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‘Funny and delightful’ – SUNDAY TIMES

 

‘Poignant … Harry Potter-esque adventure’
– TIME MAGAZINE

 

‘A wonderful, warm-hearted magical adventure [that] will instantly draw you in’ – SUNDAY EXPRESS

 

‘Delicious, cinematic … clever plotting, irresistibly quirky humour, a truly treacherous villain, and real heart’ – GUARDIAN

 

‘Exciting, mysterious, marvelous and magical’ – Robin Stevens, author of MURDER MOST UNLADYLIKE

 

‘A full-speed joy of a book; funny, quickfooted, and wildly, magically inventive’ – Katherine Rundell, author of THE EXPLORER

 

‘Nevermoor is an amazing, thrilling and captivating book’– Freya, age 11

 

‘Townsend’s debut fully lives up to its hype’

– MAIL ON SUNDAY

 

‘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 ACCIDENTAL PIRATES:

VOYAGE TO MAGICAL NORTH

 

‘Nevermoor is wunderful! Grab the nearest umbrella, jump on the Brolly Rail and parachute into a world of Harry Potter magic’

– Sonny, age 12

 

‘Written with a wonderful deadpan humour and sharp dialogue, this is a must for the next Harry Potter generation’ – DAILY MAIL
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Morrigan Crow leapt from the Brolly Rail, teeth chattering, hands frozen around the end of her oilskin umbrella. The wind had whipped her hair into a state of extreme disarray. She tried her best to smooth it down while hurrying to catch up with her patron, who was already yards ahead, pelting along the noisy, swarming high street of the Bohemian district.

‘Wait!’ she called out to him, pushing her way through a knot of women wearing satin gowns and lush velvet cloaks. ‘Jupiter, slow down.’

Jupiter North turned back, but didn’t stop moving. ‘Can’t slow down, Mog. It’s not in my repertoire. Catch up.’

And he was gone again, running headlong through the mess of pedestrians and rickshaws and horse-drawn carriages and motorised coaches.

Morrigan hurried after him and walked into a sickly-sweet-smelling cloud of sapphire-blue smoke, puffed right at her face by a woman holding a thin, gold cigarillo in her blue-stained fingertips.

“Ugh, foul.” Morrigan coughed and waved the smoke away. For a moment, she lost sight of Jupiter through the haze, but then she spotted the top of his bright copper head, bobbing up and down in the crowd, and sprinted to catch up with him.

‘A child!’ she heard the blue-fingered woman exclaim in her wake. ‘Darling, look – a child, here in Bohemia. How frightful!’

‘It’s a performance piece, darling.’

‘Oh, indeed. How novel!’

Morrigan wished she could take a moment to stop and look around. She’d never seen this part of Nevermoor before. If she wasn’t so worried about losing Jupiter in the crowd, she’d have been excited to see the broad streets lined with theatres and playhouses and music halls, the colourful jumble of bright lights and neon signs. People, dressed in their finest, piled out of carriages on every corner and were ushered inside grand theatre doors. Street hawkers shouted and sang, beckoning customers into rowdy pubs. There were restaurants so overflowing with diners that their tables spilled out on to the pavements, every seat occupied, even on this frosty Spring’s Eve, the last day of winter.

Morrigan at last made it to where Jupiter stood waiting for her outside the most crowded – and most beautiful – building on the street. A shimmering establishment of white marble and gold, Morrigan thought it looked a bit like a cathedral and a bit like a wedding cake. A brightly lit marquee across the top read:

 

NEW DELPHIAN MUSIC HALL PRESENTS

GIGI GRAND
and the

GUTTERBORN FIVE

 

‘Are we … going in?’ Morrigan puffed. A stitch bloomed painfully in her ribs.

‘What, this place?’ Jupiter cast a scornful look up at the New Delphian. ‘Heavens, no. Wouldn’t be caught dead.’

With a furtive glance over his shoulder, he ushered her down an alleyway behind the New Delphian, leaving the crowd behind. It was so narrow they had to walk in single file, stepping over piles of unidentifiable rubbish and bricks that had crumbled loose from the walls. There were no lights down here. It had a strong smell of something dreadful that got stronger the farther down they went. Like bad eggs or dead unnimals, or maybe both.

Morrigan covered her mouth and nose. The smell was so noxious she had to fight the urge to vomit. She wanted more than anything to turn round and go back, but Jupiter kept marching behind her, nudging her along.

‘Stop,’ he said, when they were near the end of the alley. ‘Is this …? No. Wait, is it …?’

She turned to see him inspecting a section of the wall that looked exactly like every other section. He gently pressed the grouting between the bricks with his fingertips, leaned in to sniff it, and then gave the wall a tentative lick.

Morrigan gave him a look of horror. ‘Ugh, stop that. What are you doing?’

Jupiter said nothing at first. He stared at the wall for a moment, frowned, and then looked up at the narrow patch of starry sky between the buildings. ‘Hmm. Thought so. Can 
you feel that?’

‘Feel what?’

He took her hand and pressed it to the wall. ‘Close your eyes.’

Morrigan did so, feeling ridiculous. Sometimes it was hard to tell when Jupiter was being silly or serious and she suspected, on this occasion, he was playing some stupid joke on her. It was her birthday, after all, and although he’d promised her no surprises, it would be just like him to pull an elaborate, embarrassing stunt that ended in a room full of people singing ‘Happy Birthday’. She was about to voice her suspicions, when—

‘Oh!’ There was a very subtle, fuzzy tingle in her fingertips. A faint humming in her ears. ‘Oh.’

Jupiter took hold of her wrist and pulled it back, ever so slightly, from the wall. Morrigan felt resistance, as if the bricks were magnetised and didn’t want to let her go.

‘What is that?’ she asked.

‘A little bit tricksy,’ Jupiter murmured. ‘Follow me.’ Leaning back, he placed one foot on the brickwork, and then the other, then – casually defying the law of gravity – proceeded to walk skywards up the wall, hunched over to avoid hitting his head on the other side of the alley.

Morrigan stared at him in silence for a moment, and then gave herself a little shake. She was a Nevermoorian now, after all. A permanent resident of the Hotel Deucalion and a Wundrous Society member to boot. She really ought to stop being so surprised whenever things took a slightly odd turn.

She took a deep breath (nearly retching again at the horrible smell) and copied Jupiter’s actions exactly. Once both her feet were planted on the wall, the world pitched out of kilter and then righted itself again, so that she felt perfectly at ease. The dreadful smell instantly disappeared and was replaced with fresh, crisp night air. Suddenly, walking up an alley wall with the starry sky stretching out in front of her seemed the most natural thing in the world. Morrigan laughed.

When they emerged from the vertical alley, the world lurched right-side-up once again.

They were not – as Morrigan had expected – on a rooftop, but in yet another alleyway. This one was noisy and bustling, and bathed in a sickly green light. She and Jupiter joined the end of a long queue of excited people, held back by a velvet rope. The mood was contagious; Morrigan felt a little thrill of anticipation and stood on tiptoes to see what they were queuing for. At the front, plastered to a worn pale blue door, was a messily handwritten sign:

 

OLD DELPHIAN MUSIC HALL

STAGE DOOR

TONIGHT: The Angel Israfel

 

‘Who’s the Angel Israfel?’ Morrigan asked.

Jupiter didn’t answer. He twitched his head for Morrigan to follow him, then sauntered right up to the front of the queue, where a bored-looking woman was checking names off a list. She was dressed all in black, from her heavy boots to the pair of woolly earmuffs hanging around her neck. (Morrigan approved.)

‘Queue’s back there,’ she said, without looking up. ‘No photos. And he won’t be signing nothing till the show’s over.’

‘I’m afraid I can’t wait that long,’ said Jupiter. ‘Mind if I sneak in now?’

The woman sighed and gave him a blank, perfunctory glance, chewing a wad of gum with her mouth half open. ‘Name?’

‘Jupiter North.’

‘You ain’t on the list.’

‘No. I mean, yes. I know. I was hoping you might remedy that for me,’ he said, smiling through his ginger beard. He gave the little golden W pin on his lapel a subtle tap.

Morrigan cringed. She knew that members of the elite Wundrous Society were admired in Nevermoor, and often received special treatment that ordinary citizens could only dream of, but she’d never seen Jupiter try to use his ‘pin privilege’ in such a blatant fashion before. Did he do it very often, she wondered?

The woman was – understandably, Morrigan thought – unimpressed. She scowled at the little golden W, before flicking her thickly glitter-lined eyes up to Jupiter’s hopeful face. ‘You ain’t on the list, though.’

‘He’ll want to see me,’ said Jupiter.

Her top lip curled, revealing a mouth full of diamond-encrusted teeth. ‘Prove it.’

Jupiter tilted his head to the side and raised one eyebrow, and the woman mirrored his expression impatiently. Finally, with a sigh, Jupiter reached inside his overcoat and pulled out a single black feather, shot through with flecks of gold, and twirled it – once, twice – between his fingers.

The woman’s eyes widened slightly. Her mouth fell open, and Morrigan could see the wad of bright blue bubble gum wedged between her teeth. With an apprehensive glance at the queue growing behind Jupiter, the woman pushed open the faded blue door and jerked her head, motioning the two of them inside. ‘Hurry up, then. Five minutes to curtain.’

 

It was dark backstage at the Old Delphian. There was a hushed, expectant air as black-clothed stage hands moved about quietly and efficiently.

‘What was that feather?’ Morrigan asked in a whisper.

‘More persuasive than a pin, apparently,’ murmured Jupiter, sounding a bit put out. He handed Morrigan one of two pairs of earmuffs he’d pilfered from a box marked CREW. ‘Here, put these on. He’s about to sing.’

‘Who, you mean the Angel Is … er, thingy?’ she asked.

‘Israfel, yes.’ He ran a hand through his copper hair, which Morrigan recognised as a sign that he was nervous.

‘But I want to hear it.’

‘Oh no, you don’t. Trust me.’ From where they stood, Jupiter looked through the curtain out into the audience beyond, and Morrigan took a quick peek too. ‘You never want to hear one of his kind sing, Mog.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because it will be the sweetest sound you’ll ever hear,’ he said. ‘It will trigger something in your brain that will bring you a perfect and unbroken peace, the best you could ever hope to feel. It will remind you that you are an entirely whole human being, flawless and complete, and that you already have all you will ever want or need. Loneliness and sadness will be a distant memory. Your heart will fill up, and you’ll feel the world could never disappoint you again.’

‘Sounds dreadful,’ Morrigan said in a flat voice.

‘It is dreadful,’ Jupiter insisted, his face sombre, ‘because it’s transient. Because Israfel can’t keep singing forever. And when he stops, eventually that feeling of perfect happiness will fade away. And you’ll be left here in the real world, with all its hardness and imperfection and muck. It will be so unbearable, and you will be so empty, it’ll feel as if your life has stopped. As if you are trapped in a bubble, while the rest of the world carries on living imperfectly around you. You see those people out there?’ He drew the curtain back very slightly, and they looked again into the audience.

The sea of faces, lit by the glow of the empty orchestra pit, all shared the same expression – eager but somehow vacant. Wanting. Wanting. ‘They’re not patrons of the fine arts,’ Jupiter continued. ‘They’re not here because they appreciate a masterful performance.’ He looked down at Morrigan and whispered, ‘Junkies, Mog. Every last one of them. Here for their next hit.’

Morrigan peered out at those hungry faces and felt a coldness creep upon her.

A woman’s voice pierced the atmosphere. The audience was silenced.

‘Ladies and gentlemen! I present to you, on the evening of his one hundredth triumphant, transcendent performance here at the Old Delph … the one and only, the celestial, the divine …’ The amplified voice dropped to a dramatic whisper. ‘Please show some love for the Angel Israfel.’

The hush instantly splintered, the music hall erupting into joyful noise as people applauded, whooped and whistled. Jupiter elbowed Morrigan hard in the side and she snapped her earmuffs tightly into place. They blocked out every scrap of noise, so all she could hear was the blood rushing in her ears. Morrigan knew they weren’t here to see a show. They had a much more important job to do, but even so … it was a bit annoying, really.

The darkness of the hall was replaced with a pure golden glow. She blinked into the glare. Above the crowd, high up towards the ceiling, in the centre of the opulent space, a spotlight illuminated a man of such strange, otherworldly beauty that Morrigan actually gasped.

The Angel Israfel floated in midair, held aloft by a pair of powerful, sinewy wings – feathers black as night, veined with iridescent, glittering gold. They protruded from between his shoulder blades, beating slowly and rhythmically. He must have had a wingspan of at least three metres. His body too was strong and muscular, but lithe, and his cool black skin was veined in tiny rivers of gold as if he had been broken apart like a vase and repaired with precious metals.

He looked down at the audience and his gaze was at once benevolent and coolly curious. All around, people stared up at Israfel, weeping and shaking, clutching themselves tight for comfort. Several audience members had fainted right there on the floor of the music hall. Morrigan couldn’t help but think this was all a bit much. He hadn’t even opened his mouth to sing yet.

Then he did.

And the audience stopped moving.

And they looked as if they might never start back up again.

A still, abiding peace descended like snow.

 

Morrigan could have stayed there, huddled at the side of the stage, watching this strange, silent spectacle all night … but Jupiter got bored after a few minutes. (Typical, Morrigan thought.)

In the dim and smoky backstage depths, Jupiter found Israfel’s dressing room and he and Morrigan let themselves in to wait for him. Only when the heavy steel door was fully closed did Jupiter indicate it was safe to remove their earmuffs.

Morrigan gazed around the dressing room, wrinkling her nose. It was overflowing with detritus. Empty cans and bottles littered every surface, along with half-eaten boxes of chocolates and dozens of vases filled with flowers in various stages of death. Clothes were piled up on the floor, the sofa, the dressing table, the chair, and there was a musty smell of unwashed fabric. The Angel Israfel was a slob.

Morrigan gave a snort of puzzled laughter. ‘You sure this is the right room?’

‘Mmm. Unfortunately.’

Jupiter made a space on the sofa for Morrigan to sit, delicately removing items of rubbish and placing them in the bin … then he got carried away and spent the next forty minutes tidying, wiping down surfaces and making the room as habitable as he possibly could. He didn’t ask Morrigan to help, and Morrigan didn’t offer. She wasn’t touching this health-and -safety hazard with a ten-foot pole.

‘Listen, Mog,’ he said as he worked. ‘How are you? You okay? Feeling happy? Feeling … calm?’

Morrigan frowned. She’d felt perfectly calm until he’d asked her whether she was feeling calm. Nobody ever asked anybody if they were feeling calm unless they thought the person had a reason not to feel calm. ‘Why?’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing’s wrong!’ he replied, but his voice had gone a bit squeaky and defensive. ‘Nothing at all. It’s just … when you meet someone like Israfel, it’s important to be in a good mood.’

‘Why?’

‘Because people like Israfel … absorb other people’s emotions. It’s, uh, it’s very bad manners to visit one if you’re feeling particularly sad or angry, because you’re bound to put them in a dreadful mood and ruin their day. And, frankly, we can’t afford for Israfel to be in a mood. This is too important. So, er … how are you?’

Morrigan plastered a very large smile on her face and gave him two thumbs up.

‘Right,’ he said slowly, looking a little disconcerted. ‘Okay. Better than nothing.’

A voice, sounding over the backstage PA system, announced there would be an intermission of twenty minutes, and moments later the dressing-room door was flung open.

In strode the star of the show, sweat-soaked, his wings tucked behind his back. He made a beeline for a trolley filled with rattling glass bottles of spirits in varying shades of brown and poured himself a small glass of something amber-coloured. Then another. He was halfway through the second when he finally seemed to clock that he had company.

He stared at Jupiter and downed the last of his drink.

‘Picked up a stray, have we, dear?’ he finally asked, inclining his head towards Morrigan. Even his speaking voice was deep and melodic. Hearing it made Morrigan feel a strange little twinge of something, like nostalgia or homesickness or longing, right at the back of her throat. She swallowed thickly.

Jupiter smirked. ‘Morrigan Crow, meet the Angel Israfel. None sing so wildly well.’

‘Pleased to—’ began Morrigan.

‘Pleasure’s mine,’ Israfel cut across her and waved vaguely around his dressing room. ‘I wasn’t expecting guests this evening. I’ve not got much in I’m afraid, but …’ he indicated the trolley. ‘Help yourselves.’

‘We haven’t come to be fed and watered, old friend,’ said Jupiter. ‘I have a favour to ask. It’s rather urgent.’

Israfel flopped on to an armchair, swung his legs over the side and stared sulkily at the glass in his hands. His wings twitched and rearranged themselves, draped over the back of the chair like a voluminous feathery cape. They were sleek and smooth, with soft downy bits underneath. Morrigan only just managed to stop herself reaching out and stroking them. Might be weird, she thought.

‘I should have known this wasn’t a social call,’ said Israfel. ‘It’s not as if you ever visit any more, old friend. You haven’t been round since Summer of Eleven. You do realise you missed my triumphant opening night?’

‘I’m sorry about that. Did you get the flowers I sent?’

‘No. I don’t know. Probably.’ He shrugged petulantly. ‘I get a lot of flowers.’

Morrigan felt sure that Israfel was trying to make Jupiter feel bad, but she couldn’t help feeling bad herself. She’d never met Israfel in her life and yet she couldn’t bear the thought that he was unhappy. She felt a strange urge to give him a biscuit. Or a puppy. Something.

Jupiter pulled a tattered scroll of paper and a pen from his coat pocket and silently held it out to his friend. Israfel ignored it. ‘I know you got my letter,’ said Jupiter.

Israfel swirled the glass in his hands and said nothing.

‘Will you do it?’ Jupiter asked simply, his hand still outstretched. ‘Please?’

Israfel shrugged. ‘Why should I?’

‘I can’t think of a decent reason,’ admitted Jupiter, ‘but I hope you’ll do it anyway.’

The angel was watching Morrigan now, his face closed and wary. ‘Only one thing I can think of that might draw the great Jupiter North into patronage.’ He took a sip of his drink and shifted his gaze back to Jupiter. ‘Please feel free to tell me I’m wrong.’

Morrigan looked to her patron as well. The three of them sat in a still, uncomfortable silence that Israfel seemed to take as some sort of confirmation.

‘Wundersmith,’ he hissed under his breath. He sighed deeply, ran a hand over his face wearily and snatched the scroll from Jupiter’s hand, ignoring the pen. ‘You are my dearest friend and the biggest fool I’ve ever known. So yes, of course I’ll sign your stupid safeguard pact. Pointless though it is. A Wundersmith, honestly. How ridiculous.’

Morrigan shifted in her seat, feeling awkward and a bit resentful. It was galling to be called ridiculous by someone whose dressing room was this much of a cesspit. She sniffed, trying to look haughty and unbothered.

Jupiter frowned. ‘Izzy. You can’t know how grateful I am. But this is highly confidential, you realise. It stays between—’

‘I know how to keep a secret,’ Israfel snapped, reaching back and, with a wince, plucking a single black feather from one of his wings. He dipped it into a pot of ink on the dressing table and scrawled a messy signature at the bottom of the page, handing it back to Jupiter with a dark look and tossing the feather aside. It fluttered prettily to the floor, its golden flecks catching the light. Morrigan wanted to pick it up and take it home like a treasure, but she thought that might be a bit like stealing his clothes. ‘I really thought you might have come sooner than this, you know. I suppose you’ve heard about Cassiel?’

Jupiter was blowing on the ink, trying to dry it quickly, and didn’t look up. ‘What about him?’

‘He’s gone.’

He stopped blowing. His eyes met Israfel’s. ‘Gone?’ he echoed.

‘Disappeared.’

Jupiter shook his head. ‘Impossible.’

‘That’s what I said. And yet.’

‘But he’s …’ began Jupiter. ‘He can’t just …’

Israfel’s face was sombre. Morrigan thought he looked a bit afraid. ‘And yet,’ he said again.

After a silent moment, Jupiter stood and grabbed his coat, motioning for Morrigan to do the same. ‘I’ll look into it.’

‘Will you?’ Israfel looked sceptical.

‘I promise.’

 

Down the alley wall they went, out into the garish Bohemian high street lit up as bright as day, and through the crowd towards the Brolly Rail platform – but at a much more civilised pace than before. Jupiter held a hand firmly on Morrigan’s shoulder, as if he’d just now remembered they were in a strange and swarming part of town and he really ought to keep her close.

‘Who’s Cassiel?’ asked Morrigan as they waited on the Brolly Rail platform.

‘One of Israfel’s lot.’

‘Cook used to tell stories about angels,’ said Morrigan, recalling her family home, Crow Manor. ‘The Angel of Death, the Angel of Mercy, the Angel of Ruined Dinners …’

‘This isn’t the same thing,’ said Jupiter.

Morrigan was confused. ‘They’re not really angelkind?’

‘I think that’s probably stretching the imagination a bit, but they are celestial beings, of a sort.’

‘Celestial beings … what does that mean?’

‘Oh, you know. Sky-dwellers. Fancy flying types. Them wot have wings and use ’em. Cassiel is an important figure in celestial circles. If he’s really missing … well, I suspect Israfel is mistaken, anyway. Or exaggerating – he likes a bit of drama, old Izzy. Here it comes. Ready to jump?’

At the exact right moment, Morrigan and Jupiter hooked their umbrellas on to the steel loops of the passing Brolly Rail frame and held on for dear life as they sped through the maze of Nevermoor boroughs. Brolly Rail cables ran all over the city in unfathomable patterns, criss-crossing low through high streets and back alleys, then soaring high above roofs and treetops. It seemed stupidly dangerous to Morrigan, whizzing all over the place with nothing but your own grip on your umbrella to stop you from falling and splattering all over the ground. But as terrifying as it was, it was also exhilarating, seeing all those people and buildings fly past as the wind whipped at your face. It was one of her very favourite things about living in Nevermoor.

‘Listen, I have to tell you something,’ said Jupiter, when they’d finally pulled the levers to release their umbrellas and leapt from the speeding Brolly Rail, landing in their own neighbourhood. ‘I haven’t been totally honest with you. About … about your birthday.’

Morrigan’s eyes narrowed. ‘Oh?’ she said coolly.

‘Don’t be cross.’ He chewed on the side of his mouth, looking guilty. ‘It’s just that … well, Frank got wind that it was today and you know what he’s like. Any excuse for a party.’

‘Jupiter …’

‘And … and everyone at the Deucalion loves you!’ His voice pitched several notes higher than normal in unprecedented levels of wheedling. ‘I can’t deprive them of a reason to celebrate the birth of their very favourite Morrigan Crow, can I?’

‘Jupiter!’

‘I know, I know,’ he said, holding his hands up in surrender. ‘You said you didn’t want a fuss. Don’t worry, all right? Frank promised to keep it low key. Just the staff, you, me and Jack. You’ll blow out some candles, they’ll sing ‘Happy Birthday’ –’ Morrigan groaned; just the thought of it sent a pink flush of embarrassment creeping up her neck and all the way to the tips of her ears – ‘we’ll eat some cake, job done. It’ll all be over for another year.’

Morrigan glared at him. ‘Low key? You promise?’

‘I swear to you.’ Jupiter held a hand over his heart, solemnly. ‘I told Frank to rein himself in, then rein himself in some more, and keep reining it in until he got to what he thought was woefully understated, and then rein it in about ten times more than that.’

‘Yeah, but did he listen?’

Her patron scoffed, looking highly offended. ‘Listen, I know I’m Mr Cool-Guy Laidback Relaxington and all that –’ Morrigan raised a politely incredulous eyebrow – ‘but I think you’ll find my employees do respect me. Frank knows who the boss is, Mog. He knows who signs his pay cheque. Trust me. If I tell him to go low key, he’s going to go—’

Jupiter cut off, his mouth open, as they turned the corner on to Humdinger Avenue, a street dominated by the huge, glamorous façade of the Hotel Deucalion, where Morrigan lived with her patron … and which Frank the vampire dwarf, party-planner extraordinaire, had evidently dressed for the occasion.

The Deucalion was draped with millions of flamingo-pink fairy lights that lit up the whole night and could probably, Morrigan thought, be seen from outer space.

‘—completely over the top?’ she finished for Jupiter, who had been rendered speechless.

Gathered on the Deucalion’s front steps were not just the staff, but what seemed like every guest currently staying at the Deucalion and a few ring-ins besides. Their faces shone with excitement and they surrounded a lavish nine-tiered, pink-iced birthday cake that Morrigan thought looked more appropriate for a royal wedding than a twelfth birthday. A brass band was positioned by the fountain and on Frank’s signal they launched into a rousing celebratory march, just as Morrigan and Jupiter arrived. Topping the scene off was a huge marquee sign running the entire length of the rooftop. Its enormous flashing letters read:

 

MORRIGAN IS TWELVE

 

‘HAPPY BIRTHDAY!’ shouted the mob of staff and guests.

Frank pointed to Jupiter’s teenage nephew, Jack, who lit a cluster of fireworks that went whizzing and whistling into the air, showering the scene with trails of stardust.

Dame Chanda Kali, the famous soprano and Dame Commander of the Order of Woodland Whisperers, launched into a very theatrical version of the birthday song (which immediately attracted three robins, a badger and a family of squirrels to worship adoringly at her feet).

Charlie, the Deucalion’s fleet manager and chauffeur, had groomed and bridled one of his ponies, ready to carry the birthday girl inside.

Kedgeree the concierge and Martha the maid held armfuls of presents, beaming brightly.

And Fenestra, the giant Magnificat and head of housekeeping, used the commotion as a cover to discreetly swipe a huge paw full of pink icing.

Jupiter shot Morrigan an anxious sideways glance. ‘Shall I, er … shall I have a quiet word with our Roof-Raiser-in-Chief?’

Morrigan shook her head, trying – and failing – to control a smile that was twitching at the corners of her mouth. She felt a warm, sunshiny glow right in the centre of her chest, as if a cat had curled up there and was purring contentedly. She’d never had a birthday party before.

Frank was all right, really.

 

Later that night, deliriously sugared up on birthday cake and exhausted by the never-ending well-wishes of a hundred party guests, Morrigan crawled into the cocoon-like nest of fleecy blankets her bed had turned into that night (it obviously knew what an awfully long day she’d had). She fell asleep almost the moment her head touched the pillow.

Then, what felt like half a second later, she was awake.

She was awake, and not in her bed.

She was awake, and not in her bed, and not alone.
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Shoulder to shoulder beneath a starry, cloudless sky, the nine newest members of the Wundrous Society stood outside its gates, sleep-rumpled and cold.

Morrigan might have felt alarmed at having awoken in the middle of the night in the chilly streets of Nevermoor wearing only her pyjamas, but two things kept her worry in check:

Firstly, that the gates of Wunsoc had been transformed into an enormous, unseasonably botanical welcome sign – a rainbow-coloured floral tapestry of roses, peonies, daisies, hydrangeas and twisting green vines that read, thrillingly:

 

Come in and

join us.

 

Secondly, that the boy standing to her right – gangly-limbed, curly-headed, one corner of his mouth smeared with the remnants of a bedtime chocolate – was her best friend in the whole world. Hawthorne Swift rubbed his eyes and grinned at her blearily.

‘Oh,’ he said, as unruffled as ever. He craned his neck around to look at the seven other children lined up on either side of them. They too were shivering and pyjama-clad, and looked grumpy and alarmed to varying degrees. ‘One of those weird Wunsoc things, is it?’

‘Must be.’

‘I was having the best dream,’ he croaked. ‘I was flying over a jungle on the back of a dragon and I fell off and tumbled down into the trees … and then I got adopted by a gang of monkeys. They made me their king.’

Morrigan snorted. ‘Sounds about right.’

My friend is here, she thought happily. Everything was going to be okay.

‘What’re we meant to do?’ asked the girl standing on Morrigan’s left. Brawny, square-shouldered, pink-faced and at least a head taller than Morrigan, she had a thick Highland accent and tangled red hair that hung halfway down her back. This, Morrigan remembered, was Thaddea Macleod. The girl who’d fought a full-grown adult troll in her Show Trial and won.

Morrigan couldn’t answer her question. Partly because she didn’t know, but mostly because she was reliving in her mind the moment Thaddea had swiped Elder Wong’s chair out from underneath him and used it to kneecap the troll with a sickening crack. Terrifying, Morrigan thought – but also, to be fair, quite resourceful.

‘Just a guess,’ Hawthorne said, through a wide-mouthed yawn, ‘but I think we’re meant to go in and join them.’

And as he said it, the gates began to slowly open with a great groaning creeeeaaaak. Behind the floral welcome and the high brick walls, the grounds of Wunsoc sloped gently up to Proudfoot House, its every window lit like a beacon calling them onwards.

The air changed as the nine successful candidates – chosen from hundreds of hopeful children to become the new scholars of Unit 919 of the Wundrous Society – stepped inside the gates.

For the first time ever, the strange ‘Wunsoc weather’ phenomenon didn’t take Morrigan by surprise. Outside the gates in the streets of Old Town, it was a cool, brisk night. Inside the climate bubble of Wunsoc, where everything was a bit more, the grass was covered in a thick layer of frost. The air smelled like snow – crisp and clean and bitingly cold. It turned their breath to clouds of mist. Morrigan shivered, as did the others, rubbing their arms and hopping on the spot for warmth. The gates groaned closed behind them, and silence fell.

They had all seen Wunsoc last year, of course. Their first challenge – the Book Trial – had taken place inside Proudfoot House itself. Morrigan remembered sitting with hundreds of other children in an enormous room filled with rows of desks. A little blank booklet had asked her questions, which she’d had to answer truthfully, otherwise the booklet would burst into flames. Almost half the children who’d been in that room with her had watched their answers go up in smoke and were instantly disqualified.

Wunsoc looked different now, and not just because it was night-time. The drive was still lined with bare, black-trunked trees – fossilised remains of the now-extinct fireblossom genus. But tonight, perched in their branches like silent, overgrown birds, hundreds of Wundrous Society members – young and old, older and ancient – gazed down at the new arrivals. Just as in the Black Parade last Hallowmas, they were dressed in formal black cloaks, faces lit only by the candles they held.

The effect should have been frightening, but somehow Morrigan wasn’t afraid. She was already in the Society, after all. The hard part was over.

There was something almost comforting about the presence of these black-cloaked strangers staring down at her from the trees. They weren’t unfriendly, just … still.

As Unit 919 instinctively began to make its way up the sloping drive towards the hulking, red-brick building of Proudfoot House, the black-cloaked Society members broke into a quiet, murmuring chant that Morrigan recognised. It had been delivered to her at the Hotel Deucalion days earlier, written in small, careful handwriting and sealed in an ivory envelope with instructions to memorise and then burn the words:

 

Sisters and brothers, loyal for life,

Tethered for always, true as a knife.

Nine above others, nine above blood,

Bonded forever through fire and flood.

Brothers and sisters, faithful and true,

Ever together, the special and few.

 

It was an oath. A promise that each new Society member had to make to their unit – their eight new brothers and sisters. In joining the Society, Morrigan knew she was gaining not just an elite education and a world of opportunities, but also the thing she had craved above all else: a proper family.

The chant followed Unit 919 all the way up the long drive, and so did their fellow Society members. They jumped down from the trees and crowded in behind the new recruits, forming a sort of guard of honour, repeating the words of the Wunsoc oath over and over.

Their welcome to Wunsoc grew and gained momentum as Unit 919 marched further up the drive. A band of musicians scrambled down from a tree on their right and struck up a triumphant melody. A pair of teenagers on either side of the path conjured a rainbow for them to walk beneath like a misty, ethereal archway. When at last they reached Proudfoot House, a huge elephant at the foot of the steps trumpeted their arrival like a town crier.

And there waiting on the wide marble steps, stood nine men and women – one with a bright ginger head – watching the arrival of their candidates with pride and delight.

Jupiter looked like the sun itself was shining out of his face as Morrigan ran up the steps to greet him. He opened his mouth to speak but closed it again, his blue eyes welling up ever so slightly. Morrigan was surprised, and rather touched, by the unexpected display of emotion. She showed her appreciation by reaching out to punch him in the arm.

‘Pathetic,’ she whispered. Jupiter laughed, wiping his eyes.

Beside Jupiter stood Hawthorne’s patron, young Nancy Dawson, her cheeks dimpling as she grinned down at her own candidate. ‘All right, troublemaker?’

‘All right, Nan,’ Hawthorne replied, grinning.

An older patron on Nan’s other side shushed them, frowning disapprovingly.

‘Oh, shush yourself, Hester,’ Nan said good-naturedly, turning back to make a funny face at Hawthorne and Morrigan.

Further down the line of patrons, Morrigan spotted a man she’d be happy to have never seen again: Baz Charlton. Baz had spent the previous year trying to thwart Morrigan’s chances in the trials and get her thrown out of Nevermoor, all while helping his own candidates to cheat.

Baz’s candidate, the mesmerist Cadence Blackburn, stood with her arms folded across her chest. She tossed her long, braided black hair over her shoulder with a flick of her head, looking so perfectly at ease in this bizarre situation that she could almost have been bored. Morrigan was somehow both impressed and annoyed by that.

Jupiter leaned down to whisper in her ear. ‘Look around, Mog. This is what you’ve worked for. Enjoy it.’

Behind them, the Wunsoc crowd pressed in close together. They’d stopped chanting now and were chatting happily among themselves, grinning up at the newest Society members and enjoying the celebration.

A sudden, unearthly cry rent the air and everyone looked up. A pair of dragons and their riders flew above Proudfoot House, spelling out nine names in fire and smoke across the sky:

 

ARCHAN

ANAH

CADENCE

FRANCIS

HAWTHORNE

LAMBETH

MAHIR

MORRIGAN

THADDEA

 

Since surviving her so-called curse and escaping to the secret city of Nevermoor exactly one year ago today, Morrigan had experienced some odd things. Seeing her own name spelled out in dragon fire was only the latest in a series of firsts, but she had to admit it was one of the better ones so far. Gasps of delight from the other members of Unit 919 told her she wasn’t alone in her astonishment. In fact, only Hawthorne (who had, after all, been riding dragons since he could walk) seemed politely unfazed.

When the last name had turned to wisps of smoke in the sky, the riders steered their dragons away from Proudfoot House and the patrons led their scholars inside. The crowd of Wunsoc members behind them erupted into cheers and applause, waving them into the house as if they were genuine celebrities. Morrigan couldn’t help but laugh at Hawthorne, who was waving so enthusiastically back at them he had to be pulled inside by Nan, just before the huge front doors swung shut, completely extinguishing the noise outside.

In the sudden quiet of Proudfoot House’s vast, brightly lit entrance hall, a frail voice called from the back of the room.

‘Welcome, Unit 919, to the first day of the rest of your lives.’

There stood the three esteemed members of the Wunsoc’s High Council of Elders – Elder Gregoria Quinn, a woman whose fragile appearance Morrigan knew to be extremely deceptive; Elder Helix Wong – a serious, grey-bearded man covered in tattoos; and Elder Alioth Saga – who was, in fact, a large talking bull.

Compared to the welcome they’d received outside Proudfoot House, the inauguration ceremony itself was brief and unexciting. The Elders said a few words of welcome. Each patron took a black cloak and draped it around the shoulders of their candidate, then fastened a little golden W pin to the collar.

The scholars of Unit 919 recited the oath they had memorised, pledging lifelong loyalty to each other. They spoke in strong, clear voices. Nobody fluffed their lines. It was, Morrigan knew, the most important part of the ceremony.

Then it was over. That was that.

Almost.

‘Patrons,’ said Elder Quinn at the end of the ceremony, ‘I’d like you to remain for a few minutes, if you please. There is an important matter we must discuss. Scholars, please wait on the steps outside Proudfoot House for your patrons.’

Morrigan wondered if this was a normal part of the ceremony; a few curious glances between the patrons suggested it probably wasn’t. She tried to catch Jupiter’s eye as she followed her unit outside, but he didn’t look at her. His jaw was clenched.

Outside Proudfoot House, the grounds were chilly, empty and silent. Not a single person remained, not a scrap of evidence to suggest the uproarious welcome they’d received just minutes ago was anything more than a collective hallucination.

The silence stretched out between them. Except for Morrigan and Hawthorne, none of these children really knew each other. A few slightly embarrassed glances were exchanged, and there was some awkward giggling from Anah Kahlo – a plump, pretty girl with blond ringlets who, as Morrigan vividly recalled, had sliced open her patron’s abdomen during the Show Trial, removed her appendix and stitched her back up … all while blindfolded.

Hawthorne was, predictably, the first to speak up.

‘You know that thing you did at the Show Trial,’ he began, giving Archan Tate a quizzical look. ‘That thing where you went around the audience and pickpocketed everyone’s stuff while we all thought you were just playing the violin?’

‘Um … yes?’ Archan was a sweet-faced, almost angelic-looking boy who seemed entirely too innocent to be such a talented thief. He looked uncertainly at Hawthorne. ‘Sorry about that. Did I steal something of yours? Did you get it back after? I tried to make sure I gave everything back to the right people. It’s just, my patron thought it would be—’

‘Absolutely brilliant,’ Hawthorne interrupted, eyes wide with awe. ‘It was absolutely brilliant. We were blown away, hey, Morrigan?’

Morrigan grinned, remembering Hawthorne’s sheer delight at the Show Trial when he’d realised Archan had pilfered his own dragonriding gloves right out of his pocket, without him noticing a thing. She’d been impressed, but Hawthorne had been positively thrilled by Archan’s knack.

‘It was amazing,’ Morrigan agreed. ‘How did you learn that?’

Archan flushed pink all the way to tips of his ears. He smiled shyly at Morrigan. ‘Oh! Um, thanks. I suppose I just sort of … picked it up.’ He gave a modest little shrug.

‘Brilliant,’ said Hawthorne again. ‘Maybe you can teach me a bit. Archan, isn’t it?’

‘Just Arch.’ He shook Hawthorne’s offered hand. ‘Only my grandma calls me—’

At that moment, the doors of Proudfoot House flew open with a loud bang, and Baz Charlton swept dramatically out on to the marble steps, beckoning his candidate.

‘You – what’s yer name – Blinkwell. Let’s go. We’re leaving.’

Cadence Blackburn looked horrified. ‘Wh-what? Why?’

‘Did I say you could ask questions?’ he said in his sneering, slurred voice. ‘I said, we’re leaving.’

But Cadence didn’t move. The other patrons hurried from the house after Baz, their faces by turns fearful and furious. Every one of them was staring at Morrigan.

She felt ripples of dread radiate through her, as if her body was a pond in to which someone had just dropped a very large, very heavy stone. In that instant, she knew exactly why the Elders had kept the patrons behind. She knew exactly what – exactly who – they’d been discussing.

Hester, the older woman who had shushed Nan earlier, marched straight over to Morrigan. Her pale face was hawkish and severe, her greying auburn hair pulled back tight against her skull. She stared down at Morrigan for several seconds, looking angry and confused.

‘How do you know?’ she barked, directing the question over her shoulder at Jupiter. ‘Who told you?’

‘Nobody told me.’ Jupiter, who had sauntered out of Proudfoot House after them, leaned casually against a pillar. He gestured to Morrigan. ‘I can see it. Plain as day.’

‘What do you mean see it? I can’t see anything.’ Hester grabbed Morrigan’s chin forcefully, twisting her face left and right as she peered into her eyes.

Jupiter’s demeanour changed in an instant. He rushed forward, shouting, ‘Oi!’ but Morrigan didn’t need him to intervene; without thinking, she slapped the woman’s hand away. Hester gasped, leaning back as if burned. Morrigan glanced at Jupiter, wondering if she’d overstepped the mark, but he gave her a grimly satisfied nod.

Anah’s patron, a young woman called Sumati Mishra, gave a weary sigh. ‘You know what North’s knack is, Hester. He’s a Witness. He sees things.’

‘He could be lying,’ said Hester.

Though Jupiter himself seemed untouched by the accusation, Morrigan felt herself bristle on his behalf.

Nan Dawson was equally indignant. ‘Don’t be a fool, Hester,’ she said. ‘Captain North is no liar. If he says Morrigan’s a Wundersmith—’

As soon as Nan uttered the word, it felt like all the oxygen had been sucked from the air around them. Wundersmith. Like the striking of a gong, the word reverberated, bouncing off the red brick building.

‘—then she’s a … Wundersmith,’ Nan finished.

Wundersmith. Wundersmith. Wundersmith.

The patrons seemed to flinch in unison. The other children’s faces snapped to Morrigan, wide-eyed and thunderstruck. Cadence’s eyes narrowed to slits. Morrigan had the familiar, desolate sensation of standing on a shoreline and watching her fondest dreams float out to sea, unable to haul them back.

These were supposed to be her brothers and sisters. Loyal for life. But with a single word, they were looking at her as if she was their enemy.

‘I-I’m …’ Morrigan’s throat tightened. She wanted to say something, to offer explanations or reassurances, but the truth was … she had none. She’d known for weeks what she was. The only other living Wundersmith, Ezra Squall, the evilest man who ever lived, had dropped the news on her like a bomb. And although Jupiter had tried his best to clean up the mess afterwards, to explain to her what it meant, Morrigan still had no idea what it was to be a Wundersmith, and that frightened her.

Jupiter had insisted that ‘Wundersmith’ wasn’t a bad word. That it hadn’t always meant something evil. He’d told her that Wundersmiths used to be honoured and celebrated – that they used their mysterious powers to protect people, even to grant wishes.

But Morrigan didn’t know a single person in Nevermoor who agreed with him. And, having met the terrifying Ezra Squall herself, she found it hard to believe that Wundersmiths had ever been good.

Squall commanded the Hunt of Smoke and Shadow, his own ghoulish, fiery-eyed army of hunters, horses and hounds, who he’d mercilessly set upon Morrigan in the hope of bringing her to him. She had seen him bend iron with a flick of the wrist, create fire with a whisper, destroy her family home with a click of his fingers and rebuild it in an instant. She had seen past his mild and ordinary façade to the shadow of his true face – dark hollow eyes, blackened mouth and sharp, bared teeth.

And worst of all, Ezra Squall, Nevermoor’s greatest enemy, had wanted Morrigan for his apprentice. Squall, who had built an army of monsters and tried to conquer Nevermoor. Who had massacred the brave people who stood up to him and had been in exile from the Free State ever since. Jupiter’s reassurances couldn’t erase the fact that the Wundersmith had seen something of himself in Morrigan.

What could she possibly say to dispel the fears of her unit, when she could barely contain her own?

Once again, only Hawthorne seemed unbothered. He already knew Morrigan was a Wundersmith. When she’d broken the news, his only concern was whether it meant she’d be exiled from the Free State, like Ezra Squall. Hawthorne had never believed for a second that his best friend was dangerous. Morrigan wished she had even an ounce of his certainty. Even in the depths of her stomach-gnawing worry, she felt a small surge of relief – not for the first time – that this strange, unflappable boy had decided to befriend her.

‘And if Jupiter says she ain’t dangerous, she ain’t dangerous,’ declared Nan, breaking the weighty silence. She gave Morrigan a small, encouraging smile. It made Morrigan feel a tiny bit braver, even if she couldn’t make herself smile in return.

Elder Quinn had emerged from Proudfoot House with Elders Wong and Saga at her side, watching the scene with quiet resignation.

A very young patron wearing thick spectacles and blue bows in her hair stood beside Mahir Ibrahim. She placed her trembling hands on his shoulders and pulled him closer – though she didn’t look particularly capable of protecting him, or anyone – and cleared her throat. ‘Excuse me, Elder Quinn, but how can this little girl be a Wundersmith? There are no more Wundersmiths. Or at least, there’s only one – the exiled Ezra Squall. Everybody knows that.’

‘Correction, Miss Mulryan,’ said Elder Quinn. ‘There was only one. Now, it seems, there are two.’

‘But isn’t anyone worried about what this could mean?’ demanded Hester. ‘North, we know what Wundersmiths are capable of. Ezra Squall showed us that.’

Jupiter pursed his lips and squeezed the bridge of his nose. Morrigan could tell he was taking a moment to muster some patience. ‘Squall didn’t do the things he did because he was a Wundersmith, Hester. He happened to be a Wundersmith and a psychopath. Unfortunate combination, but … there you have it.’

‘And how’s he know that, eh?’ said Baz Charlton, appealing to the Elders. ‘We all know what Wundersmiths do: they control Wunder. Look at this little black-eyed beast – anyone can see she’s a wrong’un. What’s to stop her using Wunder to control us?’ He looked at Morrigan with undisguised hatred. Morrigan clenched her teeth; the feeling was entirely mutual.

‘Or worse,’ Hester added, ‘to destroy us?’

‘For goodness’ sake.’ Jupiter ruffled his great ginger mane, exasperated. ‘She’s a child!’

Hester scoffed. ‘For now.’

‘But why must she be in the Society?’ asked Miss Mulryan in a timid, tremulous voice. Her face had turned three shades whiter than milk, and her small, thin fingers dug tightly into Mahir’s shoulders, as if she was worried Morrigan might whisk her candidate away in some dastardly, Wundersmith-like fashion. Mahir himself was stony-faced, frowning so deeply his eyebrows knitted into one. He was nearly as tall as his patron, and together they made Morrigan think of a mouse trying to protect a wolf. ‘Why risk pl-placing her among … among other children?’

Morrigan felt her face grow hot. They were speaking about her as if she was a disease.

It was all beginning to feel a little too familiar.

For the first eleven years of her life, Morrigan had believed she was cursed. That everything bad that ever happened – in her family, in her town, in almost the whole Wintersea Republic, where she’d grown up – was her fault. She’d learned, at the end of last year, that this wasn’t really true. But the feeling of being cursed was one she could recall keenly, and she had no desire to go through it again. She had an impulse to run down the long drive and straight through the flower-covered gates, but then she felt Jupiter’s warm, steadying hand on her shoulder.

‘Oh, you’d rather she was somewhere out there, would you?’ asked Elder Saga pointedly, stamping his hooves. ‘On her own? Doing heaven knows what?’

‘Yes,’ insisted Hester. ‘And so, I am certain, would every other patron and candidate here.’

‘Then they may leave,’ said Elder Quinn in a cool, measured voice. Hester and the other patrons looked taken aback. Elder Quinn inclined her head. ‘If they wish to. These are not, after all, ordinary circumstances. I understand the gravity of this matter, and I understand your concerns. However, my fellow Elders and I have discussed this at great length, and we will not be removing Miss Crow from Unit 919. That is our final word.’

Baz Charlton hissed under his breath, shaking his head. ‘Unbelievable.’

‘Believe it,’ snapped Elder Quinn, and Baz shrank down against the collar of his cloak.

Hester seemed to think Elder Quinn was bluffing. ‘With all due respect,’ she said through gritted teeth, ‘I highly doubt the Society wishes to lose eight talented new members only to gain one dangerous entity. I’m certain you’ll change your minds after you’ve watched these eight brilliant children walk out those gates. Come along, Francis.’ She started down the steps towards the tree-lined drive.

‘Aunt Hester,’ said Francis, a quiet plea in his voice, ‘I want to stay. Please. My father would want me to—’

‘My brother would never want you to risk your life!’ said Hester, spinning back wildly to face them. ‘He would never want you anywhere near a-a Wundersmith.’

Elder Quinn cleared her throat. ‘Patrons, this is not a decision you can make for your scholars. Children, if any of you wishes to leave Unit 919 – to leave the Wundrous Society – you may come forward now and hand over your pins. There will be no judgement and no repercussions. We shall wish you well and speed you on your way.’

She stood with her hand out. There was silence, but for early-morning birdsong somewhere in the distance. The air itself seemed frozen, clouding with the white, frosty breaths of the patrons and their candidates. All except Morrigan, who was barely breathing at all.

Anah’s shaking fingers crept up to her pin, and she bit her lip. Francis looked guiltily at his aunt, but Cadence didn’t even glance in Baz’s direction. She didn’t even blink.

Nobody handed over their pin. The thought was, of course, pure madness. After all they’d been through in the trials last year, to imagine that any one of them might surrender that little golden W and all that it promised? Unthinkable.

‘Well, then,’ said Elder Quinn, letting her hand drop, ‘if you are certain. But let me be clear, scholars – and patrons.’ She shot a piercing look at Hester and Baz, who both looked deeply resentful. ‘The nature of Miss Crow’s unusual –’ she paused, seeming to catch herself before calling it a ‘knack’ – ‘ situation, will remain absolutely confidential until the High Council of Elders sees fit to share it with the rest of the Society, as we cannot risk it being discovered outside Wunsoc. To share the truth would be to cause mass panic. That means that with a very few necessary exceptions – the Scholar Mistresses, for example, and the conductor of Unit 919 – the fact that we have a Wundersmith among us must remain a secret known only to those of you now present. Our teaching staff will be instructed not to ask questions or discuss the matter of Miss Crow’s knack, and the Mistresses will deal with any nosy scholars as they see fit.’

She turned to the nine children, who seemed somehow to have shrunk, their triumphant evening blighted by the dreadful news.

Her voice was like steel. ‘You are a unit now. You are responsible for each other. You are accountable to each other. Therefore, if anyone – anyone at all – is found to have broken our trust …’ Elder Quinn paused, her face grave. She looked at each one of them in turn, until finally her gaze landed on Morrigan. ‘… then all nine of you will face expulsion from Wunsoc. For life.’
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When she woke the next morning, Morrigan could almost have convinced herself the midnight trip to Wunsoc had been a strange and wonderful and horrible dream. If it wasn’t for the golden tattoo.

‘It’s not a tattoo,’ Jupiter insisted, pouring two glasses of juice while Morrigan lashed chaotic swirls of honey and sprinkles of cinnamon across a plate of toasted crumpets (a little burned from where she’d held them too close to the fire, but still edible). After the events of the night before, they’d both woken much too late for breakfast in the dining room and Jupiter had instead called for a tray to be sent to his study. The pair of them sat on either side of his desk, a miscellany of food spread between them ranging from the respectfully breakfast-like (smoked trout and scrambled eggs) to the unabashedly not (tomato soup and artichoke hearts – Jupiter had a craving). ‘Do you really think I’d let them give you a tattoo?’

Morrigan took a very large bite of her crumpet so that she didn’t have to answer. Truthfully, she never quite knew what Jupiter would and wouldn’t allow.

Her pointed silence wasn’t lost on him. He looked aghast. ‘Mog! Don’t be ridiculous. Tattoos hurt. Does it hurt?’

Morrigan shook her head as she swallowed. ‘No,’ she said, licking honey off her right index finger so she could examine the new addition to her fingerprint: a golden W, identical in style to her Wunsoc pin but much smaller, slightly raised on her skin and faintly shimmering in the light. ‘It doesn’t hurt at all. It just feels a bit … like it’s … there.’

She didn’t know how else to describe the mark, which she’d mysteriously woken up with that morning. It didn’t burn or sting or tickle or any other sensation she could precisely pinpoint. It wasn’t a thing that had been inflicted by some external force – not a scar, exactly, or a wound. It was more like it had pressed its way from the inside of her skin to the outside. Before she’d seen it with her own eyes, before she’d even fully awoken, Morrigan had simply known it was there. ‘It’s weird, isn’t it?’

Jupiter was examining his own index finger with an expression of mild surprise. He’d told Morrigan that just like her mark, his own had shown up the morning after his Wunsoc inauguration – many, many, many years ago. He looked as if he hadn’t properly considered it in a very long time. ‘Mm. I suppose. Useful, though.’

‘What for?’

‘All sorts.’ He shrugged and returned his attention to the breakfast spread, carefully choosing his next morsel.
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