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For my treasured friends, Lydia and Neil, and your brilliant boys, Zack, Flynn and Otis.

Thank you for being there from day one.

I love you!




[image: The Buckingham Palace Line shows seven stations: Buckingham Palace, Teacup Junction, Whitehall, Constellation Station, Astral Alley, Séance Street, and Enchantment Embankment, surrounded by three glowing celestial creatures.]





EXTRACT FROM THE HANDBOOK FOR NEW AGENTS

Dear Agent,

Congratulations on your appointment to the Future Agency. In this top-secret government department, we prevent major disasters and crimes though having premonitions – visions that allow us to see the future. Joining our team is an exciting yet overwhelming time for any new agent, and to introduce you to our world we have compiled an overview of life here on the Magic Mile – our home – hidden away in the depths of London Underground.


TUBE MAP, BUCKINGHAM PALACE LINE

[image: Seven stations are connected along the Buckingham Palace Line, from Buckingham Palace through Teacup Junction, Whitehall, Constellation Station, Astral Alley, and Séance Street to Enchantment Embankment.]
Please study the Tube map above of our magical world. A word of warning, the underground network beneath the city is vast! If you get lost, please stay put. This will give our heads of department the best chance of locating you as quickly as possible. If you wonder about like a headless chicken, this process may take far longer and you may not be found at all, which would be a terrible shame.



SEERS AND THEIR MAGICAL SKILLS

Seers are folk just like you who can see the future. There are three specific ways agents can do this. Through:

- Dreams (Dream Weavers)

- Talking to ghosts (Spirit Speakers)

- Studying the stars (Astrologists)

Sometimes agents will display talent in one or two of these skill sets. In exceptionally rare cases, an agent may be able to do all three, in which case they get Blue Moon status.



DREAM WEAVERS

Head of department: Marcus Brightcove

Location of training: Astral Alley station

Weavers need to be able to consistently and successfully receive and control visions from all dreams listed on the Weavington Crescent Dream State Scale pictured below.
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THE WEAVINGTON CRESCENT DREAM STATE SCALE

Daydreams – Simplest dream to summon. Commonly found. Easily controlled. The only premonition dream that is conjurable by non-magical folk with the strongest imaginations.
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Catnaps – Short, vivid dreams. Relatively common. Offer small glimpses into the future for Dream Weavers.
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Forty winks – Slightly longer, flightier dreams, which can be harder to attract, but will offer the Seer a good, reliable premonition.
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Deep sleeps – Heavy dreams with lots of content. Can only be navigated by an experienced Dream Weaver. Offer more detailed premonitions.
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Nightmares – For accurate advance warnings of future crises. DANGER: PROCEED WITH CAUTION. Must only be summoned with the head of Dream Weaving present, or by the most experienced Seers in the agency.


A Dream Weaver must also be able to conjure material objects from their dreams. This happens while the Weaver is asleep and should be practised with caution and respect. It is forbidden to use your skills to conjure riches. Discovery of this act will lead to immediate dismissal and, in serious cases, a stint at Wormwood Vaults, our secret magical prison.



SPIRIT SPEAKERS

Head of department: Astrid Sterne Mary Godwin

Location of training: Séance Street station

Spirit Speakers are able to see and receive visions of the future from ghosts. If you are a Spirit Speaker, you will find a buzzing afterlife here on the London Underground; the result of layers of history in the city. We cannot simply wander up to a spirit and ask them what might come to pass because not all spirits have future-seeing abilities. Non-premonition spirits find this highly tiresome and a grumpy ghost is not a pleasant ghost. With rare exceptions, premonitions ghosts are often more ancient ghosts, full of worldly wisdom. They are not keen on being disturbed and usually have to be summoned. The summoning boards that we use to conjure spirits can be purchased at the Summoning Parlour on Enchantment Embankment, our magical shopping street. Trainee Speakers are forbidden from summoning alone without a member of the senior team to support.

Caution to new recruits who do not want to take an icy midnight dip in the River Thames – under no circumstances should Spirit Speakers attempt to access the ghosts-only Marie Celeste pub that is moored at Traitor’s Gate. You have been warned!



ASTROLOGISTS

Head of department: Angelica Holstein

Location of training: Constellation station

Those Seers able to see the future in the stars are called Astrologists. There are two elements to astrology – Theoretical Astrology and Practical Astrology, and Astrologists are generally able to do both of these things. Astrologists must always have access to the stars to be able to study them for premonitions, which is the reason for the many enchanted night sky ceilings you will find here on the Magic Mile.

Practical Astrologists receive their certified status once they have summoned down their own celestaur from the many animal constellations in deep space. You will find many glittering star creatures down on the Magic Mile, particularly at Constellation station where the Astrology training areas are located. Celestaurs, when peaceful, are found in low-threat state – they present as ordinary small, slivery star creatures that feel cold and solid to touch. If threatened, though, celestaurs are able to supersize to carry a rider into battle. Some, like the Leo Major (the Great Lion) or the Ursa Major (the Great Bear) may grow far bigger than their natural state. This must be accommodated here on the Underground, which is why many of our tunnels have been made much higher and wider. Astrologists with the strongest celestaurs will have a chance to try out for the Sky Riders in Supernova Meteor year – the second year of training here at the Agency. The Sky Riders are the Future Agency’s elite forces, at the forefront of disaster-prevention and national security. They are based at Portcullis House, right next to the Houses of Parliament.

I hope you have found this short overview useful. Please study the rest of this handbook with great care. It will help you settle into your new life here on the Magic Mile.

Yours magically,

Zephyr Winterstone Astrid Sterne

Head of the Future Agency



CAUTION: THIS HANDBOOK WILL SELF-DESTRUCT IF TAKEN ABOVE GROUND
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CHAPTER 1

I am standing in a muddy field just north of London. It is so soggy and cold I can barely feel my toes. I wriggle them in my trainers in an attempt to keep them warm. I’m enormously regretting my choice of footwear. My brown curls have been pasted to my cheeks by the rain, which is now running into my eyes. I give them a rub with the back of my sleeve and take a deep breath through my nose to try and steady my nerves.

I can’t quite believe it’s been a whole year since I was recruited to the Future Agency in the disused tunnels of the London Underground. I remember being completely flummoxed to find out that it existed to predict the future and prevent national disasters, and that a whole magical world of future-seers and celestaurs thriving right beneath our capital city. Around this time last year, I’d just been expelled from high school and was waiting to be introduced to someone called Lydia Amaechi. Mr Purcell, my awful former headmaster, told me that Lydia was a teacher at a special school for difficult children. It soon became clear that she was most definitely NOT a teacher but a Finder for the Future Agency, whose job it was to recruit could-be young agents as soon as they started exhibiting special skills. She was quick to show me that my ability to talk to the ghost of my grandad and find out the future from him was not as weird and frightening as I’d always thought it to be. It’s actually a sought-after skill called Spirit Speaking.

I pull my collar tighter as drips of water start to trickle down my neck. Seren, my Corvus, pecks at my curls like they are wriggly worms and for a second, I am distracted from the task in hand by a sudden rush of gratitude that I am fortunate enough to count Astrology as one of my magical abilities.

When I called my sparkling crow-like celestaur down from her constellation last year, my heart immediately filled with love. Not every Seer in the Future Agency can summon their own star creature from outer space and I am so grateful that Seren is mine.

Especially today of all days. I am going to need all the help I can get.

I glance sideways at Eira Bingham, one of my best friends and a fellow Future Agency recruit. She looks smug in her chunky Doc Martens, her red hair falling damp over her heavy coat. Belladonna, her shimmering scorpion celestaur, is resting on her shoulder and the Scorpius gives a shake like a damp puppy, firing spots of rain onto Eira’s pale cheeks.

‘Fancy a sweet?’ Eira asks me as her fingers swirl and a bag of jelly babies magically appears in her palm.

‘I’ll take a green one,’ I say, ‘thanks.’ As I reach for the packet, I find my hand is shaking.

‘I think the sugar will help,’ says Eira, ‘with what you’ve got to do now. I’ll hang around until you’re done, in case you need rescuing.’

‘Thanks for your faith in me.’ I grin at her, chewing my sweet thoughtfully. Eira has just aced the Sky Rider initiation. Of course she did. She’s great under pressure and there is not much that scares her. Her new amber pin badge glitters on her collar. It’s got actual fluttering wings on it.

As agents go, my friend is seriously impressive. It’s extremely rare to be a Blue Moon – someone gifted in all three areas of seeing the future. Not only is she an Astrologist with her own magical star creature, she’s also a Spirit Speaker and a Dream Weaver. She’s the youngest Blue Moon in the entire agency. The firefly-like daydream that just landed on her head, enabling her to conjure the jelly babies from dream state into reality, flutters away.

I glance down at the pin badges on my jacket. No Blue Moon badge for me just yet. I’m about as decent at Dream Weaving as I am at singing – which, seeing as I can sing as well as a cat with a sore throat – tells you just how good that is! But maybe, by the end of the day I’ll be wearing the glittering wings of the Sky Riders on my chest, too. Getting that pin badge is all I can think about.

‘Well, this is quite the start to the second year of training, getting soaked in a field,’ I whisper to her.

‘I love the rain,’ says Eira, and tilts her face up into the howling weather, as though she’s basking in the sun on a beach.

‘What a surprise,’ I say and, in spite of the rolling nerves in my stomach, I chuckle. Eira loves anything stormy and spooky. She prefers her own company and isn’t friends with many people. I think the only reason she gave me the time of day last year was because I was already a Spirit Speaker. ‘Things must be really bad if we’re being allowed to try out for the Sky Riders,’ I mutter.

You’re normally only allowed to try out to join the agency’s elite group of Astrologists at the end of Supernova year – the fourth and last year of agent training. Eira and I are only Meteor agents – second years – and yet here we are, along with a couple of year three Asteroid recruits. ‘I think it’s a sign of how catastrophic the situation has become,’ I say. ‘Not that I’m complaining about getting the chance to try out.’

Me and my friends first learned that a spectre – the darkest and most evil of spirits – had been summoned during an encounter with it in a tunnel near Blackfriars Tube station last year. I’d had a premonition before it happened but nothing could prepare me for the total terror of seeing the spectre’s suffocating shadow and red eyes. We’d learned that only a Seer with the worst intentions could summon something so bad. That turned out to be true, because the spectre started killing and kidnapping other Seers who were unknown to the Future Agency soon after.

Thoughts of Luke Satheen, my other best friend, flood my heart. His laughter, his kindness, the blue beanie he always wore. The one that is now in my pocket because he dropped it on a street in central London the day the spectre came and took him away. I carry it everywhere for luck and in the hope that one day I’ll find him. I shiver and I don’t know if it’s the cold or the memory of that moment.

‘Get up on your celestaur, Felix!’

I’m snapped out of my thoughts as Astrid Sterne and her celestaur, Nostradamus, approach me. The new head of the Future Agency sits astride the sparkling polar bear, watching me coolly with her dark eyes. Nostradamus roars into the drizzle, the boom of his growl echoing the distant thunder.

Astrid looks at me with her usual stink-a-fart expression. It doesn’t seem to matter that last year I discovered she was my mum’s sister so we’ve suddenly become family, or that she has just been given a whopping promotion and been put in charge of the Future Agency; she is still as frosty as ever! Although sometimes when I call her ‘Auntie’, I swear I see a small smile playing at the corner of her eyes.

‘Go head, Felix, you’ve got this!’ The head of Astrology smiles at me.

‘Thanks, Angelica,’ I say.

Angelica Holstein is married to Marcus Brightcare, Lydia’s uncle and head of Dream Weaving. They are pretty much the loveliest couple I have ever met. Her floaty clothes whip back and forth in the wind and her swan celestaur Siggi pecks at the raindrops as they turn into hail. ‘Just like we’ve always practised, okay?’

I take a slow breath and focus my mind, just as Angelica has shown me during our countless Practical Astrology training sessions. This is it! My Sky Rider initiation is about to begin. I feel my energy channelling into Seren and she caws and fluffs her feathers in response.

‘You’ll need to draw on everything you’ve been through to do this,’ Eira says, raising a knowing eyebrow in my direction. ‘Everything. Good luck.’

Flashbacks from the night in the tunnels of the London Underground swim in my mind. The feeling of total betrayal when Zephyr Winterstone, then head of the Future Agency, had turned out to be an evil undead poet called Christopher Marlowe. The fact that we’d discovered that Marlowe belonged to some creepy crew of sixteenth century poets, writers and scientists called the School of Night. And how we now know for certain that he summoned the spectre. I spend a second thinking about how Marlowe was controlling it to kill and kidnap seers and how, on that night at Séance Street Tube station, the spectre almost killed my auntie and me before Marlowe escaped. He and the spectre are still at large. I will do anything it takes to stop him and rescue Luke, and Seren can feel it. My celestaur grows into full-threat state. She stands, towering over me, offering me a star-strewn wing so that I can climb up onto her back.

This is it, I whisper to myself. No room for mistakes. I have to get into the Sky Riders. I reach into my pocket and give Luke’s beanie a final good luck squeeze.

‘Ready?’ barks Astrid.

I nod gravely.

‘On my command, then. Three, two, one…’ Astrid blows a whistle; I hunch low against Seren’s neck as her silver wings beat hard and we take off, up and up into the clouds. I’m almost thrown from my seat as lightning forks beside me, missing Seren’s outstretched feathers by centimetres, sending her swooping suddenly to the right.

Another bolt of lightning singes Seren’s tail. ‘Steady girl,’ I say, trying to keep my voice calmer than I feel. Seren banks left as a rumble of thunder rolls through the clouds, making me jump again. I twist from my seated position on Seren’s back. I’m imagining a pack of Sky Riders will appear at any moment and chase me through the swirling storm to test mine and Seren’s speed and reactions.
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The clouds around me are changing shade, with some so dark they are almost charcoal. Maybe they’ve chosen today for the initiation because of the weather. Perhaps ferocious forks of lightning will plunge from the sky and I will be judged on how well I can ride through them? A Sky Rider needs to be able to navigate all kinds of weather systems, and we do live in Britain where rain is the norm. I see a shift in the cloud pattern up ahead and squint against the hammering rain.

No. I think to myself. It can’t be.

The shadow-black shape of the spectre is unmistakable. My eyes bulge and my knuckles turn white as I grip Seren’s feathers harder.

‘Felix! Something’s gone wrong! Initiation over!’ Astrid’s voice comes from somewhere I can’t see. ‘Sky Riders, you are needed! We are now in an emergency situation! Initiation over! We have lost sight of Felix!’

Blood is thumping around my body as the spectre swoops towards Seren and me, and the fog of its stench engulfs us. It’s like rotten meat and mouldy cheese, making me gag.

Within seconds, the shadow creature is next to me. I try to outfly it, banking left and right and left again. We nosedive through the clouds but the spectre is too fast and too agile. Within seconds, it wraps itself around us and starts to squeeze. Electric panic floods my chest. My lungs feel like accordions being clamped and Seren tries to flap, pecking at the beast with her crystal-bright beak, but it has us held vice-tight.

I gasp, trying to kick, punch, bite, anything that will allow me to get a breath of air into my lungs.

‘This is not part of the dream simulation!’ Astrid’s voice again. ‘The real spectre has breached our security systems. Rescue Felix Green at all costs!’ I can hear a quiver in my auntie’s voice that sends a fresh shiver down my spine. She is panicking. I have never heard fear like it in her voice. Not even during the spectre attack on Séance Street station last year when she nearly lost her own life.

The spectre roars once more and the stench thickens as its grip around Seren and me tightens. I kick and squirm but blackened claws are now around my throat and I’m sure they are going to break my neck. Furious red eyes bore into mine and burn into my soul like molten lava. Just as I’m about to black out, Seren releases herself enough to give the beast an almighty peck. She wriggles free, unseating me two hundred metres above ground.

I am falling. The rush of air is battering my skin. My vision blurs with wind-whipped tears as I spin and fields mix into clouds, which mix into fields again. I try to scream but the icy current snatches the sound and flattens it into silence.

Helplessly stuck in my tumble, I see the flash of red eyes. The gloom of the autumn clouds muddy with its black form so I can’t tell where the sky ends and the spectre begins.

‘Felix, help me!’

It’s Luke. Acid swirls in my stomach. His voice. It’s so close.

‘I’m right here, Felix! Please! You can help me! You’ve got to help me!’

I shake my head, hard. I’ve got to hit override on the panic in my head, otherwise in about fifteen seconds I’ll be agent mash on the concrete below.

‘Seren!’ I gasp as the air rushes into my lungs like water. ‘SEREN, COME!’ A second later, my celestaur swoops to catch me. We lunge after the spectre and then, with incredible speed, Seren’s poised beak pierces its murky form and it mists into nothing. I look all around, preparing to go in for a fresh attack, but the beast is nowhere to be seen.

‘That’ll do, Felix.’ Angelica appears through a cloud and soars alongside me on Siggi. ‘You got there in the end. Well done indeed.’ The swan celestaur honks at Seren and dips his head, setting the flight path back towards the field. Seren and I follow.

‘But… the spectre, where is it?’

‘It was all part of your initiation,’ says Angelica. ‘A dream simulation conjured by the best Dream Weavers in the Future Agency, designed to expose every sense in your body to maximum peril.’

I raise a hand to my throat. I can still feel the grip of the imaginary spectre’s claws around my neck and embarrassment flushes through me that I panicked. ‘I didn’t know dream magic could work like that. I… I thought it was going to kill me…’

‘What did you expect?’ calls my auntie, who is circling Seren and me on Nostradamus. ‘It’s Sky Rider initiation, not pony club trials!’

We come into land and Seren’s talons squelch into the mud. Even from metres away, I catch Eira rolling her eyes at me. I can read my friend’s expression as easily as if we were actually talking. Get it together, Felix. She is clearly not impressed by the fact that I almost pancaked myself at her feet.

‘You didn’t get your celestaur back quickly enough,’ says Astrid, as Seren fluffs the droplets of rain from her feathers. ‘Not quick enough by far!’ The head of the Future Agency gives me a hard look. She lowers her voice so that the other recruits about to embark on their trial cannot hear. ‘These dream simulations are deliberately realistic. If you cannot tame Seren properly during one of these, then how do you hope to tame her in the face of the spectre?’

‘But Seren and I have faced the spectre before,’ I say. ‘I have faced it and I kept her under control then.’

‘That won’t do,’ says Astrid coolly. ‘We need to see evidence of this since… well, since things have changed. Since the stakes have risen. Twelve agents, previously unknown to the agency, are now confirmed as missing. And that’s not to mention those seers that the spectre has killed…’

‘I got Seren back,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry it wasn’t as quickly as I’d have liked. But please, you’ve got to let me join the Sky Riders. I want to help.’

‘The decision to recruit those from their second year of study at the agency into the Sky Riders is not a decision we have taken lightly,’ says Astrid. ‘Ordinarily, having inexperienced Meteors or Asteroids join the Sky Riders would be unthinkable. This team is the best of the best. But we have been left with no choice. We’ve lost too many agents to the spectre, and things are only getting worse. These dream magic tests, like the one you’ve just gone through with Seren, are designed to put you in your worst energy state, to make you feel anger and stress and sadness like you’ve never experienced before. You need to be able to master your emotions. To focus them with a sharpness and precision that you –’ she glares at me – ‘have yet to perfect.’

Leah Sterne, Astrid’s daughter (my cousin) and trainee agent, strides over from the line of recruits waiting at the far side of the field for their turn at initiation. She pulls her blonde hair into a ponytail as Minka, her snake celestaur, grows to full-threat state, ready to start their trial. Leah has a long history of disliking me and she’s ignored me completely since finding out we are cousins. She might as well have GET LOST FELIX permanently tattooed on her forehead.

‘Come on, Astrid,’ Angelica says. ‘Give the kid a chance. That was the highest-stress simulation we have done in years. He got Seren back and launched a successful counter-attack.’

‘If he gets hurt…’ my auntie starts. She taps her foot and narrows her eyes at me.

‘What choice do we have?’ I say, a little pleadingly. ‘There aren’t enough Astrologists in the agency to deal with the threat of the spectre and all of the everyday disasters that need to be stopped. They’re already working twelve-hour shifts! Please, let me help.’

Astrid sighs, then slowly nods. ‘If I get even the tiniest hint that you’re not completely up to this job then you’ll be banished to desk duties. Are we clear?’

‘Yes,’ I say, nodding a little over-enthusiastically. ‘I understand. I won’t let you down.’

Astrid plunges her pale hand into her emerald suit pocket, pulls out a fluttering amber pin badge, and fastens it to my jacket.

‘Leah, you’re up next,’ she says, turning away from me. My cousin gives me a final scowl before taking off. Her Serpens throws a forked-tongued hiss at Seren before her glittering scales disappear into the airspace above us.

‘Congratulations, Felix.’ whispers Angelica. ‘You can head off now,’ she says as Eira and Belladonna arrive next to us. ‘You’ll need all the rest you can get before your first Skyshift.’

Relief floods my chest. I’M ACTUALLY A SKY RIDER! This changes everything. No more useless waiting around, sipping magical tea at the Glittering Teapot. I think of the countless hours Lydia, Eira and I have spent at our favourite cafe on Enchantment Embankment, waiting for news of Luke and the other missing agents. With this appointment, I will become a field agent. I can actually help.

Eira’s red hair whips in the September breeze and her celestaur, Belladonna, supersizes into full-threat state once more. The Scorpius’s giant pincers snap at the air as Eira climbs onto her back.

My Corvus spreads her glittering wings again. I bend low against her neck as we take flight, soaring higher and higher until we are weaving in and out of clouds, towards the jagged London skyline ahead. The storm has lifted a little and Belladonna shimmers in the low autumn sun. Although her celestial veil makes her barely visible outdoors, up close I can see the crisp outline of her ferocious form.

In the airspace above London, I peep down at the shimmering pin badge Astrid fastened to my chest. The wings shine the colour of a sunset. In golden letters it reads, Certified Sky Rider.

I’m coming, Luke, I think. Just hang on in there, I’m coming.
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CHAPTER 2

We find a place to land behind some trees in St James’s Park, in the heart of London. Some office workers are sipping on coffees and as we appear from behind a bush. Our celestaurs, having already shrunk down to their non-threat state (normal crow-sized for Seren and a tiny, yet still-terrifying, scorpion for Belladonna), are safely hidden away in our bags.

Ten minutes later, we’re pressing the buzzer on the grand door of the Federation of Teacup Collectors, which sits right in the heart of Westminster, home to the Houses of Parliament. It is a tall, unusually shiny, red-brick building and looks a little out of place amidst the grand offices surrounding it. I still remember the shock I got stepping into this place and seeing the thousands of unusual teacups hanging from the ceilings and lining the walls, and meeting Wilbert Williams who heads up the reception here. The Federation of Teacup Collectors is the codename for the Future Agency. Lydia explained to me how it is a nice nod to the history of future-telling, as lots of early Seers used tea leaves for divination. Tea is a massive deal on the Magic Mile. You can get it everywhere and it comes in all kinds of unusual flavours which help to sharpen the magical mind.

‘Hi, Wilbert!’ I smile as he lets us in. He stands up from his big teacup-shaped desk and beams at us, wearing his usual teapot-dotted tie and jacket.

‘Well, if it isn’t the agency’s latest Sky Riders!’ he says, once the door to the outside world is firmly shut. ‘I understand that congratulations are in order! I’ve just heard that two new Sky Riders have been inducted today and they named you personally. Oh, well done, well done indeed! It’s barely a year since you were standing in this very spot and signing the Official Secrets Act. Just look how far you’ve come!’

‘Thanks, Wilbert,’ I say. ‘The news reported only two new recruits?’

‘Yikes,’ says Eira. ‘I guess that means that Leah didn’t pass.’

I get a horrible sinking feeling that this is going to make me even more unpopular with my cousin than I am already.

‘Any tea today?’ he says, opening his jacket to offer us a bag of one of the magical flavoured teabags clipped in the lining. ‘I have new ones! Banana sundae, chicken pie or chocolate fudge cake?’

‘No, not today. Thanks, though,’ I say. ‘We’re meeting Lydia at the Glittering Teapot in a minute so I’ll hold off for now.’ My stomach grumbles at the thought of sinking my teeth into one of Davina Moon’s confections. The cafe owner makes the best and most magical fairy cakes in London, if you can catch them before they take off, that is. ‘We’ll pop back soon, though,’ I say to Wilbert, ‘so save me a banana sundae!’

‘I’ll be sure to!’ Wilbert grins as he buzzes us into to the station entrance for Teacup Junction. As we make our way through the turnstiles and down the spiral staircase towards the platform, our celestaurs peep out of our bags. Belladonna settles on Eira’s shoulder like a silver brooch and Seren lands on my head – making my curls look even more nest-like than usual. She gives a contented squawk as she stretches her wings and fluffs her feathers, deciding on a spot on my shoulder as the regular-looking London Tube train shuttles towards us. I still get a buzz as I step onto the trains that run along the secret Buckingham Palace line, which links all the stations on the Magic Mile.

As the doors slide open, the carriage reveals its magical secrets and the enchanted roof twinkles with every constellation imaginable, ready for any travelling Astrologist who needs to watch the stars for premonitions. Astrologists not only have star creatures but they often see the future in the night sky too. I think about taking a seat on one of the golden beds that have been built in for Dream Weavers to use to conjure the different dream states. For forty winks, catnaps and deep sleeps, most Seers needs to actually be asleep unlike for daydreams that give you visions while you are awake. A sign by the bed reads, UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES MUST A NIGHTMARE BE SUMMONED ON THIS TUBE.

I am so tired after the Sky Riders initiation that, given my terrible track record in Dream Weaving, I might conjure a massive, galloping nightmare. These powerful, snorting beasts are the only dreams that actually seem to be attracted to me and I don’t want to set one loose on the train. I decide to stand and hold the handrail instead.

The doors slide open at Constellation station, home to Astrology training. ‘Please mind the gap,’ announces the loudspeaker, as a puff of stardust plumes into the carriage from a hare celestaur shrinking down from full-threat state. The creature flicks its long ears inquisitively and twitches its nose in the doorway. ‘On you get, Trixie,’ calls the creature’s Astrologist, a girl with a short blonde bob. She’s in Supernova year, I think. When she catches sight of us, her grey eyes widen and she takes the bed furthest away from us.

‘Oh, it’s nice to be popular,’ Eira whispers to me jokingly.

For the rest of the journey, Eira and I talk in low voices about how to handle things with Leah.

‘Poor Leah,’ I say. ‘She’ll have to wait another six months before she can try again. That’s one of the rules of initiation. I guess it’s a bit like passing the world’s hardest driving test. If you fail, you have to prove that you’ve done even more practice before you can re-sit it.’

‘Poor Leah?’ Eira cocks an eyebrow at me. ‘She has made your life hell since you started at the agency. The saying, blood is thicker than water really doesn’t apply to you two, does it?’

‘It most definitely doesn’t,’ I say glumly.

The Tube pulls into Astral Alley, where Dream Weaving practice takes place. Clearly a session has just happened because there are tiny, purring catnaps with twitching whiskers soaring about everywhere. Forty winks peer with their big eyeballs through the Tube windows as the train stills.

‘Just keep your head down,’ Eira says as the doors close on the fluffy carpet of the station. ‘I’m sure Leah will get over it soon enough. Can you not have a word with Astrid and try and smooth things over?’

‘Astrid is still not exactly my biggest fan,’ I say as the Tube shuttles towards Séance Street station. ‘I don’t want to push it.’ Things still feel very fragile with my auntie after the summer, when our whole family history came out. Astrid had been forced to leave the family home in Wales as a teenager because my grandparents had chalked up her early accidental Dream Weaving as a form of stealing. She had decided to change her name from Nia to Astrid and cut all ties with the past, so it must have been a real shock when I turned up at the agency this time last year.

‘Nearly there. Thank goodness, I’m starving!’ says Eira as the Tube train comes to a stop at Séance Street Tube station. The glass inside the carriage






[image: Enchantment Embankment station has a train beside a busy platform of travelers and magical animals, including a fox, leopard and birds. A sign points right towards shops.]




































































[image: An open premonote book shows two rough drawings: one person resting a hand on another person’s shoulder on the left page, and a spiky-furred wolf-like creature on the right page.]
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