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Author’s Note on this Edition

The Bone Season was originally published in 2013, when I was 21.

The Tenth Anniversary Edition you’re about to read has been significantly revised. It follows roughly the same course of events, rewritten with a bit more experience under my belt.

If you jump straight from this edition to the sequels, you may come across some minor inconsistencies. These will be corrected in the revised sequels, which will be published together in 2024.

I hope you enjoy this series as much as I’ve loved working on it for the last decade.

Samantha Shannon, 17 April 2023


Besides this earth, and besides the race of men, there is an invisible world and a kingdom of spirits: that world is round us, for it is everywhere...

CHARLOTTE BRONTË


[image: image]


Contents



	Cover

	Half-title Page

	By The Same Author

	Dedication Page

	Title Page

	Contents

	Maps

	PART ONE – SPRING

	1    The Curse

	2    No Safer Place

	3    Deliriant

	4    The Forge of the Anchor

	5    The Rookery

	6    Lamplight

	7    Among Giants

	8    Denial

	9    Stained

	10  Port Meadow

	11  Birds of a Feather

	12  Distraction

	13  After the Poppies

	14  A Great Emptiness

	15  Death Wish

	16  Possession

	17  Survivor




	PART TWO – SUMMER

	18  Mutual Trust

	19  Tourist Trap

	20  Moment of Truth

	21  Trafalgar

	22  Confessions

	23  Into the House

	24  The Golden Cord

	25  Dance upon Nothing

	26  Halls of Magdalen




	PART THREE – AUTUMN

	27  The Bicentenary

	28  Amaranth

	29  His Parting from Her




	Glossary

	Dreamscape

	People of Interest

	The Seven Orders of Clairvoyance

	Acknowledgements

	A Note on the Author

	Copyright Page






	Maps

	PART ONE – SPRING

	1    The Curse

	2    No Safer Place

	3    Deliriant

	4    The Forge of the Anchor

	5    The Rookery

	6    Lamplight

	7    Among Giants

	8    Denial

	9    Stained

	10  Port Meadow

	11  Birds of a Feather

	12  Distraction

	13  After the Poppies

	14  A Great Emptiness

	15  Death Wish

	16  Possession

	17  Survivor




	PART TWO – SUMMER

	18  Mutual Trust

	19  Tourist Trap

	20  Moment of Truth

	21  Trafalgar

	22  Confessions

	23  Into the House

	24  The Golden Cord

	25  Dance upon Nothing

	26  Halls of Magdalen




	PART THREE – AUTUMN

	27  The Bicentenary

	28  Amaranth

	29  His Parting from Her




	Glossary

	Dreamscape

	People of Interest

	The Seven Orders of Clairvoyance

	Acknowledgements






 

	i

	ii

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	iii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	xiii

	xiv

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	368

	369

	370

	371

	372

	373

	374

	375

	376

	377

	378

	379

	380

	381

	382

	383

	384

	385

	386

	387

	388

	389

	390

	391

	392

	393

	394

	395

	396

	397

	398

	399

	400

	401

	402

	403

	404

	405

	406

	407

	408

	409

	410

	411

	412

	413

	414

	415

	416

	417

	418

	419

	420

	421

	422

	423

	424

	425

	426

	427

	428

	429

	430

	431

	432

	433

	434

	435

	436

	437

	438

	439

	440

	441

	442

	443

	444

	445

	446

	447

	448

	449

	450

	451

	452

	453

	454

	455

	456

	457

	458

	459

	460

	461

	462

	463

	464

	465

	466

	467

	468

	469

	470

	471

	472

	473

	474

	475

	476

	477

	478

	479

	480

	481

	482

	483

	484

	485

	486

	487

	488

	489

	490

	491

	492

	493

	494

	495

	496

	497

	498

	499

	500

	501

	502

	503

	504

	505

	506

	507

	508

	509

	510

	511

	512

	513

	514

	515

	516

	517

	518

	519

	520

	521

	522

	523

	524

	525

	526

	527

	528

	529

	530

	531

	532

	533

	534

	535

	iv









	Cover

	Title Page

	Part One







[image: ]

[image: ]


[image: image]


[image: images]

THE CURSE

I like to imagine there were more of us in the beginning. Not many, I suppose. But more than there are now.

We look like everyone else. Sometimes we act like everyone else. In many ways, we are like everyone else. We are everywhere, on every street. We live in a way you might consider normal, provided you don’t look too hard.

Not all of us know what we are. Some of us die without ever knowing. Some of us know, and we never get caught. Either way, we’re out there.

Trust me.

I had lived in London – Islington, officially – since I was eight years old. I attended a private school for girls, leaving at sixteen to work. That was in the year 2056. My father thought I would lead a simple life; that I was bright but unambitious, complacent with whatever work life threw at me.

My father, as usual, was wrong.

From the age of sixteen, I had worked in the criminal underworld of the Scion Citadel of London. I worked among ruthless gangs of clairvoyants, all fighting to live and thrive in a syndicate headed by the Underlord. Pushed to the edge of society, we were forced into crime to prosper.

And so we became more hated. We made their worst fears true.

I had my place in the chaos. I was a mollisher, no less – second in command to Jaxon Hall, better known as the White Binder, the mime-lord who ruled the district of I-4. There were six of us in his direct employ. We called ourselves the Seven Seals.

My father believed I was an assistant at an oxygen bar – an uninspired choice of occupation, but a legal one. The truth would probably have killed him.

I was nineteen years old the day my life changed. By that time, my syndicate name was notorious – the Pale Dreamer, heir of the White Binder, renowned for being the only known dreamwalker.

After a trying week among my fellow criminals, I had planned to spend a few days with my father. Jaxon could never understand why I bothered – for him, there was nothing worth our time outside the syndicate – but he didn’t have a living family, to my knowledge. London could have crafted him from candle wax and hair, for all I knew.

It was raining that day. The day my life changed – not for the first time, but for ever.

In the gloom of the den, I lay on a couch, wired up to life support. Physically, I was in Seven Dials. My perception was some way north, in Marylebone.

I said I was a dreamwalker. Let me clarify. Among the many strains of clairvoyance, mine was especially intricate. In its simplest form, it allowed me to reach farther into the æther than other voyants. I wasn’t a mind reader – more a mind radar, hypersensitive to the spirit world. My gift attuned me to it for about a mile outside myself.

When strangers arrived on our streets, I knew first. Nobody could hide from me. Consequently, Jaxon used me as a surveillance tool.

All clairvoyance was prohibited, but the kind that made money was downright depravity. For those caught dabbling in mime-crime (as we called it among ourselves), the official method of execution was nitrogen asphyxiation. There were still public hangings, naturally, and torture for certain sorts of high treason.
I committed high treason just by breathing.

But I digress.

Back to that day. I was tracking an elusive visitor to the area – a strange and remarkable dreamscape, which had appeared twice before. Jaxon had been stumped by my description of it. From the layering of defences, I would have said it was centuries old, but that couldn’t be right. This had to be a voyant of unprecedented strength.

Jaxon was suspicious. By rights, a newcomer to his section of the citadel should have announced themself by now, but there had been nothing.

I had sensed it again while I drifted that day. Jaxon would be furious if I lost it.

Find the one who treads so brazenly on our turf, darling. I will have this insult answered.

Thousands of dreamscapes thronged the nearby districts. I strained to keep tabs on the one that stood out. It drew my attention through the æther like a lantern – quickly, as if the stranger could sense me, as I sensed them.

It was slipping out of range. I should have pulled back a while ago, but this stranger had Jaxon unusually perturbed. If any of us mentioned it, he would sink into a sullen mood, often for days.

I forced my perception to its very limit, pulling against the constraints of my physical location, but it was too late. One moment the dreamscape was there; the next the æther seemed to swallow it, and it was gone.

Someone was shaking me. I let out a faint sound of protest, and they stopped.

My silver cord – the link between the body and the spirit – was unusually flexible, letting me sense dreamscapes at a distance. Now it snapped my awareness back into place. As soon as I opened my eyes, Danica shone a torch into them.

Danica Panić, our resident genius – an engineer and unclassified fury, second only to Jaxon in intellect. She was three years older than me and had all the charm and sensitivity of a punch to the nose.

‘Rise and shine,’ she said. ‘What day is it?’
‘Friday,’ I rasped.

‘Very good.’

Danica switched off the life machine. I unfastened my oxygen mask.

The garret of our den came into focus. The building was a secret cave of contraband – penny dreadfuls, stacks of forbidden pamphlets, all manner of trinkets from the black market. This was the only place in the world where I could read and watch and do whatever I liked.

‘I don’t feel great.’ I rubbed my brow. ‘How long was I drifting?’

When Danica was ominously silent, I checked the timer on the machine. It stabilised me when I sensed the æther at long range, providing a safety net in case I ever went too far. Jaxon wanted me to learn to force my spirit from my body, but to date, I had failed. I was content with that.

‘Dani,’ I said, seeing the digits, ‘are you trying to kill me?’

‘Yes, actually.’

‘I’m serious.’

‘Jax told me to leave you for an hour,’ she said. ‘What did you find?’

‘That dreamscape is back.’ I sat up, a familiar headache swelling. ‘I still can’t get a clear read on it. I think it was heading towards Park Square.’

‘I’ll send Zeke.’ Danica reached for her phone. ‘I hear Jaxon gave you the weekend off. How did you swing that?’

‘Psychological reasons.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means you and your contraptions are driving me mad.’

She dealt me a dark look. ‘My contraptions are what keep you alive, ingrate. I could always let your sad excuse for an encephalon dry up.’

‘I have no idea what you just said.’

‘I know.’

Danica handed me my beaten leather boots. I pulled them on, then retrieved my peaked hat. She offered my revolver, but I declined.

‘I take it you’ll update Jax,’ I said. She grunted. ‘Where is everyone?’
‘Zeke is now looking for your stranger. Nadine is at a séance in Cheapside,’ she said, distracted by her phone. ‘Eliza had an episode.’

An unsolicited possession. ‘Was it Pieter?’

‘No. Her new muse.’

‘Has Nick checked on her?’

Danica shook her head. ‘Jaxon took him out for dinner.’

‘He said he would drive me to Islington.’

‘They’re at Chat’s, I think. You should go over there.’

‘It’s fine.’ I tucked my hair into my hat. ‘I’d hate to interrupt their huddle.’

‘You can’t go by train now. It’s too late,’ Danica said. ‘Don’t you have to go through Inquisitors Cross?’

‘Yes, but I’ll be past the turnstiles. I’ve never seen an Underguard at Leicester Square.’ I stood. ‘Breakfast on Monday?’

‘Unless something more interesting than you crops up.’ Danica glanced at the clock. ‘Don’t die.’

‘I won’t. See you on Monday.’

I swung on my jacket and made for the door, greeting the spirit in the corner. Pieter gave a dull hum in reply. Being dead sometimes got to him.

Pieter was a muse, the spirit of the Dutch artist Pieter Claesz, found by a binder in Haarlem and traded along the ley line into Scion. Eliza – our medium – would let him possess her now and again, allowing her to paint a masterpiece. When she was done, I would flog it to unwary collectors at the black market.

Spirits could be temperamental, of course. Sometimes we could go for months without a painting. Even when we did get one, it left Eliza drained for days.

I locked the door behind me, glad to see the rain had stopped. The streetlamps were luminous blue, the moon a smirk of white.

Seven Dials was always lively on a Friday night. Airlift, the local oxygen bar, overflowed with laughing amaurotics. To my right, one of our couriers sat by the sundial pillar, the heart and namesake of the district. The rain had washed its six blue faces.

The courier gave me a nod. I returned it. As I walked down Monmouth Street, I subtly called a spool of ghosts to my side.
London had so much death in its history, it was hard to find a spot without spirits. They could be hostile, or willing to help. I liked to keep a few to hand when I went out at night, in case of Vigiles.

The amaurotics in that bar were none the wiser. They were the normal ones, the naturals – the people Scion was built to protect from unnaturals like me, who conversed with the dead. I strode away from them.

‘Fortune for a bob,’ came a whisper. I stopped. ‘Best oracle in London, I promise you. A bob or two for a poor busker?’

The voice belonged to a thin man, huddled in an equally thin jacket. I read his aura. Not an oracle, but a soothsayer. I shot a glance over my shoulder before I yanked him into the nearest doorway.

‘You’re not an oracle, but you are loud,’ I said, my voice low and dark. ‘We’re surrounded by amaurotics, you fool. Are you off the cot?’

His eyes flared wide. ‘Pale Dreamer,’ he said, his voice rough. ‘Please, don’t tell the White Binder I lied. I just wanted—’

‘You need to go before he sees you.’ I dug into my pocket and crushed a few notes into his hand. ‘Get out of here. Use this for a doss.’

‘Thank you.’

He slipped the notes into his jacket. I watched him leave, wondering if he had meant to beg for a place in the syndicate.

If so, he had chosen the wrong district. Any voyant who wanted to ply their trade here would first have to seek permission from Jaxon, and he rarely gave it. I was among the lucky ones, to work in Seven Dials.

Leicester Square was mercifully quiet. I had missed rush hour. As usual, most of the commuters were amaurotic. They had no auras to put them in danger.

Underguards came on duty at six to monitor the transport network. Like the rest of the Night Vigilance Division, they were uniformed voyants, bound to serve Scion for thirty years before submitting to execution. For some, that was easier than fighting to survive longer.

Their main duty was to hunt their own. Unlike amaurotics, they could see auras. That made them essential to Scion.
I had never considered joining. There was cruelty among voyants, but I could never condemn anyone to a miserable death on the Lychgate.

Still, occasionally, when I had worked hard for days and Jaxon forgot to pay me, I was tempted.

There were no Underguards to be seen. I scanned my travel permit, releasing my spool. Ghosts resented being taken too far from their haunts, and spot checks on the trains were rare – once you were past the turnstiles, the risk of detection plummeted.

As I descended, my headache grew worse. I was in no mood for the busy interchange at Inquisitors Cross, but I couldn’t face Jaxon. He would only try to wheedle me out of visiting my father.

I reached the platform with a few minutes to spare. The prerecorded voice of Scarlett Burnish came through the speakers: ‘The next train is northbound to Inquisitors Cross. Please have your identity cards and travel permits ready for inspection. Thank you, and have a pleasant evening.’

What I wanted was a quiet evening. Jaxon had run me ragged all week. He only gave me a lunch break if he was feeling generous, an event as rare as blue apples these days. Seeing my father was always an agony of evasions and small talk, but he let me sleep in for as long as I wanted. I would have a hot bath and call it a night.

A message appeared on the screens that lined the platform, black text on a white background. The other commuters barely looked up, even as it lit their faces.

RDT: RADIESTHESIC DETECTION TECHNOLOGY

‘In a citadel as populous as London,’ the voice of Scarlett Burnish said, ‘there is a high probability that you may be travelling with unnatural individuals.’

A dumbshow of silhouettes appeared on the screen, each representing a denizen. One turned red, and the others backed away.

‘RDT Senshield is now being trialled in Paddington Terminal and the Westminster Archon. By 2061, we aim to have Senshield installed in all Underground stations in I Cohort, allowing us to reduce the number of unnatural guards in the capital. Visit Paddington or ask an SVD officer for more information.’

The notice disappeared, replaced by adverts, but it played on my mind.

Scion only brought out its unnatural officers at night. From sunrise until dusk, it was relatively safe for voyants to walk the streets of London. That was when the Sunlight Vigilance Division patrolled the citadel. They were amaurotic, unable to sense us.

Senshield would change that. According to Scion, it could detect aura – the connection between a voyant and the æther. If there wasn’t a major delay to their plans, even amaurotic officers would soon be armed with the ability to see us. The entire NVD would be retired, depriving voyants of any chance to live within the law.

So far, the Unnatural Assembly had ignored the matter. The mime-lords and mime-queens of the citadel apparently had greater concerns.

A moist hand gripped my wrist. I tensed.

‘Commuting, are we?’

Another voyant had come up behind me, dark hair falling to his shoulders from beneath a bowler hat. I had missed his dreamscape among all the others, but I could have recognised him just from his stink.

‘Underlord,’ I said stiffly.

‘Pale Dreamer.’ His grip tightened. ‘Your mime-lord has crossed me for the last time.’

‘What, by winning a game?’

‘Nobody cheats me in my own den.’

‘Good thing nobody has.’ I waited for an amaurotic woman to pass. ‘I’m honoured you’d come all this way to badger me, but surely the head of the syndicate has better things to do. Cleaning your teeth would be a good start.’

Look, I never claimed to be sensible.

‘Oh, no. I wanted to see you in person.’ Hector kept his voice low. ‘Jaxon has been feathering a nest of troublemakers. I know what he plans. All seven of you have grown far too bold – and you the downiest of all, Pale Dreamer. It’s past time he paid for his insolence.’
‘Excuse me.’ The woman had clocked us. ‘Is everything all right?’

I nodded, forcing a smile. Hector mimicked. Even the Underlord wasn’t fool enough to conduct underworld business in front of amaurotics.

‘London belongs to me. Learn your place,’ he whispered. ‘Have a safe journey.’

With that, the Underlord was gone. I drew my cuff over my reddened wrist.

I had to watch my step – and my tongue – around Hector. As Underlord, he ruled over the entire syndicate. Most of my gang stayed out of his followers’ way, but Jaxon treated him with open contempt. I also liked to win at cards, and certain lackeys did not enjoy losing.

If he ever cornered me without an audience of amaurotics, I was dead.

I boarded the train and held on to a handrail. It soon arrived at Inquisitors Cross, where a web of lines took denizens all over the citadel. It was a cold and sterile maze, full of security cameras. On any other night, I would have walked, but I was already late for dinner.

The next platform was almost deserted. When my eastbound train arrived, I sank into a vacant seat. There was just one other person in the carriage – a seer, reading the Daily Descendant. I took out my data pad and opened an approved novel.

Without a spool, my only real protection was to look as normal as possible. Jaxon was not without enemies, and plenty of voyants knew me as his mollisher.

As I flicked through the pages, I kept one eye on the seer. I could tell I was on his radar, too – but since he had neither beaten me senseless nor shown any sign of respect, he probably had no idea who I was.

I switched to a digital copy of the Descendant, the only sanctioned newspaper in Scion. The typical news glowered back at me. Two young men hanged (on trumped-up charges); a penny gaff shut down in I-3. A feature about the spike in free-world tourism to London and Paris. A letter from a reader, praising the cohesion and stability of the nine countries in the Republic of Scion.
Almost two centuries it had been growing. Scion had been established to end the scourge of clairvoyance. It had taken its first steps in 1901, when five murders had been pinned on Edward VII, son of Queen Victoria. According to the official story, he had drawn on a source of indeterminate evil, bringing clairvoyance – unnaturalness – upon the world. Soon it had spread across the continents, infecting and warping those it touched.

That year, the monarchy had been overthrown. An ostensible republic had been established in its place, built to hunt unnaturals. According to a new generation of officials, all crime and vice was our doing. Within a few years, this system of government was called Scion. It remained a republic only in name – no opposition, no elections.

Over decades, a voyant underworld had developed, forming a cutthroat syndicate. To protect ourselves, we had grown hard and cruel. Since then, Scion had worked even harder to root us out.

Once Senshield was installed across the citadel, the syndicate would collapse. We had two years to act, but with Hector as Underlord, I doubted we could save ourselves. His reign had brought nothing but corruption.

It had been fun while it lasted.

The train went past three stops without incident. I had just closed the Descendant when the lights went out, and the train came to a sudden halt. The other passenger straightened in his seat.

‘They’re going to search the train.’

I tried to reply, but suddenly my tongue was a thick piece of folded cloth.

‘To maintain a regular service, this train will be held here for a short time,’ the voice of Scarlett Burnish said. ‘Thank you for your cooperation.’

We both looked out of the window, seeing only the tunnel wall and our own reflections. Just ahead, I sensed two dreamscapes. A door must have opened somewhere in the darkness.

‘We have to do something.’ The seer got up. ‘What are you?’

I still couldn’t speak.

‘I know you’re voyant,’ he pressed. ‘Don’t just sit there. We can fight.’ He wiped his brow with his sleeve. ‘Of all the days for a spot check—’
Just then, two beams of light shone into the carriage. The other voyant retreated at once.

This could not be happening.

I could not be this unlucky.

They stepped inside. A summoner and his backup, a medium, both in black uniforms with scarlet accents, helmets with visors that covered their eyes. The doors hissed shut in their wake.

The Underguards went to the seer first. The train resumed its journey, inching on with the lights dimmed.

‘Name,’ one of them said.

‘Linwood,’ the seer whispered. ‘Please. I can pay you.’

‘I don’t think so.’ The helmet distorted his voice. ‘We had a report of an unnatural travelling on this line, but it seems we’ll be hanging two with one rope.’

‘Tell us where you were going,’ the backup said. ‘A séance?’

‘I was visiting my daughter in hospital. She has cystic fibrosis,’ Linwood said. ‘I have the necessary permit from—’

‘Get up,’ the first Underguard barked at me. I stood. ‘Where’s your identity card?’

I slowly reached into my coat for it. He pointed his scanner, reading my notes from the database: Paige Eva Mahoney, born in 2040. A resident of I-5, employed in I-4. Five foot nine. No distinctive features but dark lips, probably caused by excessive smoking.

I had never smoked in my life.

‘Mahoney.’ His voice held a familiar disdain. ‘Show me your travel permit.’

Once I had found it, I handed it over. He was going through the motions, forcing me to do the same, but this was a mockery of justice. It didn’t matter who I was or where I was going.

I was still a dead woman.

‘An attendant at an oxygen bar. Not with that aura,’ he said. ‘Who issued this permit?’

It took me a moment to find my voice: ‘Bill Bunbury, my supervisor.’

He angled his torch into my eyes. All I could do was let him.

‘No spirit sight,’ he stated. ‘An oracle, I’d say.’
‘I haven’t seen an oracle in years,’ said the backup. ‘We’ll make a killing from this.’

Most voyants mistook me for an oracle. The auras were the same colour.

All at once, Linwood made a break for the door. He threw a spirit at the Underguards – not just any spirit, but a guardian angel. The backup shouted as the angel crunched into him, sending him to the floor in a heap.

The summoner was fast. Before anyone could move, he had mustered a spool of poltergeists. I backed away, my heart pounding.

‘Don’t move,’ the summoner warned us.

Linwood stared him down. He was in his forties, small and wiry, brown hair greying at the temples.

‘Tell me,’ he said, ‘why did a summoner of your talent turn on his own kind?’

The Underguard said nothing. I wished I could ask the same question, but my voice was still caught in my throat, my nerves unravelling.

Eleven years of hiding in plain sight, and it could end right here.

‘That helmet can’t hide what you are,’ Linwood said. ‘Those poltergeists certainly know.’

Their presence raised goosebumps all over me. I had rarely seen anyone control one poltergeist, let alone a trio. Linwood was right – the syndicate would have snatched this man up.

Which meant he was an Underguard because he liked eating his own.

As the angel rallied for a second attack, the poltergeists circled their Underguard. I could hardly breathe, with so much pressure in the æther.

‘Come with us quietly,’ the Underguard said, ‘and they might not torture you.’

‘Let them try.’ Linwood raised a hand. ‘I fear no man with angels at my side.’

He flung his angel back down the carriage. The poltergeists flew to meet it, the collision scalding my sixth sense. I broke out in a cold sweat.
Linwood had some mettle, for a seer in a crumpled suit. The other Underguard, recovered from the shock, was now reciting the threnody – a series of words that compelled spirits to leave. The angel turned. They would need to know its name to banish it, but so long as that chant went on, it would be distracted.

Spirit, be gone into the æther. All is settled. All debts are paid …

If Linwood lost this battle, I would be detained as well. I saw myself in the Tower, on the waterboard, ascending the gallows …

As the poltergeists converged on Linwood, my vision trembled at the edges. I homed in on the Underguards – on their dreamscapes, close to mine; on the spirits within those dreamscapes, two flames inside a pair of lanterns.

A black tide overwhelmed me. I heard my body hit the ground.

That was the last thing I heard.

The summoner never saw it coming. Before I knew what I was doing, I was in his dreamscape, and my spirit was charging straight into his, and then I was hurling it into the æther. I followed it into the dark. Before his crony could draw breath, I had slammed into him as well.

I snapped back into my own skin.

A moment passed. I drew one slow breath, realising I was on the floor. My ears rang, and I tasted metal. Swallowing, I tried to sit up.

Pain erupted in my head. I had never felt anything like it in my life; it was hot knives through both eye sockets, fire in the very nerves of my brain, leaving me heaving in panic. Even my vision crackled, laced with shivering white light. I clamped my fists on both sides of my skull.

Whatever I had just done, I was never doing it again.

The train must be getting near the next station. Little by little, I managed to get on to my hands and knees. Every finger and limb felt loose.

‘Linwood—’

I crawled to his side. Shining my phone on his face, I saw his broken neck, scarred with silver. The poltergeists had killed him and gone. I had to speak the threnody, or he would haunt this carriage. Fumbling in the pockets of his coat, I found his identity card.
‘William Linwood,’ I said, my voice quaking, ‘be gone into the æther. All is settled. All debts are paid. You need not dwell among the living now.’

His spirit was nearby. The æther quietened as both he and his angel faded.

I used a handrail to get to my feet. My clammy palm could hardly grip it. A few feet away, the summoner lay dead.

The other Underguard was on his back. I stepped closer and brushed his dreamscape. When I understood, I made a strangled sound.

I hadn’t pushed his spirit all the way from his body. It was trapped in the outermost ring of his mind – the fifth circle, the darkest, the very brink of death. His silver cord might not have broken, but I had stretched it far enough that all his sanity was gone.

I sank to my knees beside him and found the switch on the side of his helmet, lifting the visor. He looked vacantly at the ceiling, a ribbon of saliva slithering down his chin.

As I stared at him, he focused on my face. With his last flicker of lucidity, he rasped out two faint words:

‘Kill me.’

Tears spilled down my cheeks. I placed my cold hands on his shoulders and steeled myself for a mercy kill.

When the next station came into view, I was farther along the train, waiting. As soon as the doors opened, I stepped out and got straight into the nearest lift. By the time a group of passengers discovered the scene, one man in that carriage was still breathing.

I was gone.
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NO SAFER PLACE

7 March 2059

I slipped almost unnoticed into the Barbican. Since it housed so many key employees of Scion, this residential wing had a security guard, who had been mercifully distracted when I arrived. He hadn’t seen my ashen face, the drying blood under my nose.

Somehow, I had managed to leave the Underground before anyone raised the alarm. I must have escaped with seconds to spare. I should have gone straight to ground, but some buried instinct had driven me here, to my father.

He was in the kitchen, watching ScionEye, the flagship broadcast network of the Republic of Scion. I paused to listen to Burnish. Due to an incident on the Underground, one branch was suspended until further notice.

Scarlett Burnish, the Grand Raconteur – the voice of Scion, responsible for public announcements and reading the approved news. She had clear skin, smoothed by cosmetic enamelling, and lips painted to match her red hair, which she wore in an elegant tuck. The high collars she favoured put me in mind of the gallows.

Soon she might be telling the whole citadel my name.

‘In news from elsewhere, the Grand Inquisitor of the Scion Republic of France, Benoît Ménard, will visit Inquisitor Weaver for Novembertide this year,’ Burnish said, with her usual fixed smile. ‘With eight months to go, the Westminster Archon is already preparing for the arrival of our closest friend on the Continent.’

‘Paige?’

I hung up my jacket. ‘It’s me.’

‘Come and sit down.’

‘I just need a shower.’

I headed for the bathroom, sweating not so much bullets as shotgun shells. As soon as I had locked the door, I vomited my guts into the toilet.

Jaxon had always said I was capable of killing with my spirit, but I had never really believed it. Now I was a murderer, and worse, I had left evidence in the carriage: my data pad, smothered in my prints.

There was blood on my fingers. With a shudder, I shucked my clothes and stumbled into the shower. Hot water pounded on my skin.

The scene replayed, over and over.

I hadn’t meant to kill them. I had only meant to send pressure at them through the æther, a tactic I had used for years. It might have caused them enough pain and panic to let me get away with Linwood.

What I had done was unprecedented. It had been instinctual, beyond my control.

My knees suddenly buckled. Huddled in the corner of the shower, I drew them to my chest, shivering.

I wouldn’t be able to hide for long. Scion would match the fingerprints soon. A torch in my eyes, a needle in my neck, and I would disappear.

My head throbbed as I tried to think. I needed to get back to Seven Dials, but I couldn’t lead Scion to Jaxon. Vigiles would be swarming this cohort, making it hard to escape on foot. With the nearest stations closed, there was no way I could get to the den unless I found a bob cab, and they rarely came to this part of London.

Shit.

My father moved to the kitchen. By coming here, I had already implicated him.
He had worked for Scion for over a decade. I had to hope that would protect him when they came.

Until then, I would pretend. I couldn’t bear to tell him to his face what I had done.

Once I had changed, I went mechanically to the kitchen and put a pan of milk on the stove, following my old routine. My father had left my favourite mug out, the big one that said GRAB LIFE BY THE COFFEE.

Scion was still deciding whether caffeine was a cause of unnaturalness. The same doubts had doomed alcohol. Most denizens played it safe and stuck to Floxy, the only Scion-approved high. (Then again, GRAB LIFE BY THE FLAVOURED OXYGEN just wouldn’t have the same ring to it.) As I poured the milk, I looked out of the window.

London sparkled before me. The complex was lit by a transmission screen, mounted on the highest tower of the Barbican Estate. It often ran live broadcasts of the latest public hangings.

At present, it showed a stylised anchor – the symbol of Scion – against a clinical white background. And that chilling motto:

NO SAFER PLACE

When I was young, my father had tried to protect me from that screen, to no avail. If I didn’t get myself out of this, my death would be next to appear.

Clasping the mug, I left the kitchen. Jaxon would tell me what to do. Before I could reach my bedroom, my father intercepted me in the hall.

‘Paige.’

My father worked in the scientific research sector of Scion, and had the frown lines to prove it. He wore the expression he usually did around me, composed mostly of caution.

‘Hi,’ I said, mustering a smile. ‘Sorry I’m late. I did some overtime.’

‘It’s all right. I’m always grateful for a visit,’ he said. ‘Let me get you something to eat.’

I followed him back into the kitchen. When he turned the lights up, my eyes watered with the pain in my skull.
‘You look a bit peaky.’ He opened a cupboard. ‘Are you well, Paige?’

His accent was pure Dublin. Working there for so long had rubbed off on him, and eleven years here had failed to erode it.

Not only did we sound like we came from different ends of Ireland, but we also looked nothing alike. He was a redhead, while my curls were icy blonde, kept in a bob. Where his pale face was freckled, mine was not. Apparently I looked more like my mother.

‘Just tired.’ I leaned against the counter. ‘It’s been a long week.’

‘I was reading about the oxygen circuit earlier. Horrible case in IV-2. Underpaid waitrons, pneumonia, seizures—’

‘The central bars are fine. The clients expect quality.’ I watched him lay the table. ‘How’s work?’

‘The usual.’ He set down two glasses. ‘Paige, your job at the bar—’

‘What about it?’

A daughter scrubbing counters for her keep. Nothing could be more embarrassing for a man in his position. How his colleagues must have sneered when they realised I worked at a bar, not the bar.

Soon he would learn what I really did, and wish I had been telling him the truth.

‘I know it isn’t my place – you’ve told me so – but I think you should consider the University,’ he said, after a moment. ‘That job is a dead end. If you got your head down, qualified in French—’

‘I’m happy where I am.’ My voice came out harder than I had intended. ‘Besides, you think they’d let me graduate, with our last name?’

He hadn’t been there when the Schoolmistress gave me my final report. For a suffocating moment, I was back in that room, facing her.

I’m sorry you chose not to apply for the University, Paige, but it might be for the best, given your … temperament. A folder bearing the school crest. Your employment recommendation. We note your aptitude for Physical Enrichment, French, and Scion History.
She had been rigidly polite, for the sake of the other teacher in the room. But just as I left, she had gripped my shoulder and whispered her parting words in my ear: I’ve waited years to be rid of you. The only way you could have brought more disrepute on this school is if you were unnatural, too.

‘I could arrange something,’ my father said. ‘I’d say I’ve earned their trust by now.’

‘Do you really believe that?’

‘Yes, and I’ll use it to do right by you, for all the good it does me.’ The corners of his mouth tightened. ‘I had no choice, Paige.’

‘I know,’ I said softly. ‘And so do your colleagues. They’ll always know exactly how we got here, and they’ll always know we’re a pair of kerns, whether or not I attend your University.’

He gave me a weary look.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘thank you for that.’

I clenched my jaw. Last time I was here, I had managed not to argue with him.

Fortunately, my father preferred a quiet life. He brought out some cutlery and said, ‘Still living with your boyfriend, are you?’

The boyfriend lie had always been a mistake. Ever since I had invented Steve the Invisible, my father had been asking to meet him.

‘We broke up,’ I said.

‘Sorry to hear that. No harm to the lad, but I did wonder where you were hiding him,’ he said. ‘Where are you staying now, then?’

‘Suzette has a spare room in Holborn.’

‘Suzy from school?’

‘Yes.’

Jaxon must have got back to the den by now. I needed to cut this short.

‘Actually, I might not eat. I’ve had a headache all day,’ I said. ‘Do you mind if I turn in early?’

‘You have so many of these headaches.’

To my surprise, he came up to me and touched my cheek. More often than not, he avoided my gaze, but now he looked me in the face.

‘You rest,’ he said. ‘I’ll make us breakfast tomorrow. I want to hear all your news, seileán.’
I stared at him. He hadn’t made breakfast since I was about twelve, nor called me by that nickname since we had lived in Ireland.

Eleven years and a lifetime ago.

‘I’d like that,’ I said.

‘All right, then. Goodnight, love.’

‘Goodnight.’

I headed for my room. He left the parlour door ajar, as he always did when I was home.

He had never known how to show he cared. To see him trying now was like a knife beween my ribs.

My old bedroom was always warm. I had moved to Seven Dials as soon as I left school, but officially, I still lived here. Scion would surround the estate when they realised.

By now, they would be analysing my data pad. All denizens provided their fingerprints to Scion. I had surrendered mine when I was eight.

Beneath my blouse, my skin had gone from cold to feverish. All I could see were the bodies on the train. All that damage in one breath.

Jaxon had been waiting for this – the day my spirit became a weapon. Hands shaking, I switched on my second phone and dialled the number for a call box in Mayfair.

There was always a contact near that box, paid to keep an ear out for it. I let the phone ring four times – my personal signal – then hung up.

For several minutes, I waited for the underworld to do its work. At last, my phone vibrated. I had barely accepted the call before Jaxon was off:

‘There you are, light of my life. Have you reconsidered the holiday?’

‘Jaxon—’

‘Of course you have. My mollisher would never squander an entire weekend with an amaurotic, not when London is aquiver with fresh opportunities. Now, Jane Rochford is finally being auctioned tomorrow, and I need you to—’

‘I killed someone.’
A long silence. I heard a faint crackle before Jaxon spoke again.

‘Who?’

‘Underguards,’ I said. ‘It was a spot check. They tried to detain us, me and a seer.’

‘So you killed them.’

‘No. Just one.’

‘And the other?’

‘He’s … in his hadal zone.’

‘Wait.’ His voice softened. ‘You did it with your spirit?’

When I didn’t reply, he began to laugh. I could hear him clapping his hand on his desk.

‘Paige, you little thaumaturge,’ he erupted, ‘you did it. Didn’t I always say you could?’

‘Jax, I fucking killed someone—’

‘You certainly did. Magnificent work,’ Jaxon said, with relish. ‘You’ve bloomed like the rare flower you are, my wilful wunderkind.’ I pictured him in the gloom of the den, taking a celebratory puff of his cigar. ‘The second Underguard. He’s still alive?’

‘Yes.’ I sleeved the sweat from my brow. ‘I couldn’t do it.’

‘Well, never mind. He’ll only babble, in that state, if he can speak at all.’ He said it without a care in the world. ‘So my dreamwalker has finally entered – and emptied – a dreamscape. Did they have any idea what hit them?’

‘No.’ I paced the room. ‘They thought I was an oracle.’

‘Amateurs.’

Just then, a new message appeared on the screen, accompanied by the cool tones of Scarlett Burnish.

DUE TO PASSENGER ACTION, ALL PUBLIC TRANSPORT IN I-4 AND I-5 HAS BEEN SUSPENDED. UNDERGROUND STATIONS ARE NOW CLOSED. PLEASE STAND BY FOR FURTHER ANNOUNCEMENTS.

‘Jaxon,’ I whispered. ‘Did you hear that?’

‘Try not to panic, Paige. It’s unbecoming. Are you with your father?’

‘Yes.’ I blotted my face again. ‘You’d better have a plan.’

‘Don’t worry about that. Just sit tight, before you run headfirst into a dragnet.’
‘I can’t just wait to be detained.’

‘Darling, I have fired you into firmer stuff than this. The last thing they’ll expect is for you to have fled to your registered address. Why did you do that, by the way?’

‘I couldn’t think of anywhere else. I’m not on your turf, Jax.’

‘Don’t remind me. Ognena Maria might have aided you,’ Jaxon mused, ‘but then, I would hate to be in her debt, and I doubt she would want to involve her own voyants. She is rather precious about their wellbeing.’ His tone grew serious. ‘Now you’re there, stay out of sight, and dispose of that phone. If they come, you know what to do.’

There was a warning in those words. None of us could be captured.

‘Hold your nerve for the next hour. Scion will take at least that long to match your fingerprints,’ Jaxon said. ‘When you see an opportunity, make for the river. Eliza will find you in the morning.’

‘I’ll be a fugitive. For good.’

‘That only makes you more interesting. See you soon, Pale Dreamer.’

I hung up.

Jaxon Hall didn’t know how to worry. He had danced on the edge of a knife all his life, and I doubted his blood could run any colder.

I removed the battery from the phone. Jaxon could be a colossal bastard, but three years ago, I had chosen to trust him. He could help me disappear.

There was a pocket pistol in one of the drawers, concealed under a stack of clothes. I loaded it, checked the knife in my boot.

Next, I needed my first edition of On the Merits of Unnaturalness, the most notorious pamphlet in the citadel. Written by Jaxon, it detailed every known type of clairvoyance and sorted them into seven orders.

My copy was covered in annotations: new ideas, explanatory notes, contact details for promising cases. Last time I stayed here, I had dropped it between my bed and the wall. It was still there, covered in dust. I fished it out, then retrieved my emergency backpack from the wardrobe.

I fastened On the Merits of Unnaturalness into a pocket. If they found it here, they would never believe my father hadn’t known what I was. That was his only chance now, to deny it. Even if I warned him, he had nowhere to go. Better he pleaded ignorance.

Finally, I sat on my bed, the pistol in my hand. Somewhere in the distance, in the darkness, there was thunder.

Whatever my spirit had done, it had drained me to the quick. Before I could stop it, I had passed out, still with the taste of blood in my throat.

When I woke, I knew something was wrong. The æther warned of unfamiliar dreamscapes in the building. I could hear an echoing clamour in the stairwell, closer by the moment.

That wasn’t old Alice Heron next door, who used a frame and always took the lift. Those were the boots and radios of a detainment squad.

They had come for me.

They had finally come.

I was on my feet at once, throwing a jacket over my shirt, pulling on boots and gloves, pulse racing. Nick had prepared me for this day, but the escape would test my stamina to the limit – and no matter what happened, I could not lead Scion to the others.

They were
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