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Praise for Inkbound

‘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
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It was Founders’ Day in New London, and the city had transformed overnight.

Gone were all the decorations from Christmas. Metty would miss the enchanted snowmen that tried to steal her hat and scarf whenever she walked past them and the sleighs pulled by teams of mechanical reindeer that, for all of December, had whisked the citizens of New London up and down the winding streets. Like most people, she’d been less keen on the giant Christmas trees that sprouted suddenly from cracks in the pavement.

She hadn’t thought the city could get any more magical after Christmas and New Year’s Eve, but Founders’ Day was the most important celebration of the year according to her father. Now banners hung from every building, and all the houses in New London had changed colour, turning gold or silver. Firework birds crackled against the clouds, barrels of candyfloss and sticky popcorn had appeared on every corner, and brass bands paraded through the streets.

New London – the world’s first flying capital – soared thousands of feet above the Atlantic Ocean, lighting up the clouds like a vast chandelier. A giant crack ran through the city, separating the wealthy districts at the top from the poorer ones below. Normally six bridges connected the halves of New London, but tonight, rather than crossing them, people were queueing up to take rides on them instead.

Metty’s jaw dropped as she watched one bridge collect passengers then launch off into the sky. It seemed to fly in a lap around the city, at a breakneck pace, before returning. She couldn’t decide whether it looked like the best ride ever or a terrifying death trap.

‘Never mind those,’ the captain said, steering her along the pavement. ‘We’ll all be flying off soon enough.’

Metty glanced at her father in confusion. Everyone still called him ‘the captain’, even though he’d left the navy years ago.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ she asked as they headed for the only bridge still joining up the two banks. She hurried across it, pausing to grimace over the side at the impossibly dark drop to the ocean below. The bridge kept quivering as though eager to soar off like the rest.

Her father winked. ‘Wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise.’

‘But I hate surprises. Couldn’t you just tell me now?’

‘Don’t be a spoilsport. Anyway, we should hurry if you want to meet your friend and get back here in time. Otherwise we’ll end up left behind.’

‘Left behind?’ Metty frowned. ‘What are you talking about?’

The captain chuckled, nudging her ahead. ‘That’s the surprise.’ 

The streets were crammed in the lower half of New London, and there was a scrumptious smell of fresh doughnuts and hot chocolate. Balloons stuffed with sweets floated above the crowds, trailing sparkly strings that children tried to grab. All the shops had thrown open their doors to welcome in customers and spread light and warmth into the wintery night.

‘That’s it!’ Metty cried, noticing a signpost for Cobblers’ Row. She dashed away from her father who shouted her name.

She’d arranged to meet her friend in a tiny street with five different shoe shops that always stank of leather and polish. Nearly everyone who lived and worked on Cobblers’ Row had a shoe tattooed on the back of their hand. Metty spotted one person fated with a high-heel and another with a tattoo of a leather boot, both trying to entice customers into their stores.

Unable to resist, she took out the book in her coat pocket. Its title shimmered in the flash of fireworks:

THE OFFICIAL BRITISH DICTIONARY OF FATES

500 Common Fates and their Meanings

49th Edition

The dictionary had been a gift from Aunt Mag, over a year ago, although it’d looked much neater back then. Metty’s aunt was supposed to be with them, celebrating Founders’ Day, but she’d been called away on urgent business that she wasn’t allowed (or inclined) to explain. That sort of thing seemed to happen to Aunt Mag fairly often.

Metty had come to stay with her three months ago when the captain went missing, but since then her father had decided that they should remain in New London. He’d found a job as a safety officer at a lightning station, even though he was terrified of heights and despised lightning travel.

Metty flicked through her dictionary until she found the right page.

SHOES: associated with cobblers, fashion designers or a tendency to wander off

Almost everyone in New London had a fate – a magical tattoo predicting something about their future, like a bandage for a nurse, or a violin for a musician, or a majestic ship in the case of Metty’s father. Although not all fates were so simple or even pleasant. According to her dictionary, tombstones were associated with early deaths, scorpions with danger, and a shark tattoo could mean a career as a marine biologist or that you were destined to become a shark’s dinner – in which case it was probably best to avoid the ocean.

Metty closed the book and returned it to her pocket just as a waving hand caught her eye. Faith O’Connell was waiting for her at the end of Cobblers’ Row, a scrawny girl with red hair and freckled white skin.

‘All right, Jones?’ She grinned when Metty ran over and gave her a quick hug. Faith wasn’t really one for physical affection. Hugging her was like trying to pet an alley cat that might claw you any second.

‘O’Connell,’ Metty said, trying to keep a straight face.

She and Faith had met last Halloween when the girl had tried to pickpocket her, but, despite the rocky start, they’d soon become friends. Faith’s tattoo was a red hand holding a diamond ring, predicting that she’d grow up to be a thief.

‘Don’t you look well-to-do,’ she said, raising her eyebrows at Metty’s dress and coat. ‘Off to have tea with the governor, are we?’

‘Very funny. Quick, let’s find my dad before he starts to panic.’

‘No Sundar again?’ Faith asked as they squeezed their way through the crowd. She meant Aunt Mag’s ward who was stuck at home, watching the parade from indoors.

‘It’s all the noise,’ Metty called back. ‘He doesn’t like crowds.’

‘Right,’ said Faith, her eyes narrowing.

Metty wasn’t technically lying, although the truth was far more complicated. If anyone found out the boy’s secret, even Faith, it would be a disaster. Especially for Aunt Mag. It seemed wise to change the subject. ‘How’s your family, by the way?’

‘Same as always. Loud. Annoying. My brother managed to nick us another wind bike.’ Faith smirked at Metty’s pinched lips. ‘Sorry, forgot you don’t approve of all that.’

‘Who does approve of stealing?’

‘People who don’t dress like they’re mates with royalty,’ Faith said, then gave her a playful poke. ‘Only teasing, Jones.’

‘There you are!’ the captain cried, spotting them at last. ‘I wish you wouldn’t run off like that, Metty. The city’s heaving tonight, and you’re bound to get lost. Right, you two, we need to move. We’ve only got eight minutes to get back across the bridge.’

‘No way,’ Faith said, excitement transforming her from the tough kid Metty knew so well into a giddy child.

The captain placed a finger on his lips and cocked his head at Metty. ‘This one doesn’t know what happens yet.’

‘Ah, right,’ Faith said, nodding sagely.

Metty’s mouth fell open. ‘Not you as well. Honestly, I hate you both.’

Fortunately, she didn’t have to wait long to discover what all the fuss was about. They’d hardly crossed the bridge, returning to the top half of New London, when there was a deafening crackle. She winced and glanced round in confusion. The noise had come from a brass speaker fastened to a lamppost.

The crowd around them fell still, and a hush descended.

‘Citizens of New London,’ said a voice through the speaker, echoing along the frosty street. ‘This is your governor, Nadiya Finch, addressing you all warmly tonight. I hope everyone is enjoying the festivities.’

There was a brief pause, made awkward by the humming speakers. Governor Finch wasn’t exactly popular with New Londoners these days, having tightened up the laws around magic.

‘Today we celebrate this incredible city on the hundredth anniversary of its flight. An astonishing feat of magical engineering and a triumphant pioneer, New London was the first flying capital in the world, which wouldn’t have been possible without our great founders. Tonight we pay tribute to Elias Wollf –’ there was clapping and a few cheers – ‘Arthur Hazelwood, Elizabeth Tanner, Toshiro Shima and Majestic Jones!’

Every name was greeted with more applause. Metty felt strange as she listened to all the cheering. Two of her ancestors were founders of New London: Majestic Jones, of course, and Elias Wollf, who was her mother’s grandfather. Pride warmed her blood, but it was accompanied by another less pleasant feeling, a niggle of fear. There weren’t many who could boast such famous and talented ancestors. What if someday people expected her to do great things as well?

Her anxious thoughts faded as the speakers crackled again.

‘As you know, New London has seen its fair share of trouble in recent times,’ the governor said, her words casting a sombre spell upon the crowd. ‘I want to assure you that my colleagues and I are committed to your safety, and that we will do whatever it takes to make sure those who seek to harm others are identified and punished. I encourage you all to come forward if you suspect anyone of using dangerous or illegal magic.’

Everyone knew what Governor Finch was talking about. A whisper took flight in the crowd, swooping from mouth to mouth. Two words that made Metty freeze.

Black Moths.

There was no organisation more terrifying. Even though there hadn’t been a magic attack in months, the shadow of the Black Moths still darkened the streets of New London.

Metty glanced up at her father. His face was still, his dark eyes glazed over. Was he remembering everything that had happened last autumn, how the Moths had terrorised the city, how they’d tried to hurt Metty? The captain had been trying to uncover information about them, where they were hiding, what they might be planning next. He’d even lightning travelled away once or twice to go looking for them, following some lead or another, but he always came back frustrated.

The tense atmosphere broke when the governor spoke again, now in a lighter voice: ‘But tonight is a time for celebration, not fear. Let’s leave behind the past and look to the future! Without further ado, to honour the flight of our fabulous city, citizens of New London … we rise!’




[image: Chapter Two: A Grave Sight.]


‘Here we go,’ the captain murmured, rubbing his hands together. His face was relaxed again. Metty wanted to talk to him about the governor’s warning but now was hardly the time.

Faith was so excited, she kept bouncing on her heels. Metty was about to ask why when a deep thrum ran through the cobblestones, vibrating under her feet. The whole city wobbled like a sandcastle about to crumble, but nobody else appeared to be frightened.

With a chorus of bangs and hisses, hundreds of fireworks erupted from somewhere underneath them. They poured out of the giant crack in the city, filling the sky with bursts of light and sending a glittery pink and blue fog swirling through the streets. Soon Metty couldn’t see anyone around her, even when she tried wafting away the mist.

Her stomach gave a violent lurch as the ground began to rise. She almost fell into a group of strangers, grabbing a lamppost to steady herself. It was like being on an enormous lift. The city was flying upwards, gliding higher and higher into the night sky, until the ocean was so far away it disappeared.

People were moving in the fog. The crowd was trying to make its way to the edges of New London to look at the view. Metty found herself swept along with them, buffeted by shoulders and elbows.

‘Jones!’ Faith yelled from somewhere close by.

‘Faith!’ she cried, waving a hand above her head. She’d started to choke on the sparkly mist and was relieved when it finally cleared. She and Faith stumbled over to each other, pushing through strangers until their fingers met. Metty gripped her friend’s hand. Now the fog was lifting like steam from a fresh cup of tea and scattering in the moonlit clouds. The wind was ice cold, making her ears and nose tingle.

‘What happened to the captain?’ she said, searching the crowd.

‘Lost him,’ Faith replied, looking around too. ‘Ah well. We can always head back to your place. Ain’t too far from here.’

‘True,’ Metty said uneasily.

‘Let’s get to the edge of the city. How high d’you reckon we are? I want to see what the rest looks like from all the way up here.’

‘The rest?’

‘Yeah. Didn’t you realise? They never fly up the whole of New London, only the top half. You know, the part above the bridges. Us little people have to watch while the rich go flying off every time there’s some special anniversary. Go on, Metty, let’s have a look, then we’ll find the captain right after, I swear.’

‘All right, but let’s be quick.’

They followed the crowd surging downhill. Metty hoped they might run into her father on their way to the edge of New London, but she and Faith had no such luck. They’d only been walking for a few minutes when Faith stopped abruptly and raised a hand, pointing at something over Metty’s shoulder.

‘Hang on, what’s that?’

Fear shivered down Metty’s spine as she turned. Jutting from the pavement was a dark gravestone that spelled out a name in glowing blue letters.

Here Lie the Bones of

METICULOUS MARY JONES

Metty stared at the gravestone in horror. Where had it come from, and why would anyone create something so awful? She scowled when Faith burst out laughing next to her.

‘Sorry, your name’s Meticulous Jones? That’s what Metty’s short for? I thought you said it was Welsh. And Meticulous Mary? Do your parents hate you or something?’

‘It could’ve been worse,’ Metty said, thinking of her uncle Monotonous Jones. Funnily enough, he preferred his middle name, Rupert. ‘Anyway, that’s what you’re focusing on, my stupid name?’

‘Um, yeah,’ said Faith and erupted into fresh giggles. ‘Meticulous Mary …’

Metty elbowed her. ‘It’s not funny. What is this thing? Where’d it come from?’

‘The ground, I reckon,’ Faith said, sobering. They were still stood across the street while people hurried by them. A few glanced at the gravestone, but no one else seemed disturbed. ‘Maybe it’s part of the decorations. New London’s a weird place.’

‘If that’s true, then where’s everyone else’s grave?’ Metty said. There was an icy prickle on the back of her neck, worse than the wind. A sensation of being watched. ‘I don’t like this,’ she muttered. ‘I think we should go.’

‘Hold on, let’s get a proper look first,’ Faith said, then pushed her way across the street. Metty followed, her eyes still darting around.

The gravestone looked even more sinister up close. Her name flashed for a moment and then there was a loud rumble. The tombstone began to sink, disappearing into the ground.

‘What on earth …?’ she said, taking a large step back. Faith did likewise, bumping into someone behind her who opened his mouth to complain then shut it at Faith’s menacing look. Soon there was nothing left of the gravestone, not even a mark on the pavement to prove it had ever existed.

‘It’s gone,’ Faith said, staring at the cobblestones.

Metty shook her head and pointed to a shadow rising at the top of the street. ‘Over there!’

She and Faith set off at once, racing uphill. A second gravestone had emerged from the ground, identical to the first, black and scruffy with Metty’s name in glowing blue writing, but it had vanished by the time she and Faith reached the top of the street.

They came to a breathless halt and looked around. There was another tombstone rising further up the city. Faith headed for it but Metty grabbed her arm. She still hadn’t lost that feeling of being watched.

‘Wait! Someone’s trying to lead us somewhere. It’s clearly a trap.’

‘Well, duh, but I’m guessing you want to know who set it.’

‘I already do,’ Metty said and gave Faith a meaningful look. All the colour ran from the girl’s face, leaving it as white as the snow icing the rooftops above them.

‘You mean them?’

Metty nodded grimly.

‘But the Moths have been quiet for ages,’ Faith whispered. ‘They’re supposed to be gone.’

There wasn’t much that frightened Faith O’Connell, but the Black Moths were ruthless. They’d terrorised New London for years, using magic to stir up trouble. Last autumn, they’d taken Metty’s father hostage then spent weeks trying to get their hands on her. Eventually, the Moths had kidnapped Faith and held her prisoner.

Remembering that night still filled Metty with panic: seeing Faith turn red and splotchy as a man called Tanner used dark magic to stop her heart. Faith had died, actually died, right in front of her. That was the night she’d discovered her rare gift, that she could bring a person back from death by channelling her own life force into them. That was why the Black Moths had wanted her – so they could use her special magic. But she and Faith had managed to get away. Barely.

‘They’ll never be gone completely. They’ll always come after me,’ Metty said. She couldn’t quite bring herself to add ‘my mother’s one of them’, letting the words tiptoe back down her throat.

‘But if this is the Moths trying to lure you somewhere,’ Faith said, ‘they’re being a bit obvious, right? I mean, it’s not exactly inviting, a massive tombstone with your name on it.’

‘Who else could it be?’

‘I dunno, but … look!’ Faith cried. ‘It’s sinking again. C’mon.’

She and Metty sprinted up the road and stopped to catch their breath as the next gravestone disappeared. A fourth was rising even further up the hill. It seemed to be leading them towards the peak of the city.

Metty gasped, doubling over. Her breath fogged the air in front of her. ‘This is stupid. We can’t keep following them, not until we’ve found my dad.’

‘But what if they ain’t here when we get back? What if they’ve stopped appearing? Then we’ll never know who’s behind all this!’

Metty said nothing, considering what to do. Chasing the tombstones seemed spectacularly reckless, but at the same time she was burning to discover where they led and whether the Black Moths were responsible for them. Faith was right. If they left now to find the captain, then the stones might disappear forever.

‘All right,’ she said, squashing away a nagging feeling that she was making the wrong choice. ‘We’ll follow them, just to find out where they go.’

‘Good call,’ said Faith.

‘But we’re not going inside any buildings.’

‘Right.’

‘Or speaking to any strangers.’

‘Course not.’

‘And as soon as we know what’s going on, we’ll turn round and come right back. Agreed?’

‘Definitely,’ Faith said with a devilish grin that did not fill Metty with confidence. She grimaced at the distant tombstone silhouetted against the starry night. Her father was going to kill her, but it was too late to turn back.

‘Come on,’ she said, nudging Faith. ‘Let’s hurry before it vanishes.’
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The wind grew colder the higher they climbed, making Metty’s lungs feel raw as she and Faith chased the trail of gravestones. The stars were as sharp as broken glass wherever the clouds parted. An inky river swirled through the top half of New London, protected from thieves by an enchantment that made its ink impossible to steal. She knew that a single drop was worth a fortune and tremendously powerful.

There were reserves of magical ink all over the world in hard-to-reach corners of nature, pooled inside mountains, or flowing underneath ancient forests, or forming secret sparkling layers at the bottom of lakes. Depending on how it was harvested, some ink was purer than others, more powerful, and therefore much more expensive. That night the river in New London was pearly white, like starlight glinting on snow.

‘How long do you reckon they’ll leave us floating up here?’ Metty said, rubbing warmth into her hands. She couldn’t see the ocean from where they were, but the air was thinning as they neared Inkshimmer, the highest district in the city. She had a feeling they were a long way up.

‘Oh, only till midnight,’ Faith said. ‘My family always stays up to watch the top of the city come back down. Can’t wait to tell them I actually got to fly off this year. They won’t believe me.’

It took ten more minutes of trudging uphill before they finally came to a cemetery. Metty had never seen it before. In fact, she hadn’t known that people could be buried in New London and wondered if they might find some Joneses scattered among the graves.

‘Well, this ain’t sinister,’ Faith muttered, standing next to her at the entrance to the cemetery. The iron gates were wide open, inviting them inside.

‘Why would the Moths bring us here?’ Metty said.

‘Trying to get you somewhere quiet? Not many people hang around in graveyards, especially on Founders’ Day. I can’t see anyone in there now, can you?’

Metty shook her head. There were no shadows among the tombstones, no figures skulking in the dark. The cemetery was large and three-tiered like a Gothic wedding cake, with stone steps leading to the upper layers.

‘Should we look around?’ Faith said.

‘Don’t be daft. We said we weren’t going inside anywhere.’

‘This ain’t inside. Maybe we’ll be able to see whoever brought you here.’

‘And what if they see us first?’

Faith shrugged. ‘We run.’

‘Great plan.’

‘I mean, if you’re scared we can go back,’ Faith said with a hint of scorn.

‘I’m not scared. It’s just this is so obviously a trap, I’m surprised there’s no one waiting for us with a giant net and a sign saying, This Way, Idiots.’

‘So you do want to go back?’

Metty didn’t answer right away, instead nibbling the dead skin on her lip. The spark of curiosity inside her had spread like wildfire. Now she had to find out who’d conjured up the tombstones – she had to know if her mother was involved. Daphne had betrayed her once already, handing her over to the Black Moths. Metty hadn’t seen her mother since then, although she knew the police were looking for her and Tanner, the leader of the Moths.

‘Two minutes,’ she told Faith. ‘Then we leave, and if we see anyone at all—’

‘Believe me, I ain’t hanging around with no creepy kidnapper inside a graveyard. Let’s stick together, yeah?’

Metty almost laughed but her throat was too tight. She and Faith took tiny steps forward, sticking close together.

The moment they were inside the cemetery, a metallic screech filled the air. Metty spun round, her stomach clenching. But the iron gates had already closed behind them with a monstrous crash.

Faith swore and lunged for them, trying to prise the gates apart. Her plain orange mittens couldn’t channel magic, but the grey glove on Metty’s right hand began to tingle.

‘Get these open, would you?’ Faith said, her voice sharp with panic.

Hardly having to think, Metty pulled out her magic meter – a silver gadget shaped like a pocket watch – and flipped open the lid. Inside the meter was a glass tube full of golden ink. It began to evaporate when she pointed at the gates and willed them to open.

They rattled but wouldn’t come apart, and soon half the ink in her meter was gone. Metty gave up before it ran out completely. Without ink, she wouldn’t be able to do any magic at all, apart from use her gift to bring things to life. Which she very much hoped wouldn’t come in handy.

‘What are you doing?’ cried Faith. ‘Keep going.’

‘I can’t. I’ve wasted nearly all my ink.’

The gates had barely trembled, despite Metty’s efforts to blast them open. Someone must have been countering her magic and pinning them shut.

‘So we’re stuck in here?’

‘Just stay calm,’ Metty said, although her own heart thumped wildly in her chest. She still had a bit of ink left. Maybe she could use magic to send a message to the captain, or even Aunt Mag, and let them know where to find her. There had to be something she could do.

A light suddenly blazed at the top of the cemetery where a mausoleum towered over all the other graves. Four marble angels flanked the dark building, holding giant swords that had just begun to flame.

‘Is that where we’re meant to go?’ Faith said in a tight voice.

Metty nodded. Perhaps the mausoleum was their only way out. Or perhaps it was a cage just waiting for them to tiptoe inside.

She and Faith carefully made their way towards the mausoleum. They jumped when a ghostly voice echoed from a grave, singing a tragic aria. The warbling
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AEROPLANES: associated with pilots, flight attendants or daring natures

ARROWS: associated with a passion for archery, or fierce determination

BALLET SHOES: associated with ballet dancing, or a tendency to pose

BIRDS: associated with bird-watching, or flightiness

BRAINS: associated with medicine, extreme intelligence or becoming a supervillain

BROOMSTICKS: associated with witchcraft, or tidying up other people’s messes

CAMERAS: associated with photographers, or record keeping

CANDLES: associated with candlestick makers, or hopeful characters

DOORS: associated with optimism, or a life full of changes

DRAGONS: associated with business moguls, or terrifying personalities

FOOTBALLS: associated with footballers, or playful characters

HANDS: associated with nail technicians, or being meddlesome

HARPS: associated with harpists, or saintliness

HOT-AIR BALLOONS: associated with aeronauts, or an adventurous life

LEMONS: associated with sour characters, or making the most of a bad situation

MAGNIFYING GLASSES: associated with detective work, or meticulousness

MICE: associated with shyness, or having good luck

MUSICAL NOTES: associated with composers, or a musical gift

OWLS: associated with wisdom, or nocturnal habits

PAINTBRUSHES: associated with artists, or high levels of creativity

SAWS: associated with tree surgeons, carpenters or destructive behaviour

SCISSORS: associated with hairdressing, or careers in fashion

SOAPS: associated with extreme cleanliness, or slippery personalities

SUITCASES: associated with travel, or a tendency to run away

TREES: associated with environmental scientists, calm personalities or a great love of nature
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