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Click. Swish. Tap. Click.


She was coming his way. There had to be somewhere to hide in this place. He looked down the corridor. There were tall arched windows and whitewashed walls, cold stone floors and thick oak doors. Surely one of them would be unlocked.


Click. Swish. Tap. Click.


The sounds grew closer. She’d see him soon. Reaching the first of the doors, he pressed his ear to the keyhole: nothing. It was as good a door as any. He grasped the iron-ring handle and paused. What if she heard him?


On the breeze came a floral, sharp-sweet smell, and through the shutters, he glimpsed fields of red.


Click. Swish. Tap. Click.


The breeze swelled, a shutter slammed, and he took his chance. He opened the door and dived in, hoping the wind would mask the noise. But the room was not a room at all – it was a cupboard, piled high with moth-eaten blankets. In the corner, crouched down, was someone familiar.


‘Ravi?’ Luke asked, his heart beating faster.


Ravi put his finger to his lips, then pointed at the door.


Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.


She was outside already? Somehow, she’d known which door he’d gone through. He heard the ring-handle squeak and slid the bolt shut just in time. The door rattled but didn’t open. An amber eye flickered at the keyhole. Luke caught the scent of tobacco.


She’d be angry now. He could hear her breathing. Luke searched the closet frantically for an exit or something and that was when he saw them. Peering out from the blankets were children: he recognised some from Battersea. Wide-eyed, breath held, they faced the door. What were they all doing here?


Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.


The door rattled again. Then came a strange squeaking noise. Something moved in the keyhole . . . but it wasn’t a key. It was a black-painted fingernail. It poked right through, towards Luke’s chest, and he leapt back, landing on the floor beside Ravi. The nail paused, as though thinking, then it did something strange: it grew, at an angle, up the side of the door, snaking, searching, till it reached the bolt. It curled tight around it.


Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.


Luke grabbed Ravi’s hand. The blankets tumbled and covered them in darkness. Through the stifling fabric, he heard the bolt slide open.


‘Luke?’ said a voice. But the voice was not Tabatha’s. It was kind, muffled and warmly familiar. ‘I’ve been knocking for ages. Are you under the blanket?’


The blanket was ripped from above and suddenly everything was far too bright.


His sister stood over him, frowning. ‘Here.’ She thrust a steaming cup into his hand. ‘You look like you need it.’
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Luke sat up in bed and took the cup from his sister. He sipped and the malty aroma washed over him. He felt a little more human.


‘Nightmares again?’ she asked.


Not nightmares, but nightmare. He’d had the same one several nights running. Tabatha chasing, then Ravi, then both of them trapped. Every time, he woke up shaking.


It was surprising he’d dreamt at all, come to think of it. He’d been out all night with Alma – scouting for ghouls in a pre-Hallowmas ‘clean-up’, trailing spidery shapes through the Walthamstow Marshes. There were so many these days, he’d barely caught an hour of sleep. It seemed that this had still been enough for a nightmare.


He shrugged; he wouldn’t dwell on it. That would let Tabatha win. And a dream was just a dream, no matter how often you dreamt it. Or, at least, he hoped so.


He took another sip. It was a liquid hug, washing the taste of sleep from his mouth. ‘Why is this never as good when I make it?’


‘Nana’s some kind of kitchen witch. Everything she makes tastes better.’ Lizzy sat down on his bed and looked round. ‘This room needs a refresh.’


She had a point. A whole summer had passed since he’d escaped from Battersea, yet he’d changed nothing: the piles of board games in tatty boxes, the moth-eared football and old fishing rod, the shelves upon shelves of detective comics. It was practically a museum to his ten-year-old self. But then, he’d liked being ten. Things were simpler back then.


‘You know, I don’t mind it. It brings back good memories.’


She leant down and picked up a pair of old trainers. ‘Even these?’ She threw them expertly into the bin in the corner. ‘They don’t even fit. Come on, Luke. A photo, a hobby, a book, or something – you must have picked up some new interests down there?’


‘Shovelling?’ he said. ‘That’s one I’d rather forget.’


There was another interest, of course, that he had to keep secret – the world of ghostclouds and all that came with it . . . flying through the night sky, changing his shape, making it rain and hopefully, soon, lightning too. As a ‘half-ghost’, he had the gift of crossing over, of slipping out of his body and into the realm of the ghosts. Alma said it was because his heart had stopped at birth, and because of what he’d been through at Battersea but, whatever the reason, he was glad for it now.


Well, mostly. He’d happily lose the nightmares.


‘Lizzy, do you think dreams mean anything?’ He saw her expression. ‘You know, like fate, signs, that kind of thing.’


She gave her lopsided smile. ‘I’d forgotten how serious you could be.’ She studied his face. ‘If I’m honest, I don’t. We’re just tiny specks on a planet, beside an average star. But that’s just me.’ She stood and walked to the door. ‘Anyway, drink up, it’s banana fritters, they’re best when they’re hot.’


The door closed. Luke savoured his Horlicks in the quiet of his room. After two years of gruel, it was the little things that mattered.


Scratching sounded from the window. He stood up and slid it open; Stealth stuck his head through. Luke rubbed his cat’s fur between the ears. ‘I wish I looked as sleek as you in the morning.’


Stealth blinked, then leapt down to lick up some Horlicks that had spilt on the floor. Luke washed his face, put on the shirt he’d ironed, and tucked Ravi’s old watch under his left cuff. He hated dressing up. The collar felt even scratchier than his old sackcloth in Battersea. But today was important. He had to make an effort.


He straightened his sleeves and opened the kitchen door. The breakfast table groaned under his grandma’s efforts: orange juice and sliced mangos, banana fritters and fried eggs, cereal, toast, eggs and cold beans. Nana Chatterjee was determined to feed him up after his stint underground. She plonked another hot drink on the counter before him.


‘I’ve just had one, Nana.’


She gave him ‘the look’. ‘You’ll drink it, young man. There’s still nothing on you.’


He took it and sat next to Lizzy, who picked at a fritter while reading bits from the paper.


‘You seen the Mayor’s Hallowmas calendar? It’s to raise money for the Battersea kids. There’s a prize for the best Terence outfit on All Hallows’ Eve and they’re burning a Tabatha doll on Bonfire Night instead of Guy Fawkes.’


‘Hmm,’ said their dad, barrelling in. ‘That’s a little morbid. But I suppose if it’s for charity . . .’ He adjusted his tie. ‘That Mayor’s a good man. On the side of the people.’


Luke stirred his tea uneasily. It had been months since the ghosts had torn the roof off of Battersea Power Station, freeing Luke and a thousand other shovellers. But the person behind it all – Tabatha Margate, the station owner – had disappeared entirely. Her right-hand man, Terence, had vanished too, along with dozens of the children, including Luke’s best friend, Ravi.


Tabatha was now public enemy number one. The Mayor had ‘wanted’ posters hung from every street corner. He’d made public announcements and offered rewards. He’d even appointed a dozen detectives, including Luke’s dad. And now this ridiculous bonfire. But Luke knew the truth: the Mayor had been working with her all along. Something told him it was better to keep this quiet.


‘Dad, any luck with the Tabatha case?’


His dad turned and squeezed Luke’s shoulders. ‘Sorry, son, these things take time. We’ll get her, though. London wasn’t built in a day, you kn—’ A burst of coughing cut him short.


Luke reached for a napkin, Lizzy for the water. The coughing came less often than when he’d left prison, but often enough. At the last visit, the doctor’s face had been hard to read, unlike his bills.


Luke couldn’t help but feel it was partly his fault. If his dad hadn’t fought so hard for him, Tabatha wouldn’t have thrown him in prison and he’d never have got sick in the first place.


His dad caught his breath and chose his words carefully. ‘You’re young, and you’ve got your whole life ahead of you. Focus on the future, not the past.’


Luke knew his dad was right, but he couldn’t forget. He wouldn’t forget – at least, not until Ravi was safely home.


His dad smiled. ‘Anyway, I bet you thought I’d forgotten. Here’s your gift.’


Luke’s mind went blank. ‘Gift?’


‘You earnt it,’ said his sister. ‘Two years off school and you still somehow passed the Detectives Guild exam.’


He’d only scraped a pass, but he’d wanted to be a detective for as long as he could remember, to be just like his dad. For his fifth birthday, he’d even asked for a detective hat. But he’d never expected a gift today. It had been enough just to sit the exam in the first place, unlike Ravi and the other kids, who’d never get the chance.


He felt a rush of anger, a strange urge to smash the gift on the floor. It was all so unfair. He wouldn’t even be here if Ravi hadn’t protected him, listened to him, taken him under his wing – if he hadn’t shown him the ropes when he’d first got to Battersea. Ravi, who’d had dreams of his own – of running a shop, of seeing his sister, of his parents’ boat in the north bank water market. Ravi had wanted Luke to be his business partner, to meet his family, but when he’d needed him most, Luke had failed to protect him.


And now Ravi was gone. Sold to Europe through the Old Channel Tunnel. All because he’d worked hard and earnt his golden ticket, which was supposed to have won them their freedom. Golden handcuffs, more like.


The ghosts and the detectives all said they were searching, but until they had a location, they held little hope. Europe, as everyone kept reminding him, was enemy territory and a very big place.


‘You OK, Luke?’ his sister asked. They were staring at the wrapped gift squished in his tense-knuckled hands.


‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s nothing.’ He reached to tear at the wrapping.


‘Hold on,’ said his nana. ‘You have to guess; you’re a detective now.’


‘Only an apprentice, Nana. But OK, I’ll try.’


He observed the present. The wrapping was cheap, but folded precisely, stuck with smudgeless Sellotape that had been cut with scissors. There was only one person that neat in his family.


‘Lizzy wrapped it.’ She grinned and nodded, but Luke was already hunting for more clues. He weighed the item in his hands, shook it and squeezed. It was firm but gave slightly. Leather, it had to be. A book, perhaps. A detective notepad? No, a box.


But a box this small . . . It wasn’t, they hadn’t . . .


He didn’t wait to guess, he just tore off the paper.


It was a leather box – he’d been right – and inside it lay a gleaming, silver-rimmed watch. It had a dark brown strap, textured and soft. A pattern of moons ran round its edge. It looked used, but well-loved. In good condition. He heard its little cogged heart ticking boldly away.


But Luke’s own heart sank. He had a watch already: Ravi’s watch.


‘To be a detective, you have to the look the part,’ said his dad, smiling.


‘This was your mum’s.’ His nana’s eyes softened. ‘She loved the sky, just like you.’


His mum’s? He didn’t know what to think. They’d never said she loved the sky. He felt a surge of something – sad but sweet. He missed her more these days now he was out of the station. He turned it in his hands and saw words on the back, engraved like a motto: Make a difference. Every second counts.


Luke sighed. He loved it, and he hated it, and they’d never understand.


He forced a smile. ‘Thanks, guys. Best present ever.’ He took Ravi’s watch off, pocketed it and put the new one on. Then he squeezed each of them in oversized hugs.


His dad patted his shoulder. ‘Now, go change the world. Make every second count.’


There was a knock at the door. Jess’s head peeked through. The paddle in her hand dripped water on the floorboards.


‘Power cuts again. There are river jams all the way to Mile End. We’d better go now or we’ll both be late.’


Luke nodded, grabbed a fritter and ran out on deck before scaling the ladder to Jess’s dinghy. As his hand ran over the last rung, he stopped. There were scratch marks. He placed his fingers in the grooves. They fit. A human hand. And the cuts were deep . . .


His neck prickled. Someone was watching. He spun around.


It was only his dad from the boat. Luke took his fingers from the marks and shook off his doubts. He was imagining it, that’s all.


‘Remember,’ his dad called, ‘be patient, be thorough, but most of all, be polite. Guildmasters can be tricky, but they’re the ones who decide if you pass.’


But Luke wasn’t worried. The one good thing about having been a Battersea shoveller was that his new boss couldn’t be any worse than his last.
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‘So you’re finally going to be a detective!’


They’d moored the dinghy in Limehouse docks and caught an open-topped chugger along the Thames. Jess sat, somewhat precariously, on the boat’s back railings. The view was better there, not that Jess ever looked. She was too busy talking.


‘An apprentice, Jess.’ Luke fiddled with his new watch. It was uncomfortably tight. ‘But yeah, I’m excited.’


‘You don’t look it.’ She grabbed his wrist. ‘It looks good, don’t worry, and Ravi would agree.’ She paused. ‘Actually, first, he’d say he didn’t like it, to see if you’d sell it, but in the end, he’d agree.’


Luke laughed. That was exactly what Ravi would do.


They gazed out over the mud-grey river. To the right, cargo-ships steamed past the arched loading bays of Wapping docks, filled with tar, grain and scented tobacco. A grid of canals ran into the distance packed with pie sellers, tea hawkers and greedy-eyed boat cleaners. It was the last section of the river city, before they reached the flood barriers that kept the old city dry.


‘Honestly, Jess, do you think he’s OK?’


‘Of course!’ Jess said. ‘He’s probably dug a tunnel halfway back already.’ It was typical Jess – even in the darkness of Battersea, she’d buzzed with positivity. She stopped to admire the New Thames Barrier. Sprigs of Hallowmas rosemary hung from its pillars and pulleys. ‘And if he hasn’t, Lukey, then between the ghosts and the detectives, it’s only a matter of time. And don’t you forget, you’re on the Tabatha case too.’


It was true. He’d almost fallen off the houseboat when he heard.


He glanced to the south bank – a sprawling expanse of slums, rubbish and rubble-strewn lands – where a slum boy picked litter from the silty water. Luke was lucky, really, compared to so many others. He had the apprenticeship of his dreams and a chance to fix things.


‘OK. You win. No moping, promise.’ Jess always made him feel better. ‘Here’s to the seizing the day.’


He fist-bumped Jess and laughed. Seizing the day was everything to them. After all that time lost in Battersea, they couldn’t afford to wait around.


‘That’s the spirit!’ Jess pointed at a riverboat stop in the distance. ‘And that’s Temple – your stop. Now chin up, Lukey. Today is your day.’


The boat pulled in, cutting through a carpet of floating litter. Luke stepped out on to Temple, a pocket of green at the edge of the river. Luke’s nana said it’d once been full of lawyers, that people had given them great piles of money to stop bad things happening – but it seemed unlikely. Surely the bad things just happened anyway? Either way, Luke didn’t mind, because the buildings were gorgeous: white-plastered, timber-beamed, ship-like things, floating in a sea of manicured gardens.


He walked up a path, past statues, suited men and crests of arms. Temple was home to the High and Middle Guilds. Over a hundred of them held offices there, from the glittering Industrialists to the bookish Accountants. The Detectives Guild was at the cheaper end, but still, it was Temple.


He felt the excitement bubble up inside him. It was going to be good. Maybe even great. There was so much ahead of him: meeting his master, learning the tricks of the trade, and, who knew, just maybe cracking a case or two.


Moments later he stood poised, brass knocker raised, before the central branch of the Detectives Guild. It was a pillared, sooty edifice.


Rap. Rap. Rap.


A window creaked overhead. Footsteps skittered, then the door swung open. A thin, grey man, with a thin, grey moustache, ushered him into thin excuse for a lobby. It was essentially a corridor with chairs.


Luke gave his best smile. ‘Good morning, I’m—’


The man waved his hand. ‘I know who you are. I am a detective, remember. You are Luke Smith-Sharma and you’re four minutes early.’


Luke hadn’t even checked his watch but he nodded anyway. It was one of Alma’s rules: if in doubt, nod. It gave the impression that you knew stuff.


He reached out his hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, Inspector.’


The man didn’t offer his hand back. Instead, his mouth formed a dainty ‘O’, as though he was sucking an invisible straw. It was an odd expression. Was he cross, or surprised, or possibly both?


At last, the man spoke. ‘Inspector Oberdink,’ he said, then blew out through his ‘O’. ‘And I’m not shaking hands currently. I’ve a cold. Follow me.’


Luke followed him down a fusty corridor, to the third door along. It was a simple room with a metal desk, three chairs and a lingering odour of spiced coffee. The man sat down and nodded at the wall, where certificates gleamed in cheap frames under spotless glass.


‘You will have surmised by now, I hope, that I am your master.’ With a grey umbrella, he jabbed each frame in turn. ‘Treasurer for the Committee of Detective Hygiene. Inspector for the Office of Officiality. And Chief Examiner for the apprentice entry exam. Which, I may add, you only passed by a hair.’


‘I’m sorry, sir, I missed a lot of school, you see—’


‘There is no need to explain,’ Oberdink interrupted. ‘I know all that.’ He leant back in his chair. ‘Yet I mentioned your results anyway. Can you deduce why?’


Luke could think of a few reasons. Maybe Oberdink had forgotten. Maybe he liked to make people feel small. Or perhaps he just liked the sound of his own voice. But he had a feeling none of those was the answer he wanted.


‘Maybe, Mr Oberdink, because you don’t want excuses. Because I’ll need to work harder if I’m to pass my apprenticeship.’


Oberdink’s mouth formed an ‘O’, once again, but this time the edges of it smiled a little. As though he’d given it permission for a millimetre of joy. Luke felt sure he’d said the right thing.


Oberdink pushed a pile of papers towards him. ‘I want these in envelopes. In alphabetical order. I can’t possibly lick them on account of my cold.’


Luke hadn’t seen evidence of his cold yet, but he nodded all the same.


Oberdink carried on. ‘If you want, there are disposable gloves in the corner. Ensure each letter is firmly sealed. There’s a “D” in detective and it stands for detail.’


Oberdink pointed to a poster on the wall.


The Detective is . . .


D – Detailed


E – Evidenced


T – Thorough


E – Evidenced


C – Consistent


T – Thorough


I – Impartial


V – Valiant


E – Evidenced


Luke wondered if the ‘D’ should stand for detailed or dull? Though he supposed having evidence three times was ‘consistent’. Then he remembered his promise to Jess: no moping. He had to be patient. These things take time, his dad had said.


He turned to the pile of envelopes and letters and tried to summon some gusto.


Fold, insert, close, lick.


Fold, insert, close, lick.


Luke hummed the words in his head to pass the time. They were inventories mostly from Tabatha’s factories – lists of each weapon manufactured and shovel bought – along with an occasional witness statement of remarkable dullness on import taxes or the price of coal.


Nothing on the base. Nothing on her.


His watch ticked loudly. It whispered to him, ‘Make a difference. Every second counts’, but with this kind of work, he didn’t see how it could – not for Ravi, Tabatha, or anyone at all. Was this what real detectives did? Paperwork? Or maybe it was a test. Maybe any minute now, the real work would start.


But an hour passed, then another. Oberdink scribbled at his desk, barely looking up, while paper cuts spread across Luke’s fingers and his tongue grew parched from licking. He was contemplating whether envelope poisoning could be a cause of death, when he picked up a letter that stopped him in his tracks.


Another witness statement, but this was one different. Longer, for a start – at least two pages – and it talked of nail marks in doors. Tall, clicking shadows. The scent of tobacco and whispers in the dark.


Luke remembered the houseboat ladder. His fist tightened round the sheet in his hand.


‘Sir, have you seen this?’


Oberdink looked up, eyes narrowed. ‘Of course. But if it’s from the slums, I ignore it. Especially if it’s the ravings of some crazy old tramp. Said he’d seen Tabatha’s “shadow” in the station ruins. Heard her talking to a man about “tearing down the sky”.’ Oberdink laughed. ‘He was incoherent and an utter waste of time.’


Luke didn’t laugh. ‘Did he say anything else?’


Oberdink put down his pen. ‘And why would an apprentice like you even care?’ His lip curled. ‘Detective work isn’t about intuition, it’s about evidence. Hard work. Doing your time.’


Luke shrank. He hadn’t meant to be rude, but he had clearly said the wrong thing. Yet if he’d learnt one thing at Battersea, it was that you had to speak up. Nobody else was going to speak for you.


‘You’re right, sir,’ he said, treading carefully. ‘Evidence is everything. So maybe I could interview him? It might be good practice.’


‘It might’ – Oberdink’s moustache twitched – ‘if the man were alive. But he died that night. Heart stopped, apparently.’ Oberdink checked his nails for dirt. ‘Tragedy, I’m sure.’


Died? Just like that? Luke wanted to ask more, but the door burst open.


‘Emergency case,’ spluttered the clerk. ‘Just had a call from Town Hall.’


‘Can’t you try someone else? We’re busy.’


‘I would, but all the other inspectors are out on actual cases.’


‘That’s probably why they’re all behind on their paperwork,’ snapped Oberdink.


Luke’s dad hid his paperwork under the dinner table. He thought best not to mention that now.


The clerk shuffled. ‘But, sir, it’s the from the Mayor’s office, to do with Battersea. And it’s fingerprinting – your speciality!’


‘The Mayor?’ Oberdink’s eyes widened. ‘Well, why didn’t you say? Be there right away!’


Oberdink signed a letter, folded it twice, stamped it and quickly organised his pencils in height order. Then he rushed to the door.


Luke leapt to his feet.


‘Oh, not you,’ Oberdink said with a sneer. ‘I’d hate to waste your intuition on basic fingerprinting. All that evidence is beneath an expert like you.’ He allowed himself a thin-lipped smile. ‘You stick with the envelopes.’


Luke almost choked. This was a lead. A chance to make a difference. He knew Battersea. He’d lived and breathed it for over two years. Couldn’t Oberdink see that?


Then he remembered his dad’s words: be patient and polite. It was only his first day. He had to pass this apprenticeship. Saving Ravi would take time. And he could hardly force Oberdink to take him along.


‘Yes, of course, sir.’ He nodded, though it went against his instincts.


Oberdink frowned from the doorway. ‘And those calluses on your hands, file them down. I can’t have people knowing you’re a Battersea kid.’


Luke looked at his palms. It had been months since he’d shovelled, but the calluses hadn’t faded. He had a strange feeling they never would.


‘I’ll do my best, sir.’


But when he looked up, Oberdink had already left.


Luke listened to his steps grow fainter and found his eyes drawn to the tramp’s witness statement once more. Quickly, he tucked it into his pocket. If the statement was rubbish, then Oberdink wouldn’t miss it.
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He was a thousand feet up. London glistened below. Wedges of grey drifted by in the night all around him, slow and heavy in the wet autumn wind. The air smelt good, of moss and rocks – the opposite of the musty guild that morning. He smiled, watching raindrops fall through his hands then disappear into the cloud underfoot.


‘I just can’t get used to it. Rain should fall on you, not through you.’


‘Only if you’re alive,’ Alma said. ‘I prefer it like this. It’s like a shower on the inside. A deep clean without scrubbing.’


Scrubbing, Luke thought. He’d scrubbed his hands for an hour after Oberdink’s taunt, but instead of softening, they’d become raw and sore. His spirits sank a little; his cloud darkened. Did people really care about calluses? He trudged to the edge of his kite-cloud and peered over. Rain drizzled down on the rooftops of the city.


‘Alma, could you zap my calluses off?’


‘Don’t know,’ she said. ‘But if you don’t stop talking about them, I might zap your mouth closed.’ She stared intently at the streets below. ‘I’m the Council Deputy now, my time is precious. And if you’d focused more, you could probably have zapped them yourself by now.’


It was a bone of contention. Luke’s lightning skills were almost non-existent; he could barely muster a spark. Alma saw it as a slight on her teaching. She worried about her reputation with the Ghost Council, a group of otherworldly beings elected to guard the boundary between the living and the dead. They protected ghosts from ghouls and had lots of rules. Luke felt a lecture coming on.


‘I bet your “detectiving” is the problem.’ She adjusted her waistcoat and smoothed down her dress. ‘Electricity is life. It makes your heart beat. It flows through every nerve and fibre of your being. But if you’re as exhausted as you are – juggling two jobs – then nothing’s flowing. You need to rest and recharge. Pick one thing and do it properly.’


Luke rolled his eyes. He and Alma bickered affectionately like this all the time. She was too bossy for her own good. If she really cared about his rest, she wouldn’t insist on him flying each night. Not that he complained. He loved flying. It was when he felt most free.


Alma checked her watch. ‘Anyway, look carefully, it’s almost time.’


Luke strained to see through the crackling rain. They’d waited above Bloomsbury for two hours now and the novelty of the view had long worn off: the ridged copper pyramids of the British Museum, the over-dainty houses of New Russell Square, the broken minaret of Coram’s Fields – they were all splendid, but he’d seen them before.


Nor did he hold much faith in Alma’s watch. It was made out of mist, and she was always late. He looked down. ‘OK. But what exactly are we looking for?’


‘Souls. They tend to rise at midnight this time of year. It’s the darkest hour – roughly halfway between dusk and dawn. They kind of look like . . . There! Like that!’


He followed her gaze to Great Ormond Street Hospital, a curving, modest red-bricked building, tucked between residential streets. It wasn’t flashy, like other hospitals – as though it didn’t want to outshine its well-to-do neighbours.


But it was shining now, with green, blue and red-gold lights. They flickered in the windows, then drifted right through the glass.


‘Aren’t they gorgeous?’ said Alma. ‘They’re called soulglows. Nightsparks. And they move quick, so don’t let them out of your sight.’


Luke couldn’t have, even if he’d wanted to. Alma was right – they were beautiful things, pure and light. They drifted and circled like butterflies in summer.


‘Shepherding souls is my new initiative. It’s gone down a treat.’ She glowed bright as she spoke. Since being elected the Ghost Council Deputy, Alma had been coaxing them into action after years of reluctance to ‘interfere with the living’. Ghosts were now allowed to watch over their loved ones with appropriate supervision. Or to rain on gardens or farms, when the plants looked parched. Little things, really, to brighten someone’s day. They wouldn’t change history, but they might make the present more comfortable.


‘Anyway,’ she continued, ‘tonight’s a practice run. There’ll be a big one after All Hallows’ Eve, when the moon is full. That’s when the wall between this realm and the next is thin.’


A wind caught and scattered the glows through the rain. That’s when Luke saw the others. All around the city, many-coloured lights rose in the sky in clusters, and waiting to meet them were ghostclouds of every shape and size. If this was all Alma’s doing, it was quite the turnout.


The nearest ghost stood less than a breeze away – a waist-coated man, on a poodle-like cloud. He caught Luke’s eye and smiled, before turning back to the lights.


‘Shouldn’t we spread out a bit? We’ll never catch them all this way.’


‘Most of them find their way in the end.’ She gestured towards Great Ormond Street Hospital below. ‘But the little ones, and the frail ones, don’t know their ups from downs. So we focus on hospitals, nursing homes, that kind of place. A little nudge here and there can go a long way.’


Luke watched a light by the river market – a hazy red thing – get swept on a breeze east along the Thames. Seaward, he thought. ‘What about the ones who don’t find their way?’


‘You can’t save everyone, Luke. That’s just life. We do our bit and hope for the best.’ Alma followed Luke’s eyes to the red soul on the river. ‘Don’t worry about him. A lot of souls visit places first, places that mattered. He was probably a sailor.’


Luke was about to reply when he saw something flicker through the rain. ‘Alma, over there – I think there’s one coming!’


They ran to the opposite corner of the cloud and, sure enough, a green glowing light was butterflying closer. It pulsed bright and quick like a heartbeat.


‘Hold out your hands, palms up,’ Alma said. ‘You’re welcoming it. Soothing it. Shepherding it on.’


‘But what if it wants to stay?’


‘Then let it.’ She peered down. ‘But somehow I don’t think this one will. The young ones rarely do.’


‘What do you mean, young?


The green-glowing soul danced higher, then stopped, dead level with them. It hovered silently, then sank into their cloud, right at Luke’s feet.


‘It’s chosen you,’ Alma said. ‘That’s good luck.’


It doesn’t feel like it, Luke thought, because there at his feet, with its eyes still closed, was the tiniest baby he had ever seen. It must have only just passed over, the moment it was born. He’d never held a baby before.


The thing started wailing and wriggling at his feet. Before he knew what he was doing, he’d bent down and picked it up and cradled it in his arms. It stopped crying and began searching with its mouth.


‘It’s a reflex. It wants milk.’ Alma passed him a bottle made of mist, which she’d conjured up. ‘Try this.’


He couldn’t see how it would help, but he offered it anyway, and the baby began suckling quietly.


‘It’s so sad,’ Luke said.


‘I guess,’ she said. ‘But we all have a time. At least we’re able to give it what it needs.’


‘But it won’t make a difference. It’ll still end up in the End Place.’


‘So will we all – and nothing you do will change that.’ Alma watched the child. ‘It’s the journey that counts. And we just made this one’s journey a little bit better.’


Luke wanted to disagree but he couldn’t. He’d been a baby like this once. He’d almost died too. But they’d saved him in time. And now he was a half-ghost. Was it really too late to save this one?


‘You know,’ Alma said, ‘there’s one more thing it needs.’


Then softly, in a voice gentler than Luke thought her capable, Alma began singing. It was a lullaby of sorts. He didn’t know the tune, and he couldn’t quite catch the words, but he was moved all the same.


And the baby was too, because a moment later, it faded and was gone.


Luke breathed. It had weighed nothing, but he felt lighter.


Alma slapped him hard on the back. ‘Told you it was worth losing sleep over.’


Luke smiled and nodded, though he wondered if he’d feel the same in the morning.


‘How are the nightmares?’ Alma asked. ‘Any better?’


‘No, not really. They’re so real sometimes. This morning, when I woke, it was like I could feel her. And there was this scratch on the ladder . . .’ He trailed off – it sounded so silly – so instead he stared at the quiet streets below. The last few smatterings of souls were spilling out from windows on to the street. Some rose straight up, others danced like plastic bags in the wind.


‘There are ghosts who read dreams,’ Alma said. ‘We could get it checked out.’


Luke nodded, but his mind was elsewhere. One of the souls wasn’t like the rest. It was fainter, darker, and instead of rising, it was drifting steadily down the street like a shadow. And when it passed the houses, he could have sworn he saw their window lights flicker . . .


‘Alma, down there, in the street. Do you see—’


But Luke never finished, because at that moment, the sky flashed blue, and the flickering light in the street disappeared. Thunder rumbled and he glanced behind. The sky lit up with two bolts of bright green.


Alma’s cloud darkened. ‘Blue, green, green,’ she muttered. ‘That’s the code for Battersea.’


Dread rose in Luke’s chest, along with something else too: a ripple of excitement – or was it relief? ‘Battersea? But they destroyed it. How’s that possible?’


Alma leapt off Luke’s kite-cloud towards the rooftops of Bloomsbury, unfurling her swan-cloud beneath her as she fell.


‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘but I’ve a feeling we’re about to find out.’
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Luke plunged his arms into the moist grey cloud fluff and breathed, letting more of himself flow into its droplets. He rode the cloud, but it was part of him too – darkening and brightening with his mood, rising to meet him if he fell. It was a shape-changing, rain-making magical carpet, and he never grew tired of it.


‘The south wind’s strongest,’ he said. ‘Let’s take it to the river.’


‘Roger that.’ Alma darted down.


He dived after her, tilting his cloud just in time for the breeze. It shoved him towards the river, over a forest of spires, pointed-rooftops and squat, hot chimneys. He whooped and glanced up, to where other ghostclouds moved slow and safe: a ram with curled horns, a whale with legs, and other swirling creatures, inkblots and brushstrokes on rain-soaked paper.


Battersea. The very word unnerved him. He hadn’t been back since they’d escaped. And then there was the Ghost Council. Many of them disliked him just for being a half-ghost. They said he didn’t belong, that he should become a ‘full ghost’ or not come at all. Alma told them to bog off, but it still put him on edge.


He breathed in the city to calm his nerves, from the sticky-sweet coal-smoke to the rain-scented tiles, from the grave-quiet alleys to the whispering windows. The city at night was strangely soothing – sleepy, subdued, but never still. He soaked it all in. ‘We should reach the river wind, any second,’ he said.


‘I know, I know,’ Alma said. ‘No need to state the obvious.’


It hit them wet and fast and they swerved to the west over churning brown waters. Within minutes, the cracked chimneys of Battersea Power Station loomed ahead. Luke shuddered. It was worse than he remembered – roof caved, windows shattered, cracking walls. It was a reminder of what the Ghost Council could do if they put their mind to it.


Instead of approaching it, Alma tilted her cloud up, towards a bulging black storm-cloud overhead.


‘Aren’t we meant to steer clear of storms?’


‘Real storms, yes.’ She winked. ‘But this is just a meeting.’


He knew Alma too well to ask what she meant – there were few things she liked more than a good surprise – so he swallowed his fear and followed, watching the storm swell as they got closer. It pulsed and crackled with thunderous blue light.


He braced himself as a wall of black cloud engulfed him.
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