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   “All that really belongs to us is time; even he who has nothing else has that.”


  Baltasar Gracián







 

  Chapter 1




  Henry Bats Acquires a Pocket Watch




  The Grimworld was particularly dark today. Henry Bats, a boy of thirteen and shorter than most, left his school for the narrow, foggy streets of the Penumbra Region. He looked up and saw black through the many buildings piled together like a wonky wedding cake. The only light came from the purple and green streetlamps that shone onto his pale face.




  Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a Gloom Ghast trailing behind him, its fuzzy gray outline popping in and out of focus on the sidewalk. If he looked at it too quickly, it would disappear. But Henry liked the Ghasts, so he only snuck glimpses.




  He arrived at Frank’s Peculiar Pets, a shop signified by a flashing snake cartoon. Inside, he found Frank behind the counter with a rat on his shoulder. A chorus of chirps, squawks, and squeaks filled the store from its snake-tiled floor to the vine-covered ceiling. The hefty, bald owner looked up from his paperwork. “Henry, here to help with the frogs?”




  “Nah, just need some crickets. How’s Tuna?”




  “Won’t quit nibbling my ear.” Frank scratched the rat’s head and left his papers for a glass case. His scarred fingers reached inside to pluck crickets into a plastic container. “Buggers always give me a hard time,” he mumbled.




  Henry shuffled to each tank, peering inside at the salamanders, spiders, rats, and frogs. He himself had a yellow fang-toothed tarantula named Corn Chip.




  “What’s this orange spider?” he said, peering through the glass at long, thin legs connected to a round body.




  “Called a Pillowcase Spider cause that’s where they like to lay eggs.” Frank handed him the cricket container. “But what’s really interesting is the Double-Headed Snapwinder.”




  He showed Henry to a black snake with two heads. Its four eyes watched them, tongues flicking.




  “Cool, where’d you get it?”




  “Dealer from the Purple Market. Now, tell the crazy lady I could use some worms.”




  “Come on, Frank, she yells at me every time.”




  “You know how hard worms are to come by. Now scoot.”




  “Alright.” He sighed.




  Henry navigated through Grimworld’s many side streets and alleyways towards home, the Gloom Ghast never far behind. He entered a residential area, each porch glowing with ectolanterns to ward off entities. He stopped when he came to an old house squeezed between two crooked apartment complexes. The worm lady sat on the porch in her rocking chair, a brown box on her lap. She wore a bathrobe, her crusty eyes lit up with her yellow lantern. Small worms poked out from her frizzy hair and dove back in. The kids in Henry’s school dared each other to peek through her windows, and many reported seeing hundreds of worms wriggling on the carpet.




  He walked to the porch but didn’t go up the steps. Something about the squirmy, eyeless bodies gave him the creeps.




  “Frank asked for worms again,” he said.




  The lady’s wrinkles scrunched up into a scowl. “You tell that bald-headed brute he’ll never touch my babies. He’d feed them to those wretched, horrible creatures. Be gone, boy, and your pet Ghast too.”




  She jerked her head to the shy Gloom Ghast and it disappeared. Her box jiggled slightly and she looked down, poked her finger in, and whispered to the contents inside.




  “I tried,” Henry muttered, and crossed the street. The Bats’ residence was in an apartment alley below a Botsworth Tram track that ran over the roof and shook the whole building. His family’s door had an orange ectolantern hung out on the front. Inside was the kitchen, complete with black and white tiles and sickly green walls, the counter messy with food splatters and unwashed dishes. His twelve-year-old sister, Hattie, was seated at the table reading. She wore her usual long-sleeved, black dress with a bow on the back of her blonde head.




  “Hello, Henry.” She hummed in an off-key choir song.




  “You’ve been humming that for days, stop already.” He slung his backpack onto the table.




  “But the Nightspook likes it.”




  “Tell it to go away.”




  “I like the company.”




  Henry rolled his eyes and went to his room. It was covered in comic book posters. Grave Stalker, Lady Haggish, The Steel Chancellor, and his favorite, the one and only Captain Grim. Comic books organized by title lined his bookshelf and action figures cluttered his desk.




  He opened the lid to Corn Chip’s enclosure, dumped a cricket inside, and stood still, listening by a Grave Stalker poster. From the other side of the wall, which was Hattie’s bedroom, came three knocks. The hair on Henry’s arms stood on end and he stepped back.




  “Definitely a Nightspook,” he told Corn Chip, who was already in the midst of a crunchy dinner.




  Nightspooks were a pesky spirit entity that latched onto people or buildings until they were banished. One had once chosen to reside in the Bats’ bathroom and enjoyed putting Henry’s toothbrush in the toilet.




  He heard the front door open and close, followed by his father’s loud footsteps. Back in the kitchen, he found Gobbert Bats sitting across from Hattie, his expansive stomach pushed out to the table. He shared Henry’s brown, unruly hair and gray eyes.




  “Have a seat, Hen,” he said, patting the chair next to him.




  Henry plopped down.




  “The both of you close your eyes and hold out your hand. Now...open.”




  Henry felt a sticky blob in his palm and looked down to find a gummy candy. It was gray and covered with green slime.




  Hattie smiled. “Are these the new brains?”




  “That they are, little miss.”




  Gobbert worked for Gelatin Skeleton Candy Company. The front door opened again and Henry’s mom arrived with an armful of groceries. She walked with light steps and had blonde hair like Hattie.




  “I’ll help you, Mildred,” Gobbert said.




  She peeked over the paper bags. “Hi kids.”




  “Hi, Mom.”




  His parents bustled around the kitchen preparing a basket of soggy chips and a glazed meatloaf with black, bubbling goo, while Henry and Hattie did their homework at the table. His sister rapidly filled out her math sheet, Henry plodding away at his.




  “Hey, I’ll give you my brain if you finish this for me,” he whispered.




  “No way, do your own.”




  “Dinner’s ready,” Mildred announced. “Hen, get your grandfather.”




  “It’s Hattie’s turn,” he said, staring his sister down.




  “Is not.”




  “I got him yesterday.”




  “Did not.”




  Mildred shielded herself with an oven mitt from the mildly explosive goo. “Just go, Henry.”




  Glaring at Hattie, he stomped up to the attic, occupied by Flemm Bats, and knocked on the door. When there came no reply, he creaked it open. “Grandpa?”




  A puff of pipe smoke blew in Henry’s face and a somber classical tune from a phonograph reached his ears. Flemm was sitting in his chair, surrounded by a few lit candles and taxidermy books, as per usual. His long nose was stuck in the pages of Just like Couch Reupholstery.




  He yanked out his pipe. “What do you want? I’m busy.”




  “Time for dinner, Grandpa,” Henry said, airing out the smoke.




  “Bah, waste of time.”




  “But we’re having meatloaf.”




  He squinted at Henry and snapped the book shut. “Fine.”




  At the table they passed around the bubbling, oozing meatloaf, grandpa Flemm sulking in his chair.




  “We learned about the Lightworld myth in class today,” Hattie said through a bite of meatloaf. “The lamp in the sky.”




  “Quite a tale, don’t you think?” Gobbert heaved a slice onto his plate as a Botsworth Tram passed overhead and rattled the dishes.




  “But they have written records from when the light disappeared.”




  “Anyone can make those up.”




  “And you, Hen? What did you learn?” Mildred said.




  “Boring stuff.” Henry gripped his glass of Fungaid to keep it from falling over.




  “You should really pay more attention in school, Henry. Gobbert, would you pass the salt?”




  “Salt?” Flemm jumped in his chair. “Back in the war, I remember sweat – salty sweat, running down my face, all those long days and nights keeping watch.”




  The war had been a small protest against the mayor for raising the price of lettuce.




  “That’s nice, Dad,” Mildred said.




  “You don’t appreciate the hardships we went through.” He sat back in his chair with a deep frown.




  After dinner, Hattie grabbed Henry by the wrist.




  “What do you want, Hattie? I’m tired.”




  “I have something to show you.” She dragged him to her very purple room and they stood before a shelf lined with her porcelain doll collection, each plagued by a crack or chip or missing body part.




  “Fascinating,” Henry said, ready to leave.




  “Just watch, we’ve been practicing.” She cleared her throat and declared, “Bertha.” A doll in a faded red dress with missing hair raised its arm and waved at them.




  “Ruby,” Hattie said and a doll, with half her face gone, winked at them with her porcelain eyelid.




  Henry lifted an eyebrow. “How are you doing that?”




  “The Nighspook.”




  “You trained it?”




  “It’s not a dog, Henry. It just likes to play games.”




  “You need friends.”




  She folded her arms. “You’re one to talk.”




  “I’m going to my room. Keep training your pet.”




  Henry entered his room and flopped down onto his bed, half-listening to the TV boom through the living room wall. He could make out the words ‘Walpog infestation...Shadow Region...Teacups.’ He reread Captain Grim comics and took out a sheet of paper. Pencil in hand, he sketched out his own superhero he had come up with; Shadow Man. It ended up looking like a squiggly mess and he scrapped it.




  His parents said goodnight and Henry fell asleep in his Captain Grim sheets. He was dreaming about a giant meatloaf with legs when he awoke to a noise. He rolled over and tried to fall back asleep. A minute later he heard the noise again, a sort of thump. His eyes squinted at the alarm clock. 3 A.M.




  “Hattie?” he yawned.




  No reply. He pried his eyes open and lifted his head a few inches. As there were no windows in the room, the only light came from the glowing numbers on the alarm clock. But there across the room, darker than dark, was a shadow in the vague shape of a person. Henry blinked rapidly, hoping his mind was playing tricks on him, but the black mass remained. He sat up, heart pounding. There were no distinguishable features on the shadow, but he knew whatever it was, was watching him.




  “Hello?” he whispered.




  The mass seemed to shiver, and as if from nowhere, there came a voice. “Hello.” It was deep and muted, as if underwater, but he heard it clearly. He made himself as still as possible.




  “What are you?”




  “A Nightspook.”




  “Nightspooks are invisible. And they can’t talk.”




  “You’re wrong.”




  The shadow crept closer. It glided across the floor until it was beside his nightstand. Henry repeated in his mind that Nightspooks were harmless.




  “Hattie told me about you,” it said.




  Henry had trouble getting his words out. “Oh, she did?”




  “I need your help.”




  “How about you ask Hattie? She can be really helpful, you know.”




  The edges of the figure became sharper. “No. You.”




  Henry slowly lay down and pulled the blanket over his face, speaking through the fabric. “I really have to get some sleep, so if you could just leave.”




  After a minute of silence, Henry poked his head out from the sheet. The shadow was still there, hovering above him, and it was growing larger. His palms were slick with sweat. “I guess you’re not leaving.”




  “No.” Its voice was louder.




  “What do you need help with?”




  “I need something.”




  “What do you need?”




  “Come with me.”




  “I really don’t have time right now.”




  The shadow expanded further. “Come. Now.”




  “I can’t.” Henry shrunk into his pillow.




  The black stretched out, covering the bed, its voice vibrating in his ears. “Come now. There will be a reward.”




  Henry knew if he didn’t go, the Nightspook wouldn’t go away, or worse, it would attach itself to him. “What kind of reward?”




  “Anything your heart desires.”




  He thought about what his heart desired. “A first edition of Captain Grim?”




  “Yes. Come.”




  “What if I don’t go?”




  “No escape,” the shadow boomed and completely engulfed the bed with its mass.




  Henry gulped. “Promise you’ll leave me alone after?”




  “Yes.”




  He squeezed his fists and released. “Fine.”




  The mass shrunk and disappeared through the door. Henry got up, not bothering to change out of his pajamas. The roaring snore of Gobbert echoed throughout the house and he moved with every exhale, making sure to step over the squeaky floorboards. The shadow was waiting for him outside, now a suspended lump the size of his head.




  “Follow me.”




  It darted down the alleyway and Henry ran to keep up, the cold air creeping down his spine. He glanced up at the sky, a dark pit of black. The night was still and empty besides a few lone cars that sped by and the rumble of a Botsworth Tram. They came to the beginning of a street called Sable Avenue, where a graveyard stretched all the way to the forest. The piece of land was enclosed by a spiked fence and dotted with spindly, lifeless trees. Small yellow ectolanterns lit up each grave.




  Henry backed up. “I’m not going near the forest, no way.”




  “No. Follow me.”




  A fog swirled around Henry’s feet and the shadow led him past the gate and puffed large in front of a marble crypt that took up its own section in the graveyard. The name Jacoby Dread was etched above the iron door, the crypts of many other Dreads nearby – Wilhelmina, Prudence, Ezekiel, Wilmer, Zachary.




  The Nightspook said, “Go inside.”




  These were the words Henry least wanted to hear. He slowly put his hand on the cold crypt handle and pulled. The door opened with a screech to reveal a stone casket lit by a lantern in the corner. He stepped inside with wobbly legs. The Nightspook swooped in and hovered above the casket. “Open.”




  Henry shook his head and turned to leave. “Nope. No way.”




  The shadow spread out like a black waterfall and blocked the door. “Open,” it repeated.




  Left with no choice, Henry squeezed his eyes shut and held out his shaky hands.




  “Captain Grim first edition,” he whispered to himself.




  He gripped the casket lid and struggled to lift the weight, pushing it up inch by inch. Finally, he was able to shove it far enough to fall and rest on the crypt wall. With one eye barely open he looked down, afraid of what he might find. But instead of a body, there was a pocket watch on top of another marble slab that covered what lay beneath. The watch was flat with a long gold chain and the image of a crow etched into the center.




  “Turn to 12 o’clock,” the shadow said.




  Henry picked up the watch. It was cold and heavy in his hand. He pulled on the crown and twisted the hands clockwise until the time was 12 o’clock. The figure shivered and whatever it was made up of separated. Black wisps dissolved into the crypt ceiling.




  “What about Captain Grim?” Henry called, and reached out to brush his hand through the remaining mist. It tangled around his fingers and disappeared like smoke. The light from the ectolantern went out. Henry was now alone in the dark crypt with strange, ghostly noises coming from the forest beyond. He tossed the watch back onto the slab and hurried out. The fog had thickened and wrapped around his pajama bottoms as he shut the door to Jacoby Dread’s final resting place. Not wanting to see what made the forest noises, he ran home and collapsed onto his pillow, burrowing under the covers to get warm. The weight of exhaustion closed his eyes and he fell into a deep sleep. It seemed only minutes had passed when the alarm buzzed him awake.




  “Already?” Henry fumbled for the off button. Images flashed through his mind. A walking meatloaf. Crows. Shadows. Graveyard. Pocket watch. His eyes flew open. “Ridiculous,” he assured himself. “Nightspooks don’t talk.”




  He heaved himself up and felt a thump on his chest. He looked down, and there, around his neck, was the gold chain with the pocket watch on the end.









  Chapter 2




  Madam Desmona Advises Against Truffles




  Henry touched the pocket watch, sure he was imagining things or something, but it was just as firm and cold as any metal would be. Upon closer examination, he found that all the numbers had disappeared except for the 12 and the 2. The hour hand had also disappeared, the minute still pointing to the 12. He popped open the watch face and tried to move the minute hand, but it wouldn’t budge. He grabbed the chain and tried to yank it over his head, but it was too small. He even tried breaking it, his heart sinking as he realized the watch wasn’t coming off by force. This was the work of a Nightspook after all, although he had never heard of them attaching objects to people.




  A knock on the door startled him.




  “Hen, breakfast. Get your grandfather,” Mildred called. He stuffed the watch under his pajama shirt and raced up the stairs, shouting to Flemm that breakfast was ready. He jumped into his chair at the table, inhaled a bowl of Sugar Slugs, and before anyone could sit down, he was dressed and ready to leave.




  “Did you take your Steel Chancellor Vita-D pill?” Mildred asked, but he was already out the door.




  Henry took a deep breath and inhaled the damp air. The streets were thick with fog, the sky barely tinged with light. He patted the watch underneath his shirt. “Some reward.”




  Hurrying, so he wouldn’t be late for school, he tried to retrace his steps from the night before. After asking for directions, he was able to locate the graveyard at the beginning of Sable Street. It was time to do some investigating.




  He crossed through the gate into the silent cemetery. Jacoby Dread’s crypt stood tall and gloomy with gray, dull marble. The door screeched open of its own accord and Henry forced himself to step inside. The casket was closed, the ectolantern dimly lighting the interior.




  He pushed the casket lid up and as expected, the top layer was empty. The crow pocket watch was indeed around his neck.




  “Now for the hard part,” he muttered to himself.




  He placed his hands on the bottom marble section and took a deep breath. The slab lifted in his sweaty palms and he dared to look at what he uncovered.




  “Nothing,” he said, his shoulders relaxing.




  There were no bones, no body, no objects. Just empty space. He closed the casket and ran back to the graveyard entrance, hurrying to Oozefant Middle School, a gray brick building surrounded by a chain link fence, which Henry thought quite resembled a prison. Blood red lamps lit up the front of the school, which featured a banner with the school’s mascot on it; a mosquito.




  He made it to Ms Squid’s class just before the bell rang. The students discussed what they watched on TV the night before, or what their parents did to annoy them, or how cute Casper Tombly is in grade 8. All Henry could think about was standing in a graveyard at three in the morning with a Nightspook. The watch around his neck was another issue. How was he going to get it off?




  Lunch came and he balanced a tray of gloopy, colorless food all the way to the library. He scanned the shelves and found a book on the entities of Grimworld. He sat on the floor, took a bite of gloop, and found the Nightspook entry on page 467. It read:




  

  Nightspook (A.K.A. Night Knocker)




  Appearance: Typically transparent




  First discovery: Umbra Region




  Occurrence: Common




  Description: Invisible beings that attach themselves to buildings, objects, or people.




  Signs of presence: Moved objects, knocking.







  “Doesn’t say anything about a watch.” Henry sighed.




  “Not in the comic book section today, Mr Bats?”




  He looked up to find Mr McPlume, the librarian, hovering above him. He had a narrow nose, gray bushy hair, and tended to wear vests with bowties.




  “Nah, just doing some studying.”




  “I have a new issue of Corpse Boy, want me to pull it for you?”




  He shoved the entity book back onto the shelf. “No, I think I’m going to eat lunch in the cafeteria today.”




  “That’s unlike you,” Mr McPlume said and went off to shush a group of girls.




  Henry ate lunch at a table where everyone quietly did their homework and halfheartedly worked on his. After school, he drifted down the hall, lost in thought. Classmates passed by, gathering their belongings at their lockers. Henry absentmindedly looked up, not paying attention to anything in particular, and noticed a tall, dark-skinned boy leaving a classroom. He was hunched over with his hands shoved in his pockets, his brown eyes serious. Henry had seen him before, but today there was something that caught his attention. He stopped in his tracks, transfixed. Around the boy’s neck was what appeared to be a pocket watch. After a moment of hesitation, Henry bounded outside and followed the boy through the gloomy streets. He spoke up when they had gone a few blocks.
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