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            Dedication

         
         
            For Marley and Raphael.

            May your next adventures be far less dangerous than those in this book.

            Please.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            If it’s a fright you’re after, a terror, a scare,

            Look no further than a place known as Elsewhere.

            A twin, a copy, a world close at hand,

            It’ll never feel quite steady beneath your feet where you stand.

            So have a care, or two, better make that three,

            For the world of Elsewhere wasn’t made for you and me.

            It’s home to fearsome beasties, creatures of the darkest night.

            Take a deep breath, prepare, they’re gearing up for a fight.

            To stand against the dim, the shadows, the dark,

            They require a thing few can say they carry in their hearts.

            It’s a courage so bright, so bold, a glim—

            The weight would crush, destroy almost anything.

            For theirs is a home few can say they found,

            Where night, its terrors, most definitely abound.

            —The Book of Night Things
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            Prologue
The Sorcerer’s Secret
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         In a long-forgotten tunnel beneath Edinburgh Castle, a slight figure fought to push a wooden cart in the near dark. Walls
            hemmed her in on either side; a low ceiling pressed down from above. The light from her torch did not travel far. Per legend,
            the braziers on the walls only lit the way for the good. Imbued with the magic of great warriors of old, the series of tunnels
            could be walked forever, if found by the wrong sort.
         

         
         The braziers did not light for this monster.

         
         She belonged in the dark.

         
         The cart’s front wheel caught on a stone and nearly took her with it as it threatened to keel over. After righting it with
            much difficulty, she panted her way onward, sweaty with the exertion required to drive the large bed. She didn’t allow herself
            to consider how she’d manage the return trip. If there was one thing she excelled at—other than lying, cheating, and fooling
            everyone she knew—it was completing her work, by any means necessary.
         

         
         A pause, a change in direction, and she plowed ahead, sure of her destination. Mostly. She hadn’t been traveling the tunnels alone for long, and people far more experienced than she had become lost wandering them a lot sooner, but— The cart hit a series of steps. Her marker. She exhaled her relief. So what if the braziers did not light for her? 

         
         Goodness was as overrated as it was tedious.

         
         Leaving the cart in place, she climbed the broad stone steps, dodging spiders the size of teacup saucers. After struggling
            to raise the trapdoor, she managed to create enough distance to slide up and out into the damp night. She tilted her face
            into the elements, savoring the fresh air out on the castle mount.
         

         
         “Ah.”

         
         She turned at the insolent drawl. Her heart rose and sank at the sight before her: a monster she’d only seen in the news but
            had studied with feverish abandon the moment she’d been old enough to experience her first crush. He was not the problem.
            It was what lay at his feet. A body.
         

         
         “They sent you” came from the living monster.

         
         “Yes.” The girl forced herself through the gap and scrambled to stand atop the cobbled stone of the castle courtyard. “I am
            here to offer my service.” She levied a deep bow his way. “Were you—you weren’t expecting someone else, were you?”
         

         
         “I do not know . . . ,” the sorcerer mused, stroking the weak chin of his stolen face. 

         
         The girl blinked, disappointed. Her eyes filled with tears. Though, admittedly, that was in part due to the monster’s coat.
            Ankle length, it was a most violent shade of orange. 
         

         
         “I certainly expected someone interesting, who has accomplished many evil and dastardly things. You barely succeeded in pushing a cart here, from what I heard.” His thin lips curled. “Near swooned over the body.” 

         
         The guard—judging by his uniform, human—lay sprawled on his front. It wasn’t a flattering pose. One of his legs was hiked
            up; the skin there was pale, due to the little sun Edinburgh saw. Or from lifelessness. His baton remained holstered in his
            belt. Later, when the mortal police arrived too late to thwart this crime (and certainly too late to prevent those that would
            follow), it would be clear that between unsheathing his weapon and standing his ground to fight, the guard had chosen the
            coward’s catchall: running. And then he’d ruined the girl’s entrance to boot.
         

         
         She wasn’t afraid. She’d been inconvenienced.

         
         This wasn’t how she’d imagined her meeting with one of the Illustrious Three.

         
         “For fright’s sake, girl.” The sorcerer was terse, impatient. “Are you sure you can do this?”

         
         She stood taller, thrust her shoulders back. “Of course. I—”

         
         “So?”

         
         She was afraid to ask so what.
         

         
         She was afraid to say that she hadn’t finished speaking.

         
         She was just downright afraid.

         
         “So?” the sorcerer whispered again, the single word as cruel as a slap across the face the second time around. “What is the
            boy’s address? Where have the Terrors secreted him away? Get it together, minion.”
         

         
         “I don’t have an address. It’s enchanted with sorcery. You go but can never recall where in the Province of Dreamers it is.”

         
         “Then make him trust you and bring him to me.”

         
         “I will.” She would not fail in her duty, like the dead guard. As an Illustrious Society member, she was part of the generator that would regift power where it belonged: to the monster community. When liberty arrived, and it would, she looked forward to singing to the chimes of the great bell. Along with all those who remained loyal. “There was talk of a weapon, in the Society meeting.” 

         
         The sorcerer strode over to a large cannon. The girl was familiar with it: Mons Meg was its name. The humans had their own
            history with it, as did the monsters of Edinburgh. And the Society. Its mammoth size brought it nearly up to the sorcerer’s
            shoulders. He snapped a spoke off the front wheel with the ease of breaking a branch. “Here—” He thrust it at the girl.
         

         
         She noted that the wooden baton was a scarred sheath. She tipped it, and a blade as long as her forearm slid out. The handle
            was pearlescent, as pretty as the metal it birthed, which gleamed with a telltale iridescent sheen. “Is this—is this a forbidden
            blade?”
         

         
         “One you will use to bring me Rayleigh Mann. While he’s still warm.”

         
         A better monster might have argued that Rayleigh was only a boy. Twelve. His mother’s only child. Many milder things could
            have been done to subdue him than the sorcerer planned, to weaken the band of spies the boy called family. But the girl sheathed
            the weapon, careful not to nick her hand and deliver a cut that would not heal. “I won’t disappoint you.”
         

         
         When the silence lasted for longer than five minutes, she knew she had been dismissed. She returned to the trapdoor, descended
            the stairs in a hurry, and abandoned the cart, which was far too big to carry the knife, her torch forgotten in her hand.
         

         
         In her absence, the sorcerer frowned at the trapdoor. It was hard to acquire sufficient aid in taking over the world. Even after advertising. The girl was not a partner, though. She would take care of the little problem he’d acquired in the Terrors, and Rayleigh Mann, while he sought out his teammates. 

         
         Edinburgh edged toward a white Yule, by the chill in the air. And yet there was a warmth in the impostor. He felt the undeniable
            draw of the boy. A problem and a solution. He felt something else, high on the castle’s hill, overlooking the sleeping city
            beneath him.
         

         
         As three vast figures clattered down into the courtyard, the impostor, hands in his pockets, willed it so the guard’s body
            levitated to meet them. The human clothesline bounced harmlessly off the armored chests, hitting the ground by their boots
            with a crunch. The impostor had likely done more damage to the body than to the warriors. They were legitimate, then. As were
            the breastplates molded to their broad chests, and likely the lumicands they grasped in taloned fingers. The central creature,
            with a jaw and cheekbones hewn from stone, took one menacing step forward. Wings, folded against his back, arced high above
            his shoulders.
         

         
         “You are not what you appear.” It was a voice that rumbled across the courtyard like thunder.

         
         All parties considered one another.

         
         There could be a fight—if the impostor was sure he’d win. But there were other battles to face before this fight could happen.

         
         “Don’t worry,” the impostor said. “I was just leaving.”

         
         He melted into the stone. Three violet bolts struck the ground moments later.
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Bubble, Bubble . . .
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         It was a certainty in Below-London that two opposites were often true.

         
         For instance, monsters existed, and many were as terrifying as legend. But look beyond their exterior, and they could also
            be quite marvelous. Most of them.
         

         
         Thelonious Tickle, for instance, East End geezer, sunglasses-sporting maverick, owner of spectacular horns, was a few streets
            short of a borough. Yet, given that Rayleigh was not only engaged in sprinting after his mad uncle—across Terror Tower’s flat
            rooftop, no less—but enjoying himself, it stood to reason that he wasn’t half bad. Family, hey. There was nothing quite like
            them.
         

         
         “Thought you’d have caught me by now!” Thelonious shouted the taunt over his shoulder.

         
         Rayleigh’s eyes squinted against the bluster of wind, sharp, so high up in the Province of Dreamers. He didn’t miss his uncle’s
            smirk, though. Indeed, Thelonious was gilded in a golden light as the faux sun set over the subterranean city.
         

         
         “Hearing, eyesight, and strength!” Rayleigh yelled back. “Not speed !”
         

         
         Things were still changing for him, as his monstrous identity worked its way to the fore. Despite all the new attributes his
            transformations had brought him, one constant so far, and something Thelonious knew full well, was that record-breaking sprinting
            hadn’t joined the list. Couldn’t win them all.
         

         
         “Are you sure my dad’s okay with this?” As far as Rayleigh knew, he wasn’t allowed out. Not since he’d been named as a murder
            suspect less than a week earlier. That kind of notoriety made shopping for vegetables and the like a little . . . tricky.
            Even as the Confederation prepared for the distractions of December’s holiday season.
         

         
         “Too busy winning to hear you, Nephew-mine!”

         
         “Unbearable, isn’t he?” Gasp panted from behind Rayleigh, his heavy footfalls a riotous plod.

         
         “One of us has to catch him” came Mary’s tight reply.

         
         “Or trip him” was said by Shade, shadow tendrils creeping toward the Interim Chief of the Terrors, an arrogant streak against
            the expansive lid.
         

         
         An arrogant streak growing startlingly close to the edge of the roof, and showing no signs of stopping. Rayleigh, however,
            slowed, cautious.
         

         
         “Keep up, Mr. Mann!” Mary encouraged from behind. “You’ll need the momentum!”

         
         For what, Rayleigh soon found out, with a lurch from his stomach, as his uncle took flight with a smooth, bounding leap. Airborne, his coat splayed behind him like the night gave him wings, Thelonious soared into the vast gap between Terror Tower’s rooftop and the building next door. Somehow, bouncing on nothing once more, he landed on the opposite roof with nary a clatter of his pointed-toe boots. It was as if he did it every day. Which, knowing him, he very well might have done. 

         
         Rayleigh, however, did not.

         
         At the roof’s edge, he stopped abruptly, skidding a little in the gravel before the low lip of the wall. Behind him there
            were several muffled cries. Rayleigh looked over his shoulder in what felt like slow motion. Shade, turning as incorporeal
            as the wind, drifted off to the side like a rogue flag, an expression of mild disgust beneath his top hat; Gasp, trollish
            and solid about it, barreled into Mary; her beautiful yet haughty face was drawn into an expression of horror as she collided
            with Rayleigh. Rayleigh, who was more stalwart than he looked in his trainers, afro pick ever present in his high fade, fell
            backward with a startled oof. The fizzing energy of his bent zigzagged through his limbs, ready for . . . a fall that did not come.
         

         
         Rayleigh, slack-jawed and breathless, twisted around against what felt like an invisible plump pillow. But nothing was beneath
            him but the drop, the ground. “What—” he breathed, keeping himself as still as possible. “What is this?”
         

         
         Thelonious vaulted over the opposite roof wall. He landed beside Rayleigh in a crouch. In the air. Atop nothing. Grabbing
            his nephew, he sprang back up, like they were on an invisible trampoline. In the seconds of being airborne, Rayleigh’s worries
            abated—there was nothing he loved more. At least before his accident with Kedara, toward the end of November. Fortuitously,
            however, uncle and nephew landed safely on the second rooftop.
         

         
         “Still with us?” Thelonious peered down at Rayleigh.

         
         “All three of you? Uh-huh.”

         
         “Pukka. Only, there’s one of me. A great loss for the world. So let’s just set you down right here.”

         
         “No, I’m okay. What was that?”

         
         “You take a look and tell me what you see.”

         
         Rayleigh, legs engaged in a tremulous jig, squinted at the yawning void between the two roofs. From a safe distance, Rayleigh
            sought some kind of trickery, the likes of which Below-London was built upon—and there it was. His eyesight snagged on the
            faintest of shimmers, and zoomed in on the disruptions in the still evening like magical camera lenses.
         

         
         “I see something—saw.” He blinked away a wave of dizziness that always followed such intense focus.

         
         “Thought you might. Some monsters can,” Thelonious said as, one by one, Gasp, Mary, and Shade leapt into nothing and bounced
            across, propelled off the invisible force. “Head swimming?”
         

         
         “A bit. Can you see it?”

         
         “Nah.”

         
         Rayleigh suppressed the urge to ask his uncle why not. What made them different. “What is it?” he asked instead, respecting
            his uncle’s privacy about his monstrous identity. Again.
         

         
         “The ULEZ,” Thelonious stated. “It stands for ultra-low—”

         
         “Emission zones?” Rayleigh finished in a bewildered tone. “We have them in Above-London. I thought they were for specific
            cars, or something boring like that.”
         

         
         “Yeah, there,” his uncle said. “Down here we have zones that emit toxic emissions entirely. All that nasty business from vehicles that haven’t transferred to Volence yet. Gases released from various creatures’ rear ends.” His eyebrows rose. “We created an airstream of sorts to entice creatures away from the roads. Not a living thing, but something that helps living things. Or gets a creature to that one bakery in dear Aria that always sells out of those delicious cinnamon slices before lunchtime.” 

         
         “Where?”

         
         “Aria.”

         
         “Still don’t know what you’re talking about.”

         
         “The village in which we live.”

         
         “Huh. I always called it the Province of Dreamers.”

         
         “That is an area that consists of multiple places, Nephew-mine. Lordy. What aren’t they teaching you in school?”
         

         
         “Terrible jokes?”

         
         “And the rest.”

         
         “You know I haven’t been to school since . . .” He counted. “A few weeks or so.”

         
         “Your last day of school, in Above-London, was almost five weeks ago.” Thelonious laughed. “But come January, next month,
            you’ll get a proper education at your new school down here.”
         

         
         He said it like it would be a certainty. That in less than four weeks, the Illustrious Three would be thwarted and life would
            go on as normal. Naturally, Rayleigh hoped that would be the case. And Below-London had taught him more about the existence
            of hope than anywhere else. If his uncle wasn’t worried, Rayleigh needn’t be either.
         

         
         “So, the ULEZ. Don’t suppose you could have mentioned that before the jumping and coat billowing?”

         
         Thelonious shifted. “Don’t know what you’re talking about. As for telling you, you were meant to trust me and be surprised. A failure on your part I’m doing my best not to take to heart, mind. . . . You can have another go as soon as we’re done with tonight’s task.” 

         
         “Eh . . .” Rayleigh glanced down, way down, at the cobbled streets below. Since he’d been shot out of the sky gliding with
            Kedara, less than seven days ago, he’d resolved to keep both feet on the ground. Indefinitely. As much as it pained him to
            admit, there was something to being sensible. In the right circumstances. Namely, survival. “Sorry, Thelonious. I trust gravity
            more.”
         

         
         “Tosh.” He shook his head; the mirrored aviators concealing his eyes glinted like pools of molten starlight. “You should know
            by now that gravity has nothing on me.”
         

         
         “Neither does modesty,” commented Shade in a loud whisper.

         
         The atmosphere sharpened with a tang that made Rayleigh grin; Mary and Gasp exchanged brief glances before stepping away from
            the penumbra and taking great interest in something across the city. Thelonious rounded on his teammate and perpetual sparring
            partner. Shade, to his credit, may have turned a little translucent, but the living shadow did not wither.
         

         
         “Look here, you ceiling smudge—”

         
         A soft caw echoed across the rooftops, saving Shade from the full extent of Thelonious’s rebuttal. Silhouetted against the
            gleaming window pockets in the dark lid, the Terrors turned toward the sound. Each took a different direction, convinced they
            were in the right about the location of the creature responsible for their evening jog—who, in her escape, had given new meaning
            to being a Bad Omen.
         

         
         “We can’t all be right,” Mary moaned.

         
         A second caw rang, a melancholy cry over a province that only inspired the opposite. The omen’s wail seized Rayleigh’s left
            ear and demanded he turn his focus elsewhere. 
         

         
         “Let’s split up and find her,” Thelonious instructed.

         
         “Hang on—” Rayleigh followed the pull, turning on the spot as he focused his heightened sight around them. The province came
            to him, pulling in close enough to highlight missing tiles on rooftops, a nest of birds nestled in between two chimneys, some
            sort of slinky monster wending its way like a river up one of the vast stone columns that rose across the city. It paused,
            almost seemed to look back at a dizzying Rayleigh. Using his sight twice in such quick succession was like hurtling down a
            road at full speed, with the task of identifying every blur he passed.
         

         
         “Don’t overexert yourself, kid,” Thelonious said.

         
         “Uh-huh.” Rayleigh exhaled and looked again. He slowed himself down, keeping the zoomed focus but not letting it lead him.
            He was in charge of his bent. And there, perched alongside the province bell tower several streets away, was their missing
            Bad Omen. “Got her.” He pointed toward the vast creature, wider than the bell, even with her wings tucked in close. Her plume
            glowed a pearlescent white, tipped with a rich aubergine and teal.
         

         
         “Great catch, Nephew-mine.” Thelonious clapped a hand on Rayleigh’s shoulder, which would have buckled his legs when he first
            arrived. “There’s Rheania, our little escape artist.”
         

         
         They take to the skies in times of trouble, Rayleigh remembered Thelonious telling him the first time he’d seen the giant winged creatures. Upon discovering Rheania’s escape, neither of them had mentioned the impostor, still on the run. None of the other Terrors had said anything either, when Rayleigh joined them on the roof. But, just as the darkness of night encroached at the edges of the lid, it had felt to him as if the impostor had been there anyway, wearing something the color and texture of regurgitated spinach, and looking on with his flat, cold green stare. 

         
         Rayleigh fought the urge to look over his shoulder. There was nowhere safer for him than in the company of the Terrors. Except,
            maybe, with one other.
         

         
         “You didn’t say if my dad knows I’m helping you guys.” Actually, he hadn’t asked earlier, excited as he had been to get outside.
            But that was beside the point.
         

         
         “Bit busy is why, Nephew-mine,” Thelonious breezed. “We’ll still fan out,” he instructed the group. “Mary, you go east—”

         
         “Please,” the witch interjected, no-nonsense and clipped. “Tell me you spoke with Bogey.”

         
         “Shade, you go west. Way over there, and far from me. Gasp—”

         
         The troll shook his great green head in dismay. Blond curls bounced and corkscrewed wildly. “Oh no.”

         
         “Oh, for fright’s sake.” Thelonious huffed. “It’s not like I can kidnap my own nephew.”

         
         “Actually,” Shade delighted in pointing out, “I think you’ll find you can.”

         
         “While I doubt you’d be charged with kidnapping, I agree with Shade.” Gasp shimmied, shoulders shaking like he had an itch
            he couldn’t reach. “But I do hope you told Bogey we have Rayleigh with us.”
         

         
         Thelonious was silent.

         
         “Ow. Something cold touched the back of my neck.” Gasp whipped a yellow polka-dot kerchief from his breast pocket and scrubbed
            furiously at the skin there.
         

         
         “You’re being characteristically avoidant, Thelonious.” Mary bid Gasp bend down so she might inspect his skin.

         
         “That’s Chief to you.”

         
         Mary’s blue eyes flashed upward; her mouth, pouty and plump beneath a flash of red lipstick, twitched, hinting at the monster
            she kept beneath a beautiful surface. “Is that so?”
         

         
         “Eh, I’ll think about it.”

         
         “You do that.”

         
         Rayleigh, suspecting his father had no idea his uncle had taken him out, became as concerned for Thelonious as he was for
            Gasp, who winced beneath Mary’s delicate prods.
         

         
         Rayleigh yelped, surprising himself, and touched a hand to his nose.

         
         Thelonious reached for him. “What is it?”

         
         “Something cold.” He rubbed his nose. It stung. “It felt like an electric shock, but icy.”

         
         Mary whirled toward him. “What did you say?”

         
         Rayleigh, still attempting to rub warmth back into his nose, shrugged. “It hurt.”

         
         “Thelonious . . .” Mary, already as pale as death, took on a hitherto unknown shade of corpse. “It can’t be—”

         
         “Snow!” Rayleigh exclaimed. It drifted down before his eyes. A tiny sparkling snowflake. Above, the sky deepened, its darkness becoming something . . . more. It bore down with a heaviness as the lid darkened at a rapid pace. “I can’t believe it snows down here.” He held his hand out to catch the snowflake, and the others that followed. Thelonious and Shade knocked him out of the way. And none too gently, either. Though it hadn’t really hurt, out of habit Rayleigh reacted: “Ow.” He looked between them as they exchanged concerned glances. “What is it?”
         

         
         “We’ll collect the omen,” Shade told Thelonious—his Interim Chief, the respect in his tone indicated. The time for playing
            was over. 
         

         
         “Don’t take too long,” was all Thel said before hoisting a surprised Rayleigh over his left shoulder and taking off across
            the roof.
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Slay You Later
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         Bouncing too hard to issue his umbrage at being carried, of all things, Rayleigh watched the other Terrors take off toward the bell tower as the sky opened and a shower of white
            descended. Had he been able to issue actual words, rather than grunts of discomfort, he would have asked what the big deal
            was. But, jostled like a sack of potatoes over Thelonious’s shoulder, he could only look on as they cleared the channel in
            record time. The ULEZ propelled Thelonious and Rayleigh far across Terror Tower’s roof. Never faltering, Thelonious gripped
            Rayleigh like his life depended on it. Like both their lives did. That stopped Rayleigh’s noises of annoyance quick sharp.
         

         
         Something was very wrong.

         
         “We need a way down now,” Thelonious insisted in a voice Rayleigh hadn’t heard before. It was almost one of panic. “Now, Livingston.”
         

         
         A hole opened in the roof beneath the Interim Chief’s boots; uncle and nephew fell.

         
         Thelonious slipped away underneath Rayleigh, releasing him as they traveled down the exit the tower provided: a cylindrical tube, a sleek slide. On his stomach, Rayleigh looked up as the hole in the roof above them shrank and the snow was kept out. 

         
         “Who’s Livingston?” he shouted as the slide twisted and turned its way down through the tower.

         
         “Come again?” His uncle’s response echoed below him.

         
         “Who is—oof!” Rayleigh crash-landed on a pile of scattered cushions. Far sooner than he would have thought, Terror Tower’s hallway was
            upside down above him. Scrambling to right himself, he climbed to his feet. “I don’t get it.” He watched as his uncle triple-checked
            that the front door was locked. “What’s the trouble with a little snow?”
         

         
         “The trouble,” a deep voice called down the stairs, “is the timing of the storm.”

         
         Rayleigh turned to find his father standing on the second stair landing. Still not quite used to him, to his dad, Rayleigh
            drew in a pleased breath. Though this time, Bogey Mann’s arms were folded across his chest; a scowl made his golden eyes—Rayleigh’s,
            Thelonious’s too, behind his sunglasses—darken. The sharp angles of his cheeks seemed more severe than usual, revealing a
            hint of the monstrous identity Rayleigh had yet to see. But might be about to, given the anger radiating off him.
         

         
         “What time do you call this?” Bogey directed toward Thelonious.

         
         “Nick,” he answered, his voice light.

         
         Bogey looked, if possible, less impressed. “You are vexing.”

         
         “Can’t see why.” Thelonious paused. “I do hear it, though, sometimes.”

         
         His brother folded his arms; beneath them, his cardigan stretched tightly across his stomach. “You took Rayleigh out, without me?” 

         
         “You were busy.”

         
         “I was at a meeting in the Cabinet.”

         
         “Exactly.”

         
         Rayleigh, formerly fixated on his father’s meeting location—the monsters’ equivalent to Parliament—looked from one Mann to
            the other. A horrible feeling bubbled in his stomach at the ensuing silence. It wasn’t quite quiet. He had the uncanny feeling his dad and uncle were battling nonverbally, as they had been doing far too often since
            Bogey had returned. For reasons no one in the tower was forthcoming about whenever Rayleigh asked. But he wasn’t an idiot.
            He may have been an only child, but he knew what sibling rivalry looked like. He also knew what, or rather who, they were
            fighting over.
         

         
         He’d have a word with both, eventually. In several weeks. After Yule, the Confederation’s equivalent to Christmas. It promised
            a bounty of competing gifts, if this rivalry kept up.
         

         
         ’Tis the season, and all that.

         
         “So . . .” He cleared his throat. “The storm?”

         
         “Yes,” Bogey said, not looking away from Thelonious. “The storm. If my dear baby brother had waited for my return, I would
            have told him—”
         

         
         “Less of the baby, thank you,” Thelonious said, in a low voice.
         

         
         “You would have told him what?” Rayleigh asked, an edge of concern in his voice. “Is it that bad? Am I still all right to
            see Mama and Nana tomorrow?”
         

         
         Bogey glanced at him; his expression, still tight, softened. “That remains the plan. I merely meant I would have told your uncle the weather would turn tonight. The witches have been threatening a strike. If anything, your plans to spend several days back at Brutely are excellently timed.” 

         
         “Oh.” Rayleigh glanced back at Thelonious, who was thin-lipped and silent.

         
         “Snow isn’t something we’re used to, in Below-London.” Bogey drew his son’s focus back to him. “It’s never been a form of
            precipitation the weather witches mastered; subsequently, we banned it in the Monsters Cabinet. It’s too dangerous. Their
            use of it is a negotiation tactic to force our hand into preventing their upcoming strike.”
         

         
         “What are they striking about?”

         
         Bogey waved an unbothered hand before pocketing it. “Less hours, more cauldrons, the usual.”

         
         “Then it’s not the impostor?”

         
         “He’s far from here,” Thelonious muttered.

         
         Bogey sighed.

         
         “Where is he?” Rayleigh demanded. “Has he found the other members of the Three?”

         
         “From what we’ve found—”

         
         “That’s enough, Thelonious.”

         
         “But, Dad—”

         
         “No, Rayleigh. Matters with the impostor aren’t for your ears. You should go and have a warm bath.”

         
         “I’d like to wait for the others,” Rayleigh broached carefully. He was still getting to know his father—what he could get
            away with, and what he absolutely should not attempt. “They’re trying to catch Rheania. I want to know when she’s back with
            Kedara, the omens.”
         

         
         “Who?”

         
         “One of the omens escaped” came Thelonious’s deep voice from behind Rayleigh. “While you were dealing with less hours, more cauldrons.” He cleared his throat. “The usual.” 

         
         Bogey glanced past his son, his angled eyes revealing nothing as he acknowledged his brother. “Bath, Rayleigh. Now,” he intoned,
            deep and immovable as a planted tree. It was as if a door had been shut, closing Rayleigh out of the conversation.
         

         
         Luckily, there were always other doors to try.

         
         “Okay,” Rayleigh told his uncle and father.

         
         “Make it a quick bath, so—”

         
         “Hold on.” Thelonious strode past Rayleigh and stood before him, hands on his hips. “That’s it? No fight to stay?” Frowning
            with his entire face, so his horns tipped precariously as his bald pate shifted forward, Thelonious held a hand to Rayleigh’s
            brow. “Sick? Hungry? Feeling . . . sneaky?”
         

         
         Rayleigh backed away. “Huh?”

         
         “Leave him be, Thelonious.”

         
         Avoiding his uncle’s eye, Rayleigh squeezed by him and headed up the stairs. When he reached his father, Bogey drew him in
            for a hug and laid a kiss on the top of his head. Warming through, Rayleigh released a strangled “Back in a bit” and took
            the remaining stairs two at a time.
         

         
         He didn’t mind a hug; his father smelled faintly of peppermints, and he always wore some kind of knitted jumper or cardigan that was soft against Rayleigh’s cheek. Yet, as Rayleigh jogged past the portraits of former Terror crew members on the gallery wall, picture lights glowing a soft white, guilt made his mouth twist around a secret he’d been keeping. His father didn’t know him as well as Thelonious yet. And using that loophole didn’t feel entirely distanced from lying, a hard line he didn’t cross with family. But he also didn’t know what else he could do. If they wouldn’t tell him what was happening, the truth of it, he’d have to mine his own sources. 

         
         In his room, the walls were a deep indigo that mirrored the lid outside. Clouds shifted in Rayleigh’s personal night; whirls
            of softer blue marbled the night with the snowstorm it replicated outside. Rayleigh looked to the ceiling for his pint-sized
            perpetual eavesdropper. The large football-sized bulb sat empty. It had since the day everyone had gathered in the snug to
            watch the news. The day Rayleigh had been named as a person of interest in Seamus Scáthach’s murder.
         

         
         Even Winsome, little trusted by Thelonious, was busy helping the Terrors. And Rayleigh would instead be sent home, to Above-London.
            The trip had seemed like a gift at first. Now it seemed more like a ruse to get him out of the way. To stop him from learning
            where the impostor was, what he’d been doing with Bogey when he kidnapped him, and if he’d been successful in finding the
            other members of the Three.
         

         
         Rayleigh switched on the pendant lamp hanging above his bedside cloud. He checked the door was closed before pulling a thick
            tome from underneath his bed. The Creatures’ Index contained more information about a great many more monsters than the Book of Night Things. Notes rustled between the pages with thoughts about the Dimming, the Illustrious Society, and Rayleigh’s own monstrous identity possibilities scrawled across them in his messy cursive. He and Marley had conducted enough research, in the week he’d been housebound, that he knew he had a right to be suspicious about an escaped omen and a forbidden form of weather. 

         
         After positioning his notes on the floor by the back wall, he stood and scanned the evening sky depicted in the cloud formation.

         
         “I need,” he whispered, “a way to see my friend.”

         
         As it had when he’d needed a way out of the tower before, a golden handle ballooned out of the wall as though filled with
            air. Around it, a tall rectangle shape sank into existence, growing in clarity until it was unmistakably a door; he knocked
            twice, his bottom lip between his teeth. He wasn’t sure of the time. His comms was in a trouser pocket somewhere. It might
            be too late.
         

         
         He waited a moment.

         
         A moment longer.

         
         The door melted back into the milky swirl of the sky around it. It was too late for Marley, who had returned to helping her
            ma rescue monsters. But not too late for Rayleigh to skip his bath and find a suitably clandestine conversation occurring
            in the office on the ground floor.
         

         
         He padded out into the hall, alert for any stragglers. But none of the Terrors were in the hall outside his room, the kitchen
            at the end, or the clubhouse at the top of the stairs. The snug door sat open too; inside, the Seer’s Eye shone like a moon
            in the dim. Crossing his fingers that the Terrors were in the office, Rayleigh navigated the staircase down into the hall.
         

         
         Its long stretch was almost entirely dark, with the sconces switched off: the green paneling along the lower walls looked black, the jungle wallpaper above and the animated panthers it depicted near indiscernible. Yet captured in the faint light from the streetlamps that permeated the three mottled glass panes in the large front door was a clothing hamper. Rayleigh, careful, so careful as he padded past the doors to the butler’s kitchen and the swimming pool, could make no sense of it. Who would leave a hamper on the front mat like a parcel? 

         
         Why would they leave it there?

         
         Rayleigh passed the study door and reached for the hamper. It wouldn’t budge. These days Rayleigh could lift many things,
            including a fully grown cave troll. Yet no matter how much he tugged at the basket, it didn’t shift. He flipped the lid open.
         

         
         Inside was a swirling nest of shadows. A Vol-way.

         
         Rayleigh stepped back, opened his mouth to shout out, but the sentient means of travel was too fast. Drawn down by the force
            of the winds inside, his body tipped sideways. He fought against it, thrashing, digging his slippered feet into the runner.
            The winds gave a moment, almost in surprise. Rayleigh paused too. But then, with a stubborn suctioning squelch, he was snatched
            off his feet with double the force and consumed by the hamper’s depths.
         

         
         He really ought to have known better.

         
         Spinning like a flipped coin, Rayleigh willed himself to think louder than his thudding heart; to peer through the dark for any sign as to where he was—or for who had upended his night
            with the flick of their thumb. They would need to be powerful to circumvent the tower’s protections.
         

         
         The impostor slithered into his mind, like the snake in the grass he had been. Rayleigh, breathing hard, shut his eyes against
            the dead, malevolent stare so alive in his head.
         

         
         “I’ll be seeing you soon, Mr. Mann,” he’d said at their last meeting. “I can’t abide unfinished business.”
         

         
         Rayleigh clenched his fists, exhaled, and drew upon his heightened senses. The air smelled clean, fresh. He wasn’t underground. Well, any deeper underground. But where was he? He doubled his efforts to see through the dark. Nothing. No zoom, no dizziness, just an endless, shadowy void. 

         
         Before too long, the winds slowed, cradling him securely down onto the ground. He landed on his feet. Unlike his first foray
            in the Vol-way, or even his visit to the Monsters Cabinet, no wall sconces battled against the dark. With a growing sense
            of unease, Rayleigh adopted his fighting stance: his right foot ahead of his left. He wasn’t wearing trainers. His feet were
            toasty in his slippers. And his eyes still weren’t adjusting. His ears reached for sound, sought it out with a desperation.
            They failed. He pressed his lips together, filled his mouth with air, and tried to pop them. They weren’t blocked. There was
            just . . . nothing. And yet—the hairs on his arms, the back of his neck, rose in an infantry of concern.
         

         
         He was not alone.

         
         Rayleigh’s hand flew to his hip. Belatedly he remembered that his lumicand was charging alongside the omens. His dragon-hide coat was hanging in Terror Tower’s entrance hall. He may have been strong now, but he wasn’t impervious to harm. Rayleigh flexed his fingers, finally reaching for the bent he still hadn’t mastered. It crackled in his bones, present but wild without his lumicand’s aim. He wasn’t sure if it made him feel better or worse. It was like owning a dog that would defend him against anyone, but might, in the fray, turn and bite him accidentally. It wasn’t the fault of the dog but of its master. Even as he called it, he let it slip away. Thelonious had told him not to fear it. That his bent wasn’t part of him; it was him. He was it. But it still felt like a stranger beneath his skin. 

         
         Rayleigh nudged a toe cautiously before him, feeling out a safe perimeter. A light illuminated above him. He flinched, raised
            his fists as the light ballooned outward, combatting the dark with its blinding glow.
         

         
         “There’ll be no need for that, Mr. Mann.”

         
         He started; at last his eyes adjusted in time to be overwhelmed by the brightness of an entirely white room.

         
         “Over here.”

         
         He turned to Conny Fir, annoyed that he’d been facing entirely the wrong direction. It was hard to say how long the room they
            occupied was. It seemed to echo on around his Induction leader, who stood atop two sinuous feet, slightly muddy, their long,
            rootlike toes exposed beneath a skirt of green needles.
         

         
         “You are in no danger.” Conny’s face was just as he remembered it: a carving in a slender protuberance of bark, above the
            needle dress. From her throat, or where her throat would have been were she not a tree, a tiny blue bird poked its head out
            and chirped something like confirmation. “Please, take a seat. The others should join us shortly.”
         

         
         “For what?” Rayleigh did not move, mostly because when he’d looked at the rows of straight-backed chairs, the room seemed
            to stretch on endlessly. Dizzy, he wasn’t sure he could trust himself not to fall. He rested a steadying hand on the hamper
            beside him. “What’s happening.”
         

         
         “Didn’t you receive your letter?” Conny tutted, and made a note on her clipboard; needles sprinkled across the paper like rainfall. “Something might have gone wrong with the postal service. We’ve been having too many issues of late, in the Cabinet. Stolen artifacts. Failed excavations. Missing employees. I’m sure you also saw the Mollis Mors, which of course meant we had to change our plans for this evening. And at the last minute, too. That’s not a knock against your father, of course.” Conny glanced up, blinking behind thin wire-framed glasses. “I hope he’s well, our Supreme Scarer. And I wasn’t blaming the Undersecretary, either.” The bird in her throat released a short, annoyed chirp. “He has been doing all he can during the Chancellor’s extended absence.” 

         
         “Sorry”—Rayleigh processed the swarm of information she’d issued in what he suspected might have been a single breath—“Mollis
            what?”
         

         
         “The Soft Death.”

         
         He blinked at her.

         
         “Monsterling, of course. You’re not privy to all our traditions quite yet.” She gave him a sympathetic look. “In the Confederation,
            a snowstorm is referred to as a Soft Death, due to its forbidden nature. The Latin, our mother tongue, is Mollis Mors.”
         

         
         “Soft . . . Death,” Rayleigh repeated, his voice hoarse with shock.

         
         “Exactly. It’s a fire in the forest, but we’re doing the best we can to accommodate your instructor’s preferences. And this
            event has been in the calendar for quite some time. It only makes your lack of letter even more disappointing.”
         

         
         “Letter,” Rayleigh repeated; he was still concerned with the snow, something that often warranted a day off school, passionate snowball fights on his estate, being akin to death in Below-London. He understood his family skipping over that little piece of history, but still. Sometimes he forgot that his new home, for all its wonders, was a place to be feared. A monster in its own right. “What did the letter say?” 

         
         Conny spared him a woody smile. “There is no reason to look so serious, Mr. Mann. Welcome to the Department of Aerial Travel.
            You’re here to participate in your introductory transport-license lesson.”
         

         
         Rayleigh digested the words, settling on license. “I get to drive?” he asked with an awed reverence.
         

         
         “Oh no. It’s for the ULEZ.”

         
         “I get to fly?” It was even better.
         

         
         “In a way, yes. Your license will be provisional at first. But given your talents”—she spared him a congratulatory nod—“you
            should pass in no time. Take a seat, Mr. Mann. Try to look past them; it will prevent them stretching on as they do. Waiting
            rooms are really a nightmare.”
         

         
         Rayleigh all but skipped over to the dizzying rows of seats. With Conny’s mention of waiting rooms, he could see it now. The
            empty booths she stood before, little desks with walls on either side, looked like his local post office. He’d suffer multiple
            instances of disorientation if they resulted in wins such as this—a ULEZ license. Of course, that would mean returning to
            heights near the lid. . . . But a license also meant freedom. The same freedom he felt cycling across Above-London on his
            bike, only with a massive upgrade. If he could make himself reach the heights the travel demanded.
         

         
         If his father would let him.

         
         Conny had mentioned a letter. No one in Terror Tower had mentioned one to Rayleigh. It could have been misplaced. Forgotten
            in their offices, as important missives had been before. Another thought entered Rayleigh’s mind. One he didn’t want to entertain.
         

         
         It took longer than expected to reach the seats. Spatia liminaria, Rayleigh would bet. One of two ancient and respected foundations of the Confederation of Lightless Places. 

         
         “Fancy seeing you here,” someone whispered alongside him.

         
         Brow furrowed, Rayleigh turned in his seat.

         
         “You can’t see me, can you?” The disembodied voice sighed. “I wondered why Conny was so quiet before you came.”

         
         “Mack?”

         
         “You can see me!”
         

         
         “Er, no,” Rayleigh winced. “But I remember you. Hey, thanks—” Thanks for telling Octavia Brand that Marley and I helped you during the second trial, Rayleigh meant to say. But the hamper shook with an announcement of another arrival; its lid was flung back.
         

         
         A fox-faced girl, absent only a second before, stumbled before Conny, arms whirling. A fanny pack sat diagonally across her
            chest, atop a beat-up old leather jacket. Four tails fanned in an arc at her back, bristling with the same frenetic emotion
            as their owner’s gesticulations. Conny lunged to the side with a cry, narrowly avoiding a wayward booted foot.
         

         
         “Nobody move!” Marley blinked in the harshness of the lighting. “I’m armed and very, very irritated.”
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         Miss Liu!” Conny Fir, glasses askew, had lost her clipboard. And her bird. The tiny blue ball of fluff circled the air above
            Marley. A sweet song pealed through the waiting room, ringing with a sleepy softness. “Miss Liu, stop!”
         

         
         Rayleigh, who had jumped to his feet, concerned for his friend, swayed where he stood. Conny’s bird, he recalled from his
            first trial, bore power in its music. In this instance, the kind to knock the blinking and belligerent Marley out cold. Rayleigh,
            too. Tiled floor had never looked so comfortable. He wanted nothing more than to let his legs give out, and take a nap on
            top of them.
         

         
         “Nobody touch me,” Marley slurred, stumbling like a sailor unused to land after their time at sea.

         
         “Please, Miss Liu,” Conny pleaded. “You are in no danger here!”

         
         “Either she didn’t get a letter either,” Mack yawned, “or she really hates heights.”

         
         “Marley!” Rayleigh fought to remain on his feet. “Marley, you’re safe!”

         
         Seesawing back and forth, she squinted across the waiting room. “Rayleigh?”

         
         “You’re okay.”

         
         “What is this?”

         
         There was a snapping, an almighty crackle: Conny Fir twisted in a tornado of wood. Spinning upward, she became twice as tall,
            wide—three times as much, four. Her glasses disappeared; kind eyes stretched upward in the corners, narrowed. Her mouth became
            a jagged hole of fence-like teeth. Her bird stopped singing and dived for the hole in her throat, now large enough to accommodate
            a fully grown adult. Rayleigh found himself wide awake.
         

         
         “Miss Liu” boomed across the waiting room in a voice as cold as a winter’s night. “You will remove the utility belt that does
            not comply with the laws of this Confederation, and take a seat beside the other students.”
         

         
         Marley’s hand crept to her fanny pack. “Students?”

         
         “ULEZ lesson,” Rayleigh croaked, his head tipped back, eyes wide at the sight before him. “We’re here for ULEZ lessons. There
            was a letter.”
         

         
         “I didn’t get one.” She blinked normally. “I’m—I’m sorry. I thought this was—I didn’t know.”

         
         Conny shrank, uncoiling from the tree that had no business being so terrifying, back to the calm, slightly frantic creature
            she presented as. “I see.” She stooped for her clipboard. “I will be complaining about the missing letters, don’t you worry.”
            She held a hand out.
         

         
         Marley didn’t hesitate before handing her fanny pack over.

         
         “Take a seat. We’re waiting for three more former inductees this evening.”

         
         Tails drooping sheepishly, Marley scurried away as best she could in her chunky boots. “You couldn’t have sent me a message?” she hissed at Rayleigh. “I thought I’d been kidnapped!” 

         
         “Not here!”

         
         Marley, about to drop into the seat beside her friend, straightened. “Who said that?”

         
         “It’s me, Mack.”

         
         “Mack,” she repeated. “From our second trial?”

         
         “Unless you know any other invisible monsterlings.”

         
         “Well, actually—”

         
         “Later.” Rayleigh pulled Marley into the seat on his other side.

         
         “Did you both get invites?” she asked.

         
         Rayleigh shook his head and considered his earlier thought. The one he hadn’t wanted to acknowledge. His letter hadn’t been
            lost or forgotten about, any more than Marley’s. They hadn’t received their notices about these classes because someone didn’t
            want them to attend. He didn’t need three guesses to work out who that was.
         

         
         “I got mine,” Mack said, unaware of the tension. “ULEZ license lessons.” They sounded morose. “As if it’ll be any better being
            invisible while using the airstream in the city.”
         

         
         “You thought this was a trap,” Rayleigh directed to Marley; there was no way to keep their conversation private.

         
         “I did.” She took in their setting, a frown settling between her eyebrows.

         
         “It’s weird the two of you didn’t get your notice letters,” Mack pointed out. “We’ll have to see if the other three didn’t
            get theirs, either.”
         

         
         Rayleigh wasn’t sure if it would matter. “I think our families hid our letters.”

         
         Understanding made Marley’s whiskers twitch, her nose. This was why Rayleigh had tried to speak with her earlier in the evening. It wasn’t just her strange affinity for seeing trouble and barreling full tilt toward it, fanny pack in tow. They were on the same wavelength. Where others saw one thing, they noticed another: trouble. 

         
         “Why wouldn’t your families want you here?” Mack asked. “Is there something about the ULEZ
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