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‘Bursting with magic, heart and humour – bound to delight’

Abi Elphinstone, author of Sky Song

‘A wild feat of extraordinary imagination, fizzing with mystery, magic and humour. It’s impossible not to fall in love with the story’s brilliant characters and unforgettable world. Readers are sure to be daydreaming about flying cities and fate tattoos for years to come’

Aisling Fowler, author of Fireborn

‘A twisty Gothic adventure full of magic, mystery, secrets and soaring cities! Had me hooked from the start’

Rashmi Sirdeshpande, author of Never Show a T-Rex a Book

‘It’s impossible not to get swept away by the spectacular world of New London and I can’t wait to watch, and cheer on, the meteoric rise of Meticulous Jones’

Siobhan McDermott, author of Paper Dragons

‘This brilliant adventure sparkles with charm and imagination. My fate is to be bewitched, enchanted and obsessed with Inkbound’

Megan Hopkins, author of Starminster

‘I absolutely loved Inkbound. One of my favourite middle-grade books from recent years’

Jordan Lees, author of The Whisperwicks

‘Had me starstruck from the very first page. An extraordinary debut full of everything I love in middle grade: magic, mystery and a heroine with an inability to follow rules. This will surely be one of the must-read releases of 2025’

Laura Noakes, author of Cosima Unfortunate Steals a Star

‘A magnificent new world that crackles with wild invention and delicious humour. Philippa wields words like lightning via an octopus cane, as in, very well and with pleasant surprises along the way. A joy to read’

Ash Bond, author of Peregrine Quinn and the Cosmic Realm

‘What a treat of a book! Packed with ingenuity, intrigue and charm, Metty’s adventures are sure to captivate readers. It gave me the peculiar prickling feeling of being at the start of something truly special’

Clare Harlow, author of Tidemagic

‘A world full of wonder, mystery and curious characters. Metty is the perfect heroine, brave and determined. With deeply immersive worldbuilding and a lightness of touch in her writing, Philippa is an exciting new voice in children’s literature’

Nazima Pathan, author of Dream Hunters

‘An enthralling middle-grade fantasy. Full of heart, mystery and magic, every detail is richly (and meticulously!) imagined. Readers young and old will love the surprises and adventure New London has to offer’

Olivia Wakeford, author of My Dog

‘Lush writing, breathtaking action sequences, and a darkly comedic tone imbue Leathley’s series opening debut with verve, while ethical questions relating to fate and magic add depth to the innovative setting’

Publishers Weekly, Starred Review

‘A page-turning exploration of family ties, self-perception, and the powerful effect of labels’

Kirkus Reviews
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There was something wrong with Metty’s ticket. She inspected it for the hundredth time while the train thrummed around her and snaked through the tunnels of the London Underground. She had to squint to read the letters at the top. Darkwell, they said in a dangerous purple shimmer.

But there was no such place!

Frowning, Metty turned the ticket over and checked the back. The small print was hard to decipher, not that it mattered. She’d spent hours poring over maps of the Underground, using her finger to trace all the colourful routes. She knew them by heart, and she’d never seen anywhere called Darkwell.

And now their train was racing towards the end of the line. They were fast running out of stations.

Metty jumped as the captain let out an almighty snore, drawing disapproving looks from the other passengers. She glanced at her father. He was slumped against the window, fast asleep, with his arms crossed and a trilby hat pulled low to cover his eyes.

Anyone would think he hadn’t rested in days, but the captain always seemed exhausted. Their housekeeper said he’d spent too many years in the navy, being rocked to sleep by the churning ocean, and that he’d forgotten how to live on dry land.

Metty was about to prod him when a speaker crackled above her head: ‘The next station is Aldgate, where this train terminates. Please take your belongings with you when you leave.’

‘Captain,’ she whispered, jabbing her father. ‘Captain, wake up!’

He snorted awake, sitting up so violently that he almost lost his hat. His deep brown eyes, puffy with tiredness, swept over the carriage, then found Metty beside him. ‘What happened? Are we there yet?’

‘We’re at Aldgate,’ she said as the train chugged into the station. She hitched up her eyebrows, giving him an exasperated look. ‘It’s the end of the line.’

‘Not for us.’ The captain yawned and settled back again.

‘But the voice on the speaker said … Look, everyone’s getting off.’

‘Don’t worry about what they’re all doing. None of them are going where we are.’

‘You mean Darkwell Station?’ Metty said in a doubtful voice.

‘That’s the one.’

‘But there’s no such place.’

‘How do you know?’ said the captain, eyeing her thoughtfully.

‘Because I’ve never seen it, and it’s not on any maps.’

A smile stretched across her father’s face as he sat up again and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs. ‘Fact is, my darling, the most interesting places never are. And I can see that upsets you terribly.’ He chuckled and bumped Metty under the chin. ‘Now hold on to your seat. Tightly.’

‘Why?’ she said with a twinge of nerves.

‘Because I believe we’re about to set off.’

Metty had only just grabbed the nearby pole running from the floor to the ceiling when a metallic squeal echoed outside, followed by a rumble that sent shivers through the entire train. It sounded as if something was tearing up the tracks in front of them. Metty winced and hunched her shoulders towards her ears, willing the noise to stop.

At last, the rumbling faded, and she twisted round to look through the window. She couldn’t see anything apart from the platform and a set of stairs leading up to the street. All the other passengers had disappeared, leaving just her and the captain inside the train.

The speaker whirred above her head again: ‘The next station is Darkwell.’

Her father grimaced, as though bracing himself for something unpleasant. ‘This bit always makes me want to throw up,’ he said. Then, seeing Metty’s horrified expression, he added, ‘Don’t worry – I’ll try to avoid you.’

‘But what’s about to …?’

The question slid back down her throat as the train lurched and rolled forward on the tracks. They were suddenly tilting like a cart at the top of a rollercoaster about to plunge down a terrifying slope. There was a click-clacking sound as the wheels of the train turned faster and faster, picking up speed.

And then, before Metty could even scream, they dived into a pitch-black tunnel that must have opened in front of them. 

Blood roared in Metty’s ears, making her dizzy. The carriage lights flickered off, and there was nothing but blackness in the descending tunnel, thick and gloopy like an ocean of tar. Her insides felt as if they’d turned to soup, sloshing about as the train dropped through endless darkness. At last, they screeched to a stop, drawing level with a new platform.

Metty looked queasily at her hands. She was gripping the pole so tightly that her knuckles had turned chalky white. The captain’s arm was stretched across her chest, pinning her to the seat. She hadn’t even noticed him reach out during the chaos of flying downhill.

‘This is Darkwell,’ declared the speaker in a bored voice, ‘where this train terminates. Please take your belongings with you when you leave.’

‘There,’ said the captain, getting shakily to his feet. His face had lost its normal ruddiness and looked sickly. ‘That wasn’t so bad, was it?’

Metty observed him in frosty silence.

She glanced around as she followed her father off the train and out of Darkwell Station, holding the sleeve of his coat. They appeared to be in some kind of cave. The ceiling was a shelf of black rock brightened by rows of twinkling icicles. Crammed beneath it, and stretching away from the station, was a short, cluttered street.

Metty counted twenty buildings altogether: big Gothic townhouses, mysterious shops, strange little cafés and a theatre with a flashing sign. There was something old-fashioned about the place, like stumbling into a street from the 1920s. Halloween was coming up in a week, and the residents of Darkwell had decorated accordingly. Pumpkins leered in front of the tall houses. Cobwebs were draped all over the lampposts alongside huge rubber spiders, enchanted to twitch their spindly legs. Metty’s eyes widened at the magical green fog swirling through the cave. It gathered round the buildings, conjuring a delightfully ghoulish atmosphere.

‘Are we underneath the Underground?’ she asked the captain in an awed voice.

‘We’re underneath Old London,’ her father said. ‘Quite a long way under, as it happens.’

‘But why’s this place hidden? Does everyone know about it?’

‘Oh, plenty of people know. Getting down here’s the tricky part – tickets are rather hard to come by, and horrifically expensive. Darkwell’s a bit … exclusive, you see.’

‘Illegal, you mean?’ Metty said with a mixture of dread and excitement. 

Her father was normally very respectable. She was surprised he’d brought her to somewhere so shady, never mind so obviously magical. Magic had been strictly controlled in England for the last few decades. There were a few exceptions, of course: harmless things like using enchantments to fix a broken leg, or hurry along awkward roadworks, or communicate with someone via mirror, but most acts of magic were against the law. According to the captain, the streets of Old London hadn’t always been so bare and colourless, without a single enchantment to brighten them, although they’d been like that for as long as Metty could remember.

‘Not illegal exactly.’ Her father steered her towards the largest and most glamorous townhouse, right at the end of the street. ‘Darkwell’s got a bit of a reputation, that’s all, like most pockets of magic left over from the old days. Don’t look so horrified, Met. You know I wouldn’t bring you down here for no good reason. Speaking of which …’

They stopped opposite the looming townhouse, and the captain rang the doorbell. A moment later, an elderly butler came to greet them. Tattooed on the man’s hand, just beneath his knuckles, was a silver key. Metty stared at it in fascination, trying to remember what such a tattoo meant. Her fingers strayed towards her jacket pocket and the little book tucked inside it.

‘Afternoon,’ her father said, sweeping off his hat. The cheerful boom of his voice startled Metty, and she lowered her hand again.

‘Good afternoon, sir,’ the butler replied warily. ‘How may I help you?’

‘We’ve come to meet the famous prophetess.’

‘Indeed. And is Madame LeBeau expecting you?’

‘I should hope so. I made the appointment last week and paid an extortionate amount for it.’ The captain paused, looking down at Metty with a proud smile, although she noticed a hint of dread in his eyes. ‘Bit of a special day for us, actually. It’s my daughter’s birthday, you see.’

‘Ah,’ said the old man with a curious glance at Metty. ‘In that case, you’d better come inside.’

They followed him into a hallway with a black chandelier and a polished hardwood floor. Framed posters decorated the walls, the kind you might find in a theatre advertising upcoming shows. One drew Metty’s eye in particular: a portrait of a lady wearing a sequinned dress and holding a crystal ball in her long dark fingers. Words flamed across the poster.

Madame Fayola LeBeau

Celebrated, World-renowned Medium and Prophetess.

Witness the Exquisite Oracle for

ONE WEEK ONLY

at the

Shadow Trove Theatre

Doors open at 8pm

Ticket Prices Non-negotiable. No Refunds.

Satisfying Fate Not Guaranteed.

‘That’s not who we’ve come to see?’ Metty whispered. ‘She looks terrifying!’

The captain chuckled. ‘Don’t tell me you’re getting cold feet.’

‘I’m not!’

Metty had been dying to see a prophetess for ages, longing for her tenth birthday to hurry up and arrive. She wasn’t about to miss out now the day was finally here.

Her father looked at her kindly. ‘It’s normal to get anxious before a fating, you know. Everyone feels a little—’

Metty groaned. ‘I’m not anxious.’

The butler led them to the first door in the hallway. ‘Please take a seat while I inform the lady of your arrival,’ he said with a sweep of his hand.

The captain held the door for Metty, who found herself entering an old-fashioned drawing room with vintage furniture and heavy curtains. There were two long sofas and a coffee table in the middle of the room, holding a pile of magazines and newspapers.

Metty was about to sit down when something distracted her: golden glimmers of light trickling down the walls like honey. She looked up, frowning, and a gasp escaped her lips.

Floating on the high ceiling were hundreds of jellyfish. Some were tiny, others as big as watermelons, and their bodies shone light into the otherwise gloomy space. Metty was entranced, unable to look away. The jellyfish were clearly painted onto the ceiling, and yet they moved like real living creatures, gliding along as if in water, their tentacles and spongy heads rippling at the touch of invisible waves.

The butler cleared his throat. ‘Wonderful, aren’t they? My mistress has quite an eye for enchanted decor,’ he said, watching the jellyfish with a thoughtful smile. Metty hadn’t sensed him creep up behind her. ‘I take it this is your tenth birthday, child?’

‘Um, yes,’ she said, tearing her eyes from the ceiling.

‘And that’s why you’ve come to see Madame LeBeau?’

Metty swallowed and gave a determined nod. ‘I’m here to find out my fate.’
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Metty had wanted to discover her fate for as long as she could remember. She’d spent years daydreaming about what it might be. A songbird predicting she’d become a famous singer; a telescope meaning she’d grow up to be an explorer; or something so unique she couldn’t even imagine it.

She was always jealous when a child at school had their tenth birthday, then turned up the next day with a magical tattoo on their hand. At lunchtime, all the fated kids ever did was compare symbols and try to figure out what they meant. Tattoos like footballs and ballet shoes were obvious enough, but there was one boy in her class with a lion, and that could predict all sorts of things: strength; bravery; even growing up to have glorious hair. At least, according to the dictionary of fates Metty’s aunt had sent for her birthday.

‘It’s Captain Moral Jones,’ her father said to the butler, who was jotting down their names in a logbook. ‘And this charming, impeccably dressed young lady is my daughter, Miss Meticulous Jones. That’s spelled with one t, and don’t forget the second u.’

‘How unusual,’ said the old man, failing to hide a smirk.

‘Yes, there’s a bit of a competition in my family over who has the silliest name. I reckon my brother Monotonous wins.’

‘Or Great-Uncle Maniacal,’ Metty suggested.

‘Yes, but he isn’t alive, darling.’

‘So?’

‘Death obviously disqualifies people.’

The butler heaved a mournful sigh. ‘That it certainly does,’ he said, then seemed to remember himself.

Metty’s eyes drifted to one of the newspapers lying on the coffee table. WORLD’S 80TH MAGICAL CITY: NEW CAIRO LAUNCHES IN TWO YEARS read the headline on the front page. Underneath it was a picture of some Egyptian businesspeople standing before a model city.

‘New Cairo?’ Metty said, glancing at her father.

‘Another New Capital. At this rate, there’ll be hundreds of the daft things, one for every country.’

‘I believe China already has three,’ the butler pointed out.

‘Why do they keep building more if there’s already so many?’ Metty asked.

She’d heard stories about the New Capitals her whole life – fantastical cities spread all over the globe – but had never actually visited one, not that she could remember. Supposedly, they were the only places on earth where magic was completely legal, where enchantments glittered on every street corner and anything seemed possible.

‘Showing off, I expect,’ the captain said. ‘I wonder where they plan to build it. Near Egypt, one assumes. They normally try and keep them close to home.’

‘Over the Red Sea, apparently,’ the butler said, putting away his fountain pen. He shut the logbook and smiled warmly at Metty. ‘Now that’s all sorted, you might as well go upstairs. There’s a young man already waiting outside the seance room. I expect Madame LeBeau will see you both at the same time.’

‘We’ll wait a little longer, if you don’t mind,’ the captain said, glancing at his watch with a tight expression that could only be described as constipated. It took a lot to make Metty’s father anxious, but she knew that look and what inspired it. Or who. ‘We’re expecting my ex-wife. She tends to run late, but I’m hoping she’ll be along soon.’

Waiting for the next train seemed to take years, and Metty was soon itchy with boredom. What’s more, she was getting worried about the time. If her mother was too late, then the prophetess might refuse to see them, and if Metty missed her appointment, that was it. Fatings were always on a person’s tenth birthday, and there were no second chances.

‘Relax,’ the captain said, patting her shoulder. ‘She’ll be here.’

Metty hummed, unconvinced. Getting to her feet, she wobbled along one of the sofas in the drawing room. A few jellyfish on the ceiling drifted down the walls to get a better look at her. A tiny one with shivering tentacles floated right up to her face.

‘Hello,’ she said, putting out her hand. The jellyfish started to glide away. ‘It’s all right – don’t be scared.’

Metty traced its bulbous head, then jumped as it flashed and zapped her finger.

‘Stop terrorising the lights,’ the captain said, tugging on the back of her jacket.

‘I’m playing with it, that’s all.’ She flopped onto the sofa and blew on her stinging fingertip, then turned to her father with a mischievous grin. ‘Anyway, I thought you wanted me to make more friends.’

‘Funnily enough, I didn’t mean hazardous light fixtures.’

Still restless, Metty reached into her pocket and took out the book her aunt had sent that morning.

THE OFFICIAL BRITISH DICTIONARY OF FATES

500 Common Fates and their Meanings

49th Edition

She ran her thumb along the red spine. The editor’s note on the first page said that only five per cent of people had a rare fate. Most got one of the usual tattoos: a wrench for a child who would grow up to be a mechanic, or a stethoscope for a future doctor. Metty hoped hers wouldn’t be something common.

She flicked through the dictionary, searching for a key. She glanced at the butler, who’d picked up the newspaper with New Cairo on the front page and was reading it in the corner. 

‘Do you know what a key fate means?’ she whispered to her father.

‘Shush.’

‘I’ll tell you. It says right here.’

‘Metty, don’t be rude,’ the captain murmured.

She rolled her eyes. Adults had such funny rules about fates. Metty couldn’t see why it was impolite to talk about them.

‘Key fates are associated with locksmiths, housekeepers, or having lots of secrets.’ She narrowed her eyes at the butler. ‘I think he’s probably secretive, don’t you?’

The captain looked sternly amused. ‘I’m going to steal that book off you and hide it somewhere.’

‘No, you won’t.’

Metty stuffed the dictionary back in her pocket just as a powerful rumble filled the house, sending vibrations up the walls. The jellyfish clustered together, as if distressed, forming blinding columns of light on the ceiling. Metty sprang up from the sofa and looked through the window.

A tube train shot like a bullet from a hole at the top of the cave and stopped along the platform outside. A second later, one of the carriage doors opened and a single passenger stepped off the train. Metty’s mother paused, running a hand through her stylish brown hair, then she sashayed towards Madame LeBeau’s house.

Daphne Wollf was one of those hypnotic beauties that belonged on a film screen with skin like starlight and oceanic eyes sparkling beneath two sculpted eyebrows. As always, her lipstick perfectly matched the cherry red of her dress.

‘Here we go.’ The captain sighed, getting to his feet. 

The doorbell rang, clanging through the house, and the butler went to answer it.

‘Don’t panic, I’m here!’ Daphne said, waltzing into the drawing room a few seconds later. She approached the captain first, planting a kiss on his nose. It left a red smear. ‘Sorry I’m late. I had so far to travel.’ 

She turned to Metty next, kissing her on both cheeks, then rubbed off the lipstick marks with her thumb. ‘I was all the way over in Rome, you know. New Rome, that is. Had to travel here by lightning, which absolutely destroyed my hair – it took me so long to fix! Gosh, isn’t it freezing? I didn’t think to bring a coat.’

‘Good of you to finally turn up,’ the captain grumbled.

Daphne ignored him. She beamed down at Metty, then grabbed her chin and turned up her face, making a thorough inspection of it. Metty supposed she must’ve changed quite a lot since the Christmas before last.

‘My goodness, this cannot be my baby girl looking so grown up! Happy birthday, sweetheart. Did you get all the gifts I sent? Of course you did. Look, you’re wearing the shoes I bought in New Paris. Aren’t they fabulous?’

The white shoes were a size too small and had already left blisters on Metty’s toes, but she’d worn them anyway. It seemed rude not to.

‘Actually, they’re a bit … I love them,’ she lied.

Her mother lit up like a child presented with a jar of sweets.

‘Do you really? I’m so—’

‘Look, Daph, delightful as it is to see you, we’re running late, so perhaps this could wait until after the fating,’ the captain said stiffly.

Daphne turned to him with a coy smile. ‘Oh, Moral, don’t pretend you haven’t missed me.’

‘Could I get your name, ma’am?’ the butler said, readying his fountain pen.

‘Sure, it’s Daphne Wollf – that’s Wollf with two ls.’

Metty cleared her throat while the old man wrote down her mother’s name. Her nerves were really kicking in now. What if her fate was boring, foretelling that she’d grow up to be a banker or something? What if she was destined to be cowardly or stupid, or – worse – fated to die in a gruesome accident? The captain said that tattoos predicting horrible deaths didn’t really exist, but Metty wasn’t convinced.

She looked at the fate on her mother’s hand: a red rose with a thorny stalk. Metty had seen it many times before, but never taken much notice of it. She didn’t think she and Daphne had ever talked about fates. In fact, her mother was gone so often, they hadn’t talked much about anything.

Metty pulled out her dictionary again, trying to be as subtle as possible. There was no entry for roses specifically, which meant it wasn’t a common tattoo.


FLOWERS: associated with floristry, excessive marriages, or deadly hay fever



Metty blinked in alarm. Her mother wasn’t a florist – in fact, as far as she knew, Daphne hadn’t worked a day in her life. She’d only been married once, to the captain, and Metty didn’t think she even had mild hay fever, let alone the deadly sort. She closed the book and frowned at her mother.

‘Um, Daphne?’

‘Yes, sugar?’

‘I was just wondering: do you know what your fate means?’

Daphne’s lips drew into a pleased smile. ‘My fate? Well, there’s always been some debate about that. It’s not one of those boring traditional ones, you see.’

‘You mean like mine?’ the captain said, raising his right hand, where a sail unfurled proudly over the ship tattooed there.

‘It suits you, dear,’ Daphne said.

‘What, boring and traditional? Thanks very much.’

Daphne’s smile became self-conscious as she held out her hand for Metty to take a closer look. ‘My mother always said a rose meant I would blossom into a great beauty. She was obviously a little biased, but …’

‘I suppose she wasn’t entirely wrong,’ the captain said begrudgingly.

‘Wonder what I’ll get,’ Metty said, then winced. ‘Does it … hurt? Being fated, I mean?’

‘Not a bit,’ said her father.

‘Oh, horribly,’ said her mother at the same time, then rolled her eyes at the captain’s stormy expression. ‘There’s no point lying to her – not when she’s about to find out for herself. Look, honey, the truth is it hurts like hell. But it only lasts a minute, like getting your ears pierced.’

Metty hadn’t had her ears pierced and wasn’t much comforted.

The captain squeezed her shoulder. ‘Listen, Met, you don’t have to go through with this. Not if you don’t feel ready.’

Metty gave a tiny shrug, trying not to let fear get the better of her. ‘But if I don’t get fated today, I can’t try again, can I? It’s now or never.’

‘Good point,’ Daphne said, flashing a dark look at the captain. ‘And some of us have travelled an extremely long way for this. Anyway, it’s exciting! I bet we’ll find out you’re destined to be something fabulous, like a famous actress.’

‘Are we ready, Miss Jones?’ said the butler.

‘All right.’ The captain sighed. ‘Let’s get this done, shall we?’

‘I’m sorry, sir, but the two of you will have to wait down here. Madame LeBeau likes to see the children on their own.’

A cold feeling trickled into Metty’s stomach like she’d just swallowed an ice cube.

‘You mean I have to go by myself?’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Daphne said, giving the butler her most charming smile. ‘Fayola’s a special friend of mine. That’s the only reason we chose to come here. I’m sure she won’t mind if I pop along too.’

‘Not on your life!’ the captain said. ‘I’m not waiting down here while you—’

‘I’m very sorry,’ the butler interrupted, ‘but your daughter must go alone. That’s the way it’s always done. Come along, Miss Jones. I’m sure you’ve nothing to worry about.’

Metty followed the old man back into the hallway, nerves gathering in her stomach like a flock of sparrows. He led her to a flight of stairs so long and cloaked in shadow that it was impossible to see the top.

‘Go right ahead,’ the butler said to Metty.

She paused, throwing a final look at her parents. Daphne’s face was bright with encouragement, the captain’s much more worried. 

Metty took a deep breath. Then she gripped the banister with a trembling hand and began to climb.
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Metty was sweating by the time she reached the top of  the staircase, although that might have been nerves as much as anything. She’d never felt so sick in her life. 

Visiting Madame LeBeau had been Daphne’s idea. Most kids went to a free prophetess from one of the New Capitals, funded by the government. But some parents paid to send their child to someone like Madame LeBeau, a person more skilled, more gifted, who could manipulate their fate and make sure they ended up with something special.

Metty wasn’t even certain she approved of elite fatings. She was surprised that her father had agreed to it. Maybe the captain had been worried that her tattoo would turn out to be boring or embarrassing, and that was why he and Daphne had paid for Madame LeBeau. The thought of disappointing him made Metty even more anxious.

Her dress collar was sticky, clinging to her neck as she crept along the upstairs hallway and arrived at a door painted orange. Perhaps it was just her imagination, but a spicy fragrance seemed to rise from the wood like gingerbread and sweet cloves.

A boy with neat black hair was waiting outside, just as the butler had said. He was leaning against the wall, hands in his trouser pockets, wearing a smart navy blazer that complemented his dark brown skin. He turned towards Metty with a startled look.

‘Hi,’ he said and raised one hand.

‘Hi,’ said Metty, feeling awkward.

She went and stood in front of the brightly coloured door. The boy’s eyes crawled over her with such intense curiosity that Metty nearly told him to stop staring.

‘You here to see the prophetess as well?’ he said at last.

‘Yeah. To get my fate.’

‘Me too. Feels like I’ve been stood here ages. I knocked but nobody answered. It doesn’t even sound like anyone’s in there.’

‘Have you checked?’ asked Metty.

‘Course not.’

‘Maybe we should.’

‘You can if you want,’ the boy said, lip curling into a sneer. ‘But I’m not going in, not till I’m invited.’

Metty gave him a scornful look. ‘All right, I’ll do it.’

She grabbed the door handle, ignoring the dread scuttling down her spine.

The boy whistled, leaning against the wall again. ‘Your funeral.’

The door wasn’t locked. Metty was almost disappointed. Swallowing, she twisted the handle, and it slid silently open.

The room beyond was a dim circle with a small stage at the very back, hidden by a magenta curtain. There were no windows and shadows everywhere, silhouetting all the chairs in front of the stage. Metty wrinkled her nose as she breathed in a prickly smell. It reminded her of the spice cupboard back home.

‘Hello?’ she called out softly, taking a tiny step through the door. ‘Um … Madame LeBeau?’

Nobody answered. There was no sign of the lady, just a heavy silence.

Metty moved further into the seance room, and her attention shifted to the stage curtain. She could only imagine what secrets lay behind it.

‘You might as well come in,’ she said to the boy, having to drag her eyes from the stage. ‘You were right. There’s no one here.’

‘You’re very bold, aren’t you?’ the boy said as he planted himself in the doorway, arms folded. He still didn’t dare join her inside the room.

Metty shrugged. It hadn’t sounded like a compliment.

‘What’s your name anyway?’

‘Metty. What’s yours?’

‘Benedict,’ said the boy, lifting his chin smugly. ‘I’m guessing it’s your birthday too. Your parents must be well off to pay for someone like Madame LeBeau. My dad says she only fates the kids of celebrities or really powerful people.’

Metty pulled a face, feeling even less like she wanted an elite fating.

‘Who are they then, your parents?’ Benedict asked. ‘Are they waiting for you downstairs? Mine are having a meeting down the street. My mother’s so important these days, she’s always— Hey, what are you doing? You’re not supposed to go up there!’

‘Says who?’ said Metty, already halfway up the steps leading to the stage. She glanced around to make sure there wasn’t a sign hanging nearby. In her experience, dangerous activities were usually forbidden by large red signs. Satisfied there wasn’t one, she climbed the rest of the way.

‘You’ll get in trouble,’ Benedict whined.

‘Doubt it. Anyway, that’s my problem.’

‘You’ll get me in trouble!’

Metty rolled her eyes. Then she stiffened as a chill crept down her neck. It was like death itself was standing behind her, breathing on her skin, making it goosepimple. Coming from somewhere beyond the curtain was a quiet hiss.

Metty was paralysed for a heartbeat, torn between two instincts. The first was to jump off the stage and run from the seance room back to the safety of the hallway. The second, and the instinct she ultimately obeyed, was to pull back the magenta curtain and expose the monster behind it.

It turned out to be nothing frightening at all, just an armchair and a copper telephone on a table. The phone was old-fashioned, like something from a museum, with a rotary dial and a wire curling from the handset. Metty stepped closer and the hissing got louder. The sound was ghostly voices, she realised, whispering from the mouthpiece. And they weren’t the only thing. Lilac mist oozed from the telephone and settled round the base.

‘You should stay away from that,’ Benedict said from across the room. ‘Looks cursed.’

Metty pretended she hadn’t heard him, reaching for the handset. Her fingers brushed the cool metal and she eased it out of the cradle, lifting it to her ear. The snakelike whispers sharpened. She could almost make out a few words.

‘Hello, are you deaf? Do not touch that phone!’ Benedict said with such pompousness that the stupid thing might have belonged to him. He even took a step forward, crossing the threshold of the room. ‘Are you completely—’

‘I’d be careful with that if I were you. You never know who’s listening on the other side,’ said a melodic voice behind Metty, deep and smooth as silk. 

Startled, she dropped the telephone, and it clicked back into the cradle. She spun round to see who’d spoken, although she already had a pretty good idea. Madame LeBeau had appeared from a doorway between two cabinets. Metty’s eyes must have glided right past it.

The woman was even more striking in the flesh, wearing a feathery red-and-gold dress that brought to mind a phoenix bursting from the ashes. She had brown skin, and her glossy dark hair fell all the way to her hips. Her eyes were like jewels of amber, glowing at Metty, who blushed and stepped back from the telephone.

‘Nice of you to finally arrive,’ Madame LeBeau said, sweeping her way onto the stage. The skirt of her dress trailed after her like a spill of gold paint. On her left hand was a long crimson glove with a circle cut out of it to show her fate tattoo: a staring red eye.

‘But I knocked,’ Benedict said in a wounded voice, still hovering in the doorway.

‘I was waiting for you both to come inside.’

‘Oh,’ said the boy and looked down at his shoes.

Wearing the ghost of a smile, the lady sat in the armchair next to the telephone. She opened a drawer in the table and removed what looked like a blank canvas and a glass paintbrush with a slim, sharp handle. Then she took a tiny bottle from a secret pocket in her dress.

Metty watched in fascination as Madame LeBeau uncorked the bottle, then used a dropper to remove one deep blue pearl of ink. She fed it to the tip of her paintbrush, and the mysterious liquid ran along the shaft.

It wasn’t ordinary ink. Metty knew by the tingle on the back of her neck that it was something rare, something deeply magical. The sort of ink she’d learned about in school, that flowed in secret caves, or was hidden inside the heart of mountains, or pooled underground in sparkling lakes. The sort that could make trains disappear under London, or jellyfish come alive on the ceiling, or even make a city fly. 

Some people spent their whole lives hunting down reserves of magic ink, the way others used to dig for oil or gold. The lady’s bottle might have been small, but Metty reckoned it was worth a fortune.

‘We’ll dispense with any boring chitchat,’ Madame LeBeau said. ‘My excellent intuition tells me that one of you is impatient to start, and that the other’ – her gaze found Metty who blushed even harder – ‘is simply impatient. So.’ She placed the canvas on her lap. ‘Let’s begin, shall we?’

‘I’ll go first,’ Benedict said, hurrying across the room. He ran onto the stage before Metty could protest and stood in front of the prophetess. Madame LeBeau observed him in thoughtful silence, then sighed.

‘Very well, Mr Finch. Hold out your hand.’

Unlike Metty, Benedict seemed to know what to expect. He gave the lady his index finger, then screwed up his face as though waiting for something bad to happen.

Even so, he gasped when Madame LeBeau stabbed the tip of his finger with the sharp end of her paintbrush. 

A droplet of blood hung there, looking like it might drip off at any second. Instead, the blood sank into the brush and ran along it in a thin red line, like the strip inside a thermometer, mixing with the blue ink until the colour became indigo. A moment later, the ink-and-blood mixture reached the glass bristles.

Madame LeBeau inspected her brush, gave a satisfied nod, then started to paint on the canvas. Her head tipped back as she did, her eyes rolling like she was in some kind of trance. 

Alarmed, Metty took a step away, but the lady didn’t seem to notice. She swept the paintbrush back and forth without even looking at the canvas. Metty was surprised by how much liquid there was considering Madame LeBeau had only started with two drops of ink and blood.

Benedict frowned and sucked his finger. And then spat it out to howl in pain, clutching the back of his hand.

A dark mark was spreading on his skin. Metty watched with mounting dread, suddenly wishing she’d gone first and got the whole thing over with. Madame LeBeau seemed unconcerned by Benedict’s agony, humming to herself as she flashed the paintbrush back and forth, until finally she lifted the bristles and sat forward, her gaze steady. The canvas was blank once more.

‘There. All done.’

It seemed Benedict’s ordeal was over. Blinking away tears, he stared at the tattoo on his hand.

‘It’s gold!’ he said in delight, waving his fist at Madame LeBeau. ‘It’s a bag of gold – I know it is! My father has one just like it.’

Metty frowned at Benedict’s fate. It wasn’t the easiest shape to make out, a sort of blob with a funny lump at the top. To her, it looked more like a meteor than a sack of money, but she decided to keep that observation to herself.

‘That means I’m going to be rich and successful, doesn’t it?’ Benedict said, beaming at Madame LeBeau, who shrugged lazily.

‘Interpreting fates isn’t part of the service.’

Benedict seemed taken aback. ‘But – but you chose it for me, didn’t you? Isn’t that the whole point of elite fatings?’

‘It’s a little more complicated than that,’ the lady said in a bored voice. Then she turned to Metty, beckoning her over with a curled finger. ‘Your turn, Miss Jones.’
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