
[image: cover]





[image: images]


 


www.hachettechildrens.co.uk




PRAISE FOR [image: images]


‘Endlessly inventive, with a fresh delight on every page, Nevermoor rewrites the genre of the Chosen Child Novel. This is a special book’ – David Solomons, author of MY BROTHER IS A SUPERHERO



‘Nevermoor is the most magically mad book I’ve ever read. It’s one of my favourite books ever!’ – Zac, age 9



‘This magical debut novel is a dazzling and engrossing feat of imagination’ – DAILY EXPRESS



‘Utterly mesmerising from start to finish, a masterful piece of storytelling, full of wonderful characters and world so rich in magical detail you’ll think you’ve actually stepped into it’ – Claire Fayers, author of THE ACCIDENTAL PIRATES: VOYAGE TO MAGICAL NORTH



‘Nevermoor is wunderful!’ – Sonny, age 12



‘Written with a wonderful deadpan humour and sharp dialogue, this is a must for the next Harry Potter generation’ – DAILY MAIL


By Jessica Townsend:

Nevermoor: The Trials of Morrigan Crow

Wundersmith: The Calling of Morrigan Crow

Hollowpox: The Hunt for Morrigan Crow




This book is dedicated with love to Jo Laurance and her friend Mrs Miller, the original cabaret duckwun.



 


[image: images]



 

On a glossy black door inside a well-lit wardrobe, a tiny circle of gold pulsed with light, and at its centre was a small, glowing W.

Come in, it seemed to say with each gentle beat. Hurry up!

Morrigan Crow finished buttoning her starched white shirtsleeves, pulled on a black overcoat and carefully fixed her gold W pin to the lapel. Finally, she pressed her fingertip to the shimmering circle and, just as if she’d turned a key in a lock, the door swung open on to an empty train station.

These quiet, still moments had become Morrigan’s favourite time of day. Most mornings, she was the first to arrive at Station 919. She liked to close her eyes for just a few seconds, listening to the distant rumbling of trains in the Wunderground tunnels. Like mechanical dragons waking from slumber. Ready to carry millions of people all over the city of Nevermoor on a complex tapestry of tracks.

Morrigan smiled and took a deep breath.

Last day of the autumn term.

She’d made it.

The rest of her unit began arriving, shattering the peace and quiet as the remaining eight doors were flung open up and down the platform – from Mahir Ibrahim’s ornate red door at one end, all the way to Anah Kahlo’s small, arched, unvarnished wooden one at the other – and the tiny station filled with chatter.

Hawthorne Swift, Morrigan’s best friend, arrived in his typical morning state – unbalanced by armfuls of dragonriding gear, grey shirt not quite properly buttoned, unbrushed brown curls sticking out at wild angles, blue eyes sparkling with some mischief he’d either just dreamed up or just committed (Morrigan didn’t want to know which). Archan Tate – who was always impeccably mannered and dressed – took half of Hawthorne’s teetering pile of kit for him without a word and gave the badly buttoned shirt a discreet nod.

Cadence Blackburn was the last to make it this morning. She ran in with seconds to spare – thick black braid whipping behind her, long brown limbs taking great strides – and arrived just as a single, slightly battered train carriage chugged into view, trailing puffs of white steam. Painted on its side was the familiar W symbol and the number 919, and hanging halfway out the door was their conductor, Miss Cheery.

This was Hometrain, a mode of transport and home-away-from-home exclusively for them, the 919th unit of the Wundrous Society. Inside were beanbags, a lumpy old sofa, piles of cushions, a wood-burning stove that was always lit in winter and a ceramic polar bear biscuit jar that was rarely empty. It was one of Morrigan’s favourite and most comfortable places in the world.

‘Moooorning!’ the conductor shouted, beaming from ear to ear and waving a handful of papers at them. ‘Happy last day of term, scholarly ones!’

Miss Cheery’s role as Unit 919’s official ‘conductor’ was an interesting one – part transport operator, part guidance counsellor. She was there to smooth a path through their first five years as members of Nevermoor’s most elite and demanding organisation. The Wundrous Society was made up of extraordinary people with extraordinary talents, but most of them were too absorbed in their own extraordinary endeavours to pay much attention to the Society’s youngest inductees. Without their conductor, Unit 919 would be lost in the wilderness.

Miss Cheery was the only person Morrigan knew who utterly lived up to her name: she was pure sunshine. She was fresh linen, birdsong at twilight, perfectly cooked toast. She was all rainbow-coloured clothes and impeccable posture, deep brown skin and enormous smile, and when the light shone through the edges of her cloud-like halo of curly black hair, she made Morrigan think of an angel … though of course, she would never say anything so cheesy out loud.

As their designated grown-up, the one thing she probably ought to have had was a bit more decorum. But 919 liked her exactly as she was.

‘Last! Day! Last! Day! Last! Day!’ she chanted, kicking her legs out from the train door in celebration, before it had even come to a halt.

Anah shouted back in a fretful voice, ‘Miss Cheery, that is NOT safe!’

Miss Cheery responded by contorting her face into something comically terror-stricken and flailing her arms as if she was going to fall out – and then actually falling out on to the platform when the train suddenly stopped.

‘I’m okay!’ she said, jumping up to take a bow.

The others laughed and applauded, but Anah turned to glare at them one by one, pink-faced, her blonde curls swinging dramatically. ‘Oh yes, very funny. Except who’ll be expected to stop the bleeding when she falls on to the tracks and snaps her tibia in half? I bet none of you even knows how to splint a leg.’

‘That’s why we have you, Anah.’ Archan smiled at her, his pale cheeks dimpling, and bent down to help Miss Cheery pick up the scattered papers with his free hand.

‘Yeah, Dr Kahlo,’ added the brawny Thaddea Macleod, nudging Anah in the side and nearly knocking her over. (It was a gentle nudge by Thaddea’s standards, but sometimes she forgot her own considerable strength.)

Anah made a face as she straightened up, but seemed somewhat mollified by Thaddea’s use of the word ‘doctor’.

‘Miss, what’s …’ Archan was staring at one of the papers, frowning in confusion. ‘Are these new timetables?’

‘Thanks, Arch. Help me pass them out, will you?’ the conductor replied, waving Unit 919 on to the train. ‘Come on, everyone aboard or we’ll be late. Francis, put the kettle on please. Lam, hand round the biscuit jar.’

Hawthorne gave Miss Cheery a puzzled look as she handed him his timetable. It was the last day of term, and they usually only received new timetables once a week. ‘You gave us these on Monday, miss. Remember?’

He dropped into a beanbag while Morrigan settled on the sofa between Cadence and Lambeth, scouring her own timetable. As far as she could tell, it was identical to the one she’d been given at the start of the week: there was Tuesday’s workshop in Undead Dialects, and Wednesday’s master class in Observing Planetary Movements, followed by a class in the Sub-Five espionage wing called Cultivating and Handling Informants (that had been Morrigan’s favourite lesson of the week so far – turned out she was quite good at spy stuff).

‘I do remember, yeah,’ said Miss Cheery. ‘Despite my advanced age of twenty-one, Hawthorne, my decrepit brain does still allow me to reach into its vast memory bank to the distant past of four whole days ago.’ She smiled, raising an eyebrow. ‘These are new timetables. Please note where today has been updated.’

Morrigan skipped to Friday’s column and, spotting the difference, asked, ‘What’s C&D?’

‘I’ve got that, too,’ said Hawthorne. ‘C&D, Level Sub-Two. Last class of the day.’

Mahir put his hand up. ‘Me too!’

There was a general murmuring and comparing of schedules, and the scholars found they all had the same class. Mostly their timetables were individualised – tailored by Miss Cheery to help each of them develop their unique talents and work on their weaknesses – and it had been a couple of months since Unit 919 had had any lessons together as a group.

‘Miss, what does C&D stand for?’ asked Francis Fitzwilliam, sounding slightly worried. His brown eyes grew large. ‘Does Aunt Hester know about this? She says she has to approve any changes to my timetable.’

Morrigan raised an eyebrow at Hawthorne, who made a face back at her. Francis’s family went back several generations in the Wundrous Society, on both sides – the famous Fitzwilliams and the admired Akinfenwas. His patron – the Society member who nominated him for admission and therefore had a stake in his education – was his aunt on his father’s side, Hester Fitzwilliam. She was very strict and, in Morrigan’s opinion, a bit of a cow.

‘And she says I’m not to do anything that could put my olfactory instrument at risk,’ Francis went on.

‘What about your old factory?’ asked Thaddea.

‘My nose,’ he clarified. ‘What? Don’t laugh – a chef’s sense of smell is his greatest asset.’ He nervously pressed on the end of his light brown, gently freckled olfactory instrument.

‘No need to worry about your schnoz, Francis,’ said Miss Cheery, with a mysterious sort of half-smile. ‘But I can’t tell you.’

Nine eager faces shot up to look at her, their interest immediately piqued.

Hawthorne sat up straighter. ‘Is it … Climbing and, um … Doing … something?’

‘Nope. Solid guess, though.’

‘Camouflage and Disguise!’ said Thaddea. She twisted her long red hair into a topknot and rolled up her grey shirtsleeves, as if keen to get started immediately. ‘We’re going to learn evasive combat techniques, aren’t we? Finally.’

‘Costumes and Drama?’ was Mahir’s guess.

‘Ooh! Cats and Dogs!’ Anah clapped her hands, bouncing up and down on her cushion. ‘Are we going to play with cats and dogs?’

Miss Cheery laughed at that. ‘Lovely thought, Anah, but not quite.’ She held up her hands for quiet. ‘Now everyone stop guessing, please. My lips are sealed. I am a vault.’

Anah’s shoulders slumped in disappointment, and she passed the biscuit jar on to Mahir.

‘Lef’selah,’ he said, which meant thank you in Jahalan, one of the thirty-eight languages he could speak with native fluency. Lately he’d been teaching the rest of the unit what he considered the ‘important bits’ of his favourite languages – mostly how to ask for directions, pleases and thank yous, insults and rude words. (More rude words than anything else, Morrigan had noticed, though that might have been because Hawthorne kept making requests.)

‘Hish fa rahlim,’ was Anah’s glum response as she bit into her biscuit.

Mahir looked up at her in mixed shock and amusement, and Morrigan’s mouth fell open.

‘What?’ Anah said through a mouthful of custard cream.

‘That’s not “you’re welcome”, if that’s what you meant to say,’ said Mahir, trying and failing not to laugh.

‘Oh, you know I’m no good at languages.’ Anah made a petulant little huffing sound. ‘What did I say?’

Mahir, Hawthorne and Thaddea shouted the vulgar translation in gleeful unison. Anah’s face turned bright red, Miss Cheery looked scandalised, and the rest of the unit didn’t stop giggling for the rest of the journey to the Wundrous Society.

It was a wrench to leave the cosy warmth of Hometrain when they arrived at Proudfoot Station. Huddling close against the wind, Unit 919 waved goodbye to Miss Cheery and dashed for the dubious shelter of the Whinging Woods.

Wunsoc – the Wundrous Society’s one-hundred-acre campus, in the heart of Nevermoor – had plummeted into winter earlier than the city outside its walls. It was now several weeks deep into a cold snap that could freeze the snot from a runny nose. The mysterious ‘Wunsoc weather’ phenomenon meant that Nevermoor’s days of drizzle were more like days of pouring rain and sleet inside Society grounds.

In fact, whatever the weather outside Wunsoc, inside was always just a little bit more. If Nevermoor was having a mild thunderstorm, the sky over Wunsoc was black and electrified, flashing like a disco, and to walk across the grounds was to risk becoming a lightning rod.

Today they felt the cold bone-deep, but it was made more bearable by a weak showing of winter sunlight and the knowledge that as soon as their last lesson was over, they’d be leaving Wunsoc behind for two weeks of festivities. Morrigan couldn’t wait. There was no place like her home, the Hotel Deucalion, at Christmas. She’d been dreaming of eggnog, roast goose and spiced chocolate rumballs all winter long.

To take their minds off the chill, Unit 919 spent the long walk up to Proudfoot House making increasingly outlandish guesses about what C&D might be.

‘Ooh – what about Creation and Destruction?’ Hawthorne’s face lit up as he thought of it. ‘Maybe they’re going to turn us into ALL-POWERFUL GODS.’

‘Or Chanting and Dancing,’ said Lam.

‘Or Chips and Dip?’ said Francis.

They all lost the plot at this last, hopeful suggestion, but even through the shrieks of laughter, Morrigan didn’t miss the sound of someone hissing Wundersmith as a group of older scholars overtook them on the woodland path.

She was used to it now, but it still made her flinch. Almost two months had passed since her secret was revealed to the entire Wundrous Society. Sometimes, when Morrigan needed courage, she thought of Elder Quinn’s words: She may be a Wundersmith, but truly from today onwards, she is our Wundersmith.

Most people at Wunsoc had the kindness and common sense to heed the High Council of Elders and accept Morrigan as one of their own, even if they weren’t thrilled to have such a ‘dangerous entity’ among them. There were some who still took every opportunity to make her feel unwelcome, but it didn’t matter much. Morrigan was getting better at ignoring the whispers and glares, and knowing her unit had her back helped a lot. Over the last year Unit 919’s loyalty had been tested to its limit. There had been a time when Morrigan felt she would always be an outsider, but now she knew she belonged.

Cadence had heard the whisper too. Without missing a beat, she called out, ‘Bite your tongue,’ and a second later there was a cry of pain and a muffled, ‘Ow!’ as the perpetrator obeyed. She smirked sideways at Morrigan, who shot back a grateful smile. She couldn’t help feeling a tiny bit pleased; there were benefits to having a mesmerist for a friend.

‘I saw that, Cadence,’ said Anah quietly, coming up beside them. ‘You know we’re not supposed to use our knacks on other students.’

Cadence groaned and rolled her eyes. ‘And you’re not supposed to be a boring cry-baby who’s constantly telling everyone what to do, but here we are.’

Anah scowled at her. ‘If you do it again, I’ll tell your Scholar Mistress.’

As she stomped up the path ahead of them, Cadence muttered to Morrigan, ‘I liked her better when she couldn’t remember who I was.’

If Anah really was inclined to tell the terrifying Scholar Mistress for the Arcane Arts, Morrigan thought she’d have her work cut out for her. She’d been trying to speak with Mrs Murgatroyd herself for weeks now, but it was proving impossible. Every time she saw her in the halls of Proudfoot House, she seemed to get lost in the crowd, or even worse, to suddenly transform into her School of Mundane Arts counterpart, the awful Ms Dearborn. It had happened so often lately, Morrigan was beginning to wonder if Murgatroyd was deliberately avoiding her … or if Dearborn was trying to interfere.

Until about six weeks ago, Morrigan had been a greysleeve – a scholar of the Mundane Arts, just like Hawthorne, Anah, Mahir, Arch, Francis and Thaddea. Overseen by Scholar Mistress Dulcinea Dearborn, the School of Mundane Arts was the largest of two educational streams in the Wundrous Society, comprising three departments: the Practicalities on Sub-Three, Humanities on Sub-Four, and Extremities on Sub-Five.

The School of Arcane Arts was much less populated, but still had its own dedicated three subterranean floors, deep beneath the red-brick five-storey building of Proudfoot House and only accessible to Arcane scholars.

They were much harder to navigate than the orderly Mundane floors. They weren’t divided into three departments so much as countless covens, workshops, clubs, labs, top-secret mini-societies and top-top-secret guilds dedicated to various esoterica – none of which seemed to acknowledge their own existence, or each other’s. There were an awful lot of locked doors and unanswered questions in the Arcane school, but in the past six weeks Morrigan had learned to simply go where her timetable sent her and nowhere else – certainly not, for example, down a mysterious fog-laden hallway that hadn’t been there the day before. Detours like that were guaranteed to make you late for class.

Dearborn had been furious to learn that Murgatroyd had swiped Morrigan from the Mundane into the Arcane Arts. Not, of course, because she had any warm feelings towards her – just the opposite, really. Dearborn didn’t think she should be in the Wundrous Society at all; she couldn’t tolerate the idea of Morrigan learning anything more than the absolute bare minimum. It would be so like the icy, silver-haired Scholar Mistress, she thought, to sabotage her education from afar.

‘You’re being paranoid,’ Cadence said when Morrigan mentioned it later that afternoon. They were lurking in a hallway on Sub-Seven waiting for Lam, so they could all head to their final class of the term together. ‘Anyway, why would you want to talk to Murgatroyd? Personally, I try to avoid it as much as possible.’

Morrigan found that most people tried to avoid the unsettling Mrs Murgatroyd as much as possible, and with good reason … but she still preferred her to Ms Dearborn.

‘Look at this.’ She sighed and held out her timetable, pointing to that morning’s roster of lessons. ‘Peering Into the Future. Finding Your Familiar. Yesterday it was Opening a Dialogue with the Dead.’

‘You said you loved that class! You love spooky stuff.’

‘I did,’ she admitted. ‘I do. I just don’t know why Murgatroyd keeps putting me in all these weird subjects, when she’s the one who said I should be learning – ’ Morrigan paused, glancing around to make sure nobody could overhear. She lowered her voice a little – ‘the Wretched Arts.’

A brief look of discomfort crossed Cadence’s face. She knew as much as Morrigan did about the Wretched Arts – which was to say, not very much at all.

Morrigan knew the Wretched Arts were the tools of the so-called ‘accomplished Wundersmith’, and that she’d have to learn how to use them if she was ever going to understand what it really meant to be a Wundersmith. She’d picked up a few little scraps, and she’d been practising them on her own. But there was only one other person in the entire realm who could properly wield the Wretched Arts … and it was an uneasy feeling indeed, to have something so important in common with him.

‘I just mean … I’m not a clairvoyant!’ Morrigan went on. ‘Or an oracle, or a sorcerer, or a witch, or …’

‘Yeah, I know, you’re a mighty Wundersmith. Dry your eyes, mate,’ Cadence replied quietly. She spotted Lambeth emerging from her transcendental meditation class in her usual daze and waved to get her attention.

There weren’t nearly as many Arcane students as Mundane, but with teaching staff, graduates, academics and researchers, as well as visiting members of the Royal Sorcery Council, the Paranormal League and the Alliance of Nevermoor Covens, the Arcane halls were usually busy. Today they were filled with junior and senior scholars celebrating the end of term, in ways that most of them were strictly forbidden to do so outside the School of Arcane Arts. Illusion scholars could practise their craft anywhere in Wunsoc, because illusion – in the words of Murgatroyd – was ‘a bunch of tediously innocuous trickery’. (Morrigan thought this freedom was wasted on the illusion scholars, because they mostly used it to gross people out, creating false images of dog poo and scurrying rats in the hallways. Even Hawthorne, who loved grossing people out, was unimpressed with their efforts, declaring them ‘unimaginative in the extreme’.)

But if a junior scholar was caught practising – for example – sorcery or witchery anywhere outside of the Arcane floors, they’d almost certainly regret it. Some of Murgatroyd’s favoured punishments included cutting the arms off winter coats, shaving eyebrows, and dangling people by their ankles over the side of the footbridge above Proudfoot Station.

In the Arcane halls, however, nothing was off-limits.

This afternoon, in some sort of bizarre end-of-term celebration, a group of sorcery scholars had stolen a case of unlabelled elixir bottles from the Witchery Wing and were shaking them up, daring each other to drink them, and howling at the results, either with laughter or pain. One of them burned her throat breathing piping hot steam for a solid minute, one burst all the capillaries in his eyeballs, and another fell deeply and publicly in love with the first inanimate object he laid eyes on – a fire extinguisher.

‘Lam, hurry up, will you,’ Cadence groaned as she saw their friend dawdling several metres behind.

‘Stop,’ Lam said, holding up one hand. Morrigan and Cadence both halted instantly, just before they reached the intersection of two long hallways.

Lam was a gifted short-range oracle … which meant she had visions of the future, but only the immediate future – mere moments ahead. Unit 919 had realised by now that heeding Lam’s warnings often helped them avoid some minor disaster like stubbed toes or spilled tea. Sometimes it even saved lives, as Morrigan had learned last Hallowmas night, when she’d deciphered Lam’s cryptic predictions and shut down the illegal Ghastly Market – just in time to save Cadence and Lam from being auctioned off to the highest bidders.

If Morrigan hadn’t figured it out, someone would almost certainly have paid a lot of money to steal Cadence’s knack from her … but Lam’s fate could have been much, much worse. Because their friend Lambeth Amara was, in fact, the Princess Lamya Bethari Amati Ra, of the Royal House of Ra, from the Silklands in the state of Far East Sang. She’d been smuggled into the Free State illegally from the Wintersea Republic to trial for the Wundrous Society, just like Morrigan – but unlike Morrigan, her family had been in on the plan, and if their treason against the ruling Wintersea Party was ever discovered, they could face execution. Nobody in the Republic was even supposed to know the Free State existed.

Unit 919 had vowed to keep Lam’s secret. There were certainly others out there who knew – Lam’s patron, of course, and Miss Cheery and the Elders. A few wretched people who’d escaped the destruction of the Ghastly Market and scurried away into the night. But there was a feeling in Unit 919 that if they buried the secret between them and never said it aloud, they could protect Lam from anyone who might wish her harm.

Cadence heaved an impatient sigh, looking at her watch. ‘Lam, we really need to—’

‘Wait.’

SPLAT! Bzzzzzzzzz …

Morrigan and Cadence watched in horror as, farther down the corridor, one of the boys from the Sorcery Department sprayed a shaken-up elixir bottle all over a passing senior scholar. The older girl was engulfed by a wave of black tarry liquid which, on contact with her skin, turned into … bees. Angry, buzzy bees that swarmed to her as if she was covered in pollen. She ran down the hall, shrieking and trying to bat them away, while the sorcery boys chased after her and tried to help, half laughing and half horrified.

Lam finally lowered her hand.

‘Carry on,’ she said, sauntering past Morrigan and Cadence with a very I-told-you-so look.

Morrigan hadn’t ever had a class on Sub-Two before – although she went there most days as that was where the dining rooms, kitchens, and the Commissariat were. The rest of Unit 919 was already waiting outside the assigned classroom when Morrigan, Cadence and Lam arrived.

‘Crime and Donuts,’ said Hawthorne, turning around to face the others as he held out an arm across the door, barring their entry. ‘That’s my final guess. Anyone else? Last chance.’

‘Oh, just open the door,’ Thaddea groaned, pushing past him.

The room was small – maybe a quarter of the size of a regular classroom – and empty. It was also very dark. Morrigan felt around on the wall as the group made their way inside.

‘Where’s the light switch?’ she asked.

‘Ow! That was my foot, Francis, you klutz.’

‘Sorry, I didn’t see—’

BANG. The door swung shut behind them, and the group fell silent.

‘Where’s our teacher?’ Anah whispered in a voice that shook a little.

‘Shh,’ said Lam quietly. ‘Watch the wall. It’s about to begin.’
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A few silent seconds passed in the darkness and then the wall came to life with vivid, moving images. Morrigan blinked into the sudden brightness.

They were watching a projected film of a night she remembered well.

Nine children were lined up outside the Wundrous Society. A huge, elaborate tapestry made of real flowers covered the gates and twisting green vines formed the words:

Come in and join us.

The members of Unit 919 stood dumbstruck, watching their past selves of a year ago and wondering what this new strangeness was all about. Most of them, anyway.

‘Does my hair really look that fluffy?’ Hawthorne whispered in Morrigan’s ear.

‘Yes.’

He nodded. ‘Cool.’

‘What’re we meant to do?’ asked the on-screen Thaddea. The on-screen Morrigan peeked sideways at her, looking smaller and more intimidated than she remembered feeling.

And then something happened in the projection that made Morrigan’s skin turn instantly to gooseflesh, all up and down her arms. Something she didn’t remember.

She felt a hand grip her wrist as Cadence came close and said, ‘What … are they?’

Even if Morrigan had known the answer, at that moment she couldn’t have made her throat form words.

The nine unwitting members of Unit 919 stood outside Wunsoc at midnight on Spring’s Eve, excited and expectant, waiting breathlessly to begin their new lives as members of Nevermoor’s most elite organisation.

And all the while, behind them, crawling out of the darkness, were dozens of … Morrigan didn’t know what they were. Monsters, she supposed.

They were dark-scaled creatures, fleshy and many-limbed, not quite unnimals but barely human. They crawled on the ground, pulled along by powerful forearms, and dragged long, muscular tails behind them. Their strangely humanoid faces were angular and wide, their eyes as black as their scales, glittering like beetles.

Morrigan had never seen anything like them in her life. They were like an experiment gone wrong. Snakes turned nearly human … or vice versa. Even looking at them on film, she felt a visceral, primitive urge to run. Yet she was frozen to the spot.

‘Is this a joke?’ asked Anah. Her voice was high-pitched and tremulous. ‘Is this some sort of horrible joke? Because it’s not very funny.’

She turned and ran for the door, but found it was locked.

‘This isn’t FUNNY!’ she shouted again.

The rest of 919 instinctively drew closer together, watching in creeping horror as the snake-like creatures slithered up behind their on-screen counterparts. If Morrigan hadn’t lived this night herself, if she didn’t know how it ended, she’d be convinced she was about to watch herself and her friends get attacked and eaten by monsters.

It didn’t happen, of course. Seconds before the prowling creatures would have reached them, more figures came out of the darkness – human figures this time, sorcerers in black Wunsoc cloaks – and silently herded the beasts back into the shadows, wielding firelit branches and swinging strange smoking talismans.

Improbably – impossibly – the Unit 919 of the past hadn’t noticed any of this. Their eyes were fixed keenly on the gates as they creaked open, inviting them into a secret world of opportunity and adventure.

All except Lambeth, Morrigan noticed. She watched her carefully on the screen. Lam stood at the end of the row of children, peering back into the darkness, her eyes wide with terror.

‘You never said anything,’ Morrigan said quietly, turning to look at Lam. The light from the projection illuminated her face. ‘Why didn’t you tell us?’

Lam’s chin trembled a little. ‘I … it just … seemed kinder not to.’

The nine children marched eagerly into the grounds of Wunsoc, all but Lam oblivious to the danger behind them.

Morrigan exhaled in relief, looking at Hawthorne and Cadence in the dim classroom, and they stared back at her in mute bewilderment. At last, with the gates shut behind them and the monsters no longer visible, it felt like some air had returned to the room. Then an amplified voice spoke over the footage, and they all jumped in shock.

‘I suspect you are all wondering why you’re here.’

Morrigan knew those brittle tones. It was Elder Quinn.

Gregoria Quinn was one of the High Council of Elders, the three most revered people in the Wundrous Society. The High Council was elected by all members of Wunsoc at the beginning of each Age, to lead and govern them until the next. Morrigan could see why Elder Quinn had been chosen for this honour; she may have been small and frail and very, very old, but she was a formidable woman. Her fellow Elders – Helix Wong and Alioth Saga – were nearly as impressive, Morrigan thought. (But not quite.)

‘For many years,’ Elder Quinn’s voice echoed around them, ‘the Wundrous Society has had one mission. One unified, secret purpose, expressed in two discrete yet equally important tasks. We call this purpose, for want of a grander title, Containment and Distraction.’

‘So … not Chips and Dip,’ whispered Hawthorne and, absurdly, Morrigan had to clap a hand to her mouth to suppress a hysterical giggle.

‘Shh,’ said Cadence, elbowing her in the ribs. ‘Look.’

Elder Quinn spoke while the footage continued – of an inauguration night that was entirely different from the one they had experienced. And yet it was the same night.

Morrigan remembered marching up the drive to Proudfoot House feeling a little nervous, perhaps, but not afraid. She remembered seeing the cloaked Wundrous Society members holding candles, perched high in the dead fireblossom trees that lined the drive, and feeling strangely comforted by their presence. She remembered thinking that the hard part was over. That she’d got through the trials and into the Society and everything was going to be easier from then onwards.

She’d been wrong, of course. But it wasn’t until now that she knew precisely how wrong she’d been.

Behind the nine new scholars, jumping down from the trees, the figures were not members of the Wundrous Society. They weren’t even human … just doing a good imitation of it.

‘What in the Seven Pockets are we watching?’ breathed Arch.

The figures seemed to unfold from their vaguely human facsimile, shifting into what must have been their true form: enormous vulture-like creatures, hunched and haunted-looking, with yellow eyes and great, hook-like talons.

Morrigan couldn’t believe she and the rest of the unit could have been so oblivious.

‘Run, for goodness’ sake,’ Arch whispered to the projected Unit 919, quite pointlessly. Morrigan understood the impulse. She wanted to shake her past self, to force that other Morrigan to turn around and see the danger.

Because it wasn’t just the things slithering from out of the shadows and perching in the trees. There was more, so much more.

She’d believed – they had all believed – that the splendour and spectacle of their inauguration was meant to be a celebration of their success.

It wasn’t a celebration, she realised now. It was a distraction. A series of precise, choreographed distractions designed to direct their line of sight to exactly the right place so they missed everything else happening around them.

The marching musicians accompanying them up the path to Proudfoot House had distracted them from the human-sized vulture things crowding in behind them.

The sparkling, iridescent rainbow archway had blinded them to the fact that every window in Proudfoot House had begun to bleed – thick, oozing rivulets of red dripped down the brick walls like something out of a horror story.

The trumpeting elephant caught their attention at the bottom of the marble steps just as a team of Wunsoc members conducted a thousand-strong army of spiders to skitter across the shoes of Unit 919.

None of them had noticed a thing.

And when they’d looked up in awe to watch their nine names burning across the sky in dragon fire, they’d missed perhaps the most extraordinary sight of all: a platoon of trees at the edge of the Whinging Woods had drawn up their roots from the ground and were marching – slowly, very slowly – on Proudfoot House, like an ancient arboreal army of the damned.

It was ghastly to witness, and yet … it was extraordinary. Even through her horror, Morrigan couldn’t help feeling astonished at how she and the others had done exactly what they were supposed to do, without having the slightest idea they were supposed to do it. They’d looked just where they were guided to look, turned where they were meant to turn, at precisely the right moment for precisely the right amount of time. It was like watching herself perform and perfectly execute a ballet she’d never rehearsed for.

‘Whoever did this is twisted,’ said Mahir.

‘No.’ Morrigan shook her head. ‘Whoever did this is a genius.’

‘You have passed your fifth and final trial – the most important test of all, the test of loyalty – and are about to begin your second year as members of the Wundrous Society,’ Elder Quinn’s voice rang out again, over footage of the scholars following their patrons up the marble stairs. ‘In proving that you are worthy of our trust, you have opened the door to deeper knowledge and greater responsibility within our ranks.’

Morrigan grimaced. They’d passed their fifth trial only six weeks ago, and the memory was a sour one. The test of Unit 919’s loyalty to each other had come in the form of blackmail. They each had received an outrageous demand to fulfil, or their anonymous blackmailer would reveal to the rest of the Society that Morrigan was a Wundersmith – a secret the Elders had ordered Unit 919 to protect, or else face exile from Wunsoc for life. It had been Morrigan’s biggest source of misery all year long, and not only had it turned out to be a test … it was a test contrived by the Elders themselves.

The most diabolical thing – even now, she couldn’t think of it without grinding her teeth – was that in order to pass the test herself, Morrigan had to reveal herself as a Wundersmith. So now everyone in the Society knew the truth anyway.

Well, she thought bitterly. At least we passed.

On the projection, the doors of Proudfoot House closed behind Unit 919 and their patrons. The projection cut out. They were surrounded by darkness again.

Elder Quinn’s imperious voice continued, filling the room.

‘The first and most important of these new responsibilities is for you to witness the truth about our beloved city, and to see your rightful place within it.’

Morrigan felt the skin on the back of her neck tingle. She had an urge to say, No thank you. I’d rather not witness the truth about Nevermoor. Not today.

‘To understand your future in the Wundrous Society, you must know our past,’ continued Elder Quinn. ‘The Society was founded for a very particular purpose. Until just over one hundred years ago, our entire mission was to support the work of nine people. Those nine – elevated and exalted above all others – had a mission of their own: to serve, protect and improve the lives of the citizens of our realm.

‘They were the Wundersmiths. Nine human beings gifted beyond all others, chosen – many believed – by the Wundrous Divinities themselves, the ancient deities who were once said to have watched over our realm. In exchange for the powers they’d been blessed with, the Wundersmiths would dedicate the entirety of their lifetimes to mastering their craft, and using their power wholly in service to others. And when their lifetime was over, each of those original nine Wundrous souls was – so the story goes – reborn in another, who would take their place, serving the realm with the guidance and support of the Wundrous Society. On and on the cycle went, one generation replacing another, never forgetting who they were: human representatives of the nine Divinities, here to do their work.’

Was that true, Morrigan wondered? Was she just the latest version of one of those original nine Wundersmiths, reborn in the body of Morrigan Crow? A copy of a copy of a copy? It sounded made-up, the kind of fantastical detail you’d find in mythology books.

‘But eventually,’ Elder Quinn continued, ‘the Society failed in its mission.’

Morrigan felt a flicker of discomfort. Even in the darkness, she could feel eight pairs of eyes upon her.

‘The nine Wundersmiths became subjects of worship and devotion, even fanaticism. We allowed them to believe themselves divine, to set themselves above ordinary people, and so some of them became corrupt and careless. Dangerous. Power-hungry. Many would say evil.

‘Finally, one among them decided his time had come. And so, he toiled in secret to build an army of monsters, legions of his own vile creations, and he tried to lead his fellow Wundersmiths in a crusade against the crown.

‘He failed, of course. He was exiled for his crimes and became the man we know as the last Wundersmith. Ezra Squall tried to conquer and enslave our city. We have not forgotten. We will not forget.’

Morrigan felt sick. She wanted to cover her ears or run away, but she also felt an irresistible compulsion to know more.

‘The Wundrous Society’s purpose now is to protect Nevermoor – and the greater Free State – from the corrupt and dangerous creations of Wundersmiths past. From the chaos that still thrives here. The chaos we ourselves allowed into this city, through our weakness and our failure to act in time.

‘We must right our past wrongs,’ boomed Elder Quinn’s disembodied voice. ‘We must close old wounds, even if the scars remain.’

‘Hold on to something,’ said Lam.

‘What did you say?’ said Anah in a stricken voice. ‘What did she say?’

But Morrigan and Cadence had already pressed themselves back against the walls of the tiny room, because there was nothing else to hold on to. Hawthorne copied them, and Mahir, Arch and Thaddea quickly followed.

There was a sound like a rush of air, then a mechanical grinding and a thud, and suddenly it felt like the ground had dropped out from beneath them. Anah and Francis, who hadn’t taken Lam’s advice quickly enough, fell to the ground and had to scramble back up again, crawling towards the edges of the classroom.

The room was moving. Falling downwards in darkness at an alarming speed.

‘What is happening?’ cried Anah.

‘Be quiet,’ snapped Morrigan, because Elder Quinn was still speaking calmly over the noise of their movement, and she didn’t want to miss a single word.

The descent stopped abruptly, and the room moved forward like a train in a tunnel, throwing them against the back wall.

‘Over many Ages and with tireless, meticulous work,’ Elder Quinn continued as the room rushed onwards, ‘we have managed to bring several of Nevermoor’s monstrous populations under our control. We have done this using a combination of sorcery, witchery, brute force, and in some cases, good old-fashioned diplomacy and negotiation. We do this in secret, to protect our city from the deadly and chaotic forces that would prey on its people.’

Thunk. They came to another sudden stop, and they were all thrown to the right-side wall as the room changed direction.

‘I think I’m gonna be sick,’ groaned Hawthorne.

‘Don’t you DARE!’ Cadence shouted at him.

Elder Quinn’s voice carried on, oblivious to the drama in the room. ‘Some of the threats you have just witnessed are under strict Wundrous Society regulation. For example, the Vool – those shapeshifting, mimicking avian creatures you saw perched in the trees. The Vool population was once a vicious, widespread threat to the lives of Nevermoorians. It took more than fifty years, but now their numbers – and their behaviours – are manageable. The Vool are perhaps our greatest success.

‘Some of the monstrosities you saw could not be described as under our control, but after Ages of careful diplomacy they have been allied to our cause and are accepted by the Society as a force for good in protecting Nevermoor and the Free State. For example, the trees of the Whinging Woods were our invited guests to your inauguration, willing and eager to participate in what we consider an important training tool for our newest members.

‘And finally, some of the monsters in this demonstration have been exploited for the predictability of their behaviours. The creatures you saw outside the gates of Wunsoc are called Slinghouls. We do not negotiate with Slinghouls. Diplomacy does not work on a Slinghoul. Fortunately, they are predictable, and can be both managed and avoided. We do our best.

‘Your inauguration night was a carefully manoeuvred sequence of events designed to educate and inform, and we hope it has helped you understand what we as an organisation are trying to achieve.’

During this long speech, the room changed direction once more, twice more, three times and then again – hard left, up, left again, right, and down again. It felt like they’d travelled for miles at an ever-increasing speed, but finally the room slowed to a halt. The lights came back on.

Morrigan opened her eyes. Unit 919 sat on the ground, backs pressed against the wall, trying to catch their breath. Nobody spoke.

The door opened, and Elder Quinn entered the room. She started a little when she saw them on the floor.

‘Goodness me,’ she said, pointing up at the safety loops dangling from the ceiling, which they had all failed to notice. She made a little hooking gesture with her finger. ‘Didn’t any of you bring a brolly?’

Morrigan closed her eyes again, silently willing her lunch to stay just where it was.

Slightly battered and wholly baffled, Unit 919 followed Elder Quinn out of the tiny room and down a long, brightly lit hallway. It was wide and rather grand, lined with portraits of former Elders and gas lamps set in sconces, and it reminded Morrigan of the Hotel Deucalion.

‘Containment and Distraction is like trying to plug a thousand tiny leaking holes using only ten fingers,’ Elder Quinn told them as she shuffled along more quickly than Morrigan would have thought her able to. ‘It is an endless, thankless, dirty, dangerous, repetitious job, but one that we are privileged to perform. And now, that privilege is also yours.’

She turned her head to either side, glancing at the scholars scurrying along behind her.

‘I know what you’re all wondering. Same thing they wonder every year. What does this mean for you? Have you been unwittingly drafted into an army to fight against the forces of darkness, to spend the rest of your lives battling the creatures of the night?’

That was not at all what Morrigan had been wondering, but now she was.

‘Well, perhaps. If that’s what you want. If that’s what you’re good at. Or perhaps you will never have to see any of these wretched things again. Perhaps your destiny, your lifelong role in the Wundrous Society, is to bring light to the world, in whatever form that might take – music, or art, or politics, or making a truly excellent leek and potato soup – to balance out the dark. To distract people from it. To keep Nevermoor from being consumed by it.’

Elder Quinn stopped at the end of the hallway, just outside the doors, and turned to face Unit 919. She was several inches shorter than most of them, but Morrigan felt she was being stared down by a giant.

‘I do not know what role each of you scholars will play in the vital work of the Wundrous Society,’ she said in a low voice. ‘That is up to you.’

The doors opened behind her.

‘Welcome to the Gathering Place.’
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It was a bit like walking into the Trollosseum. Except indoors, and darker, and smaller, and the arena-style seating was filled with reasonably well-behaved Wundrous Society members, instead of rambunctious louts bellowing encouragement at trolls to spill more blood and knock each other’s heads off.

‘This week’s gathering has already begun,’ murmured Elder Quinn, directing them to a knot of empty seats towards the back of the amphitheatre. ‘Usually the junior units sit closer to the centre, as you can see, but as it’s your first time attending, you may sit here in the back and observe.’

She left them to get settled and headed down an aisle of stairs to the centre of the circular room, where Elder Saga had kept her a seat. Elder Wong was standing on the dais, holding court.

A few older Society members turned around to peer curiously at Unit 919, and she might have imagined it, but she thought their eyes lingered longer on her than the others.

She felt a weight on her shoulders. The words of Elder Quinn’s speech were still ringing inside her mind, and she had a sudden, deeper understanding of her place here.

It was even more obvious to her now why she had felt so much quiet animosity from the older scholars since they’d learned she was a Wundersmith. It wasn’t simply that everyone in Nevermoor knew Wundersmiths were dangerous. The Society knew exactly how dangerous they were. Exactly how chaotic and messy, exactly how their actions – even from many years ago – could leave scars and unhealed wounds on a city, hiding in plain sight. They knew because they were still cleaning up the mess.

Still, Morrigan said to herself, sitting up a little straighter and shaking off her glumness. It wasn’t me. I didn’t make a load of snake thingies and vulture-people, for goodness’ sake.

She resented being lumped in with Ezra Squall and every other Wundersmith who ever lived. She wasn’t a cursed child any more, hiding in the second sitting room at Crow Manor, writing apology letters for ruined jam and broken hips. She had as much right to be here as anyone else.

Morrigan lifted her chin, kept her eyes on Elder Wong, and ignored all the sly backward glances.

‘… and once again representing the Geographical Oddities Squadron today is Adriana Salter, Unit 871,’ Elder Wong was saying. ‘Mrs Salter, are you the only one picking up the slack in the Odd Squad – why don’t I ever see the others here? Tell Miles we’ll expect him next time. From the Department of Unnimology and Naturalism, Dr Valerie Bramble …’

The introductions went on for some time, and Morrigan found it hard to keep track of all the different organisations mentioned. As Elder Wong called their names, representatives from the Unusual Engineering & Infrastructure Advisory Board, the Architectural Anomalies Association, and the Gobleian Library all stood up from their seats and waved, acknowledging brief applause.

‘… from the League of Explorers,’ Elder Wong continued, and Morrigan’s ears perked up, ‘Captain Jupiter North, Unit 895 …’

Jupiter was here! She’d never seen her patron visit Wunsoc unless it was for something to do with her. She sat up straight, peering down over rows of heads much taller than hers to see a dramatic crop of bright ginger hair atop a beaming face half-hidden by beard. He’d dressed with his usual sense of theatre, Morrigan noticed: smart waistcoat and trousers in brilliant bubblegum pink, sky-blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows and a pair of sparkling, electric blue glittery brogues.

He knows how to be seen from the cheap seats, she thought, smiling for the first time that afternoon.

When Jupiter stood, turning to acknowledge a round of applause much more enthusiastic than the others had received (and even a couple of wolf whistles), his eyes scanned the circular room. Morrigan knew he was looking for her. She was too embarrassed to draw attention to herself in a room full of people, but Hawthorne had no such qualms.

‘Jupiter! We’re up here!’ he shouted, waving both arms over his head.

Sliding down several inches in her chair, Morrigan hunched her shoulders up so high she might have been wearing her armpits as earrings. Fortunately, nobody heard Hawthorne over the raucous clapping, and so she quickly reached up to yank him down to his seat by the back of his shirt.

‘… and finally, representing the Beastly Division, Gavin Squires of Unit 899. Now Mr Squires, I believe you wish to begin?’

‘Thank you, Elder Wong,’ Gavin Squires called out as he leapt up to take centre stage, wheeling a small trolley of equipment. He was a wiry, energetic man, and covered in gnarly scars. Given that he was wearing a sleeveless vest and shorts on a cold day, Morrigan suspected he was quite proud of them. ‘All right, everyone. I think you all know we’re coming up to a very special time of year …’

There were a few knowing groans in the audience, and someone actually said ‘Oh NO’.

Gavin grinned shiftily, an amused little twinkle in his eyes. ‘Oh yes. Oh YES, my friends, the most wonderful time of the year is coming on fast – that special day we all look forward to – ladies and gentlemen, you know it and you love it …’

He paused to fiddle with the equipment and a moment later, a huge, moving, three-dimensional image of the ugliest creature Morrigan had ever seen in her life was projected upwards into the vast space. She felt herself physically recoil from it, and she wasn’t the only one.

‘… that’s right, it’s the short but magical breeding season of the NEVERMOOR SCALY SEWER BEAST!’

Morrigan had heard of the Nevermoor Scaly Sewer Beast, but she’d never seen it before, and truthfully, she’d never been certain it was real. The image was of a strange, yellow-white serpentine creature with transparent eyelids covering milky red eyes. Its bulbous belly hung low to the ground and it had six lizard-like legs ending in long, sharp claws. Its scales were rough and patchy, and entirely absent in random spots, revealing raw pink skin underneath. It had a long, powerful-looking tail that snapped back and forth in a threatening fashion. Its jaws opened wide to reveal a mouth full of far too many sharp curving teeth to be reasonable, and a forked, blackish-blue tongue.

‘All right, then, all right,’ Gavin continued, holding up his hands for quiet. ‘You know the drill, people. The Scaly Sewer Beast breeding season brings many hundreds of nasty little baby beasts with their nasty little venomous teeth into our sewer system, and if we don’t control the population growth we’ll find Nevermoor overrun with these gigantic mummy and daddy versions – ’ (he pointed at the picture) – ‘in just a few short months, ’cos they grow up quick, the precious little blighters.

‘Now I know this is nobody’s favourite job – plenty of us have been injured in the annual sewerfest, and the smell takes days to leave the old nostrils – but someone’s got to put their hand up to help us trap, tag and relocate these wee beasties outside of the city. There are sixteen of us in the Beastly Division, and I reckon we’ll need another dozen helpers. If I don’t get enough volunteers, some of you might just get voluntold. So, show of hands please: who’s keen to rid Nevermoor’s sewers of their scaliest scourge?’

A few senior scholars reluctantly put their hands in the air, and a handful of older members, too. Thaddea’s hand, though, shot into the air so fast it might have had an engine. The rest of Unit 919 turned to look at her in horror.

‘Thaddea, you don’t seriously want to crawl down into the sewers to round up a bunch of those … things?’ Anah asked in an incredulous whisper.

‘You don’t seriously think I’d miss a chance to fight the Nevermoor Scaly Sewer Beast?’ Thaddea whispered back at her, practically bouncing up and down in her seat to be seen by Gavin.

‘Right, that’s eight brave volunteers, thank you very much,’ said Gavin. ‘And I’ll also take Mitty Hayward, Susie-Lee Walters, Phyllis Lightyear – yes, I know you did it last year, pal, that’s why I want you back. Shouldn’t have done such a good job the first time around, if you didn’t want to get chosen again.’ There was a rumble of laughter as Phyllis made a rude hand gesture at Gavin, who ignored it. ‘Oh! We’ve got another volunteer up the back there … What’s your name, my young friend?’

She leapt up from her seat. ‘Thaddea No-Retreat of Clan Macleod.’

Morrigan looked from Hawthorne to Cadence and back again, trying not to giggle. Thaddea who of Clan Macleod?

‘Proudly born and raised atop the Highlands, in the Third Pocket of the Free State,’ Thaddea continued in a resounding voice. ‘Daughter of Mary the Heart-Eater and Malcolm the Mellow, granddaughter of Deirdre the Deathbringer, great-granddaughter of Eileen Never-Surrender, great-great-granddaughter of Ailsa the Tetchy, great-great-great granddaughter of Betty One-Kick, great-great-great-GREAT granddaughter—’

‘Well, Thaddea No-Retreat of Clan Macleod,’ Gavin interrupted, holding up a hand and smiling widely, ‘if you’re that desperate to risk your limbs and spend days smelling like excrement, who am I to stop you? Welcome aboard.’

There was a vaguely shell-shocked round of applause for Thaddea from the older units as she took her seat, and a general sense of relief that all the spots on the mission had been filled and nobody else needed to volunteer.

‘Such a weirdo,’ muttered Cadence, giving her a half-hearted clap.

‘A weirdo who gets to go into the sewers at night and hunt monsters,’ Thaddea pointed out triumphantly, as if she’d just been granted the best treat imaginable. Cadence looked at Morrigan, and they shook their heads in bewilderment.

Gavin gave instructions for Team Scaly Sewer Beast to meet the following day and discuss their strategy, then ceded the floor to Holliday Wu from the Public Distraction Department.

Morrigan wasn’t sure she’d ever had reason or inclination to use the word ‘fabulous’ before, but there was no other word for Ms Wu. She wore the tallest, shiniest shoes Morrigan had ever seen, fiery red lipstick and a tailored, aubergine-coloured three-piece suit. She had a high, sleek black ponytail with a shaved undercut, and a row of hefty diamond studs along the entire outer edge of her left ear. She was better dressed than even Jupiter. She was fabulous.

‘Right, the Unusual Engineering team will be shutting down Nevermoor’s entire sewage system and the Wunderground network while the Beastly Division hunts for these disgusting things,’ she announced without preamble. ‘Gavin assures me he can get the job done in two to three hours. It will begin at dusk, because that’s when the Nevermoor Ugly Sewer Whatever is most active and therefore easiest to locate.

‘With that in mind: we need a massive, cross-borough Distraction that will keep a city full of people occupied for three hours at peak travel time on a weeknight, during which they cannot use trains or flush the loo. Not a small ask, and the last thing we want is to create mass panic.’ Holliday brought up a map of Nevermoor on the projector, marked in several places with a large red X. ‘We also need to ensure the population is kept away from these thirteen locations specifically, which have been identified by the Beastly Division as high-risk areas – breeding hotspots for the Nevermoor Creepy Vomit-Thing. We will need to shepherd as many people as possible away from these locations, including those who live there. Now, as usual—’

‘Why?’ Morrigan called out, before she’d even realised she’d opened her mouth. The room fell silent and everyone turned to look at her.

‘Why what?’ asked Holliday, a line of confusion creasing her brow.

Morrigan’s face burned. The question had been percolating in the back of her head ever since Elder Quinn’s speech to Unit 919. But she hadn’t actually meant to ask it out loud. Her gaze flicked over to Jupiter, and she saw he was smiling at her. He gave a small, encouraging nod. She cleared her throat and sat up straight.

‘Why … do we have to distract people?’

There were a few sniggers from the front rows, but most people just looked perplexed. Holliday, however, narrowed her eyes in suspicion.

‘Are you trying to be funny?’

‘No!’ Morrigan said quickly. ‘I just mean … well. Why can’t people know the truth about Nevermoor? They live here. Wouldn’t it be sort of … easier? And maybe safer? If everyone knew, they could just stay calm and … I suppose … keep out of the way.’

She trailed off as her question was met with a rumble of laughter. Many of the older Society members were shaking their heads.

However, just as she was wishing a large bird of prey would swoop into the room, pluck her from her chair and carry her very far away, Elder Saga the bullwun took the floor and glared them all into silence. It was a formidable glare, made all the more impressive by the sight of his enormous horns, broad shaggy chest, and the intimidating way he was inclined to stamp his hooves.

‘It’s not an unreasonable question,’ he said in his deep, rumbling voice. ‘There are occasions when we tell people – at least some people. Those who need to know. Our own internal law enforcement regularly liaises with the Nevermoor City Police Force, for example, and authorities across all Seven Pockets of the Free State. Sometimes we even share information with the Prime Minister’s office, who will pass it on to the public as they see fit. But that’s a last resort, generally speaking.’

Morrigan swallowed, and couldn’t help asking again: ‘Why?’

‘Because often, Miss Crow, telling people they are at risk creates a different, sometimes even greater risk. People are dangerous when they’re frightened. Remember that.’

Elder Saga said those last few words to the room at large, fixing them with his trademark unwavering gaze, then yielded the floor to Holliday Wu – who carried on as if there had been no interruption.

‘As usual, we do expect backlash. We can’t avoid that. What we can avoid is people getting in our way, getting hurt, and messing things up for us.’ Holliday crossed her arms and swung her ponytail back over her shoulder. ‘Ideas?’

‘What about what we did last breeding season?’ called out one of the older scholars. ‘Fireworks night? It got everyone looking up instead of down.’

She gave one short, sharp shake of her head. ‘It also scared the sewer beasts deeper into hiding. Stupidest idea we’ve ever had, to be honest – too noisy, too expensive.’ Holliday’s expression was cool, but her jaw tightened very slightly. Morrigan could tell the memory of this failure still rankled. ‘Anyone else?’

A round of ideas shouted from the gallery included a parade, a citywide blackout and a targeted tornado, each of which Holliday shot down in flames.

‘Come on, people, you’ve just named all the things we did the last four years. Let’s try to innovate.’

‘We could declare war on the Second Pocket!’

Holliday shot a scathing look at the person who suggested that. To Morrigan’s utter lack of surprise, it was the odious Baz Charlton, Cadence’s patron.

‘Idiot,’ Cadence whispered next to her.

‘And then what?’ Holliday asked Baz in a flat voice.

He shrugged. ‘And then … cancel it?’

She rolled her eyes and then scanned the audience again. ‘Any ideas that won’t incite further mass panic?’

The Gathering Place fell to quiet muttering as people seemed to run out of steam. Finally, Jupiter raised a hand, and the muttering instantly ceased. Morrigan could almost feel the room leaning forward to hear what Captain Jupiter North had to say.

‘What about Golders Night?’

‘Golders Night,’ Holliday echoed, and her expression grew thoughtful. She tapped a finger against her mouth. ‘There’s a thought … what’s it been, twelve years since the last one?’

‘Fourteen, I believe,’ said Jupiter. ‘Spring of Seventeen in the Age of Poets. A Wunderground train had gained sentience and was holding the other trains hostage underground. It required an extraordinary distraction.’

Morrigan, Hawthorne and Cadence shared a look. It was a very specific look of mingled bemusement, horror, exasperation and resignation. The kind of look one reserves for special occasions, such as when you’ve just learned that trains can come to life and hold other trains hostage, and that you’ve unwittingly joined an organisation full of people who have for some reason decided to nose into this sort of business, and you don’t really feel like getting involved but you’re just going to have to go along with it because everybody else is. That kind of look.

‘The Treasury won’t let us do it very often – for the obvious reason,’ added Jupiter. ‘But it’s always effective. Almost guarantees an eighty-five to ninety per cent participation rate.’

What was ‘the obvious reason’, Morrigan wondered? What even was a Golders Night?

‘Fifteen per cent non-participants – nothing we can’t manage,’ said Holliday, waving a hand. ‘Right, Golders Night. Sounds promising. Let’s workshop this.’

They carried on for another hour, and the meeting became a freewheeling, rapid-fire session of strategic planning, with Mundane and Arcane members of all ages jumping in to give suggestions, criticisms and offers of assistance. Morrigan felt like she was finally seeing the real Wundrous Society in action.

What emerged by the end was an exhaustive, fool-proof plan to distract the entire population of Nevermoor from Operation Scaly Sewer Beast. Even Unit 919, excluding Thaddea, had a small role to play … something Morrigan was a little apprehensive about.

Sometimes it felt like everything about the Society was a test. A trial. And just when you thought you’d passed all the trials there could possibly be, another one popped up.

Be honest. Be smart. Be brave. Be loyal.

Now this.

Be useful.

Jupiter had warned Morrigan about this, two whole years ago, when he’d first explained to her what the Wundrous Society was offering. Respect, adventure, fame! Reserved seats on the Wunderground! Pin privilege, he’d called it.

But it was a privilege the Society expected you to earn not just once, not just in the entry trials, but over and over again, for the rest of your life.

She hadn’t thought about it much at the time. But he had warned her.

Morrigan had hoped to speak to Jupiter after the meeting, but he appeared to be deep in discussion with Holliday Wu and Elder Saga. She dithered for a moment, but soon she and Unit 919 were caught up in the stream of people leaving the Gathering Place and it was too late.

The mood in Proudfoot House was celebratory. Cheerful, excited chatter rose up around them as groups of junior scholars discussed their plans for the Christmas holidays, but Morrigan and her friends didn’t speak for a long time. It felt like someone had just thrown a hand grenade into their midst. They’d had a vague idea that the Wundrous Society was up to more than they knew – the Elders had dropped hints, after all. Nobody had ever mentioned, however, that Wundersmiths were the source of almost all their problems and the focus of their work. Jupiter certainly hadn’t. She would need to speak with him about that.

Morrigan knew she had to be the first to say it, but as they pushed through the doors of Proudfoot House into the chill air of the grounds, they were met with a group of older scholars who’d evidently been waiting for them.

‘Now you know why everyone hates Wundersmiths,’ said a boy from Unit 917, taking the words right out of her mouth. ‘Because we’re always having to clean up your mess.’

‘I told you she was dangerous!’ A familiar girl with moss-green hair and a nasty scowl squared up to Morrigan, casually tapping a steel throwing star against the side of her leg.

Heloise Redchurch was one of Morrigan’s absolute least favourite people in the world (and the world contained both Baz Charlton and Dulcinea Dearborn, so that really was saying something). The older scholar had once made her friends pin Morrigan against a tree while she lobbed throwing stars at her head, so Morrigan thought she might even have been in the number one spot.

‘Maybe that’s why the Elders kept your knack a secret so long,’ said the boy. ‘They were worried we’d make you answer for Ezra Squall’s crimes.’

Heloise grinned maliciously. ‘Maybe we should.’

Morrigan felt a little tingle in her fingertips, and while she was sorely tempted to summon Wunder and give Heloise something to really be frightened of, the ironic truth was that she wasn’t entirely sure what she’d do with it.

Dangerous, Morrigan thought. Sure.

She opened her mouth to say something but was interrupted by Cadence.

‘Yeah, she is dangerous.’ The mesmerist took a very deliberate step forward. ‘So am I. Wanna have a go?’

Morrigan was surprised, but Heloise and the older scholars jumped in alarm; it was clear they hadn’t noticed Cadence standing there at all (which, incidentally, was part of what made mesmerists so dangerous).

‘Me too.’ Thaddea stepped forward, hands on hips. Morrigan had to stop a gurgle of shocked laughter escaping her throat. ‘I know six different martial arts and I can swing a sledgehammer like it’s a yo-yo. Shall I demonstrate?’

‘Yeah, and I know dragons,’ said Hawthorne. ‘Lots of ’em.’

Morrigan couldn’t help giggling for real at that. She felt suddenly filled with warmth as the eight other members of her unit crowded in around her. The words of the Wundrous Society oath they’d taken at their inauguration rang in her ears: Sisters and brothers. Loyal for life.

‘I have poisonous mushrooms at home,’ added Francis ominously.

‘And – and I could cut out your liver with a SCALPEL!’

This last, nervy declaration came from the most unlikely source.

‘Anah!’ Morrigan cried in shock.

‘Well … I could,’ Anah insisted, and there was only the tiniest tremor in her voice. ‘In sterile conditions, obviously, and only if they were under a general anaesthetic.’

The rest of the unit burst into laughter, Thaddea clapped Anah on the back and Mahir shouted, ‘Brava!’ and just like that, all the tension of the confrontation had dissipated. Unit 919 pushed past the older scholars as one, leaving their shocked assailants behind on the marble steps.

Morrigan grinned at Anah as they marched across the grounds towards the Whinging Woods. ‘Not supposed to use your knack on other students, you know.’

‘Oh, shush,’ was Anah’s slightly shaky response.

But she looked quite pleased with herself.

Not long after Morrigan got home, there was a knock on her bedroom door.

She knew instantly who would be standing on the other side when she opened it. For a moment, she considered yelling at him to go away and that he could come back only when he’d decided to stop keeping really rather important information from her.

But she changed her mind when a slightly fretful voice from the hallway called out, ‘Mog? Mog, are you there? I come bearing cake.’

Sure enough, the door swung open to reveal an enormous ginger beard, a pair of sheepish blue eyes and a smile that was at least seventy per cent wince. Jupiter was struggling to hold up a truly enormous rectangular cake, covered in pale yellow buttercream with words written in bright pink icing. He seemed to have sacrificed punctuation and legible print to fit the whole message, which read:



SORRY I DIDN’T TELL U ABOUT C&D BUT THE THING IS I CAN’T ALWAYS TELL U EVERYTHING & I KNOW THAT’S NOT IDEAL BUT IT IS WHAT IT IS SOMETIMES THERE ARE OTHER PEOPLE I HAVE TO PROTECT & OTHER PROMISES I HAVE TO KEEP BUT I PROMISE I WILL NEVER LIE ABOUT ANYTHING THAT MIGHT ENDANGER U BECAUSE EVEN IF TELLING U ALL MY SECRETS CAN’T BE MY TOP PRIORITY I PROMISE THAT PROTECTING U ALWAYS WILL BE.
 
KINDEST REGARDS JUPITER

P.S. HAPPY LAST DAY OF TERM

Morrigan read the entire message, her lips forming the words silently, then read it again. Jupiter’s arms were shaking with the effort of holding up the gigantic cake, but she didn’t invite him to put it down and to his credit, he didn’t ask.

‘Kindest regards?’ she said finally.

‘I was going to write “lots of love” but I thought it would embarrass you.’

‘Hm. What flavour is it?’

‘Lemon butter raspberry ripple layer cake with crumbled meringue pieces and raspberry cream filling,’ he said, looking hopeful. ‘Your favourite.’

It was her favourite.

‘All right.’ Morrigan nodded once and stepped aside to let him in. ‘I hope you brought plates.’
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‘Ohhhhh, he took up his bag with the toys inside and he snapped at the reins of his magical ride and the reindeer took to the sky with pride and the elves sat right by Saint Nick’s side and the flight was—’

‘How many verses does this song have, exactly?’ Jack muttered.

Morrigan counted on her fingers. ‘I’ve heard … sixteen, so far.’

‘What? No. It’s easily been twenty. Remember he sang all those verses about responsible sleigh maintenance yesterday.’

‘—but the chimney was narrow and Nick was wide, and the elves couldn’t help him although they tried—’

‘Yes, I was counting those,’ she said. ‘What does it look like now?’

Jack – or John Arjuna Korrapati, as he was also known – lifted his eye patch cautiously. It was the one barrier he had between seeing the world as an ordinary person would, and seeing the world as a Witness – with all its hidden threads and connective tissue, all its secrets and dangers and histories laid bare in full, moving, sometimes hideously confusing colour. It was a dubious gift he’d inherited from Jupiter.

‘Very … shiny.’ Jack winced a little and snapped the eye patch back into place. ‘Potentially dangerous levels of cheer.’

Morrigan leaned her elbows on the rail of the spiral staircase, peering down into the lobby. It was her and Jack’s favourite spot in the Hotel Deucalion for people-watching.

Today, though, they’d mostly been Jupiter-watching – partly for entertainment, and partly out of a genuine concern for his safety. He’d gone a bit mad on tinsel, carols and eggnog, and Jack was worried that his uncle’s Christmas spirit had risen to such dizzying heights that he just might … burst a valve, or something.
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