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CHAPTER ONE


The Changing of the Skyfaced Clocks




Spring’s Eve, Winter of Three





Winter’s last midnight ticked closer.


A cluster of clocksmiths idled outside the Nevermoor Houses of Parliament, watching and waiting. The sky above them was black and filled with stars, but the Skyfaced Clock in its tower wore a pale wash of Morningtide pink, unchanged these past three years.


Across town, a second group of observers gathered in Bohemia beneath a similar clock set atop a glittering music hall, surrounded by a crush of Spring’s Eve revellers. A third stood beneath the old mercantile clock tower at the docks, ignoring the sailors and fisherfolk roaring obscene shanties from brightly lit boats. A fourth lingered near the small, almost hidden clock above the stone entrance to the Gobleian Library, and a fifth stood outside the Lightwing Palace, eyeing the royal family’s extravagant golden timepiece from a respectful distance.


There were more of these uncommon clocks scattered across the pockets of the Free State. Their faces bore no hands or numbers, only a circle of empty sky inside the glass. Tonight, every one of them had drawn an audience.


Olly Wainwright was on his way to the parliament clock tower himself, clutching a leather portfolio under one arm, beating a path through the festive hordes and very nearly running late (not a good look for a clocksmith’s apprentice). He should have realised the streets would be heaving, though in truth he’d never been allowed out on Spring’s Eve before. His mum always said it was a time for family, but even she agreed this was much more important than seeing in the new year with his obnoxious brothers and noisy cousins. This was official clocksmith business.


Olly arrived breathless and bright-eyed outside parliament, and scanned the crowd for his teacher. Spotting her surrounded by other chronologists, he slicked back his hair, neatened his bowtie, and made his way over to stand proudly at her side.


Just three months into his four-year apprenticeship, Olly had already learned more from Alejandra Rojas than all his previous school teachers combined. She was one of Nevermoor’s greatest living clocksmiths, and Olly knew how lucky he was to be learning the trade from an industry legend. He only hoped he hadn’t messed it up already.


‘So sorry I’m late, Ms Rojas,’ he whispered. ‘The Brolly Rail was ridiculous, I had to let four of them go—’


But she was already deep in conversation.


‘… and nobody wants a repeat of last Eventide, but I really believe we need to let all that go and allow ourselves to be bold again, don’t you?’


There was a general noise of assent from the others, except for one older gentleman who shook his head, puffing up like a pigeon in a rainstorm. ‘I am simply not convinced, Alejandra. The signs are weak, if you ask me.’


‘Your scepticism has been noted, Sir Benjamin.’ Ms Rojas flicked a furtive smirk in her apprentice’s direction, and Olly pretended to scratch his nose to hide a grin. Sir Benjamin Church had been knighted for his work in chronology, but was most famous for being a contrarian. ‘Though one might wonder, if you truly don’t believe the clocks will change tonight, why you’re here at all?’


The group laughed appreciatively, and even the old man gave a sheepish smile.


‘Curiosity,’ he admitted. ‘And a fear of missing out. I’ve been wrong before, after all.’


‘We’ve all been wrong before,’ said Ms Rojas.


There was an uncomfortable murmur among the clocksmiths, and for a moment nobody could make eye contact. They had all been wrong, only three years ago. Publicly, spectacularly wrong. The embarrassment of last Eventide – the end of the previous Age, which had come seemingly from nowhere, an entire year earlier than anyone had forecast – still stung. Nobody wanted to be wrong again. That sort of inaccurate projection could sink a clocksmith’s career.


‘But if we’re right …’ Ms Rojas let her words trail off like an untethered balloon.


Olly knew exactly what she was leaving unsaid, and he shivered with excitement. If they were right, the bells would toll at midnight and the realm would enter a glorious and treacherous new phase.


Basking: the second phase of the Age.


The empty skies inside the clockfaces would turn from the pastel rose of dawn to the blinding yellow-gold of the sun at midday. The colour was a warning. Historically, Basking brought equal splendours and dangers, just like the heat and brightness of the midday sun. It was a time of high-risk and high-reward; a time when a course for the current Age could – would – be set, for better or worse.


Ms Rojas had once told Olly that the face of Basking was like a roulette wheel. A wheel of fate. You had to let it spin, and hope it landed somewhere good.


‘It will happen tonight, friends, I’m sure of it.’ Shimmering with excitement, Ms Rojas nodded at Olly, who took his cue to open the leather portfolio he’d carried from her office. ‘The measurable signs have all been observed, yes? Look here – planetary alignment, confirmed. Climatological conditions, perfect. Geopolitical landscape, primed for sweeping change.’ As she spoke, Olly handed her the relevant supporting documents to pass around the group. Sir Benjamin gave them a sceptical squint.


‘And of course,’ Ms Rojas went on, ‘I think most of us agree we’ve already seen the first two Disturbances.’


Old Sir Benjamin gave an indignant huff, but the rest of the group nodded eagerly.


Olly had only recently learned about the Disturbances: three unusual, spontaneous and highly visible events which signalled – to those who knew what to look for – that the phase of Morningtide was coming to an end. The kind of signs that clocksmiths watched for, waited for, obsessed over, but most regular folk had never heard of. Ms Rojas made Olly memorise them on the first day of his apprenticeship.




The First Disturbance is a Rising Tide.


The Second Disturbance is a Falling Star.


The Third Disturbance is a Waking Giant.





‘Are we in agreement?’ said Sir Benjamin. ‘You lot can’t even seem to decide what the Rising Tide was.’


Ms Rojas smiled. ‘Well, I’m decided. It was quite obviously the Hollowpox. A mysterious wave of sickness sweeping through nearly the entire Wunimal population bears all the typical markers—’


‘That’s an obscenely Nevermoor-centric view and you know it,’ interrupted a woman in a green tweed coat. ‘The Hollowpox was contained before it affected anyone outside the capital, which doesn’t fit the universality of a Rising Tide at all. Additionally, the First Disturbance is typically an ongoing event and therefore, in my opinion, can only be the mounting unrest in the outer pockets of the Free State. Dafydd, tell her what you were saying earlier. Go on, man.’


She poked the younger clocksmith. His cheeks turned bright pink and he cleared his throat, looking deeply uncomfortable. ‘I—Well, I was only saying … That is, I’ve heard whispers of a call for reunion. You know, between us living here in the Free State and, er … the Wintersea Republic. My cousin lives near the Black Cliffs, and she says there’s a growing movement in the Sixth and Seventh Pockets—’


Alejandra snorted. ‘I’m not sure a handful of grumbling cliff-dwellers qualifies as a movement, Dafydd, but all right – let’s accept that the First Disturbance could be either the Hollowpox or this so-called unrest in the outer pockets. Moving on. We are all on the same page regarding the Second Disturbance, yes?’


Alejandra pulled several newspaper articles from the portfolio and handed them round the group; this time there was wholehearted agreement.




BRIGHT YOUNG STAR OF THE DRAGONRIDING WORLD KILLED BEFORE WINTER TRIALS


‘HEARTBREAKING WASTE OF PHENOMENAL TALENT,’ SAYS COACH OF MURDERED RIDER


SLAIN IN HIS PRIME: THE TRAGIC MURDER OF DRAGONRIDING’S MOST PROMISING YOUNG ATHLETE





‘Such a textbook example of a Falling Star,’ said Ms Rojas, ‘one might call it a little on the nose.’


‘And the Third Disturbance?’ Sir Benjamin’s question was met with silence. ‘Ah. Is this perhaps where your theory disintegrates, Alejandra? Where is our Waking Giant? We have, after all, only minutes to go.’


Olly glanced at his watch. Sir Benjamin was right. If a giant was to wake, it would wake tonight, on Spring’s Eve. There’d been plenty of speculation as to what it could be – something meteorological or political, most seemed to think, though one expert had warned of a dormant volcano in the Highlands that was due for an eruption.


‘You know as well as I do, Sir Benjamin: when it comes to the Third Disturbance, guesswork ahead of time is pointless.’ Ms Rojas shrugged. ‘We’ll know at midnight.’


As the hour drew nearer, nervous hands stilled. Silence descended. Olly dared not even blink.


When midnight finally arrived, a hurricane of held breaths was released into the air.


Pink turned to gold.


The Basking bells began to ring.


Hugs were shared and shouts of triumph rang in the air, and as his teacher clapped him joyously on the back, young Olly Wainwright felt a kind of excitement and belonging he’d never felt before.


Only in a tiny back room of his mind did he feel the slightest sense of unease. Just a prickle on his neck. A strange, quiet discomfort from the knowledge that somewhere, a giant had woken.
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CHAPTER TWO


Nightbeacons and Fireblossoms




Four months earlier


Hallowmas, Autumn of Three





They lit the candles from the fireblossom trees this year. It was Morrigan Crow’s first time marching in the Black Parade on Hallowmas night, so she wasn’t sure how the Wundrous Society usually did it – regular old matches, she supposed. It gave her a small thrill of pride to see the brass candleholders passed from hand to hand, each wick held up to a low-hanging branch in its blazing autumnal coat of orange and gold.


I did that, she thought with satisfaction. The ever-burning trees lining the driveway up to her school building, Proudfoot House, had been bare, black-limbed spindly things for over one hundred years. Cold and dead. She’d brought them back to life using the Wundrous Art of Inferno – a power she couldn’t quite fathom and a skill she hadn’t entirely mastered, though her grasp of both grew stronger every day.


And here they were, weeks later. Still burning brightly.


‘Loving yourself sick right now, aren’t you?’ said Cadence Blackburn, following Morrigan’s gaze up to the trees. Her face was deadpan, but her eyes gleamed with amusement. ‘Just carve your name into the trunks and be done with it.’


‘Shush,’ Morrigan muttered, shoving her friend in the side.


Together they watched an older Society member reach up to a fireblossom branch, a black wax candle held in his trembling hand. The wick flared into life, illuminating the man’s sad smile.


Extremely rare and valuable, the long-burning ‘nightbeacon’ candles were brought out of storage every year for Hallowmas and carried into the grounds in a heavy wooden chest. The nightbeacons had an actual job to do that night, but they also played an important symbolic role in the Black Parade. Each one represented a member of the Wundrous Society who had died, and was carried by a member of their own unit who marched in their memory. Morrigan wondered who the old man was remembering. She tried not to imagine lighting a candle for anyone in Unit 919. The friends she’d met three years ago were now considered her siblings, and the idea of any of them not being by her side was unthinkable.


She shivered, pulling her heavy cloak tighter against a sudden sharp breeze. Autumn had curled its bony fingers tight around Wunsoc and strangled every breath of warmth from it, and tonight it felt as if winter wasn’t far behind.


But any displeasure Morrigan might have felt at the cold was smothered by her nervous anticipation of the Black Parade. Hundreds of members of the Wundrous Society stood in rows with their respective units, the formation stretching all the way up the long tree-lined drive, ending on the broad marble steps of Proudfoot House. They were waiting for a signal from the Elders and then they’d be off, through the gates and along the memorised parade route through Nevermoor.


On Morrigan’s other side, Hawthorne Swift was chatting with Mahir Ibrahim and fidgeting as if he had itching powder in his trousers. When he hitched up his cloak to adjust the clothes underneath, Morrigan caught a confusing glimpse of brown fur and plastic talons.


‘What in the Seven Pockets are you wearing?’ Mahir demanded, before Morrigan could open her mouth. ‘We’re supposed to be in uniform!’


‘On Hallowmas ?’ said Hawthorne with disdain, picking a stray bit of lint off his furry chest. ‘No, thank you. I’m ditching this cloak as soon as we get to the end of the parade route. I won’t waste another second of my night not being a werewolf. You not wearing yours?’


Morrigan snorted. ‘Hawthorne, nobody’s wearing a costume yet except you.’


He raised his eyebrows and looked pointedly over Morrigan’s shoulder. She turned to see Cadence briefly open her cloak, showing a glimpse of an old-fashioned ivory lace frock and two painted bite marks on her neck, dripping with red.


‘I’m a vampire,’ Cadence said flatly. ‘Grr.’


On Mahir’s other side was Francis Fitzwilliam, whose eyes darted around restlessly, though the rest of him was frozen like a rabbit in a hunter’s beam, and on his other side was Lambeth Amara – perfectly still, small and solemn, perhaps the most dignified thirteen-year-old Morrigan had ever met.


‘I don’t want to march in the Black Parade,’ Francis whispered. ‘It gives me the heebie-jeebies.’


‘Oh, it’ll be fine,’ Mahir said in what sounded to Morrigan like a deliberately hearty, bracing tone. ‘Nothing bad’s going to happen. Right, Lam?’


Lam looked up in surprise. ‘How should I know?’


‘You’re the one who’s meant to … you know.’ Mahir made a vague wiggly fingered gesture around her head. ‘See what’s coming!’


‘Some things,’ she corrected him. ‘Not everything. I’m a short-range oracle, Mahir, not the weather report. Anything could happen.’


On Lam’s other side, Thaddea Macleod towered above the rest of their unit, shoulders back and eyes ahead, blazing with pride and eager to get going. Next to her, Anah Kahlo was a bundle of nervous excitement and had been told three times already by the older scholar behind her to stop bouncing on her toes. Finally, on the end of Unit 919’s row was Archan Tate, who’d chivalrously insisted on swapping spots with Anah, taking the outside position himself. He’d said it was in case of any shenanigans from the crowd, but they all knew it wasn’t the people in the crowd Arch was worried about. Not the living ones.


Morrigan craned her neck to look up the long driveway behind them, trying to spot a certain head of bright red hair amongst the crowd of black cloaks. Jupiter would of course be marching with his own Unit 895, none of whom Morrigan had met. Earlier that day she’d wondered aloud whether she might finally meet some of them tonight, but Jupiter was doubtful they’d stick around after the parade.


‘Busy people, Mog,’ he’d told her. ‘A bunch of busy, boring grown-ups. Things to do, places to go, people to see. You know how it is.’


Yes, she’d refrained from saying. I know exactly how it is.


Morrigan had never known anyone with quite so many things to do, places to go or people to see as her patron. Jupiter North was many things: the owner and proprietor of Nevermoor’s finest hotel, a captain in the League of Explorers, a volunteer bookfighter at the Gobleian Library and a Witness, which gave him the ability to see things others couldn’t … meaning he tended to stick his nose into every problem, riddle, adventure and escapade that came his way (and an awful lot of those seemed to come his way). All this combined to make him just about the busiest grown-up in the entire Unnamed Realm.


She spotted him, finally – his ginger head nearly as bright as the candle he held – and began to wave, then stopped.


‘Oh,’ she said aloud, to nobody in particular.


Jupiter was holding a candle.


Morrigan swallowed, counting the members of his unit. There were six in the line-up, but only Jupiter carried a nightbeacon candle. That meant one member of his unit was dead – someone he’d been close to, probably – while another two simply weren’t marching tonight. (That was unusual, but not unheard of. Participation in the Black Parade wasn’t mandatory, only very strongly encouraged by the Elders.)


Feeling a prick of sympathy and curiosity, Morrigan resolved to ask Jupiter later who his candle was for. (Though how to ask such a sensitive question politely, she didn’t know.)


In the second it took her to make that mental note, something strange happened in Morrigan’s head. It felt like a shadow streaking across her vision, but not her actual vision. Sort of … across her brain. She’d seen, or rather felt something in the corner of her mind, but somehow she knew if she tried to examine it too closely, it would disappear. Like an urban fox stepping into the edge of a streetlamp’s glow, and then dashing out again before anyone could spot it.


What was that?


Was it something she’d forgotten? Something … she was supposed to do ?


Morrigan stayed still, hoping the flighty thought would crystallise into something she could see or touch or remember.


‘Oi. You all right?’


‘What?’ Morrigan looked up, her unfocused vision resolving into a clear image of Cadence’s frowning face. ‘Sorry … what?’


‘You went funny again.’


‘Again?’


‘Yeah, all moony and faraway.’ Cadence narrowed her eyes. ‘Are you scared of the Unresting?’


Morrigan thought for a moment.


The Unresting.


Was that it? Was she scared of the Unresting? That must be it.


‘Yeah,’ she agreed, feeling oddly relieved that this explanation had been offered up. ‘Are you?’


‘Be an idiot if I wasn’t.’


‘I’m not scared,’ Hawthorne announced.


‘I rest my case.’


Before Hawthorne could respond, there was a sudden squeal of feedback from a microphone, and Elder Gregoria Quinn’s frail but amplified voice boomed from the steps of Proudfoot House. The gathered Society members hushed, turning to face her.


‘On this Hallowmas night,’ Elder Quinn began, her words ringing out across the grounds, ‘when the walls between the Living and the Dead grow thin, we will do our sacred, time-honoured duty. We will walk the streets trodden for hundreds of years by our Wundrous Society predecessors in the Black Parade.’


In the chill autumn air, the stooped woman looked like a small but mighty dragon breathing white frost from her nostrils. Elder Wong and Elder Saga stood to either side of her, as usual.


‘I shall remind you,’ Elder Quinn continued, ‘that each unit must watch over the younger unit marching ahead of them, according to tradition. Unit 919, this means you have the most important job of all. Unit 920 – the youngest and most vulnerable among us – need your care tonight. I know you won’t let them, or me, or your patrons down.’


At these words, Morrigan sensed Unit 919 standing taller, their shoulders straightening. The moment was slightly ruined by a giggle from behind them, and a boy from Unit 920 whispering, ‘Bit dramatic.’


‘Yeah, it’s just a long walk,’ his friend agreed with a snort of derisive laughter. ‘Most vulnerable to what? Blisters?’


‘Oi,’ Cadence said in her low hum of a voice, twisting around to glare at them. ‘Why don’t you save this conversation for next Hallowmas, when you might have a clue what you’re talking about?’


The two younger scholars stared at Cadence with wide eyes, as if she was a ghost that had appeared out of the Gossamer. (Her ability to go unnoticed was one of the dubious benefits of being a mesmerist.)


Morrigan wasn’t sure how she felt about the responsibility of watching over these clueless numpties, but she couldn’t really blame them for their cluelessness. To Unit 920, the Black Parade was just another weird Wundrous Society tradition, a bit of pomp and ceremony to remind the city how very special they were in their black cloaks and gold pins – how very important.


Unlike Unit 919, the youngest scholars hadn’t yet learned the true purpose of the Society they’d pledged their lives to. As far as they (and the rest of Nevermoor) knew, the Wundrous Society was an elite academic institution and lifelong members’ club. A highly prestigious organisation of extraordinary people with extraordinary talents.


But the members of Wunsoc had another, much more secret role to play in Nevermoor. This was a dangerous city – beautiful and magical and ridiculous, but dangerous – more than most people would ever know, because its greatest perils were deliberately hidden from sight. The Wundrous Society saw to that.


These dangers were the relics left scattered across the city by generations of Wundersmiths – people like Morrigan, born with the ability to summon and control and create with Wunder, the mysterious energy source that powered the realm and had a mind of its own unless you knew how to wield it.


Once upon a time, the Wundrous Society had existed to educate and elevate the Wundersmiths. Nine of them, always, born and reborn and reborn again through the Ages, one generation after another. The Wundersmiths were servants of the realm, but they were also powerful – infinitely more powerful than those they served. And power, Morrigan had learned, could be a dangerous and corrupting currency.


Until Morrigan, the Wundersmiths had been gone from Nevermoor for over one hundred years, and their creations – even the good, the great, the supremely well-intentioned ones – had been neglected and unmanaged in all that time. Which meant the Wunder that suffused and supported them, that was their lifeblood and skeletal framework all in one, had been left entirely to its own devices.


In some cases, that worked out just fine – the Wunderground train network, for example, was so meticulously engineered there’d been very little wiggle room for it to run wild and unchecked. Yes, occasionally a train gained sentience and held its passengers hostage, or a tunnel mysteriously blocked itself off for days at a time. But these minor inconveniences didn’t present much of a threat to the lives of ordinary Free State citizens.


Some Wundrous Acts, however, had gone rogue, become monstrous. They had to be dealt with. That was what the Wundrous Society did: cleaned up the messes left by Wundersmiths past.


They called this secret purpose ‘Containment & Distraction’, or C&D for short. The Society contained the dangers by any means necessary, keeping them under control while simultaneously distracting the public from their existence. It was a never-ending, exhausting battle – a battle that every member of the Wundrous Society signed up for as children, without having the slightest clue what they were getting themselves into. Just like Unit 920.


Part of Morrigan felt smugly superior, knowing she and her friends shared a terrible and thrilling secret with the older Society members. That they were grown-up enough to be trusted with the most frightening of truths, while these younger scholars – these mere children – were still being kept in the dark.


Another, quieter part of her wished she was still one of them. A mere child, kept safe in the dark.


‘We will march in a dignified manner that befits our standing in the community,’ Elder Quinn was saying when Morrigan refocused her attention. ‘Remember, the eyes of Nevermoor will all be on you tonight. Make the Wundrous Society proud.’


With those words, a clock tower somewhere in the distance struck midnight, sending a chill down Morrigan’s neck. Elder Quinn gestured for them all to turn around. Hundreds of pairs of black boots swivelled, crunching softly on the gravel.


There was something waiting outside Wunsoc. Morrigan felt a wave of disquiet enter the campus like a gust of wind as the gates swung open.


Like the rest of her unit, she’d been told what to expect, and how to respond. That she wouldn’t see them, but she would feel them.


That she mustn’t react. Mustn’t let her eyeline stray. Mustn’t, in fact, show by any word, gesture or expression that she was aware of their presence. They wouldn’t like that.


The Unresting didn’t like to be noticed.
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CHAPTER THREE


The Unresting




One Week Earlier





‘Agony. Shame. Guilt. Fear. Existential dread. Deepest horror at the unending ignominy and pain of an eternity you can never escape. Imagine what those things might feel like … then slap ’em on a nasty old ghost face and you’ll have a rough idea of what the Unresting look like.’


Seven days before Hallowmas, the retired clairvoyant, Conall O’Leary, had delivered to Unit 919 the first in a series of lectures called Spectre Specifics: A Comprehensive Guide to the Classification of the Incorporeal Dead. The semester-long course would teach them to identify the various spirits, ghosts and ghouls occupying Nevermoor and determine what must be done with them: which ones could be safely ignored, and which must be dealt with by the Society. This introductory session was meant to prepare them for their first time marching in the Black Parade.


Morrigan sighed, dropping her chin to her chest. She’d so been looking forward to her first Hallowmas march. Nice tradition. Pleasant little walk to honour the dead. But no, of course nothing at Wunsoc could possibly be that straightforward.


The Black Parade, it turned out, was a ghost trap.


‘Sounds quite chilling, I know. But you might find it settles your nerves to think of it more as … paranormal pest control,’ Conall told them. ‘Now, most folks’ll never see the Unresting, because they don’t want to be seen. But fortunately – or perhaps unfortunately – for us, the Unresting have been immortalised by many artists throughout the Ages. Some claimed to have seen the spirits themselves, others relied on the accounts of others. Here are a few depictions from history to give you an idea. Brace yourselves.’


Unit 919 shrank in their seats as Conall clicked through a dozen ghastly images projected into the air above their heads in the lecture theatre. Morrigan didn’t close her eyes, but she really wanted to.


The artists’ interpretations differed wildly in aesthetics, but their general vibe was as Conall had described: lost, guilty, miserable. One piece showed them with monstrously wide mouths twisted into a horrified ‘O’ as if screaming for help, their eyes no more than sunken, unseeing hollows in skull-like faces. Another depicted red flesh stretched taut across bone, with black veins creeping all over them like ivy, as if the blood had curdled inside, turning toxic and tar-like. Another showed them as pale, membranous, slug-like creatures, crawling along the ground.


The thing they all had in common was that none of them looked like a fun time.


‘Our nightbeacon bearers,’ Conall went on, fixing his bright, piercing gaze on each child in turn, ‘including yours truly, have the unenviable task of counting the Unresting as we gather them, and watching they don’t stray towards the public. We must manage this without looking directly at them or making eye contact or in any way acknowledging their presence, lest we agitate or frighten them.’


‘How do you get chosen for the job?’ asked Thaddea.


‘Someone in your unit has to die first, Thaddea,’ Mahir reminded her. ‘Which one of us are you hoping to kill off?’


She grinned. ‘Shall I write you a list?’


Conall waited for them to settle down before continuing. ‘If you’re lucky, you’ll never carry a nightbeacon, and the last time you see the wretches will be today, in these pictures.’ Leaning on his cane, he pointed the clicker at the horrible image above them. ‘The Unresting may look terrifying, but in truth they are pitiful creatures. Mopey, miserable and a touch skittish.


‘However, being pitiful doesn’t mean they deserve our pity. While they lived, they were people who did terrible, unforgivable things, and got away with them entirely. They died having never paid for their crimes. No justice, no punishment.


‘They’re undeserving of rest, and so they are Unresting. They cannot change their fate or make amends, so they wander ceaselessly, and their numbers grow a little more each year, because they’ll never move on from this plane. They’re not like the Unfinished Business crowd, who exist as a temporary paranormal presence until they Finish whatever Business they need to and then skip town; perhaps off to someplace nicer – perhaps not – who knows? ‘The Unresting are different. They’re stuck here, consumed by misery, and usually they want nothing to do with us. Like all spectral beings, though, on Hallowmas even they can’t help but be drawn back to the living. To peek through the curtain at the life they once knew, the life they crave to know again.’


Morrigan glanced around at Unit 919, most of whom were wide-eyed and uncharacteristically still. This was their first lesson with Conall O’Leary, whereas she knew him well by now. She’d spent most of this school year with him and the small, secret band of researchers who called themselves the Sub-Nine Academic Group, down in the basement of Proudfoot House in the equally secret School of Wundrous Arts, where Morrigan was the only pupil. She knew Conall was kind and curious, if occasionally gruff. He taught paranormal subject matter in the School of Arcane Arts and was also the head of the Wundrous Supernatural League.


‘Are the Unresting dangerous?’ asked Lam, looking up from the notes she was scribbling.


‘Not in the way you may be thinking, Miss Amara. These aren’t poltergeists, phantasms or bogeyfolk. The Unresting sit here, in the Harmless-Rare quadrant of Doctor Saperstein’s Spirit Spectrum.’


Conall clicked to a new image. The scholars exhaled in relief as the gruesome Unresting were replaced with a graph whose X axis and Y axis crossed in the middle to make four quadrants. The X axis was labelled HARMLESS on the left and HARMFUL on the right, while the Y axis ran from rare at the bottom to UBIQUITOUS at the top. The Unresting sat a smidge below the horizontal line, in the lower left of the graph.


It was Thaddea who raised her hand to ask the obvious question. ‘If they’re so harmless, why are we wasting our Hallowmas night rounding them up when we could be doing something useful like … I don’t know, trapping something that’s actually dangerous?’


‘Or trick-or-treating,’ suggested Hawthorne.


‘Because, Miss Macleod, in the Wundrous Society’s slightly controversial opinion, Saperstein’s classification of the Unresting isn’t entirely correct. He classified them this way because they cannot touch the living, but of course physical harm isn’t the only kind of harm there is.’ Conall looked up, his expression thoughtful, and tapped his cane softly on the dais. ‘It’s hard to describe, but the Unresting exude a sort of … uneasiness. And they have an unhelpful tendency to gather, like the grit and grime that collects in the seams of the city. Leave them to build up in one place and they’ll quickly drag down the emotional health of a neighbourhood. People start having funny dreams. Find themselves getting angry for no reason. Crime rates go up. Folks feel anxious, unsafe … They move away, the neighbourhood empties. In the long run, it’s better for everyone if we intervene before that happens. Sweep out the grit before the machine breaks down.’


‘Sweep them to where?’ asked Morrigan.


He gave her a grim smile, tapping his cane again. ‘We’ll be relocating them to a non-residential area in the borough of Eldritch. Lots of dark, dangerous things in Eldritch. They’ll fit right in.’


Morrigan frowned. They did this every year ? Eldritch must be bursting at the seams with Unresting, she thought. She wanted to ask how many there were, and how the Society made them all stay in one place, but Conall turned away, moving to drag a stool from the side of the dais. Arch jumped up to lend a hand.


‘Good man,’ the teacher said, sitting down with a sigh of relief. He clapped a hand on his knee. ‘Now, you may recall our parade last year was cancelled. That means this year’s will attract more Unresting than usual, so it’s more important than ever to stick to the rules. Let’s go over them one more time …’
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CHAPTER FOUR


Monsters Welcome Never More




Hallowmas Night





One foot in front of the other.


Don’t react, Morrigan repeated in her head. Don’t let your eyeline stray. Pretend you’re not surrounded by dead people.


It was even harder than she’d expected at first. Not just because of the dread that enveloped her the moment she stepped outside Wunsoc, or the occasional hostile bump to her psyche from what she knew must be a close-passing ghost, but also because of the enormous, watchful crowds gathered behind the barrier on either side of Lightwing Parade. Morrigan felt the weight of their collective attention, the rise and fall of their excitement as the parade neared and then passed them, like two big lungs breathing in and out.


She envied the spectators a little. The Society took special measures to protect the crowds at the Black Parade from the effects of the Unresting, and so there was a calm, expectant, even jubilant mood on the other side of the barriers. She could see those ‘special measures’ dotted along the parade route, mingling with the crowd, their tails wagging and teeth bared in dopey, happy grins – spaniels and setters and retrievers and poodles, standing proudly with their human handlers, radiating good feelings all around with their shielding, reassuring auras. Dogs, according to Jupiter, were some of the most powerful and cost-effective buffers against psychological harm. Morrigan wished she could have tucked a Chihuahua into her pocket.


As they went on, though, it started to feel easier. The night seemed to shrink, drawing protectively around them like a great black cloak. The soft sounds of the crowd fell away, and the light from the streetlamps fell away, and the smell of sugared hazelnuts roasting and fairy floss spinning all fell away, fell away, fell away … until all Morrigan could hear was hundreds of footsteps marching in sync, and all she could smell was the burning wax of the nightbeacons.


The Unresting were drawn to the light cast by the black candles, which had been made for this purpose by the Royal Sorcery Council, laced with various ingredients designed to lure and trap them. (The RSC were famously protective of the recipe.) The ghosts would seek out the pools of candlelight and then be unable to turn away, hypnotised like insects hovering around a flame.


Poor Jupiter, Morrigan thought. She didn’t envy him his task tonight. Having to see their ghastly faces drawing closer around him, but never to look directly at them. Never let his hands tremble. If anyone could hold their nerve all the way from the north end of Old Town to Eldritch in the south, though, it was Jupiter.


Morrigan and her friends had learned the twisting, turning parade route by heart. Conall explained that it was designed to maximise the number of Unresting they collected along the way, snaking past prisons, temples, churches, courthouses and cemeteries. Places of misery and places of absolution. Those were the city seams he’d talked about, where the grit and grime liked to gather.


When they marched by the prison, Morrigan could see what he meant. Dredmalis Dungeon was grim. A bleak, stone-grey building surrounded by high walls topped with barbed wire, bordering a graveyard crammed with busted old headstones, like a skull full of crumbling teeth. Even seeing it in her peripheral vision made Morrigan shudder.


She was relieved when they emerged from their East Quarter detour into the wide, open Lightwing Parade again … but that relief vanished when she heard a hiss from somewhere in the crowd.


‘Wundersmith!’


It was whispered with such savage force there could be no doubt it was meant as an insult or accusation.


Two hands instantly grasped for Morrigan’s and squeezed, concealed from onlookers by the long sleeves of their cloaks. Cadence on her right and Hawthorne on her left. Morrigan felt a lump in her throat, but tilted her chin up a little higher.


She was used to moments like this now. Ever since she’d been outed in the newspapers several weeks ago as Nevermoor’s first Wundersmith in over a hundred years, she’d been glared at, whispered about and occasionally shouted at by perfect strangers. It didn’t always feel like fear or hatred, exactly … sometimes it just felt like curiosity. But that still wasn’t fun. She didn’t want to be an object of curiosity.


Morrigan couldn’t say she blamed them, particularly. The last Wundersmith in Nevermoor had, after all, committed the quite memorable crime of murdering a bunch of people and attempting to conquer the city with his own army of monsters. It was understandable that Nevermoorians might be a bit touchy about the arrival of another one, with dangerous, unknown, potentially unlimited powers.


The trouble was, there was no way for Morrigan to publicly reassure people that she wasn’t planning to murder a bunch of people and conquer the city, without sounding quite a lot like someone who’s maybe planning to murder a bunch of people and conquer the city.


Ezra Squall had certainly managed to mess things up for her.


Morrigan blinked and stumbled, making the person behind bump into her with an impatient huff. She righted herself quickly and carried on.


What was that?


That weird brain-flicker again. A fox in the streetlight. A shadow across the moon. Something she’d forgotten.


‘Wundersmith!’


Another whisper. And then another.


‘Wundersmith, go home! Wundersmith, go home!’


Go home? What did they mean, go home ? Home to the Hotel Deucalion, or … Did they mean …?


Morrigan blinked, swallowing hard.


The whispers didn’t stop; they grew louder as more voices joined the chorus, and others began chanting—


‘SEND HER BACK. SEND HER BACK. SEND HER BACK.’


The parade was halted in its tracks as people swarmed through the barriers and into the empty street in front of them, a choreographed stream coming from every direction to block their path. Without thinking about it, Morrigan, Cadence, Hawthorne, Thaddea and Lam stepped in front of the younger members of Unit 920, and the others followed in a heartbeat.


‘SEND HER BACK! SEND HER BACK! SEND HER BACK!’


The familiar voice of Laurent St James – founder of the Concerned Citizens of Nevermoor Party, campaigner against Wunimal rights, loud owner of terrible opinions and most notably, in the words of Jupiter North, ‘some rich idiot’ – boomed unpleasantly from his beloved megaphone.


‘Ugh, not this guy again. Hasn’t he shouted about you enough for one lifetime?’ Cadence muttered to Morrigan. ‘Take a day off, mate.’


‘The Concerned Citizens of Nevermoor say NEVER MORE!’ shouted St James. ‘Never more will we allow our city to be controlled by a maker of monsters, by a wolf in sheep’s clothing, by a too-powerful, too-dangerous, megalomaniacal despot!’


‘Is he talking about me?’ Hawthorne said quietly, grinning as he lifted the sleeve of his cloak to reveal his werewolf costume again. ‘How rude.’


Morrigan almost laughed, but not quite.


‘Never more will we allow our citizens to be put at risk! The Wundrous Society has smuggled in a WUNDERSMITH from the WINTERSEA REPUBLIC, our ENEMY NATION! We must rise as one and say NEVER MORE! Never more will we let them do as they please, running their wild schemes on the taxpayer’s coin and putting our children in danger!’ He paused, picking up a small child beside him and lifting her on to his shoulders. ‘We must rise up and DEMAND that they SEND HER BACK!’


Then he handed the megaphone up to the little girl, whose tiny voice grew monstrous as she shrieked, ‘SEND HER BACK! SEND HER BACK! SEND HER BACK!’


Morrigan felt sick. She turned in a circle, but there was nowhere to go. She was surrounded by so-called Concerned Citizens holding signs with slogans like MONSTERS WELCOME NEVER MORE! and HEY WINTERSEA, WE DON’T WANT YOUR WUNDERSMITH! Though they’d grown since she’d last seen them, still they numbered only a hundred, maybe two. But there were thousands of Nevermoorians lining Lightwing Parade, and even some of them took up the chant. Unit 919 closed around her.


‘DO SOMETHING, you fool!’ came a sharp shout. Morrigan turned to the sound of the voice and saw a familiar pale face in the crowd, twisted with disgust. Her fingertips tingled with gathering Wunder. He was right, she ought to do something, she had to do something—


‘MOOOOGGGGG! MOG, I’M COMING!’


The sea of black cloaks parted to let Jupiter through, still holding his candle aloft. He launched himself to the front of the parade, blazing with righteous anger, shouting, ‘How dare you!’ and Laurent St James put the child back on the ground, squaring up to Jupiter and bellowing, ‘SEND HER BACK, SEND HER BACK,’ right into his face.


Several things happened at once.


Unbalanced, Jupiter dropped his nightbeacon. It rolled into the crowd of Concerned Citizens, still alight. The little girl reached down to pick it up. Time slowed to a crawl and Morrigan felt every drop of water in her body turn to ice. She wanted to shout a warning but the words stuck in her throat, so she ran for the candle instead, fingers tingling as she grabbed it just in time and—


They were everywhere.


Everywhere.


There was no Wundrous defence against this. No way of unseeing it.


The artists were all wrong, they were too gentle. They lied. The misery they’d painted wasn’t big enough, it wasn’t hard enough, it wasn’t frightening or painful or ghastly enough.


The Unresting wore their guilt on the outside like chains. Like thick vines creeping around their hands and feet, wrapped round their necks, forever twisting, tightening, squeezing.


The nightbeacon didn’t just let Morrigan see them, it let her hear them too. And that was worse. It was so much worse, it was unbearable.


No rest, they sang without words. No rest.


Morrigan wanted to weep. She wanted to run. She could hear words beneath the wailing, could hear her name spoken in familiar, panicked voices, but they felt so far away, and all she could see was the Unresting.


A ghoulish woman advanced on her, mouth open in a silent scream, reaching out with pale, grasping hands through a tangle of vines.


‘GET AWAY FROM ME!’


Before the words even left her mouth, Morrigan regretted them. A sea of faces turned towards her, black-socket eyes and gaping maws growing wide with horror or hunger.


She’d broken the rules.


She’d noticed the Unresting. And they’d noticed her right back.


For one breathless moment, Morrigan was certain they would swarm her … but what happened was somehow worse. They scattered, screaming a demonic chorus and howling into the night. Morrigan felt their collective anguish billow upwards like a mushroom cloud and then dissipate, leaving her dizzy and nauseous … and leaving the Black Parade utterly empty of the dead.


The Concerned Citizens watched, bemused, as their too-powerful, too-dangerous, megalomaniacal despot swayed where she stood, trembling violently, face drained of colour.


‘Mog. It’s all right. Give it to me.’


Morrigan was dimly aware that someone had been tugging fiercely at the nightbeacon, but her fingers were closed tight like talons around it, unable to let go.


‘They were everywhere,’ she said quietly, blinking against the sudden wash of light.


‘I know.’ Jupiter uncurled her fingers one by one.


‘I heard them.’


‘I know.’


‘I want—’


Morrigan didn’t know how to say all she felt. She wanted to unsee what she’d just seen, wanted to cut the memory of it out of her brain forever. To forget and forget and forget.


‘I know,’ Jupiter said again.


And she looked at him and knew that he did.
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CHAPTER FIVE


Creepover


Room 85 was showing off.


When Morrigan had invited her whole unit to the Hotel Deucalion for a Hallowmas sleepover (or ‘creepover’, as Hawthorne insisted on calling it), she’d known her bedroom would do something interesting for the occasion. Nine four-poster beds with ghostly white hangings, perhaps, or nine giant carved pumpkins full of soft blankets, or maybe even nine cosy coffins lined with black velvet, at the bottom of nine freshly dug graves marked with their own individual headstones (she’d really let her imagination go to town on that one).


She had not expected her ceiling to rise sixty feet higher than normal, and a gnarled, twisting tree to grow all the way up to meet it, spreading upwards and outwards to push back the retreating bedroom walls.


She certainly hadn’t expected a staircase to carve itself into the trunk, curving around and around and up and up until it was obscured from view.


She hadn’t dreamed that amid those leafy heights – sprawled across metres of branches growing in every direction – a treehouse would appear, multi-levelled and many-roomed, and cheerfully lit with grinning jack-o’-lanterns and fairy lights strung all around. The dots of light criss-crossed and cross-hatched through the leaves to create the illusion of a wild, starry, spiderweb sky stretching far above them.


Unit 919 met the sight with a collective intake of breath. In response, the tree reached out one long, green-cloaked arm, crooking its twiggy fingers to beckon them closer.


Morrigan could not have been prouder. Aside from Hawthorne and Cadence, who were regular visitors, this was Unit 919’s first time in her home. It was a big moment. These people were her siblings, after all – her schoolmates and friends for life. The Deucalion had evidently decided to give them a suitably momentous welcome.


‘I can’t believe you live here, Morrigan,’ Lam said in a voice full of wonder, and, as Her Royal Highness Princess Lamya had lived in an actual palace before coming to Nevermoor, Morrigan considered this high praise indeed. She beamed and took Lam’s overnight bag, hoisting it over her shoulder.


‘Come on, then,’ she said, trying to look as if having a giant treehouse appear in her bedroom was a mundane event. ‘Up we go.’


‘Oh! Morrigan no, you shouldn’t – I’ll carry it!’


‘I’m fine, Lam.’


Morrigan began climbing the stairs two at a time, just to prove she could. She’d already had Jupiter, Conall, Miss Cheery (Unit 919’s conductor) and Nurse Tim from the Wunsoc teaching hospital checking and double-checking and triple-quadruple-quintuple-checking that she was all right after the humiliating incident at the Black Parade. It was bad enough she’d scared off the Unresting, leaving them uncontained and roaming freely for yet another year. The last thing she needed was people fussing over her all night and reminding her of it.


The others began their ascent. Francis had brought more luggage than anyone else. Hawthorne and Thaddea carried the excess all the way up for him, complaining loudly until it was revealed that three out of his four overnight bags contained the makings of a grand midnight feast that he’d spent all week planning.


They soon reached the main platform, a large circular space surrounded by a wooden railing. It led outwards and upwards in nine directions by way of narrow staircases, wonky rope ladders and sloping branches, to nine human-sized nests, each containing a cosy assortment of pillows and blankets, and a tiny golden nightlight. There was no need for any roof other than the gently rustling foliage; Room 85 had provided a perfectly crisp, cool autumn evening, but without the slightest bit of chill or discomfort in the air.


‘I’ll take that one!’ Hawthorne declared when he spotted the highest nest, just as Thaddea pointed at it and shouted, ‘MINE!’


They scowled at each other, ready to fight it out or race to the top, but before a rumble could break out Francis adopted what Morrigan called his ‘head chef voice’ and began barking directions. This confident, bossy version of Francis rarely made an appearance, but whenever he showed up they all snapped to attention.


‘Hawthorne, pour the lime and gingermint punch from the green flask – there are cups in the smaller bag. Yes, Anah, I know you hate ginger – there’s cold spiced honeymilk in the yellow flask. Mahir, pass me that cast iron skillet. No, the big one. Morrigan, I thought you had a fireplace?’


‘Er – well, I did.’ Morrigan looked around the treehouse, wondering what her room had done with the hearth, when flames roared up in response from a large black firepit sunken into the centre of the platform. ‘Will that do?’


Francis gave a surprised nod. ‘Ideal.’


They got to work, unpacking paper parcels of bacon chops and beef sausages, clean linen teatowels folded around freshly baked flatbreads, various pickles and chutneys in little jars, and jacket potatoes wrapped in foil. From one case emerged hand-pulled noodles and a flask of steaming savoury broth. From another, tiny speckled quail’s eggs and a bag of foraged mushrooms (Mahir and Morrigan sought double confirmation that they weren’t from the little shop at Eldritch Murdergarden).


Meanwhile, Francis laid out boxes of his best treats, from petite pink fancies (Arch’s favourites), to diamond-shaped pockets of flaky pastry stuffed with soft white cheese, sultanas and almonds, and sprinkled with cinnamon and honey. (‘You made Evening Stars !’ Lam shouted in rhapsodic delight when she spotted them.) Then, finally, the main event—


‘Firecracker-candy rosemary pineapple cake!’ Francis announced proudly, pulling a bright yellow confection from a cardboard baker’s box. The two-tiered cake was covered in little dried pineapple slices that curled artfully upwards to look like sunflowers, with a sprinkle of shimmering black sugar crystals at the centre of each one. Unit 919 burst into applause at the sight of it.


‘Aren’t we a bunch of swells?’ Hawthorne said moments later through a mouthful of loudly popping pineapple cake, beaming around at Unit 919 as they tucked into the phenomenal spread.


Francis was no ordinary chef, of course. His knack was something the Elders called ‘emotive gastronomy’, which meant his food could provoke feelings both subtle and powerful in those who ate it. Morrigan once tried a spiced lamb and apricot pie he offered her and had spent the whole afternoon in a mood Francis described as ‘the mix of glum disappointment and commiserative camaraderie one feels when one’s sports team has suffered a tremendous loss but one is surrounded by equally disappointed fellow supporters of said team’. The pie itself was delicious, however, and the experience certainly hadn’t stopped Morrigan eating pretty much anything Francis offered her. (Mostly it just made her glad she didn’t follow any sports teams.)


Fortunately, Francis had assembled their midnight feast with great care and forethought and the after-effects of his creations seemed to balance each other out, more or less. A formidable flare of temper from the beetroot chutney, for example, was quickly doused by a bite of an Evening Star, which encouraged a spirit of generosity and understanding.


A powerful urge to dance brought on by the noodles was dampened by the broth that accompanied them, which Francis said was meant to ‘evoke the sense that one has forgotten something very important and must sit still and look inwardly to remember what it was.’ It made them all gaze into the middle distance for some time – except Hawthorne, whose inner dancer was too powerful for any broth.


‘Oh! Oh no,’ Francis cried at one point, jumping up to examine the jars of chutneys and pickles. He held one up. ‘Did anyone eat this chilli jam?’


Nobody raised their hand, but Cadence froze, holding a piece of bread with cheese and a dollop of the red-flecked jam halfway to her mouth.


‘Why do you—OI!’ she said, as Francis lunged to knock it out of her hand.


‘Sorry,’ he puffed, clutching the jar to his chest. ‘I meant to leave this one at home. It’s supposed to make you feel a little bit brave, but I haven’t quite got the recipe right yet. See?’ He held it out to show them the handwritten label, which read: DANGEROUSLY OVERCONFIDENT FLAVOURS. USE SPARINGLY. ‘Did anyone else—’


He was interrupted by a peal of giggles from above. They looked up to see Anah swinging from branch to branch, her yellow curls loose and wild. Hawthorne and Mahir cheered, and Thaddea was just about crying with laughter.


‘Someone bring her down,’ Lam said in a tight voice. Her eyes were squeezed shut, as if she didn’t want to see whatever she knew was coming. ‘Quickly, please.’


Suddenly Anah’s hand slipped. Unit 919 gave a collective gasp as she free-fell several metres before just barely grasping another branch, whooping with triumph and dangling high in the air.


‘I AM THE EMPRESS OF THE NIGHT!’ she cried elatedly. ‘I AM THE RULER OF THIS TREEHOUSE AND I SHALL HAVE YOUR ALLEGIANCE OR I SHALL TAKE IT BY FORCE!’


‘Come down, Anah!’ Morrigan called up to her.


‘SHAN’T!’


‘Thaddea,’ said Lam urgently, her eyes still closed. ‘Can you please—’


Thaddea had indeed already started to climb the trunk, while Francis rummaged frantically in one of his bags.


‘Here – give her this,’ he called after Thaddea, tossing her a bottle that she caught with ease.


She read aloud from the label, grinning. ‘Comedown Cordial. That’ll do it.’


Several minutes of coaxing and one large swig of cordial later, Anah sat by the fire wrapped in a blanket, more than a little embarrassed.


‘You have my allegiance, Empress Anah,’ said Arch, smiling as he raised a glass of punch, and the others joined in.


‘Who’s this funny little bunny king?’ Anah deftly changed the subject, reaching to pluck Emmett from his tree-trunk throne, adjusting his tiny golden crown with one finger.


Morrigan’s eyes widened. ‘Please don’t touch him!’


She realised the sharpness of her tone when Anah released Emmett immediately, squeaking, ‘Sorry!’


‘It’s okay,’ said Morrigan, more kindly. She forced a smile. ‘Sorry. He’s just … old, that’s all.’


As if sensing his importance, Morrigan’s bedroom had welcomed her stuffed rabbit, Emmett, by building him a series of increasingly elaborate homes. On various days Morrigan had woken to find him luxuriating in a straw-lined hutch or tucked into his own little bed beside hers. The recent addition of a crown felt appropriately elevating, she thought, for the rabbit she’d had since she was a baby. The rabbit that had belonged to her mother before her, and was imprinted with her mother’s love.


‘Why are we talking about stuffed toys?’ Thaddea grumbled. ‘This is supposed to be a creepover. It’s not very creepy, is it?’


‘Let’s tell ghost stories!’ said Hawthorne. ‘Scariest wins the jar of overconfident chilli jam.’


‘Absolutely not,’ said Francis.


‘Scariest wins the last slice of pineapple cake?’


‘Fine.’


They spent the next half hour telling the most chilling stories they knew. Thaddea’s tale of ‘Bloody’ Beathan Macleod – the headless highlander who haunted Glen Aulay, where Clan Macleod had lived for hundreds of years – made Morrigan clutch Emmett closer and Francis whimper with fright.


Anah’s tale started out promisingly, with a bride and groom murdered on their wedding day, but quickly turned into a cosy love story that ended with the ghostly couple living forever in an ivy-covered cottage in the Better Place with their seventeen adopted dogs and a pair of chinchillas called Feather and Fluff.


Lam told a very matter-of-fact story about the ghost of her great-great-grandmother, the Dowager Queen Lawan, who haunted the throne room in the House of the Emerald Mountain – the palace where Lam and her royal siblings had grown up in Far East Sang. Queen Lawan had been poisoned by one of her ladies-in-waiting many Ages earlier, and Lam said she would still sometimes show up on important occasions in the royal court.


‘Only my grandmother, Queen Ama, and I can see Lawan,’ Lam told them, brushing pastry crumbs off her pyjamas. ‘But sometimes other people can hear her. Just the sound of her voice has driven lots of honoured guests away from the palace.’


‘What does she sound like?’ Francis asked in a whisper, pulling his blanket tighter as he watched Lam with wide eyes.


‘Um, sort of like …’ Lam cleared her throat and said in a nasal, rasping voice punctuated with retching noises, ‘Which one of you ugly little ingrates poisoned my tea? Hhuuuurrghhh. Was it you, Biggy Forehead? Or you, Anklechunk? Huuurrrghh. After everything I’ve done for you girls – lifting you from obscurity, making you my ladies, hurrrghh, giving you gowns and jewels and affectionate nicknames – and this is the thanks I get? Hurrrghh. Was it YOU, Whiffypits?’


They all exploded with laughter at this – except Lam herself, who looked nonplussed, and Morrigan, who was watching her thoughtfully.


‘Lam. You can see ghosts?’ she asked, beneath the roaring laughter.


‘Sometimes.’


‘Does that mean … Could you … Tonight, could you see the Unresting?’


‘No. I don’t think they wanted me to.’ Lam reached out to give Morrigan’s hand a brief, knowing squeeze. ‘I’m sorry you had to see them.’


‘You’re next, Morrigan,’ said Mahir.


‘I forfeit my turn,’ she replied, reaching for the spiced honeymilk, which she’d tried for the first time that night and was already developing a taste for. ‘I don’t know any scary stories.’


‘Course you do!’ Hawthorne insisted. ‘You told me that one about the boy in the forest, remember? With the shadow hunters and—’


‘I know what story we all want to hear,’ Thaddea spoke over the top of him. ‘And I think Morrigan knows too.’


‘What do you mean?’ Morrigan’s heart rate quickened. She couldn’t deny she’d seen the Unresting. But did they really want her to describe it? Like it was some silly, spooky story she’d read in a book, and not the most frightening moment of her life?


‘The Hollowpox,’ Thaddea said, as if it was obvious. ‘What happened that night? How’d you destroy the Hollowpox? About time you told us, isn’t it?’


Oh. That.


Morrigan frowned. ‘I have told you.’


‘Not all of it. Whenever it comes up you go all weird and act like you’ve lost your memory or something.’


‘Leave it, Thaddea,’ said Cadence.


‘She doesn’t have to tell us,’ said Arch. ‘You don’t, Morrigan. If it’s hard to talk about, or—’


‘Yes, she does,’ Thaddea snapped at him, then turned back to Morrigan. ‘We’re your unit. We’re supposed to trust each other. How can we trust you if you won’t tell us the truth?’


The truth.


Morrigan looked up into the branches overhead. Was there some truth she hadn’t shared? No. She wasn’t hiding anything from them. If there was a story about that night, she would have told them. She would have—


But there was something, wasn’t there?


A fox skirting the streetlight. A shadow across the moon.


Before she could remember what it was, she heard a faint, faraway knock and a distant voice calling out, ‘Mog? Hello? I don’t want to interrupt the festivities, but I thought you might—’


‘COMING!’ Morrigan jumped up, grateful for an excuse to escape this curiously upsetting conversation.


It took her several minutes to descend the enormous tree-trunk, cross the cool, grassy bedroom floor and open the door to find Jupiter’s nervous face peeking in.


‘How’s it going?’ he whispered theatrically. ‘Everything okay? Everyone having fun? Are you all getting along? Do you need anything?’


Morrigan squinted into the warmly lit hallway. ‘Why are you talking like that?’


‘Like what?’


‘Like the villain in a pantomime,’ she said. He was moving his mouth in a ridiculously exaggerated fashion – as if she wouldn’t possibly understand him unless he OVER-ENUNCIATED – but barely making any noise. ‘Nobody can hear you from down here, they’re all up in the tree.’ She opened the door and waved him in.


‘They’re all up in the wh—OH! Oh my.’


He let out a long, low whistle, peering into the branches. The treehouse seemed even further up than it had before. (Morrigan wondered if that was Room 85’s way of assuring the privacy of their conversation.)


‘Gosh,’ Jupiter continued. ‘The old girl’s really outdone herself this time, hasn’t she?’


They grinned sideways at each other. Morrigan wasn’t convinced anyone but Jupiter truly loved the Deucalion as much as she did.


‘And?’ he asked.


‘And what?’


‘My previous questions remain unanswered: is everything okay? Is everyone having fun and getting along? I also have follow-ups now that I’ve seen the tree. Firstly, how many boxes of marshmallows shall I have sent up, and do you need—’


‘Jupiter, we’re fine, honest.’


‘But it’s your first big sleepover! I want everything to go smoothly.’


Morrigan smiled. ‘You don’t need to worry so much.’


‘I think I’m just a bit nervous,’ Jupiter confessed sheepishly, hunching his shoulders and stifling a tiny giggle. ‘Aren’t you nervous ?’


‘Why would I be nervous? I see these clowns every day.’


As if to illustrate her point, Hawthorne’s voice came booming down from the treehouse.


‘… AND LO, THE GHOST LET OUT A TREMENDOUS AND TERRIFYING SOUND FROM HIS HAUNTED BOTTOM-TRUMPET …’ He took a deep breath and made a long, loud, flatulent noise, and a stream of sugar-fuelled giggles erupted from the others. ‘… AND ALL AROUND HIM DID QUAKE TO SMELL ITS FURY!’


Morrigan clapped a hand over her mouth, trying not to laugh.


‘Yes, but … not like this,’ Jupiter said in a fretful whisper, ignoring the uncouth interruption. He began to pace restlessly. ‘Mog, they’re in our home! Enjoying our hospitality! Judging us!’


‘Nobody’s judging us, what are you talking about? Jupiter, really – go to bed. Everything’s fine. I promise.’


I promise. The words made a faint little ping in the back of her mind, like a butter knife tapped on a glass.


He stopped pacing and looked at her then. Really looked at her, in the deliberate way that he sometimes did. In the way that told her he was seeing something important. Something invisible to anyone but a Witness. He looked at her.


And Morrigan looked at him.


And there was a moment, she thought, when each held something in their throat, in their mouth, on the tip of their tongue.


Then the moment was gone. Her mind unravelled itself like a knot, unclenched like a fist. The tension left her, and all she felt was a gentle wash of relief she couldn’t quite trace back to its source.


‘If you’re sure,’ Jupiter said finally.


Morrigan nodded, smiling. ‘I’m sure.’


It was a real smile, free of all doubt. She was sure. What had she been so preoccupied by just now? What was there to worry about? Nothing.


‘Mog … you do know nothing that happened tonight was your fault?’


Her stomach dropped. There it was. Nothing to worry about except the failed Black Parade, and the scattered ghosts, and the hundreds of people who wanted to send her back to the Wintersea Republic.


She grimaced. ‘But the Concerned Citizens—’


‘Are numpties,’ he said, ‘as we’ve previously discussed. Big, embarrassing numpties who need to get a life.’


‘But they were there because—’


‘Because they have too much time on their hands.’


‘I shouldn’t have picked up—’


‘I shouldn’t have dropped the nightbeacon, but when you picked it up you saved that little girl from a sight that would have frightened her half to death. You did it without thinking, and it was very brave.’


‘But the Unresting!’ she insisted. ‘I looked right at them! It was rule number one and I just—’


‘Reacted instinctively, the same way anyone would have.’


‘But the WHOLE POINT OF THE BLACK PARADE—’


‘Is nothing for you to worry about. The Wundrous Supernatural League will come up with a top-notch Plan B, you’ll see. We’ll help them workshop it in our next C&D gathering. It’s what we’re good at.’ He gave her a reassuring smile. ‘Everything’s going to be fine, Mog. I promise. I just want you to forget all about it, climb back up to that splendid treehouse, and see if Hawthorne will tell his farting ghost story again so I can hear the whole thing from outside in the hallway before I go to bed. Okay?’


‘Okay.’


‘Goodnight then.’


‘Goodnight,’ Morrigan replied as he turned to go, and then – ‘Jupiter, wait.’


He turned back in a flash, closing the few paces between them. ‘Yes? What is it?’


‘I am a bit nervous,’ she admitted, and his eyes softened as he squeezed her shoulder with one hand and gave an enthusiastic thumbs-up with the other.


‘You’ve got this, Mog.’ Pausing in the doorway on his way out, Jupiter glanced up at the tree one last time and shook his head. ‘This old place is awfully fond of you, isn’t it?’


When Morrigan made her way back to the top of the treehouse, the others had already claimed their sleeping spots. Hawthorne was licking a stray bit of pineapple cake from a plastic werewolf talon, and Cadence was carefully wrapping her hair in a silk scarf to sleep in. They waved Morrigan over, having saved her the nest between theirs, and she smiled as she noticed Emmett sitting on her pillow, wondering which one of them had picked him up for her. As they settled in, the treehouse drew its branches closer together so they could whisper silly things in the dark and giggle deliriously.


One by one, the nine scholars fell asleep, cradled in the arms of the most wonderful tree they’d ever seen, while starlight winked improbably through the leaves overhead.


Morrigan woke with a start, heart racing. She peered over the edge of her nest to the main platform below. The firepit had all but died and most of the jack-o’-lanterns had blinked out, but the fairy lights were still aglow. She could hear Hawthorne’s gentle snoring from the branch to her right, and Cadence’s deep breathing on her left. There was no other sound but the whisper of the wind in the tree and her heartbeat in her head.


She felt a familiar uncertainty creep in. That frustrating feeling that there was something she should have done, something she kept forgetting, something important.


Something she had to tell Jupiter? That was it.


She pulled the blankets closer, resolving to seek him out first thing in the morning. Whatever the something was, surely she’d remember it by then.


Why not now ? asked a tiny voice in her head. Why not go see him now? Now’s as good a time as any. Go now.


And before she could talk herself out of it, Morrigan left her warm, cosy nest. She crept down the rope ladder, across the platform, down the spiralling tree-trunk staircase, already beginning to forget why she was out of bed …


TELL HIM, the voice inside her head demanded.


Tell him what? Morrigan wondered irritably. But she kept moving forward, out of her darkened bedroom and into the soft light of the hall, where she came face to face with—


‘You,’ she whispered, gripping the door handle. ‘What do you want?’


A hunter made of smoke sat astride a horse made of shadow. Red eyes glowing like embers, the hunter extended an open hand in invitation. Morrigan took it without thinking, out of instinct or muscle memory, and—


Oh, she thought, the moment their hands met. At last, the shy little fox inside her head stepped boldly into the glow of the streetlight. Now I remember.


She sighed.


‘I’ll get my coat.’
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CHAPTER SIX


Hush


They met on the Gossamer, as always, in the middle of a golden-bright bridge across the River Juro that existed for nobody but them. Morrigan dismounted smoothly from the shadow horse and watched it carry the hunter off into darkness with the disappearing sound of hooves on cobblestones.


Ezra Squall stood beneath a gaslight, looking out across the glittering black water below. He was impeccably dressed in a tailored coat over a dark grey suit, and a mood of quiet expectation simmered in the air around him.


‘Well?’ he said without looking at her, as if they were already mid-conversation.


‘Well, what?’


‘Shall I lift the Hush?’


Morrigan stepped cautiously into the pool of light, considering the question. It was the same one he’d asked her in their previous lesson, and the one before that; the memory emerged as effortlessly as a bit of driftwood floating to the surface of the river.


‘No,’ she said slowly. Turning the prospect over in her mind, she found it made her queasy. ‘Not yet.’


Squall sent a quick, calculating glance in her direction. He looked as if he wanted to argue, but changed his mind. ‘As you like.’


‘Will we start with mice?’


He gave a quizzical blink.


‘You said I could begin learning Masquerade tonight,’ she reminded him, as the events of last week returned to her. ‘You said you’d show me how to Masquerade as an unnimal, and that we should start small, with rodents or—’


‘I did say that, yes,’ he agreed, brushing an invisible speck of something from his lapel. ‘But that was before you made an absolute shambles of the Black Parade. We have a new agenda now.’


Ah. A splinter of a memory reappeared. He’d been there. Of course he’d been there. It was his familiar voice she’d heard, his pale face she’d spotted in the crowd.


DO SOMETHING, you fool!


‘Jupiter said what happened with the Unresting wasn’t my fault.’ She’d been quite ready to assign herself the blame earlier, but she certainly didn’t want to hear it from Ezra Squall, of all people.


‘That’s because he cares more about your feelings than the truth. It was quite obviously your fault. Did you hear anyone else scream?’ His gaze sharpened. ‘Would you rather I lie to spare your feelings, or help you fix the problem you’ve created?’


She didn’t need to answer that. ‘How?’


But Squall had already turned away and was striding over the Gossamer bridge, a jerk of his head the only indication that he wished her to follow.


‘Where are we going?’ Morrigan called after him, scowling.


‘To feed a monster.’


They might have travelled across town more efficiently by shadow horse – or even taken the Gossamer Line, which was specifically made for travelling across the invisible web of energy that connected everything in the realm – but Squall preferred walking. He said he always seized a chance to see the streets of Nevermoor at night when they were empty of people, but Morrigan strongly suspected he was, in fact, seizing the chance to deliver a lecture.


‘What’s this monster we’re feeding?’ she asked for the third time since they’d set off, and for the third time he ignored the question. Morrigan tried to supress a flutter of nerves. She hated surprises. Especially monstrous ones.


Squall gave an impatient huff, and she huffed back at him, and they walked in seething silence for half a block before he spoke again.


‘This isn’t sustainable, Miss Crow. I told you that you could decide when to remove the Hush.’


Morrigan sighed. This again.


‘But I assumed the challenge would lie in persuading you not to remove it too soon,’ he continued, ‘not that you would want to keep it there forever.’


‘I don’t want to keep it forever. I’m not ready yet, but—’


‘When?’


‘Soon.’


‘I forgot what a coward you can be.’


The accusation stung because it was true.


After she’d signed the apprenticeship agreement that night in the hospital, three days had passed before Squall arrived unannounced for their first lesson. Morrigan had spent two of those days recovering from the exertion of bringing the Wunimals back to themselves, and the third in a state of high panic over what she’d done.


How could she possibly tell Jupiter she’d willingly apprenticed herself to Ezra Squall – banished Wundersmith, enemy of all Nevermoorians, most-dangerous-person-in-the-Unnamed-Realm Ezra Squall ? After all Jupiter had done to prevent that exact scenario?


How could she explain it to Cadence and Hawthorne? To Jack and Miss Cheery and the rest of Unit 919 and … and everyone else who’d ever believed in her and defended her, who’d welcomed her to Nevermoor and made it feel like home? She’d signed a contract with someone widely regarded as the evillest man who ever lived, and yes she’d done it to save the victims of the Hollowpox, but—


No, she thought. Not entirely true.


That was the deal they’d made initially – a cure for the Hollowpox in exchange for becoming his apprentice – but in the end, Squall had given her a choice. He’d nullified their bargain by saving the Wunimals before she signed the contract.


Morrigan could have walked away. But the moment Squall had used his own powers through her, shown her the scope of what a real Wundersmith could do, she’d known for certain that she would never become one without his help. Never master the Wundrous Arts, never be fully in control of the dangerous amount of magical energy that swarmed around her every second of every day. Ezra Squall had shown her that to truly be a Wundersmith was to have a universe inside.


That was what Morrigan dreaded explaining to Jupiter and her friends. How could she possibly expect them to understand that feeling?


When Squall sent the Hunt of Smoke and Shadow to fetch her for their first lesson, his solution to her panic had been surprising.


‘You don’t have to tell them.’


Morrigan had been aghast. ‘What? Of course I have to tell them! I can’t keep a secret like this! They’ll know. They’ll know I’m hiding something, and it will make everything horrible. I can’t just—’


‘Yes, all right, enough. I quite get the picture.’ He’d sighed a deep, put-upon sigh. ‘What I mean is, you don’t have to tell them yet.’


And so, with Morrigan’s agreement, Squall had put a Hush on her. Just a bit of Wundrous trickery to allow her some time to breathe.


That’s all she needed, Morrigan had told herself. A few days of forgetting, maybe a week. Just to get into the rhythm of her new lessons without being crushed by the guilt of this enormous secret, and the constant dread of having to confess it.


But one week had turned to two … and now it was three going into four.


Morrigan took a deep breath as they left Old Town via the East Gate, their faces briefly illuminated by pink flames from the torches outside the Temple of the Divine Thing.


He’s right, she thought miserably. You are a coward.


‘It wasn’t meant to be a long-term arrangement,’ Squall said waspishly. ‘The Hush is harmless now, even if this particular variety makes you seem a vacant fool at times. But if you let it sink its claws in, you’ll be even more useless to me than you are now.’


‘Just one more week,’ Morrigan insisted. ‘I’ll figure out how to tell Jupiter, then you can remove the Hush in our next lesson, I swear—’


‘Enough! Why am I wasting my time teaching you anything if you insist on returning to a blank slate again and again? If you cannot practise between our meetings, there’s little point having them at all.’


‘I’m not a blank—’ she began indignantly, but his voice steamrolled over hers.


‘Do you even remember what you learned last week? Or the week before that, or the week before that?’


‘I don’t think—’


‘Of course not.’ Squall threw a hand up and stormed onwards across the footbridge, coat billowing behind him. ‘Well, never mind. No need to practise. No need to learn the Wundrous Arts at all! You’re only the sole heir to a legacy of nine bloodlines spanning hundreds of years of tradition, power and craft. Whyever should you take such a trivial matter seriously? What could possibly—’


He was silenced at the apex of the bridge when a great wave roared up from the Juro, curving into an arch directly above his head. It hovered there precariously, sheltering both Squall and the bridge beneath a dark umbrella of water that threatened to crash down at any moment.


He looked up, jaw clenching and unclenching, and turned slowly to face his pupil.


Morrigan stood at the threshold of the bridge, arms aloft and slightly shaking, holding up the enormous wave of dirty river water from afar, with all the strength she had.


‘I was going to say,’ she said, with only a slight tremble of exertion in her voice, ‘I don’t think … that I’ve … entirely forgotten.’


She would have liked to raise an eyebrow at that moment, but unfortunately couldn’t spare the concentration. Her focus was already wavering and her arms were burning with the effort of keeping a kilolitre of water in the air. Weaving wasn’t Morrigan’s strongest Wundrous Art by any means, but she felt indescribably smug at having remembered the mechanics of it. Blank slate, indeed.


Squall said nothing. He shoved his hands into his coat pockets and watched her for ten seconds … fifteen seconds … twenty. His face was impassive, while Morrigan’s twisted with increasing strain until at last, her muscles and mind gave out simultaneously and the wave descended in a grand, dramatic CRASH.


He didn’t even flinch. The water couldn’t touch him through the Gossamer, of course. It went straight through his body and poured down the curved footbridge in both directions and over the sides. Morrigan jumped out of the way as it splashed the toes of her boots.


Squall gave an unimpressed sigh. He tilted his chin back to eye her appraisingly, and said, ‘Waterwhip.’


Right, Morrigan thought as she pushed up her sleeves. A test, is it? Fine.


She took a deep breath and hummed a little more Wunder to her fingertips, casting her mind back to the Weaving trick he’d taught her in their first official lesson. She coaxed a fine column of water from the Juro, whispering a quiet ‘yes ’ as it rapidly built speed and energy, coiling upwards into the air, round and round like a snake, stretching and narrowing. She held out her hand and the waterwhip came to it effortlessly, the two fitting together as if moulded that way.


Morrigan raised her arm high and cracked the swirling whip in the air like a lion tamer. The resounding SNAP! was a shock to the system, bouncing sharply off the surrounding buildings. Grinning with satisfaction, she flung the whip over the side of the bridge and it broke apart mid-descent, rejoining the river as a shower of droplets. She looked to Squall for a reaction, but his face was mask-like.


‘Shadowcloak.’


Easy. She reached out as if to pluck a bit of shadow from beneath the bridge. Wunder – ever watchful, ever eager to do her bidding – gathered around her fingers and stretched out far beyond them to execute the task. It was like an extension of herself – two ghostly arms that didn’t obey the laws of physics, only her intention.


Weaving had always made Morrigan feel a bit that way; as if she had an extra set of arms, an extra pair of Wundrous hands that were bigger, more terrible, more wonderful and monstrous than her physical body. Squall had told her in their first proper lesson that this was exactly how Weaving was supposed to feel. He’d shown her how to create a physical embodiment of that feeling – to throw her power beyond herself, like a potter throwing clay on a wheel. He called it her ‘reach’, and was constantly telling her to use her reach, remember her reach, extend her reach, sense with her reach. Sometimes she felt like whacking him over the head with her reach.


Morrigan draped the cool, soft shadow across her shoulders and over her head, covering herself in darkness like a shawl. It wasn’t perfect; more a subtle camouflage than an impenetrable hiding spot, and she had neither the skill nor stamina to make it stick longer than a minute or two. But someone walking by would probably look straight past her.


He beckoned her onwards and the quiz continued, with Morrigan scrambling to remember all she’d learned. She gathered up a small stretch of footpath and shook it out like a rug (her new favourite trick). She threw her voice so that it bounced around the buildings like a chorus of birds. She took a puff of steam from a passing Wunderground train and a film of condensation from a window and wove them into a little raincloud that hovered in the palm of her hand.


Together they made their way through the boroughs, using the occasional Swindleroad – dangerously magical alleyways that swallowed you up in one part of the city and spat you out somewhere else altogether – to quicken the journey. Squall’s knowledge of Nevermoor’s geographical tricks and secrets was virtuosic.


The city wasn’t nearly as dead as Morrigan thought it would be at this time of night. Occasionally they encountered a stray costumed reveller stumbling home from a Hallowmas party, or heard snatches of music and laughter from a basement flat, or window high above. Every time they passed someone on the street, Morrigan snatched up a bit of shadow to cover herself, just in case. What with her face and name having very recently been splashed all over the newspapers with the incendiary headline WUNDERSMITH!, she didn’t want to risk being recognised. Not after what had happened at the Black Parade. And especially not when she was walking the streets with what amounted to an invisible man, looking very much like she was talking to herself.


When Squall stopped giving instructions, Morrigan couldn’t hide a satisfied smile. ‘I remembered everything,’ she pointed out.


‘Yes,’ Squall conceded, ‘but you haven’t shown the slightest bit of improvement, much less mastery.’ The smile dropped from Morrigan’s face. ‘Miss Crow, I’ve scarcely set the bar above ankle height. These tricks are the things we Wundersmiths used to play at in our morning warm-ups. Silly little artifices we’d mastered by the age of ten.’


Morrigan felt her little bubble of pride deflate as rapidly as if he’d popped it with a needle.


‘Oh, sorry,’ she snapped. ‘Just trying to think … what was I doing at age ten? Oh yeah, I was pretty busy that year having no idea what a Wundersmith was. Can’t believe I forgot to teach myself how to make a whip out of water. How embarrassing.’


Squall looked poised to argue again, so she turned and stomped off in the direction they were headed.


‘Your shadowcloak is too slow to gather, and nowhere near dark enough,’ he said bluntly, catching up to her in three long strides. ‘If someone was actively looking for you, you’d have been spotted within seconds. We need to work on your eye for value.’


Morrigan was almost too annoyed to respond, but curiosity won. ‘Value of what?’


‘Value in this case refers to the relative depth of lightness and darkness in any given context. We’ll discuss it in another lesson. Likewise your stamina,’ he continued before she could get a word in, ‘which remains abysmal. You should be able to keep yourself shadowed for hours. You should be able to conceal entire buildings under darkness! This is a weakness that can only be addressed with consistency and PRACTICE. Which brings us back to the removal of – yes? What have you found?’


Morrigan, who’d been glaring furiously at the cobblestones, looked up to find they were surrounded by black-smoke hunters on horseback. The Hunt towered above her, blocking out most of the ambient light. She shivered as the horses whinnied and stamped their hooves.


One of the hunters raised a hand, trailing smoke and shadow through the air to form a strange series of images Morrigan couldn’t decipher, but which apparently made perfect sense to Squall.


‘I suppose that ought to have been predictable,’ he said with a quiet sigh. ‘Keep looking. Is the harbour clear?’


Morrigan tried to track the snatches of imagery that followed: a sailboat, a broken window, a chain.


‘And has it stirred?’


A dolefully blinking eye. A ripple of water.


‘Good. Go on ahead, but keep to the shadows and await our arrival,’ Squall instructed the hunter as he took the reins of two shadow horses and handed one to Morrigan. She had to tilt her head all the way up to look at the beast, startling as it breathed two jets of velvety black smoke from huge, flaring nostrils.


The pack of hunters disappeared again into the night, one amorphous body of darkness trailing hundreds of fiery red embers.


Following Squall’s lead – though with more difficulty and less grace – Morrigan mounted her horse. She adjusted her seat in the saddle, feeling a sense of dread settle into her bones. She almost didn’t want to ask again.


‘Where are we going?’


Squall was barely paying attention to her; he was instead looking to the horizon, brow furrowed. A thin line of inky blue light had already begun to rise into the black sky. ‘Hmm? Oh – to feed the Guiltghast. Like I said.’


‘The what?’


Squall stared back at her for some time before he spoke. ‘Good grief … You’re not serious? They told you about the Unresting, but not about the Guiltghast ?’


When Morrigan didn’t answer, he gave a chuckle that managed to sound disbelieving and bitter and slightly hysterical, all at once.


‘Oh, that’s precious,’ he said lightly, rubbing his eyes with one hand. ‘That is priceless. Absolute vintage Wundrous Society. Layer upon layer of secrets and lies, always doling out crumbs of knowledge on a strictly need-to-know basis. Aren’t they tired of it yet? Aren’t they bored ?’


‘I’m bored,’ muttered Morrigan. ‘Are you going to tell me or not?’


‘No.’ Squall dug his heels into the side of his steed and turned it to face the creeping dawn. ‘I’m going to show you.’
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Eldritch Moorings


Their search ended in the dirtiest part of the river Morrigan had ever seen. Eldritch Moorings was a tiny, tucked away harbour – barely more than a crumbling jetty with a handful of rowboats bobbing beside it – accessed through a broken-down wire fence at the end of an alley, behind an old bait shop. Morrigan wrinkled her nose as she peered off the edge of the wooden walkway. A cold, sour-smelling fog rose from the black surface of the water.


‘And you’re sure it’s down there?’


‘Quite sure.’


‘I can’t see anything. How can you tell?’


‘Several ways.’ Squall took a deep breath. ‘The first and most obvious, to me at least, is that Hani Nakamura – like all Wundersmiths – had a signature energy to her creations. You will develop a sense for these things. You will learn to feel a Wundrous Act before you see or hear it, and eventually you’ll be able to pinpoint when it was created and by whom. But in the absence of that finely honed intuition, there are other things even you might notice. Look around. Tell me what you see.’


Morrigan turned in a slow circle, surveying their surroundings. ‘Boats. There are seven – no, eight little boats. And this narrow boardwalk surrounding the water. And the crooked little wooden buildings hanging over the top of it.’


‘Is that all?’


‘Well, there isn’t much light, is there? It’s hard to see anything.’


She frowned. That was a little odd, come to think of it. And in fact—


‘There are lamp posts,’ she went on, pointing to them spaced out along the boardwalk. ‘They’re just unlit.’ Several of them had smashed glass, and most were covered in seagull droppings and in desperate need of a paint job.


‘What else?’


‘These buildings are all empty,’ Morrigan observed, squinting. It seemed obvious, now she was really looking. Half of them were boarded up, and in the far corner the door of a grotty pub was half hanging off its hinges. ‘And those chains holding the boats, they’re all rusted. This place is abandoned, isn’t it?’


‘Seems that way,’ Squall agreed, turning to face her. ‘If you’re ever in search of a monster, look for an absence of life. Nevermoorians – human, Wunimal and unnimal alike – usually have good instincts when it comes to avoiding certain places, even if they’re not entirely conscious of it. The Guiltghast tends to move around, settling into the cracks of the city and sucking them dry before moving on. But it looks like it’s been here for some time.’


Morrigan wrinkled her nose. ‘And … you’re saying this thing, this … Guiltghast – it eats the Unresting?’


‘In a manner of speaking.’


‘It eats … ghosts?’


‘It eats guilt.’


An unwanted image entered her mind of the Unresting swarming to the light of the nightbeacon candles. She could still see the hollow misery in their faces, still feel the guilt and despair radiating from them. What was it Conall had said in his Spectre Specifics lecture? We’ll be relocating them to a non-residential area in the borough of Eldritch. Was ‘relocating’ really just code for ‘delivering on a silver platter’?


‘I’m surprised it hasn’t woken yet,’ Squall went on. ‘It’s used to having a delicious banquet delivered every Hallowmas, but as the last Black Parade was cancelled, this will be the second year it’s missed out. It must be famished by now.’


Morrigan resisted the urge to point out that last year’s Black Parade was cancelled because of the Ghastly Market, which was Squall’s fault. So, she wasn’t entirely to blame for the Guiltghast going hungry.


‘And this is the whole point of the Black Parade?’ she asked in disbelief. ‘This is why the Society marches every year, just to … just to pick up a takeaway and shove it down the Guiltghast’s gob?’


Squall winced, appalled by her choice of words. ‘I wouldn’t say it’s the whole point. I doubt they consider their glum little march in memoriam to be a complete façade.’ He gave a cynical eyeroll. ‘But yes, it’s more or less a front for the foraging of the Guiltghast’s annual supper, which will hopefully put it back into hibernation for another year.’


‘Seems like a lot of trouble to feed one monster.’ Morrigan leaned over to look warily at the water again. ‘Why don’t they just let it fend for itself?’


‘It’s complicated.’ His expression was unreadable. ‘The long-term problem of the Guiltghast is something we’ll have to deal with in the future. For now, we shall adopt the Wundrous Society’s chaotic sticking-plaster solution. Aren’t we daring.’


‘I don’t understand why they didn’t just tell Unit 919 all this,’ Morrigan said, dumbfounded. ‘We’re a part of C&D now. They told us about the Unresting. Whatever the Guiltghast is, it can’t be any scarier than—’


She was cut off by a bark of laughter from Squall. ‘What? You thought because you’d passed their little loyalty test, you’d made it to the inner sanctum? No more secrets, no more lies? Oh dear.’


Morrigan said nothing, because she didn’t want to admit the truth … which was yes, that was exactly what she’d thought! Hadn’t Unit 919 proven themselves trustworthy?


Unable to bear the smug look on his face, she changed the subject. ‘What exactly do you mean when you say it eats guilt, how can it—AHH!’


Morrigan yelped in fright and leapt back from the water’s edge, her heart beating like a drummer in a jazz band. She’d seen it. She’d seen something. A pale, luminescent, enormous something had flashed beneath the water and disappeared.


‘Did you just see—Was that … ? WHOA!’


It rose near the surface again, and this time she managed to get a better look before lunging backwards in terror. The thing she’d seen was easily the size of a whale, but it was shaped more like a giant squid or a huge, ghostly jellyfish or something in-between. Its blobby, translucent body trailed long white tendrils behind it, and it blinked one sleepy eye up at her, round and glowing and roughly the size of a wine barrel lid, before disappearing into the depths again.


‘Bit more awake than you thought, yeah?’ she asked Squall, in a pointed and perhaps slightly hysterical tone.


But Squall, unperturbed, stepped closer to the edge of the boardwalk, hands behind his back as he peered into the black water. ‘Oh no. You’d know if it was properly awake, trust me. Even in hibernation, it can move through the waterways. If it stayed completely still it would simply die. It needs to keep moving so it can passively siphon off little bits of guilt from wherever – whomever – it can.’
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