her burning with shame as she kicked them out of her cottage. She’ d said it was to cover costs, but both girls knew she’ d already been paid a small fortune to take care of them. And now, furious about the short trip, the driver added a random premium; Delores’ last fiver wasn’t enough.

         Prudence cleared her throat and smoothed her hands over her coat. ‘My friend’s just going inside to get some money from our guardian,’ she said, nudging Delores into action.

         The driver narrowed his eyes at Delores through the rear-view mirror and reached for the central locking button. She gave him a weak smile and hopped out while she still had the chance, dragging both suitcases behind her.

         By the time she’ d rattled the Book Store door handle for the third time, Prudence was standing next to her, and the taxi was on its way back down the cobbles of Canongate.3

         ‘I could have got him the money,’ said Delores.

         Prudence shrugged. ‘You were taking forever. I planted a simple illusion in his head, and he seemed happy enough. It’ll wear off by the end of his shift and maybe he won’t be so gruesome to his next customers. Why are we still standing in the street?’

         Delores took a deep breath and bit back a sarcastic reply. They were tantalisingly close to Cook’s delicious food and crisp, clean sheets, to the roaring fire, the books; even their lessons with Uncle Oddvar were an exciting prospect. Until she’ d been left in Oddvar’s care, Delores had thought of the Uncles as creepy weirdos, scrabbling around libraries and museums, greedily gleaning information over their freakishly long lifetimes; all so they could educate young Paranormals in the laws and legends of their society. Oddvar was strict, obsessed with his rare books, but equally kind and loyal. He’ d made it clear to Delores that simply speaking to the dead was acceptable but allowing them to use her extraordinary levels of necromancy to re-join the realms of the living was not.

         And in the underbelly of the Old Town that spring, one of the reluctant dead, a Bòcan, had almost made it back. It had caused a ‘paranormal rift’; that and rescuing their classmate Maud from the shadowlands 4of death. Oddvar had called it necromancy beyond acceptable limits, and he warned there would be trouble from the paranormal authorities: an Inquisition. But he still did everything he could to protect her. Sending her off to Harris with Prudence to get them out of the way had seemed like a safe bet, an adventure, but Delores missed the Tolbooth and everyone in it way more than expected. She jiggled the handle again and gave the door an impatient kick. Maybe they weren’t expected back today. Worse still, maybe they weren’t expected back at all.

         ‘What if…?’

         Prudence glared at her, but Delores knew it was now or never. ‘What if your mother was lying when she said it was safe to come back? What if the Inquisition isn’t over? We could be—’

         ‘Putting everyone in danger?’ snapped Prudence. ‘Thanks for pointing out my mother’s probably a liar as well as a thief.’ She nudged Delores out of the way and knocked hard on the door with the side of her fist.

         Delores peered in through the shop window, shielding her eyes to cut out the reflections from the streetlights and passing cars. ‘Maybe there’s a simple explanation, like … Oddvar’s gone out?’

         ‘Like Oddvar’s gone out?’ mimicked Prudence, rolling her eyes. ‘Not while there are Normals 5wandering around. Honestly, Mackenzie, I’ve met goldfish with better recall than you. And even if he had, where’s Gabriel? I still can’t get him to open his mind to me. So annoying.’ Prudence took an elaborate blue-green key from the zip-front of her suitcase and tapped Delores on the nose with it.

         Furious, Delores made a grab for the key. ‘You didn’t think to mention you had that?’

         Prudence snatched the key backwards. ‘It’s ancient, and not an exact fit. To anything. It needs expert handling.’ She bobbed down with her ear next to the keyhole and inserted the key, blinking slowly with each click-shunk-click of the lock’s barrels. ‘We’re in.’

         Prudence pocketed the key, grabbed her case from Delores and stepped inside.

         Delores was about to follow when a bone-achingly cold hand touched the base of her skull, where her close-shaved hair left her skin exposed. She breathed deeply, gathering her strength as a sharp nail traced a thin line down from her occipital bone to the first knobbly protrusion at the top of her spine, stopping at the first curve of the markings hidden below her scarf.

         Delores grasped the back of her neck. She spun round, ready to push back whatever random ghoul had touched her, back to where it belonged. A partially formed figure flickered at the edge of her vision 6before melting into the darkening street. Lingering in the autumnal air, like a charge of electricity, was the feeling that the reluctant dead; the Bòcain, knew that Delores Mackenzie was back in the Old Town.

         This time, Delores was ready for them.

         She took a small piece of blue chalk from the deep, newly hand-sewn pocket inside her coat and drew a troll cross on the wall next to the door. She carefully traced a loop that crossed its lines at the bottom, curling back on itself to make two smaller loops: a charm to keep the dead outside. She placed her hand over the mark, hoping the small amount of witchery she’ d learned from Prudence’s mother over the summer would be enough to activate its ghoul-repelling properties. She said the words softly, ‘This is our shield. This is our domain. We alone determine who shall pass.’

         Feeling quite pleased with herself, Delores tripped on the step and staggered forward into the darkness of the Tolbooth Book Store.
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         Delores reached along the wall to find the light switch. She flicked it a couple of times, but nothing happened. A festival poster, half-pulled from the wall, wafted in the cold air from the street as Delores’ eyes adjusted to the eerie abandonment inside. Stacks of boxes stamped with the name of their book supplier sat unopened and the old-fashioned cash register was slumped on its side with its drawer gaping open. Sheets had been thrown across the book tables, and paperbacks lay scattered and rumpled underneath.

         Delores looked around for Bartleby, wondering why the little demon gargoyle wasn’t in his usual spot. He should have been guarding the door, demanding blue sherbet straws from them in exchange for safe passage.

         ‘Barts!’ she shouted, panic itching at her throat.8

         Prudence held her hand out to shush Delores. There was a snuffling, sobbing sound, the gentle jangling of chains and a few choice words in French.

         They followed the noises to where Bartleby had always slept in his basket, snuggled under his best baby-blue blanket. Delores’ toe reached the edge of a dense black space, and she knew instinctively not to take another step. The sobbing stopped and there was a deep, guttural sniff.

         Prudence waved her hand in front of the black void. ‘Interesting.’

         Delores side-eyed Prudence. Only Prudence would find any of this interesting. The dark space made Delores squirm. She put her hand to her mouth to quell the feeling of motion sickness as the darkness swelled and receded. She would have stepped away, but she could hear something moving inside the dark and the gentle grinding of stone teeth. ‘Bartleby?’

         Delores waited, listening to soft, rasping breaths from inside the dark, until a familiar gravelly voice said, ‘Oui, ma petite, I am here. But you? You should not be.’ Bartleby reached out of the darkness. His grey-white wrist was manacled, and a metal chain trailed along his arm.

         Delores knelt and pulled him towards her.

         Bartleby stumbled into Delores’ arms. She cradled 9his head against her chest and tenderly rubbed his back. She could feel the notches of his spine and the sharp edges of his shoulder blades beneath her fingertips. ‘What happened to you?’ she whispered.

         The little gargoyle jangled his chains. ‘I, Bartleby L’Aubespine, demon of the lower orders, je suis prisonnier!’ His eyes were wide and brimming with tears. His toothy jaws trembled.

         ‘He said he’s a prisoner,’ said Prudence.

         ‘Thanks, genius. Worked that one out all by myself,’ sighed Delores. She put her hand under Bartleby’s chin. He ran his fingers along a crack in one of his stubby horns. ‘I hide in this darkness I made. But she still hunts my secrets, she hunts all our secrets. I keep them safe.’ Bartleby tapped each of his ribs with his index finger, counting as he went, as if the secrets of the Tolbooth were inside, safe next to his heart. ‘The questions … they hurt my brain. She hurts my brain.’

         ‘Who? Who hurts you?’

         Bartleby cupped Delores’ face in his hands. His palms felt cold and rough against her skin. ‘You must go,’ he said. ‘You must both go far away before … before…’

         Bartleby froze mid-sentence as the door between the shop and the private rooms at the back creaked open.

         10‘Uncle Oddvar?’ whispered Delores.

         ‘It’s not Oddvar,’ said Prudence. Her voice was low and uncertain. ‘I’ d know if it was him.’

         The door opened fully, and an unfamiliar voice said, ‘Welcome back to the Tolbooth Book Store.’

         
             

         

         With a finger-click, the lights snapped on. Delores scrunched her eyes shut. The Tolbooth was a place of soft lights, lamps and candles, not harsh, glaring brightness. Prudence leaned against Delores’ shoulder so gently it was barely a touch, then spoke to her inside her thoughts with an urgency bordering on panic.

         Something’s wrong. Really wrong.

         Delores used everything Uncle Oddvar had taught her. She slammed down her mental shutters, protected her thoughts from unwelcome attention. She opened her eyes slowly, afraid to see what monstrous thing could have freaked out the steadfastly unflappable Prudence S-Dottir.

         A woman peered at them from the doorway. Her face was disturbingly neutral with small features clustered around its centre. Her eyes shone like tiny buttons under a milky forehead, void of eyebrows, and her glossy black hair was drawn back so tightly it looked as if it might pull itself out by the roots. She was dressed head to toe in shades of black and charcoal grey. 11She wore a shirt fastened high under her chin, a velvet waistcoat and thick, soft felt trousers – all covered by a tightly fitted tailcoat of crisp, two-toned taffeta. The soft cuffs that hung below her sleeves drifted like torn spider webs, and her alabaster hands reminded Delores of the marble angels that stood guard over graves.

         Bartleby slunk back into his little patch of darkness, muttering prayers and curses in equal measures of French and Latin.

         The woman stared at them in silence and the longer the silence went on, the more pressure Delores felt to speak. Words clambered from her thoughts and bundled up behind her tongue, desperate to break free. She choked back the impulse to explain why she and Prudence had come back, to confess to her battles with the reluctant dead, about the transgressive nature of her necromancy, but her ability to control her mind and her mouth was slipping away fast. The strange woman’s gaze never left her. Delores felt compelled to say something, anything, to break the tension. ‘Did you do this to Bartleby?’ she blurted. Speaking words out loud brought a wave of relief but her momentary willingness to tell this stranger her darkest secrets left Delores sick with anxiety.

         The woman smirked and then winked at Delores. ‘Never mind, we have plenty of time.’12

         The smirk and the wink sparked fury in Delores’ chest. ‘Take those shackles OFF him,’ she shouted, gesturing towards Bartleby’s dark sanctuary, ‘Or when Uncle Oddvar gets back he’ll … he’ll…’

         The woman looked over her shoulder, then back at Delores. ‘What makes you think the Uncle has gone anywhere?’

         ‘Because he’ d never put up with this. Bartleby is family!’

         The woman laughed. ‘Family? The gargoyle is a deception, a demon as despicable as The Morning Star himself. He has no legal place here.’

         ‘You’re wrong,’ spat Delores. She could feel Prudence agitating beside her. She was sure Prudence would step in any minute. Prudence would do something. Plant a super-scary illusion. And now would be really excellent timing.

         The woman smiled as she leaned against the door frame with her hands in her trouser pockets. She took out a pocket watch and checked it with an air of boredom. ‘I don’t think you understand who you’re dealing with,’ she said. ‘I am Magoria Jepp, Senior Inquisitor, tasked by the Psychic Adjustment Council with the investigation of Paranormal Malfeasance, of a spike in paranormal activity just streets from here. I’m assuming you’re the necromancer, Delores 13Mackenzie? And you,’ she said, nodding towards Prudence, ‘must be the illusionist.’

         Prudence held Magoria’s gaze, unblinking. Delores spotted the tip of Prudence’s tongue pressed between her teeth, a clear signal she was planting an illusion inside this infuriating woman’s head, and as soon as she ran away screaming, they’ d free Bartleby and…

         Prudence’s voice cut into Delores’ thoughts, bringing them to a screeching halt, I can’t do it…

         ‘Nice try, Illusionist,’ said Magoria. ‘Clearly you haven’t dealt with an inquisitor before.’ She gestured towards the back room with her head. ‘Tarry no more, we have matters to discuss.’

         ‘Tarry?’ muttered Delores. ‘What kind of loser says tarry?’ 

         ‘She’s no loser,’ answered Prudence. ‘She’s one of the Old Ones. Like Oddvar.’

         As Magoria turned and walked back through the door, it was clear they were expected to follow.

         Prudence leaned in close to Delores. ‘She bothers me. I can’t get past her defences or see what she’s thinking. I put an illusion in her head but … nothing, zilch, nada…’

         ‘What did you try?’

         ‘A Hercules beetle. Every perfect detail: beautiful 14horns, exposed wings. I even added its tiny white eggs on her…’

         Delores raised her hands. ‘I know what your best beetle work looks like, thanks. Maybe she’s not scared of them.’

         ‘I wish. She knew it was an illusion. I know she could see it, but it just crumbled into nothing. I couldn’t make her believe. There’s something super-dark about her, something I can’t quite get a grip of.’ Prudence shuddered. ‘Keep her out of your head, Mackenzie. If she sees what you did to get Maud back from the hands of that dead thing, we’re done for.’

         Delores’ mouth opened but she couldn’t say the word.

         ‘Do I have to do all the work?’ asked Prudence. ‘She’ll call a Gathering.’

         The mention of it chilled Delores to the bone. It was how her parents had disappeared. No trace, no answers, other than what Oddvar had told her. North, he’ d said, impossible to find, non-existent in the eyes of the High Council that governed all Paranormals from their seat in Norway. The only things she knew for certain was that they were taken in the night while she slept, accused of crimes against their society, of stepping outside the bounds of acceptable paranormal activity, just like Delores had.

         15Prudence’s fingers drifted to the nape of her neck. She adjusted her soft paisley headscarf to cover the barb of a freshly formed feather. ‘We all have something to hide,’ she said. ‘The trick’s going to be getting rid of Magoria Jepp before she finds it.’
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         The room behind the shop was as dimly lit as Delores remembered but, instead of the carefully curated shelves and glass cases, precious books had been taken from their homes and stacked next to a ledger on the central table. Other books had been pulled out halfway on the shelves and abandoned. It gave the room an irregular look and Delores wanted to pass through it quickly. She decided that Oddvar must have left; he’ d never allow this to happen.

         Prudence stopped at the glass case containing Oddvar’s most precious Compendium of Demonology and Visitants. Her shoulders tensed as she ran her finger through the dust on the surface of the case. She held it up to show Delores the dirt she’ d collected. Oddvar handled the Compendium every day, it was his obsession, but the glass case hadn’t been opened 17in some time. An unsettling thought rumbled against the mental barrier Delores was fighting so hard to keep up; maybe Oddvar was a prisoner too. Magoria caught the slip in Delores’ concentration and turned back to face her with a sly smile. Prudence stepped between them, giving Delores vital seconds to regather her focus.

         ‘Ah well,’ said Magoria. ‘I don’t need to get to work on you straight away.’

         As Magoria continued towards the stairs, Prudence tapped Delores on her temple.

         Delores pushed her hand away. ‘I have TOLD you not to do that! Like ever.’

         ‘Keep your guard up then! At least until we know what we’re dealing with.’

         Delores nodded. Prudence was right, and as much as it irritated her, at least that one thing was normal.

         
             

         

         Upstairs the enormous open fire cast a warm flickering glow across the dining room as wood cracked and spat sparks amongst the flames. Delores’ heart leapt as she caught sight of Uncle Oddvar, sitting in his chair next to the fireplace, and again on seeing her friend Gabriel for the first time in what felt like forever. He was sitting on the floor leaning against Oddvar’s legs, glasses pushed to the top of his ruffled white hair as 18always. She dropped her bag and pushed past Magoria to get to them, trying not to find it too weird when Gabriel didn’t get up or even look excited to see her.

         ‘Gabe! We’re back!’ Delores threw her arms around his shoulders, but Gabriel kept his eyes on Oddvar, barely acknowledging she was there.

         ‘You shouldn’t be here,’ he whispered. When he noticed Magoria staring at them, Gabriel shrugged Delores off. He nodded at Prudence, and Delores thought she saw a fleeting exchange between them, too quick for the inquisitor to catch.

         Despite the heat from the fire, Oddvar’s legs were wrapped tightly in a thick woollen blanket. His neat black boots poked out from the bottom; his ankles pressed together. His eyes were closed, and his hands had been placed on the open pages of a book, as though he might wake up and start reading at any moment. His monocle was wrapped in his slender fingers and his black nail varnish, usually the height of glossy perfection, was dull and outgrown. Delores watched him for a moment to check he was breathing, holding her own breath tight in her chest. Seconds seemed to stretch into minutes but finally his chest rose, then slowly fell back into a deathly stillness.

         Delores put her hand on Oddvar’s, but there was no response. His pale skin felt dry and papery 19against hers. Its usual greenish hue was tinted grey. She squeezed his hand gently and whispered, ‘Uncle, it’s me, Delores.’

         Delores looked more closely at Oddvar’s face. His eyes were firmly shut, and there were no flickering thoughts or dreams beneath his eyelids. Reflected in the firelight, Delores noticed an almost transparent network of silken threads stretching across Oddvar’s face, denser in some parts as they twisted themselves into delicate webs. The threads wove their way past his cheeks, thinning towards his neck. The finest of them reached in silver-spun tendrils to his shirt collar and from his wrists to his sleeves. Delores reached out to touch them, but Gabriel shook his head and lowered her hand with his own.

         ‘How long has he been like this?’ Delores asked, looking from Gabriel to Magoria in disbelief.

         Magoria checked her pocket watch again, as if that might hold the answer. ‘Long enough,’ she said. ‘He still has questions to answer, and failing that, I’ll have him removed as he is.’

         ‘Removed?’ Delores could feel tears brimming but she refused to let them come. ‘He’s an UNCLE.’

         Magoria winced. ‘I would thank you to lower your voice. This is all Oddvar’s own work.’

         Magoria leaned over the top of Delores and 20whispered in Oddvar’s ear. ‘You old fool. They came back anyway.’

         Magoria lingered close to Oddvar’s face, her breath ruffling the looser tendrils that were working their way around his earlobes. Delores felt a physical unease deep in her brain matter, like phantom fingers rifling through thoughts and prodding at memories. She hoped the feeling was Gabriel or Prudence trying to make contact, but this felt new and more intrusive. Her head was flooded with relief when Magoria moved away.

         Gabriel touched the back of Delores’ hand, drawing her attention back to the moment. She caught a dark thought rippling quickly across his face before he replaced it with a weak smile. His reading of her was complete. ‘You think you left the dark thing outside the door?’ he whispered, glancing up at Magoria.

         Gabriel turned back to stare at the fire, and Delores knew he’ d said all he could for now. She patted Oddvar’s hand and whispered, ‘Later, Uncle.’

         ‘Come on,’ said Prudence. ‘Let’s go unpack.’

         ‘How are you not seeing this?’ Delores gestured towards Oddvar with her head.

         ‘I see it,’ hissed Prudence. ‘Let’s put. Our stuff. In our rooms. This can wait.’21

         Magoria held her hand in the air. ‘That would be room. Singular. The one next to the clocktower.’

         Prudence stood upright, shoulders back. ‘I have my own room. The one next to Gabriel.’

         ‘She’s right,’ said Delores. ‘I share the room next to the tower with … Maud.’

         As soon as the name left Delores’ mouth, an awareness of Maud’s absence, so sharp you could almost touch it, was left hanging in the air.

         ‘Where is she?’ whispered Delores. Her eyes searched the darker recesses of the dining room as if their younger house mate might jump out and surprise them any second.

         ‘Maud’s gone,’ said Gabriel. He gave Prudence and Delores a look that said don’t ask.

         ‘So,’ said Magoria, ‘go to your room and get some rest. My questions will continue in the morning.’ She half-smiled and gestured them away with both hands. Delores felt a push between her shoulder blades, a kind of psychic shove to get her moving.

         Delores staggered forward but Prudence dug her heels in. Her face was red with anger. ‘That’s assault,’ she snarled.

         Magoria laughed darkly. ‘Oh child, you are in for a few surprises if you think that’s assault.’

         Prudence’s whole body tensed as she took a 22small step towards Magoria. Delores wracked her brain for some kind of distraction, something to diffuse the situation before Prudence lashed out. Prompted by her stomach rumbling, she asked, ‘What about dinner?’

         Magoria breathed out slowly and spoke without taking her eyes from Prudence. ‘I have instructed Cook there are to be no meals outwith my specific timetable. Dinner has finished.’

         ‘But it’s not even seven. Dinner is at seven,’ whined Delores. She’ d expected a welcome home bowl of Cook’s finest stew at the very least. Just the thought of it made her jaws ache. She looked towards the kitchen in the vague hope that Cook would appear and save the day. There was a suggestion of movement in the shadows, then nothing. Defeated, she picked up her bag and headed for the corridor that led to the clock tower’s spiral stairwell, relaxing a little as Prudence joined her.

         As they passed Gabriel’s room, they could see it hadn’t changed over the summer: orderly, simple. A small pile of books sat on his bedside table, his tarot cards next to them, pristinely stacked and tied with ribbon. The troll cross they’ d scratched into the floor outside his door to protect him in the spring was still there. Magoria had either missed it, or she didn’t care. 23Delores crouched down and ran her fingers over the marks. There was still a faint buzz from the charm Prudence had used to activate it.

         ‘How much do you think Gabriel remembers?’ whispered Delores. ‘You know, about the attack? That Bòcan only attacked him because of me.’

         Prudence quickly put her finger to her lips, shushing Delores. ‘Enough of the pity party,’ she whispered, pulling Delores back up by her sleeve. ‘If it helps, I doubt he remembers anything, or Magoria would have found it and we’ d already be sunk.’

         A few steps further along, the door to Prudence’s old room was open. It was clear that Magoria had taken it. She’ d kept the expensive rugs, the beautiful star charts and the telescope given to Prudence by her father Solas, but everything else was gone. The bed was covered in animal pelts, snowy white, and chestnut brown, deep russet and silver-grey, some with their heads still attached. Delores counted at least two arctic foxes before looking away in disgust. ‘Do you think those are real?’

         Prudence looked back towards the dining hall. Magoria was too busy settling herself into the chair opposite Oddvar to pay them any more attention; the cosy cushion-filled armchair where Prudence’s father, Uncle Solas, had always sat. ‘Definitely looks 24like someone who’ d collect skins off dead things,’ she answered.

         As they walked along to the snug where Solas had had his nest, his books and his artifacts, Delores lightly placed her hand on Prudence’s shoulder. All evidence of Solas’ life as a shapeshifter, his day-to-day existence as a bird, had been swept clean.

         ‘They’re not expecting him back, are they?’ said Prudence. Her voice was wet with tears.

         ‘Maybe Oddvar and the others did it,’ said Delores. ‘Keep anything incriminating away from Magoria. You weren’t expecting him to be here, were you?’

         ‘Not really. Part of me hoped after he left us with my mother, the least he would do was…’ She swallowed hard. ‘I can’t keep my barriers up much longer and if I’m struggling, you’ll be a liability.’

         ‘I’m not completely useless,’ said Delores.

         ‘If you say so. I can still feel her probing, like she’s putting little feelers into my brain.’ Prudence shuddered. ‘We’ll see if there’s a line where she loses us. A dead zone.’

         ‘Very funny.’

         ‘You’re welcome.’

         Delores held open the door to the next stairwell and they dragged their bags in silence to the room at the top.
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         Delores’ room looked much the same as the day they left for Harris, except that all traces of Maud were gone, swept away as thoroughly as Solas had been. Even the creepy dolls Maud was so fond of were nowhere to be seen.

         Delores wrapped her mother’s scarf around a small bird skull that she took from her pocket, then placed it carefully on her bedside table. She always carried the skull with her on her travels. It had been a gift from her father and reminded her of home, her real home, no matter how far she went. She pulled her shirt collar up and fastened the top button, checking the edges of her skin markings were well hidden from Prudence. The marks had appeared after her first real battle with a Bòcan. What had looked like the simple frost that forms on glass had morphed into slender fronds that reached onto the side of her neck 26and down her back. She was afraid of them, of what they could mean, but she loved the comfort of having something deeply private: a precious commodity when it felt like the living and the dead watched your every move. She knew she would need to share them if she was ever to understand what they meant, but with Oddvar out of action, her options felt limited. For now, they would stay hers, and hers alone.

         The silver ball that Oddvar had given her was still in her pocket where she always kept it and the bell in its centre tinkled as she threw her coat on her bed. Even though he was closer to her than he’ d been all summer, it was now that she missed him most desperately. All her other unpacking was just stuff that could wait.

         Prudence examined her new bed. She lifted the corner of the downy quilt then dropped it with a sigh before checking out the jumble of belongings that had been dumped from her old room into boxes left roughly stacked by the clocktower door.

         Delores peered over Prudence’s shoulder at the contents of the uppermost box. There was a bound copy of Alice in Wonderland on the top. Its spine was broken, and the front cover was forced back on itself. The pages inside were crumpled and foxed with mildew. Prudence ran her hand over a smudged 27inscription on the first page. ‘My grandmother gave me this.’

         Delores tried not to react. She was always shocked that Prudence had family. First Solas, then her mother. Now this.

         ‘What?’ said Prudence, snapping the book shut.

         ‘You’ve never mentioned a grandmother before. Is she from the witchy side? Or was she a shapeshifter?’

         ‘Does it matter?’ muttered Prudence. She picked up the remains of a smashed bottle of perfume from the box, then dropped it back in. She wiped her hand on her pinafore. ‘It’s ruined. All of it.’ She dabbed under her eyes with her shirt cuff.

         ‘The boxes underneath might be OK,’ said Delores.

         ‘Not if she’s touched them.’

         Delores reached for Prudence’s shoulder but pulled back at the last second. Prudence had never been a hugger, but since the first few feathers had broken through the skin around her scapulae, the pain caused by touch was physical as well as emotional. Prudence’s shapeshifting was a work in progress, new and a little frightening without her father to guide her through it. Her mother had been worse than useless when she’ d found out, not even trying to hide how freaked she was. She’ d offered everything from the flight patterns of early morning birds to the slightly 28more disturbing toad song as evidence that it was safe for Delores and Prudence to return to the Tolbooth, and Prudence had been eager to believe her mother’s witchy predictions. Getting away from the woman who’ d discarded her once already was way more appealing than the cosy white cottage or the never-ending, star-filled skies of Harris could ever be.

         Delores thought it kinder to change the subject, even if it was back to the inquisitor. ‘Is Magoria still prowling around your thoughts?’ she asked. ‘I’m too tired to focus on anything much but I can’t feel any creepers or feelers or fingers or whatever.’

         Prudence closed her eyes and gave a weary sigh. ‘Me neither.’

         Delores flopped backwards onto her bed, breathing in the flowery fabric softener mixed with the musty age of her quilt. It was a heady mixture, calling her to the realm of blissful sleep. ‘We can try and find out what’s going on tomorrow,’ she said. ‘If we can’t get anything much out of Gabriel, there’s always Doctor Reid. Someone must have been helping him care for Oddvar, and Oddvar did say before we left that Doctor Reid would be helping with our lessons at some point.’

         Prudence nodded. ‘A plan that’s nearly useful. Well done!’29

         ‘I have my moments.’

         Prudence arched her eyebrow at Delores, and she caught a fleeting glimpse of the old Prudence, the brilliant, prickly, infuriating sort-of-friend-but mostly-not that she missed so much.

         
             

         

         From inside a restless sleep, Delores heard the tower’s clock mark three with whirrs and clicks. She was drifting back down into velvet oblivion when she felt a hand on her shoulder. It startled her, but then she relaxed again at the warm tenderness of its touch. When her eyes drifted shut, she felt a gentle shaking. Someone whispered Wake up. As she forced herself awake, she could make out Gabriel’s blond hair turned silver by the moonlight from the window.

         ‘We need to talk while we have the chance,’ he said.

         Delores propped herself up on her pillow. Prudence was already awake, a silk shawl draped over her shoulders. She could see the outline of Prudence’s shoulder blades – bigger than they should be, angular and jutting, but their sharpness was increasingly softened by the feathers that insinuated themselves through her skin day by day. Delores’ secrets weren’t the only dangerous ones. Both governments, Paranormal and Normal, had outlawed shapeshifting in any form. They called it subversive as it lent itself so beautifully to 30crime, deception, and uprisings. Going all the way back to the infamous Jack the Ripper, shapeshifters were left to perish in the prisons of the North; their children sent to die alongside them until it could be proven that the ability had not been passed on. It was growing more obvious each day that Prudence had inherited her father’s shapeshifting Gift, and a Gathering would sweep Prudence up alongside Delores if Magoria caught wind of those feathers. Delores instinctively adjusted the collar of her pyjamas, checking her markings were covered. If only hiding things from Magoria was as simple as that.

         Gabriel nudged Delores’ arm. ‘Earth to Delores.’ He smiled and passed her a mug of hot chocolate. It was just how she liked it: tiny marshmallows floating on a raft of soft fluffy cream with a chocolate flake broken and scattered amongst them. She wrapped her hands around the mug and inhaled the love put there by Cook. The first sip was bliss.

         Gabriel pulled a package, carefully wrapped in greaseproof paper, from his dressing gown pocket and gave it to Delores. She tugged gently on the delicately tied teal ribbon. As the ribbon loosened, the paper sprung open revealing three buttery cookies infused with cinnamon. ‘Do I love Cook right now, or what?’ she said, mainly to the cookies.31

         Prudence moved gingerly to Delores’ bed, bringing her own gifts from Cook with her: soft ginger biscuits cut into stars and her own luxurious hot chocolate, the top layer sticky with melted Turkish delight. She gave her own thanks to Cook, then turned to Gabriel. ‘Easier if you say it out loud. For the sake of the less gifted amongst us.’ She smirked, then gestured to Delores that she had something on her upper lip.
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