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			For Tessa, again and always,
my beautiful, magical girl.

		


			Prologue

			Through the shadows, a small light shone.

			A candle flame, burning amber and gold against the blackest cloak of midnight. It wavered in the dancing breeze, threatening, at times, to falter and fall but persevering – helping. Helping the children, who were dreaming.

			The first dreamer lived in a secret, hidden world—a world of magic and stories, peopled by astonishing creatures (who were not mythical at all, but real) and magical people, called wordspinners. This dreamer had, not so long ago, lived in another world entirely—the only world most children ever know. Now, she lived in Writungeard, in a tower that touched the stars, with her best friends and her stories and a mystery slowly unravelling. She lived with her dreams. While the candle flame watched, she tossed in her bed, mumbling fearful words.

			This dream had brought her again to this grey, festering castle. And in this castle, there was a man. Or a creature who was once a man but now was something other. His name was Rider, but most people in Writungeard called him the Wordsnatcher. A shadowy woman stood by his side. It was not the woman who often visited Temora in her dreams—the one with wild, dark hair and eyes the colour of midnight. The woman the Wordsnatcher had stolen. Branna Tempest was gone from her daughter’s dreams entirely and Temora felt her absence like a wound on her flesh. In her place, there was this new woman, shrouded in mist, her voice an echo and a blur.

			The room where they stood – the Wordsnatcher and his companion – was neater and cleaner than the one where Branna had been imprisoned, as if someone had been tidying.

			Or, perhaps, preparing the space, for a purpose Temora didn’t dare to imagine.

			Indeed, Rider did seem busy, tinkering with a strange, metal object—a small, glinting orb. He looked up from his work and he smiled, his teeth like carving knives.

			‘Hello, Temora Tempest. You have returned. I see you. Soon, we will be together again. You are the key. You change everything. You will help me rewrite this world. Your name was spoken before you were born. Your name is a faerietale. Have you read it yet? Have you read the story of your life?’ Temora opened her mouth to reply, but all that emerged, was a caw. A squawk. The man in darkness laughed.

			The shadow woman didn’t seem to feel her, in the same way that Rider did. Her voice moved through the darkness like a fog, a mist. ‘We must listen,’ she told the Wordsnatcher. ‘We must obey.’

			When the woman came near him, Rider hid the orb within the folds of his grey, rotting coat. ‘What does he whisper now?’ he said. ‘What stories does he write today?’

			There was a long pause, then. The woman did not speak. The Wordsnatcher went back to his work. And then, the whispers began, growing louder and louder, like thunder, when lightning is closing in. And then the thunder suddenly stopped.

			And the woman said, ‘Come. They are reading.’

			***

			The next dreamers were many, were multitudes.

			In beds around Writungeard, in their family homes, the Wordless children lay.

			They dreamed of a forest, a clearing, a girl. They dreamed of other Dreamers. They dreamed of two suns, two moons and day and night and time itself, leaking away. They dreamed of a ticking clock. The sound of it felt, somehow, like a friend, whispering in their ear, ‘It will all be okay.’ They dreamed of nightmares brewing on a blue-hot flame. They dreamed of themselves as nightmares.

			They could feel the clock, the nightmares and time, liquefying around them, as if they were stuck in quicksand and being slowly pulled, down, down, down and through it, and none of them had any idea what they would find at the bottom. Except that the Wordsnatcher would be there. He was always there, pulling out their dreams with a silver spoon, ladling them into the nightmare. Breathing the nightmare into the Dreamer’s dreams. Sometimes, she came, too. She whispered in his ear. She was here, now. And when she spoke it was echo, it was mist: ‘Come. They are reading.’

			***

			And then the other dreamers, more multitudinous still.

			In beds all over the lunary world – the real world, outside of Writungeard – children huddled beneath their covers. They held torches in their small hands, and they made their beds into caves, into castles, into the whole entire world. In front of them, black marks marched across crisp, white pages. To the eye of the non-reader, these marks were the most ordinary of symbols—so commonplace as to seem mundane. But these marks were anything but ordinary. These marks were, in fact, carrier of myth and magic. They were the vessels of imagination. Their presence on these pages was proof of something greater than this small room, this small world – proof of wonder and whimsy. The presence of the book was enough to lift each sublunary child out of their narrow, humdrum life. It made them higher. It made them more.

			In beds all over the sublunary world, mouths hung open, eyes widened, children gasped and giggled and begged: ‘Stop! Don’t do it! Please! Run away!’. Even though it was far past their bedtime, and they listened, always, with one ear, for sounds of parents’ footsteps in the hallway and the click of the bedroom door, they read on and on and all the way ‘til midnight.

			And at that very moment—at the very stroke of midnight—something remarkable happened, and terrible. The stories changed. Each book—whether minutes before it had been an adventure story or a thriller or a book about hedgehogs—became something different. It became the same as all the other books, under all the other covers, held by all the tiny hands.

			A new character emerged from the gutter between the pages. He had a tall hat and spiked teeth and red glowing eyes. He smelled of death and his face was darkened by the shadows. The children jerked back, beneath their quilts. The torches in their hands began to tremble and each of them felt, deep within them, some primal pull to look away. But they could not look away. They kept on reading. They watched as the man with the hat was joined by a woman. ‘It is time,’ the woman said to the man. ‘They are reading.’ There was a long, drawn-out pause like spun sugar, stretching … ‘It is time,’ the woman repeated.

			He replied, finally, ‘Yes, you are right,’ and he raised one rotting hand and then—as the children watched in horror—he clicked his fingers. In beds around the sublunary world, mouths formed a silent scream. Then, the black symbols before the children disappeared and everything turned to darkness.

			A third man crept through the shadows, then. He watched, as the children fell. And he did not catch them. As they plummeted, he laughed and laughed. It sounded like a wolf, howling.

			When each sublunary parent came, in the morning, to wake their darlings from their overlong slumbers, they found their beds empty. They found their windows open, and all that was left to give a clue that their children had ever existed was an open book, lying under the covers, with no words on its pages.

			***

			Temora Tempest woke to a new day at Lyfthelm. Lavender light spilled in through the small window on the opposite side of the room. She could hear birds outside. The double suns hung like lemons in the purple sky. For a moment, everything seemed perfectly peaceful. Until Temora realised that Emmeline was sitting on the side of her bed, her face as white as parchment. She held her peryton polo mallet. She still slept with it, out of habit—as if it was a weapon. ‘What is it?’ Temora croaked.

			Her friend shook her head, her dark eyes wide and fearful. ‘You were talking, in your sleep,’ she whispered. Her voice—normally so steady and fearless—wavered.

			Temora sat up. She hadn’t seen Emmeline look so scared since the day the vampire came to their classroom. ‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘What did I say?’

			Emmeline gulped. ‘You said …’ she began, but her voice broke again. She squeezed her eyes tightly closed and, without opening them, she tried again, ‘You said, ‘They have woken. And now they are dreaming. And now they are marching.’

			Temora’s hands began to tremble. ‘It’s okay,’ she whispered to herself. ‘It’s just a dream.’

			‘You know that isn’t true,’ the bird voice inside her whispered. ‘There is no such thing as ‘just a dream’. Not at Lyfthelm. Not for you. Not ever again.’

			‘So, it’s real?’ Temora asked it.

			‘Of course, it’s real,’ the bird voice replied. ‘And that means we are all in terrible danger.’

			‘You’ve turned all pallid,’ said Emmeline. ‘Waxen, wan.’

			‘That makes two of us,’ said Temora.

			‘It’s not only a dream, is it?’ said Emmeline.

			Temora shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. But the Literati say we’re safe – that they’re protecting us. They say –’

			‘They’re lying,’ said Emmeline, her forehead creasing with anger. ‘About everything. First the Wordsmith, now the Literati. All lying. The establishment,’ she growled. ‘Hemlock to them.’

			Temora felt a sense of creeping unease. She knew the feeling well by now. It lurked inside her like a small, squatting monster. It had come to visit the day the Literati had arrived at Lyfthelm. It stuck its claws in, hard. The Literati made her so nervous, with their white suits and their blank stares and their rulings. They had faces Temora could not hold on to. They all seemed to be the same person—except for their leader.

			Her name was Ailsa Savršen. When she came, she tipped white paint over everything at Lyfthelm, bleaching the life out of it and told them they must trust her. She told them, ‘I tell the one true story.’ Temora did not trust Ailsa Savršen for a moment. She had no idea what truth was, anymore.

			Emmeline peered at Temora. ‘Nothing is okay, is it? We’re all in a complete mess.’

			Temora sighed. ‘Nothing is okay,’ she repeated. ‘Nothing is even a little bit close to okay.’

			The girls fell silent. Through the floor, the walls, the ceiling, the ticking of the clock reverberated. It seemed to grow louder, faster, more terrifying and oppressive and, as Temora listened, the ticks transformed from simple rhythm to words, repeating, over and over.

			Help. Me. Help. Me. Creator. Help. Us. All.

			Chapter One

			Perplexity Jones

			Temora and Emmeline dressed quickly. It wasn’t like before—what Emmeline called, wryly, ‘the Before Times’—when apprentices could drift down to breakfast whenever the care (or hunger) took, still in their night-clothes if they couldn’t be bothered changing. It wasn’t like before, when they could excitedly place bets on what Scholar Lapointe might have summoned, for their first meal of the day. Would it be ‘two whole loaves, with masses of butter and honey and clotted cream,’ from The Hobbit? Or the ‘Traditional English Breakfast’ served in another book about magic (one that Emmeline used to like but didn’t so much anymore)? Temora would have even settled, in these strange new times, for the green eggs and ham that Emmeline had spoken of, the night Temora arrived at the tower—anything but the dry, bland oatmeal they ate each morning, now that the Literati were in charge.

			‘I used to believe six impossible things before breakfast,’ Emmeline sighed, as they marched down the hallway towards the great dining hall that was the Beórsele. ‘Now, I only believe that I never want to eat oatmeal again. If you were wondering.’ She shook her head. ‘The Literati tell us what to think –’ She smacked a fist into her palm. ‘They tell us what to believe. They tell us what do and how to live, and what is real and fake and right and wrong ...’

			‘I know,’ Temora tried to interject but Emmeline was not done ranting yet.

			‘They tell us we’re safe because they are keeping us safe, and that as long as we follow all the rulings and protocols and stick to the clock, we will be safe forever. They repeat it so often that even I began to almost believe it. It seems like I’ve heard it so many times it’s almost like my own brain has thought it. But none of it is true.’ Emmeline threw up her arms. ‘And the Wordsnatcher is still out there and so is Nycteris, and the Wordless are still Wordless and the Dreamers are … I don’t know, whatever scary thing Dreaming really is, and we have to eat cursing OATMEAL every day!’ Emmeline finally took a breath. She let it out in a burst, like an angry leaf blower.

			Temora gave her a moment to calm. She fixed the buttons on her new school shirt (white, the same shade as her trousers, socks, and cardigan). ‘You’re lucky,’ she said, when Emmeline’s red cheeks had begun to fade. ‘You got to have all those years here before the Literati arrived. I only had weeks.’

			‘I had more years saving up things to miss,’ Emmeline pointed out. ‘But none of us are lucky, in this new, dystopian paradigm of life. We’re all in this purgatory together.’

			‘Apprentice Tempest, Apprentice Kurosawa.’

			A tall, dark-furred creature stepped from the shadows, his paws light on the sandstone floor. Plex. He was still doing that—emerging from nowhere, randomly popping up in the strangest of places. And it still annoyed Emmeline no end. ‘Dwæs catt,’ she murmured. Silly cat.

			Plex was a caitsith, actually, but Temora didn’t correct her. It was never a good idea to try and correct Emmeline.

			Plex smiled at her, sadly. ‘I heard that.’

			‘You were meant to.’

			‘What is it, Plex?’ Temora asked her friend, gently. Plex looked—unimaginably—even wearier than he had when the apprentices were being made Wordless. Then, Plex had barely slept, patrolling the halls, protecting the students. Temora had hoped that, when the immediate threat passed, Plex would be able to rest. She hoped he would return to the bright-eyed, sharp-witted creature she had met first by the black-pearl box in her old garden in the sublunary world. This morning, he looked even more tired than he had in those dark days. His fur was matted. His eyes were bloodshot. His clothes were creased and grubby and the white patches on his chest and tail were now a dusty cream. He looked as if he might fall over at any moment.

			The official Literati ruling was that the caitsith were lower class creatures and thus did not deserve the same rights as wordspinners. It made no sense to Temora – the caitsith were fiercely smart and kind and peaceful. But Plex had told her that the way things were couldn’t easily be understood. The caitsith were born beneath a blighted star and the wordspinners under a lucky one.

			Temora didn’t accept that, and she knew, in his heart, Plex didn’t either.

			When Maxim was the Wordsmith, Plex was treated as equal. He was Maxim’s friend. Now, for the first time, he was not the only caitsith in Lyfthelm. What had once been a source of such pride for him—the only magical creature allowed to work at Lyfthelm for so many generations—now meant nothing at all. The Literati had brought with them their caitsith workers, to perform menial jobs in the tower. The extra caitsith did not lighten Plex’s load. He worked every hour the clock gave him. Temora didn’t know where he slept, if he did. She knew nothing about Plex’s life when he wasn’t working. He didn’t seem to have one. Temora wished she could remove all his pain and exhaustion. She wished she could work in his place. More than anything, she wanted to take him in her arms and make it better. But hugging in the halls was no longer allowed. Not between apprentices and definitely not between an apprentice and a servant.

			She could show him kindness, though. ‘Are you all right, Perplexity?’ she prodded, when he didn’t reply to her.

			Plex managed a wobbling smile. ‘All is well, Mora—I mean, Apprentice Tempest. Temora Tempest. Apprentice.’ Plex rubbed at his temples. He looked from side to side, checking for Literati patrollers who might have heard a caitsith behaving above his station. He breathed out, unsteadily, when none jumped out from behind a bookshelf.

			‘It’s okay,’ Temora murmured. ‘I like it when you call me Mora.’

			‘Mora Tempest,’ Plex said, with a grin, in a conspiratorial whisper.

			‘Mora Tempest,’ Emmeline echoed, theatrically. She wiggled her finger at Temora. ‘Temora Tempest, last of the Tempests—warriors against the monsters. Temora Tempest, who fought the Wordsnatcher, with his Wordless machine, with his army of zombie children. Temora Tempest, who fought the Wordsnatcher, who is trying to steal the clock and take over Writungeard and the sublunary world. Temora Tempest, the one who will save us all, made famous in The Faerietale of the Wordsnatcher –’

			‘Emmeline.’

			Emmeline’s eyebrows raised at the note of warning in her friend’s voice. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Too much?’

			‘Just a bit.’ Temora shivered. ‘No more, please. Especially not about that book.’

			‘But … what if it really does tell your story?’ Emmeline asked, gripping Temora’s arm. ‘What if it tells your future?’

			‘Don’t you want that?’ the bird voice inside Temora whispered. ‘To know how your story ends?’

			‘Maybe … one day,’ she admitted out loud. ‘Not today. My brain is full of fuzz today.’

			‘Possibly a nutritional deficiency. I’m sure you’re meant to eat foods with colours, for vitamins, etcetera. Or maybe it’s the general vibe of these unprecedented times. Times like these will make fuzz of all our brains.’ Emmeline inclined her head. ‘Maybe not mine. My genius brain – even when in severe sleep deficit – is made of stronger stuff than most ordinary humans.’ She looked at Plex, cheekily. ‘Maybe most caitsith, too,’ she added.

			‘Oh,’ Plex said, mildly, ‘I wouldn’t be so sure about that.’

			Emmeline rolled her eyes. ‘Whatever, cat. You’d have to be the creator to best my superior intellect.’ She turned to Temora. ‘Come on, tomodachi,’ she said, using the Japanese word for ‘friend’. ‘We’ll be late for breakfast, and if we’re late for breakfast, that gorgon, Ailsa Savršen will take great delight in stringing us up by the earlobes. And her kraken daughter, Kendall, will take great delight in watching.’

			‘She hasn’t actually been that bad, lately,’ Temora pointed out. ‘Kendall, I mean. I think she’s afraid of her mother. She even smiled at me, once. That was … weird.’

			‘Maybe she has learned the error of her ways,’ Plex suggested, charitably.

			‘Sure. And maybe the clock has stopped ticking and the Typespace has disappeared, and the tower has turned upside down and all pigs have all become aviatrixes,’ Emmeline said, with a roll of her eyes. She peered at Plex. ‘You never said why you’re here, cat-dude.’

			‘I was just checking on you,’ he said. ‘Both of you,’ he added, quickly, when Emmeline glared at him—it annoyed her when people treated Temora as if she was more special than anyone else. ‘I feel like I hardly see you anymore. And …’ He looked down at his paws, eyes shifty, ‘sometimes I imagine I hear screaming and other … odd noises, coming from your room. I’m not allowed to go in to check, though. I’m not supposed to go in any of the apprentice bunkrooms—it’s ‘above my station’ to do so. I’m meant to go and find a Literati instead, and …’

			‘You don’t want the Literati to check on me, because you don’t know what they’ll discover,’ Temora finished for him. ‘It’s okay, Plex,’ she said. ‘I do scream, sometimes. But it’s only bad dreams.’

			Plex’s head jerked up. ‘You dream about him, still.’

			Temora nodded. ‘And the woman.’

			‘Which wo–’ The sound of a door slamming open against a wall split his words in two like an axe through a tree. Heels tapped on the stones towards them.

			Temora shuddered. That sound—that clip-clopping sound—reminded her so powerfully of her safekeeper, that bile rose in her throat. But her safekeeper was gone. She had never been there at all. She was only ever a character. She never really existed. Temora was safe. From her, at least. But this noise—this tapping of shoes on stone—still made the hairs on her arms stand up. Temora knew who wore these shoes. They sounded—as they approached—like the shifting hands of the Lyfthelm clock. The woman who wore them was the one who had transformed the tower. The woman who now controlled them all.

			Chapter Two

			Guardian Savršen

			When the Literati took over from the Wordsmith as protectors and administrators of Lyfthelm Tower, they swept through like a snowstorm, transforming all they touched, turning it all to white and imposing perfect order.

			Literati was Temora’s new least-favourite word, followed closely by tidiness. There was no dust in Lyfthelm Tower anymore, and Temora found herself grieving for it.

			One of the Literati’s first rulings was that all chapter guardians should have their roles ‘downsized’. What this meant was, the guardians could still supervise lectures (using Literati-approved, textbook-based curricula), but they were no longer responsible for the administration of their chapters. A team of Literati now ran the tower, presided over by Guardian Savršen. The scholars who once guided and protected the apprentices faded into the background. They slowly turned to white.

			Of course, Lavenza Wollstonecraft, the former guardian of the Blackletter chapter, did not go down without a fight. Words flew like darts on the day they took her black uniform. The words became harpoons on the day her quarters were painted. Eventually, she relented and ceded control. ‘But only,’ she told Temora later, ‘because Viktoria took my sword.’ Her eyes flashed. ‘And because I have plans for how to fix this. And none of my plans can work if I am banished to Carcern Prison.’

			‘What about our stories?’ Temora asked. ‘Scholar Lapointe can’t let us summon anymore and alf Layla can’t teach us to listen. What about –’

			‘I can’t instruct the apprentices to write,’ Wollstonecraft told her. ‘I’m only meant to give you books that tell you how to do it.’

			‘They can’t do that!’ Temora cried. ‘They can’t take our writing away!’ Temora’s chest tightened with panic. Writing had become one of few comforts, during all of this. She wrote every morning and night, her fingers hot and magnetised to the page, and she placed her tales in her black pearl box. Sometimes, secretly, she wrote stories that went elsewhere. Sometimes, Temora wrote stories for Cornelia, the girl who once called her Puddingface. Cornelia had no idea that Temora Murphy was the author of her favourite books.

			With Scholar Wollstonecraft’s help, Temora sent stories through the Tilde to other children, who breathlessly begged their parents to run to the bookshop and look for more novels by TA Bird. When their mums and dads came back with nothing—saying, in confusion, that the booksellers had never even heard of TA Bird (and booksellers know every writer there is), at first the children cried, but then they went back and read that first book again, and again, and this book changed their worlds. Then, magically, a week or two later, another book, wrapped in brown paper, would arrive on their doorstep. The children were so excited to read this new instalment that they completely forgot to thank their parents for finding it for them. Which was just as well, of course, as their parents would have no idea what they were talking about.

			Temora knew that the Literati must never find out about these children and these stories. Ailsa Savršen had granted a special exemption for one story to go through the Tilde. She would be horrified to know about all the others. The only other people who knew about TA Bird were Wollstonecraft and Emmeline, who knew all Temora’s secrets.

			‘They can’t take it from me,’ Temora whispered to Wollstonecraft. ‘My writing. They can’t take it.’

			‘Keep writing,’ her former guardian murmured, gripping Temora’s forearms. ‘You will get better, the more you practice. I’ll figure out a way to keep sending the stories through. Not for any other apprentice, you hear. Only for you.’

			Temora felt warm from her toes to her earlobes when Scholar Wollstonecraft said this. The feeling cooled quickly. ‘This is all so hard,’ she said. ‘How are we meant to cope with it?’

			‘We cope because we have to,’ Wollstonecraft replied, firmly. ‘Because we have no choice, for now. The Literati oversee the clock. They control Writungeard. They might not be the creator, but they are the closest thing to him that anyone can see.’

			‘And now they control us,’ Temora said. ‘We’re rats in a cage.’

			‘Maybe,’ Wollstonecraft said. ‘For now. But cages have doors and doors can be unlocked by clever rats.’

			Temora thought of this, as Guardian Savršen approached. ‘We are rats,’ she thought to herself, ‘and Savršen holds a trap above our heads. And I don’t know if we can escape.’

			‘We are birds,’ her bird self corrected. ‘And of course, we will escape. We will crack the locks open with our claws. And then, one day, we will fly.’

			Temora saw Plex’s throat bobbing, as the clipping footsteps grew closer. His eyes widened. And despite her bird’s courage, her own hands began to sweat. Keep being hands, she begged them, thinking of all the other times—especially lately—when her fingers had become something other than fingers. They had become feathers. She thought of the nights when she practised, in the darkness, turning the change on and off by will. She could control it, a little bit, now. She could change herself. Sometimes, it happened by accident, though, when she was scared and when she was angry. She was both now.

			Guardian Savršen loomed over Temora, now, like a white-barked tree over a brittle sapling. This was the first time she had come so close, and her appearance was even more alarming at this distance. Her skin had a stretched quality about it, as if invisible fingers were pulling everything sideways and up. She had long hair—the same peach colour as Kendall’s—which she wore in a complicated braid that fell to her hips. Somehow—by some Literati magic, perhaps—when she walked, the braid did not swing. It stayed an exact distance between her two shoulder-blades, like a rapier held in a back scabbard. There was no part of Guardian Savršen’s body that wasn’t a line or an angle. She was flat on all sides, like a pike. Her feet, in taper-toe heels seemed sharpened to points, designed for kicking. Her suit was spotless and crisp as an apple. When she smiled, it never made it to her eyes. ‘Apprentice Tempest,’ she asked, in a voice both whisper and growl, ‘why are your buttons not yet secured?’

			It was a simple question. From anyone else, it would seem harmless, but somehow, when Guardian Savršen spoke of buttons, she may as well have been discussing methods of torture. Temora opened her mouth to answer, but her brain was full of fuzz and feathers, like an overstuffed cushion. ‘Speak!’ the bird inside her groaned. ‘What’s wrong with you? Say something!’ Guardian Savršen gave a slight shake of her head. Her braid did not move. ‘All of you, down to the Beórsele at once.’

			‘That’s where we’re going,’ Emmeline argued. Temora shot her a look of awe. Her mad, wild best friend was the only person in the Tower brave (or foolish) enough to stand up to Kendall’s mother. It might signal some sort of death wish, but it was hard not to admire her nerve.

			‘Not. Quickly. Enough,’ Guardian Savršen said, through slightly gritted teeth. Even her teeth, Temora noticed, were white as snow and straight as icicles.

			Emmeline looked at her watch. ‘We’re not due for five minutes.’

			Guardian Savršen’s eyes were an iridium flare. ‘You are due precisely when I say you are due, and I say you are due now. It is no ordinary breakfast time this morning, Apprentice …’ Guardian Savršen trailed off, raising an eyebrow. Temora knew what she was doing. Guardian Savršen knew exactly who Emmeline was (everyone knew who Emmeline was—she was the smartest apprentice in all Lyfthelm). She was only pretending she didn’t. It was a power game and Ailsa Savršen was very good at power games—how else had she ascended to the very top of the Writungeard government?

			‘Kurosawa,’ Emmeline said, evenly. She gave a small, treacherous roll of her dark eyes. ‘But you knew that.’ More quietly, she muttered, ‘Kurosawa. Descended from ninjas.’

			‘Well, Apprentice Kurosawa, the ninja, if you were any good at upholding your family legacy, you wouldn’t be here, in this corridor. You would have slipped into the Beórsele already. You would be sitting in your usual seat. You would have finished your nutritious breakfast and you would be waiting, ears pricked, ready for the important and exciting announcements of the day.’

			Emmeline snorted. ‘‘Exciting’,’ she murmured. ‘I do not think that word means what you think it means.’

			Temora expected Savršen to yell at Emmeline or, at the very least, schedule a detention. Instead, she turned her terrifying eyes on Temora. ‘Do you have anything to add, Apprentice Tempest?’ she asked, coolly. Temora shook her head, quickly, though inside her the bird flapped and squawked.

			‘Good,’ Guardian Savršen said, her lips twisting into a macabre approximation of a smile. ‘You are sensible, Apprentice Tempest. Most unlike your …’ She didn’t finish her sentence, but she didn’t have to. Temora knew what she was about to say. Most unlike your mother. Temora winced, inwardly, at the slight on Branna Tempest.

			Guardian Savršen changed the subject. ‘To the Beórsele, now,’ she said. ‘This morning, you may in fact be more captivated than usual by our announcements. We have some delightful information to impart.’ The word ‘delightful’ sounded wrong coming from Savršen’s mouth.

			She looked, slowly, from Temora to Emmeline—and then to Plex, her eyebrows raising slightly, as if she had forgotten the caitsith was there. ‘Changes,’ she went on, slowly, her eyes flicking back to Temora, ‘will be happening at Lyfthelm. Changes you will both find most exciting indeed. Trust me.’

			Chapter Three

			Colophon

			The first time Temora Tempest arrived in the Beórsele she was mesmerised. The vivid brightness of it had exploded her soul. It was magnificent. The stained-glass windows showed purple and blue scenes of fantastical castles, vibrant flowers, dancing faeries, and constellations that seemed to slowly revolve in endless indigo skies. Moonlight had drawn the pictures from the windows, painting them on the stone floor and walls and turning everything to faerieland. And in every place where there was not a window, there was an immense bookshelf, stretching up towards the heavens. She could only just see the end of it, then—it was so long and so vast and every inch of it breathtaking.

			Now, the Beórsele windows had curtains, always drawn to avoid distracting the apprentices with all the colour and wonder. The curtains were white, of course, and so were the walls, the floor and their new, starched uniforms. It was as if some huge hand had overturned a bucket of milk on everything.

			As she walked into the Beórsele that morning, Temora couldn’t help thinking of Horton House—her childhood home. There, everything was beige. No object was ever out of place, no painting askew. There was no mess, no dust, no signs of life. Temora had felt, always, as if she were drowning—suffocating in all the dullness. She felt a bit like that now, except it wasn’t dullness here, at Lyfthelm, with the Literati in charge. It was uniformity. Tidiness. Order. It was never stepping out of line, never talking back, never dissenting.

			Emmeline was crackling with the injustice of it. ‘I hate this place,’ she muttered to Temora, as they walked over to their table. Ro lifted a hand, half-heartedly, when he saw them. Xander managed a feeble smile, before looking back down at his oatmeal with a grimace.

			They took their seats. ‘We have oatmeal today!’ Ro said, grinning maniacally. ‘Can you believe it! It’s like Christmas in July!’

			‘It’s August,’ Xander corrected him. He ruffled his untidy punk hair, so it flopped over his face. ‘And I don’t believe Christmas will ever come again.’ He let out a mock sob. ‘Always oatmeal and never Christmas. I miss the Wordsmith so much.’

			‘Is it August?’ sighed Ro. He dug his spoon into his oatmeal and held it aloft, letting the grey sludge drip off. ‘I hadn’t noticed. Every day is the same. How are we supposed to keep track of what month it is?’

			‘And yet the clock keeps ticking …’ Emmeline said. She pointed at the enormous clock that still hung behind the scholars’ podium—the one thing about this once-grand hall that remained as it always had been. ‘And time keeps marching on. The Typespace waits for us all.’ The four friends fell silent, listening. The tick, tick, tick of the clock reverberated through the floor, off the walls and inside their heads, just as it always had. As Temora listened more closely, the ticking became a whispered secret: ‘Help. Me. Save. Me. I. Am. Here.’

			The sound of it made Temora’s blood chill. To distract herself, she looked around at all her friends. First, she saw Keze, the peryton handler, and Amrita, their chapter captain. Then, there was Stefan, the needle-eyed blond boy, who she had been so scared of when she first arrived. She knew, now, he had stared at her so intensely because she looked like Branna. Her mother and his had been close, when they were younger—there was a picture of Branna Tempest in Stefan’s house. Stefan was going to use that photograph, and more like them, in albums his mother kept beneath her bed, to help Temora learn more about the storm-souled woman she had never known.

			Stefan gave a small nod in her direction, as if doffing a hat. Temora smiled in return, wondering yet again why she had ever found him so frightening. Her smile slipped when she saw the two empty chairs, between Stefan and Keze. One of them belonged to Wen—the captain of the Blackletter peryton polo team. The Wordsnatcher had made her Wordless. The other chair was Nixie’s.

			She wasn’t called Nixie now, of course. Now, her name was Nycteris. Nixie was the shy, giggling, freckle-nosed bunkroom-mate of Emmeline and Temora—their friend. Only she had never been their friend at all, because she was the daughter of the Wordsnatcher, Rider Marr. She had only ever befriended Temora to spy on her and report back to her father. She had tricked them and escaped, before anyone could send her to Carcern Prison. And she was still missing—still dangerous.

			Temora shivered. ‘You okay?’ Emmeline asked her. ‘What are you worried about? The clock? Or the Literati? Or the Wordsnatcher? Or –’

			‘Comforting as usual, dear Emmeline,’ Ro drawled. He patted Temora on the hand. ‘Never mind, Mora. If we’re all going to the Typespace in a handbasket, at least we’re going there together.’

			There was a tapping noise at the front of the room. Temora’s head swung around. For one brief, wonderful moment, she imagined it was Maxim – the Wordsmith – standing on the scholars’ stage, using his quill-handled walking stick to get the attention of the apprentices. But Maxim Helios was gone, of course. He had lost his job as Wordsmith when the Literati learned of his many failings.

			Young, naïve Maxim had declared the Wordsnatcher dead when he mistook Rider’s skin for a corpse. It was this testimony that convinced the entire world that the most evil creature to ever live in Writungeard was no longer a threat. Now, everyone knew what really happened. They knew that Maxim had convinced himself and the Literati that Rider was dead and, because of this refusal to even imagine he might be wrong, Rider and Nycteris had been allowed to escape. Because of Maxim’s wilful ignorance, there were so many wordspinner children now Wordless—seemingly in a coma, alive but drained of all movement, all imagination. Although, maybe they still dreamed. Temora hoped they still dreamed. Because of Maxim’s mistake, there were sublunary children transforming into mindless followers of the Wordsnatcher. Dreamers. Because of Maxim’s mistake, both worlds were in peril. Temora knew that there was so much that she should be angry about when it came to Maxim Helios. But she missed him. He had loved and supported her. He had loved her mother, too. Now he was gone, it was as if a link to her mother had been broken.

			Temora wished that Maxim stood on that stage, tapping his quill-handled cane. Instead, Ailsa Savršen stood behind a new banner that read, ‘fide nobiscum’ (‘Trust us,’ Emmeline had explained—this new sign, unlike the banners from the olden days, never changed). She tapped not with a cane but with the thin, white staff that all the Guardians carried—a symbol of their supremacy. The staff was shaped like the hand of a clock, to represent the power the Literati wielded over all the people of Writungeard.

			‘Apprentices, attention!’ Guardian Savršen commanded. Her voice was low and mild, but each statement she made still sounded like a command. Everyone fell silent, even Emmeline (though she couldn’t resist rolling her eyes—once an anarchist, always an anarchist).

			When the Beórsele quietened, Guardian Savršen spoke again. ‘Thank you, apprentices,’ she said, with an artist’s impression of a smile. ‘I trust you are enjoying your breakfast.’

			‘Loving it,’ Xander muttered into his oatmeal. ‘Totally living my best life right now.’

			Savršen gripped her staff in hands like iron. ‘I imagine you are wondering why we have gathered you all here today.’

			‘Ruling number four hundred and thirty-eight?’ Ro muttered. ‘‘Ghost white’ replacing ‘ivory’?’

			‘Ruling number seven hundred and twenty-two?’ Emmeline replied out of the corner of her mouth. ‘Apprentices must read seventeen textbook pages each night instead of twelve?’

			‘Ruling number one thousand, four hundred and eight?’ Xander’s face slumped. ‘Sultanas. A sprinkle of sultanas in my oatmeal and I’d be the happiest boy alive. Any tiny change and I would be beside myself with joy.’

			‘As of next week,’ Guardian Savršen went on, her smile stretching her lips so thin they were barely visible, her eyes as cold as always, ‘the Literati will no longer be sole overseers of Lyfthelm Tower.’

			Gasps of shock echoed around the Beórsele. Excited mutterings bubbled up at every table:

			‘The Literati are leaving!’

			‘The Wordsmith is coming back!’

			‘The scholars will be Guardians again!’

			Emmeline was the only one who noticed one important detail in Guardian Savršen’s announcement. ‘She said they won’t be the sole overseers,’ she whispered to Temora. ‘So, they’re not going anywhere. But they’re bringing in someone else to help.’

			‘Who could it be?’ Temora replied. ‘At least we know it can’t be any worse than the Literati.’

			What Guardian Savršen said next silenced all the mutterings. Some of the apprentices responded with confusion, others with astonishment. And some, like Temora and Emmeline, felt their souls turn rigid with fear. ‘As of next week,’ Guardian Savršen said, ‘the Literati will be joined here by members of an organisation called The Colophon.’

			Temora and Emmeline exchanged a wide-eyed look, each of them breathless with horror.

			They knew who the Colophon were but Xavier had evidently been distracted by geese thoughts during that part of the history lesson.

			‘Who were those dudes again?’ he asked.

			Emmeline grinned. Explaining things was her favourite thing to do. ‘The Colophon, dear, unstudious Xavier, are a rogue, totally violent breakaway organisation. Those dudes are so bad the Literati literally kicked them out! The Colophon wanted to repeal the law against summoning weapons into Writungeard!’ She shook her head. ‘They said it was to fight the monsters, but as if. They want to control the clock.’

			‘Forever,’ Ro added, paling. ‘They want to bring all the creatures of magic under their control.’

			‘Thanks for the cheat sheet,’ Xavier said, with a little shudder. ‘I feel much better now.’

			‘But the Literati stopped them,’ Temora whispered. ‘Right? Like you said. They … cast them out.’

			Emmeline nodded. ‘This makes no sense whatsoever,’ she said.

			Temora knew, in that moment, with nauseating clarity, that there was something very rotten occurring, in the heart of Writungeard. She knew that their circumstances—which had felt only moments ago to be very dire indeed—were about to become much worse.

			The friends tuned back in to Savršen’s announcement. ‘The Colophon, for those of you who are unaware, are one of the Literati’s administrative arms. Their arrival marks the next exciting phase in Lyfthelm’s journey towards academic excellence! As you all know, we at the Literati are terribly busy with other facets of our important roles—from keeping Writungeard safe to ensuring smooth transfer of story-to-sublunary-child through the Tilde. And, of course, our most important function, protecting you—our apprentices—from anything that might seek to harm you.’ Guardian Savršen paused, obviously waiting for applause. Kendall clapped, enthusiastically, nudging Jessica to do the same. Their friends reacted to Kendall’s warning glares and joined in. Mostly, there was silence. Guardian Savršen held up her hands, anyway, as if silencing a raucous crowd. ‘Thank you! We do appreciate your support! And of course, you know that we want to give you the best service possible, on all fronts—and we are! But Writungeard is a community! Our most excellent friends at the Colophon have very kindly offered their assistance, and we welcome them with open arms. You must trust us, that we will continue to do what is best for you, what is best for Lyfthelm Tower. That is the only true story.’

			‘Truth, schmooth. I don’t believe her for a moment, if you’re wondering,’ Emmeline muttered, darkly.

			‘Very little will change,’ Guardian Savršen went on, ‘in the day-to-day operations of the tower. This is simply another way we are value-adding to your educational moments! The clock is ticking! The Colophon are simply going to help us all to keep up! This is the end of the announcement, apprentices. Remember, follow the rulings and trust us and none of you will come to harm.’

			Her heart thudding, Temora looked past Guardian Savršen and the line of other Literati Guardians, to the group of Lyfthelm scholars. Scholar Wollstonecraft was there. Her face was even paler than usual. Her eyes were enormous hollows, like the gaping mouths of caves. She saw Temora watching and she gave her the slightest of nods. Then she mouthed the words that filled Temora’s veins with something like warmth—something like hope.

			‘We will fix this,’ she breathed into the air, and Temora allowed herself to believe. Because, really, what other option is there? Between hope and despair, the only one that can change the world is hope. And she didn’t trust the Literati—not one bit. She absolutely did not trust the Colophon. But she did trust Lavenza Wollstonecraft.

			Chapter Four

			Tybalt

			Tybalt the ghost sat in his small, dark room, cross-legged on the dusty stone floor.

			Now that Temora knew the truth about her friend, she could see all the clues she should have picked up on, telling her that Tybalt was not alive. When he moved from his position on the floor, he left no impression in the dust. When he exhaled, despite the chill in the air, his breath wasn’t visible. He never ate from the plate of cupcakes he placed between them. He never drank from the water jug.

			His skin was almost translucent—you could, very faintly, see the outline of the fireplace behind him, through his raven-haired head. The veins that showed in his neck and temples were grey, not blue or purple. But there was still something so alive about Tybalt—something so glowing and real. Once Temora had got over the initial shock, the fact that her friend was a ghost didn’t cause her any discomfort. In fact, she felt closer than ever to him, now. They were both outsiders—both strange, both filled to their edges with secrets, with pain. And it was to Tybalt that she escaped when life in the Tower felt too big, too hard, too much.

			Now that she knew she could travel without her feðer pendant (the feather necklace that allowed people to move through the Typespace), she came to visit him more often. It didn’t always turn out perfectly—Temora was still practising with her powers. She’d only just discovered that she could become a bird and that this – somehow – gave her the same control that the feðer once did. But she was new at it. Sometimes she arrived somewhere she didn’t entirely expect. This time, though, as if her powers knew how much she needed it, she arrived exactly in front of Tybalt, her legs crossed, on his floor. Without even having to ask, he held out a chocolate cupcake.

			‘You look like one of these is in order,’ he said. When she looked at him, curiously, he added, ‘It’s all over your face, Mora. Something bad has happened. It’s not another Wordless, is it? Rider isn’t back? I feel like I would know if Rider was back …’

			Temora shook her head. Through a mouthful of chocolate, she replied. ‘I feel like it’s worse, Tybalt. If that’s even possible.’ She told Tybalt about Guardian Savršen’s announcement—how she’d spun the Colophon revelation as if it was a good thing.

			‘Wow,’ Tybalt croaked, when Temora had finished her recount. ‘Do they have a separate school, do you think, where they teach politicians how to speak in a way that sounds grand but communicates absolutely nothing?’

			‘I’m sure of it,’ said Temora. ‘It sounded like one big advertisement for the Colophon—like they were a product Savršen was trying to sell. But what I don’t understand is – I thought the Literati hated the Colophon. That’s what Scholar Wollstonecraft said. Scholar Lapointe’s father was expelled from the Literati for joining. Why are the Literati and the Colophon suddenly on the same team?’

			Tybalt puffed out his cheeks (the effect was very strange—where the skin stretched, Temora could see straight through it). He rubbed at his eye sockets with the heels of his hands. ‘I don’t know,’ he sighed. ‘It doesn’t make sense. I was here to see the fallout from the Colophon Expulsion. It very nearly escalated to all-out war. I don’t honestly know why it didn’t. I don’t know how the Literati managed to expel the Colophon when they had weapons. Or why Lapointe and his followers never used those weapons on anyone who stood up against them. It was all very strange.’

			‘Wait. Lapointe and his followers? You make it sound like –’

			Tybalt nodded. ‘He’s their leader.’

			‘Wow,’ Temora breathed. ‘I didn’t know that part.’

			‘I’d guess that there is much we don’t know,’ Tybalt agreed. ‘We only ever know what the Literati tell us, and that story doesn’t make any sense, if they’re suddenly …’

			‘Most excellent friends.’ Temora met Tybalt’s eye. ‘I think we have to do something about this. I know we have other concerns, but I feel like this is important, too.’

			Temora thought of Scholar Wollstonecraft and the words she had mouthed on the scholars
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