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The Morning That Wouldn't Come

It was seven o'clock on a Tuesday in Puddlebrook, and it was still completely dark.

Not dusk-dark. Not twilight-dark. Proper, midnight, pull-the-blanket-over-your-head, nobody-should-be-awake dark. The kind of dark that only makes sense at two in the morning.

Luna Finch was lying in bed with her eyes open, staring at her ceiling.

Or rather, staring at where her ceiling ought to be, since she couldn't actually see it.

Somewhere outside, a very confused rooster had been trying to crow since half past six. He would crow, stop, look around (presumably), decide he had made a terrible mistake, and go quiet again. Then, five minutes later, he would try again. It was the saddest, most uncertain cock-a-doodle-doo Luna had ever heard.

“Waffles,” Luna whispered. “Waffles, are you awake?”

There was a small rustle from the pillow next to her head, where a certain small round owl had been (against all the rules of Luna's mother, and indeed of owldom in general) sleeping since the adventures of last autumn.

“No,” said Waffles firmly.

“You’re answering me, though.”

“I’m answering in my sleep. Very rare. Very impressive. Don’t wake me up.”

Luna smiled in the dark. She had missed this sort of thing, actually, in the months since their Star Thief adventure. Ordinary life was perfectly nice — school, and her mum's shepherd's pie, and sneaking off to the Grandmother Oak every clear night to count the stars — but there was something about lying in the dark having a daft conversation with a very small owl that made her feel like herself.
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SHE ROLLED OVER AND looked at her clock.

The clock, which had been a present from her aunt, had glowing green hands and a face that looked slightly surprised to be a clock. Right now, the hands were pointing at ten past seven.

Seven. In the morning.

On a Tuesday in April.

Luna sat up slowly.

“Waffles,” she said, and her voice wasn’t whispery anymore. “Waffles, something’s wrong.”

“Yes,” Waffles murmured. “You’re still talking to me.”

“It’s seven o’clock.”

“And?”

“In the morning.”

“... oh.”

Waffles sat up.

Luna could feel him, more than see him — a small warm fluffy shape blinking in the dark. She felt around on her bedside table until her fingers found her torch, and clicked it on.

Her bedroom was normal. Her cardigan was draped over the back of her chair. Pocket Prickle's empty shoebox was tucked under her bed (Pocket had moved into the garden properly once the weather warmed up, though he still popped in for tea on Sundays). Her notebook, the one with the tied-on twig, was on her desk.

Everything was exactly as it should be.

Except that outside her window, where the sky should have been turning soft grey and pink, it was the colour of wet coal.
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Luna padded over to the window.

She pulled back the curtain.

Puddlebrook looked, at first glance, very cosy. A few lanterns still glowed in a few windows. A chimney was sending up a thin ribbon of smoke. The bakery, which usually had its warm yellow light on long before sunrise (because bread didn't make itself), was glowing just as it always did.

But there was no sun.

And there weren't any stars either.

The sky was just... empty. Flat. Dark grey. Like a blackboard that had been wiped with a dry cloth — all the writing gone, but a kind of dusty grey smear left behind.

“Waffles,” Luna said, in a small voice, “where are the stars?”

“It’s morning,” Waffles said. “Stars don’t come out in the morning.”

“But it’s not morning. Look at it. There’s no sun. There’s no stars. It’s not anything.”

Waffles hopped onto the windowsill beside her. He tilted his head one way. Then the other. Then he did his new trick — blinking both eyes at the same time, which he had got quite good at since his proud first attempt six months ago.

“Luna,” he said, “I don’t like this.”

“Neither do I.”

“The sky isn’t broken again, is it? We only just fixed the sky.”

“I don’t think it’s broken,” said Luna slowly. “I think it’s... waiting.”

“Waiting for what?”

“I don’t know,” said Luna. “I don’t know, Waffles, but I don’t think the sun is coming.”
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She got dressed quickly, in the soft yellow torchlight. Cardigan (the green one, because that was Pocket's favourite). Scarf (because it turned out that a sky without a sun in it was surprisingly cold). Wellies, just in case.

Then she padded downstairs.

Her mum was in the kitchen, and her mum was not alone in being confused.

Mrs. Finch was a sensible sort of lady who generally believed in having a cup of tea before allowing the day to happen. She was sitting at the kitchen table now, wearing her dressing-gown and fluffy slippers, holding a mug that had gone cold. The wireless was on. The newsman's voice was the kind of voice adults used when they were trying to sound normal and failing completely.

“— no need for alarm —” the wireless said. “— meteorological oddity — experts assure us — likely a strong cloud bank — expected to clear —”

“Mum?” Luna said.

Mrs. Finch jumped. She looked over, and her face relaxed — the way a grown-up's face relaxes when a child appears, because grown-ups have decided that nothing too strange can happen while a child is present. (Grown-ups are sometimes wrong about this, but they mean well.)

“Hello, flower,” said Mrs. Finch, far too brightly. “Funny old morning, isn’t it?”

“What’s happening?”

“Oh, nothing, nothing. Just a bit of cloud. They’ve called off school, just for safety. You can have a lovely long breakfast.”

“Mum,” said Luna, “it’s pitch dark and there’s no sun.”

“Yes, I know, flower. It’s... very cloudy.”

“It’s not cloudy. There aren’t any clouds. Clouds would be lighter than that.”

Her mum opened her mouth. Then closed it. Then opened it again. Her face did that little crumple it did when she was about to say something she didn't believe.

“It’ll sort itself out, Luna,” she said finally, more gently. “I’m sure it will. They always do.”
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Luna did not think they always did.

Luna thought that some things only sorted themselves out because nine-year-old girls who counted stars went out at night to sort them.

She kissed her mum on the top of her head and, leaving her mum looking slightly startled (because Luna had only recently become tall enough to do that), she took a piece of toast and went out of the back door.
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The garden looked wrong.

Not broken. Not scary. Just... wrong. All the familiar things were there — the crooked apple tree, the compost heap, the wooden box under the hydrangea where Pocket lived now — but they were too dark. The colours were all sleeping. The grass was black instead of green. The hydrangea flowers, which should have been blue and pink, were like ink stains.

She walked down the garden path, her torch making a little warm circle ahead of her.

At the wooden box, she knelt down.

“Pocket?” she whispered. “Pocket, are you there?”

There was a very long silence.

Then a small, cross, raisin-nosed face appeared at the opening of the box. Pocket Prickle was wearing his green velvet waistcoat (which he refused to take off even for sleep) and his little cracked spectacles, and he looked the way hedgehogs look when you have woken them up for a very bad reason.

“Luna Finch,” he said, “if you have woken me up to tell me one of your biscuits has gone off, I will —”

He stopped.

His little whiskers twitched. His nose wrinkled. He looked around the garden, at the wrong-coloured grass and the ink-flower hydrangeas and the empty sky above.

Then he looked back at Luna.

And his whole face changed.

“Oh,” he said softly. “Oh dear. Oh dear.”

“Pocket?”

“How long, Luna?” he said. And his voice was very serious. “How long has it been dark?”

“It’s after seven. The sun should have come up at —”

“And nobody is telling you what’s wrong?”

“Everyone’s pretending it’s just cloudy.”

Pocket groaned. He rolled himself into a little ball of worry for a moment, then unrolled himself, and brushed dust off his waistcoat.

“Luna,” he said, “go inside. Get the coin.”

Luna's heart did a tiny flip. She hadn't touched the Moon's silver coin since the morning the Moon had sent them all home. It lived under her pillow, just like the Moon had told her. She had almost forgotten it.

“The coin?” she whispered.

“Use it,” said Pocket. “Use it now.”

“But — the Moon said only if I really needed her —”

Pocket looked up at the sky. The empty, coal-grey, sun-less, star-less, wrong-all-over sky.

“Oh, Luna Finch,” he said quietly. “I think you really
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