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For Sally, first guest of the Hotel Deucalion.

 

And for Teena, who made me think

I could do anything, even this.
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The journalists arrived before the coffin did. They gathered at the gate overnight and by dawn they were a crowd. By nine o’clock they were a swarm.

It was near midday before Corvus Crow made the long walk from his front door to the tall iron rails keeping them at bay.

‘Chancellor Crow, will this affect your plans to run for re-election?’

‘Chancellor, how soon will the burial take place?’

‘Has the president offered condolences?’

‘How relieved do you feel this morning, Chancellor?’

‘Please,’ Corvus interrupted, holding up a leather-gloved hand to silence them. ‘Please, I wish to read a statement on behalf of my family.’

He pulled a piece of paper from the pocket of his smart black suit.

‘We wish to thank you, the citizens of our great Republic, for your support over the past eleven years,’ he read in a clear, authoritative voice honed by years of demanding order in the Chancery. ‘This has been a trying time for our family, and the distress will no doubt linger for some time yet.’

He stopped to clear his throat, looking up for a moment at his hushed audience. A sea of camera lenses and curious eyes gleamed back at him. A ceaseless assault of flashes and clicks.

‘The loss of a child is difficult to bear,’ he continued, returning to his notes. ‘Not only for our family, but for the townspeople of Jackalfax, who we know share in our grief.’ At least fifty pairs of eyebrows shot upward, and a few embarrassed coughs broke the momentary silence. ‘But this morning as we welcome the Ninth Age of the Wintersea Republic, know that the worst is behind us.’

There was a sudden, loud caw from overhead. Shoulders hunched and faces flinched, but nobody looked up. The birds had been circling all morning.

‘The Eighth Age took from me my beloved first wife, and now it has taken my only daughter.’

Another piercing caw. One reporter dropped the microphone he was thrusting at the chancellor’s face and scrambled noisily to pick it up. He turned pink and mumbled an apology, which Corvus ignored.

‘However,’ he continued, ‘it has also taken with it the danger, doubt and despair that plagued her short life. My … dear Morrigan’ – he paused to grimace – ‘is finally at peace, and so must we all be. The town of Jackalfax – indeed, the entire state of Great Wolfacre – is safe again. There is nothing to fear.’

A murmur of uncertainty rippled through the crowd, and the onslaught of camera flashes seemed to slow. The chancellor looked up at them, blinking. His paper rustled in a slight wind, or perhaps it was his hand shaking.

‘Thank you. I will not be taking questions.’
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The kitchen cat was dead, and Morrigan was to blame.

She didn’t know how it had happened, or when. She thought perhaps he’d eaten something poisonous overnight. There were no injuries to suggest a fox or dog attack. Apart from a bit of dried blood at the corner of his mouth, he looked like he was sleeping, but he was cold and stiff.

When she found his body in the weak winter morning light, Morrigan crouched down beside him in the dirt, a frown creasing her forehead. She stroked his black pelt from the top of his head to the tip of his bushy tail.

‘Sorry, kitchen cat,’ she murmured.

Morrigan thought about where best to bury him, and whether she could ask Grandmother for a bit of nice linen to wrap him in. Probably best not to, she decided. She’d use one of her own nightshirts.

Cook opened the back door to give yesterday’s scraps to the dogs and was so startled by Morrigan’s presence she nearly dropped her bucket. The old woman peered down at the dead cat and set her mouth in a line.

‘Better his woe than mine, praise be to the Divine,’ she muttered, knocking on the wooden doorframe and kissing the pendant she wore around her neck. She glanced sideways at Morrigan. ‘I liked that cat.’

‘So did I,’ said Morrigan.

‘Oh yes, I can see that.’ There was a bitter note in her voice, and Morrigan noticed she was backing away, inch by wary inch. ‘Go on now, inside. They’re waiting for you in his office.’

Morrigan hurried into the house, hovering for a moment near the door from the kitchen to the hallway. She watched Cook take a piece of chalk and write KICHIN CAT – DEAD on the blackboard, at the end of a long list that most recently included SPOYLED FISH, OLD TOM’S HEART ATACK, FLOODS IN NORTH PROSPER AND GRAVY STAYNES ON BEST TABELCLOTH.

 

‘I can recommend several excellent child psychologists in the Greater Jackalfax area.’

The new caseworker hadn’t touched her tea and biscuits. She’d travelled two and a half hours from the capital by rail that morning and walked from the train station to Crow Manor in a wretched drizzle. Her wet hair was plastered to her head, her coat soaked through. Morrigan was struggling to think of a better remedy for this misery than tea and biscuits, but the woman didn’t seem interested.

‘I didn’t make the tea,’ said Morrigan. ‘If that’s what you’re worried about.’

The woman ignored her. ‘Dr Fielding is famous for his work with cursed children. I’m sure you’ve heard of him. Dr Llewellyn is also highly regarded, if you like a gentler, more maternal approach.’

Morrigan’s father cleared his throat uncomfortably. ‘That won’t be necessary.’

Corvus had developed a subtle twitch in his left eye that only appeared during these mandatory monthly meetings, which signalled to Morrigan that he hated them as much as she did. Coal-black hair and crooked noses aside, it was the only thing father and daughter had in common.

‘Morrigan has no need of counsel,’ he continued. ‘She’s a sensible enough child. She is well acquainted with her situation.’

The caseworker chanced a fleeting look at Morrigan, who was sitting beside her on the sofa and trying not to fidget. These visits always dragged. ‘Chancellor, without wishing to be indelicate … time is short. Experts all agree we’re entering the final year of this Age. The final year before Eventide.’ Morrigan looked away, out the window, casting around for a distraction, as she always did when someone mentioned the E-word. ‘You must realise this is an important transitional period for—’

‘Have you the list?’ Corvus said, with a hint of impatience. He looked pointedly at the clock on his office wall.

‘Of – of course.’ She drew a piece of paper from her folder, trembling only slightly. The woman was doing rather well, Morrigan thought, considering this was just her second visit. The last caseworker barely spoke above a whisper and would have considered it an invitation to disaster to sit on the same piece of furniture as Morrigan. ‘Shall I read it aloud? It’s quite short this month – well done, Miss Crow,’ she said stiffly.

Morrigan didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t really take credit for something she didn’t control.

‘We’ll start with the incidents requiring compensation: the Jackalfax Town Council has requested seven hundred kred for damage to a gazebo during a hailstorm.’

‘I thought we’d agreed that extreme weather events could no longer be reliably attributed to my daughter,’ said Corvus. ‘After that forest fire in Ulf turned out to be arson. Remember?’

‘Yes, Chancellor. However, there’s a witness who has indicated that Morrigan is at fault in this case.’

‘Who?’ Corvus demanded.

‘A man who works at the post office overheard Miss Crow remarking to her grandmother on the fine weather Jackalfax had been enjoying.’ The caseworker looked at her notes. ‘The hail began four hours later.’

Corvus sighed heavily and leaned back in his chair, shooting an irritated look at Morrigan. ‘Very well. Continue.’

Morrigan frowned. She had never in her life remarked on ‘the fine weather Jackalfax had been enjoying’. She did remember turning to Grandmother in the post office that day and saying, ‘Hot, isn’t it?’ but that was hardly the same thing.

‘A local man, Thomas Bratchett, died of a heart attack recently. He was—’

‘Our gardener, I know,’ Corvus interrupted. ‘Terrible shame. The hydrangeas have suffered. Morrigan, what did you do to the old man?’

‘Nothing.’

Corvus looked sceptical. ‘Nothing? Nothing at all?’

She thought for a moment. ‘I told him the flowerbeds looked nice.’

‘When?’

‘About a year ago.’

Corvus and the caseworker exchanged a look. The woman sighed quietly. ‘His family is being extremely generous in the matter. They ask only that you pay his funeral expenses, put his grandchildren through university and make a donation to his favourite charity.’

‘How many grandchildren?’

‘Five.’

‘Tell them I’ll pay for two. Continue.’

‘The headmaster at Jackalfax – Ah!’ The woman jumped as Morrigan leaned forward to take a biscuit, but seemed to calm down when she realised there was no intention to make physical contact. ‘Um … yes. The headmaster at Jackalfax Preparatory School has finally sent us a bill for the fire damage. Two thousand kred ought to cover it.’

‘It said in the newspaper that the dinner lady left the stovetop on overnight,’ said Morrigan.

‘Correct,’ said the caseworker, her eyes fixed firmly on the paper in front of her. ‘It also said she’d passed Crow Manor the previous day and spotted you in the grounds.’

‘So?’

‘She said you made eye contact with her.’

‘I never did.’ Morrigan felt her blood begin to rise. That fire wasn’t her fault. She’d never made eye contact with anyone; she knew the rules. The dinner lady was fibbing to get herself out of trouble.

‘It’s all in the police report.’

‘She’s a liar.’ Morrigan turned to her father, but he refused to meet her gaze. Did he really believe she was to blame? The dinner lady admitted she’d left the stovetop turned on! The unfairness of it made Morrigan’s stomach twist into knots. ‘She’s lying, I never—’

‘That’s quite enough from you,’ Corvus snapped. Morrigan slumped down in her chair, folding her arms tight across her chest. Her father cleared his throat again and nodded at the woman. ‘You may forward me the bill. Please, finish the list. I have a full day of meetings ahead.’

‘Th-that’s all on the financial side of things,’ she said, tracing a line down the page with a trembling finger. ‘There are only three apology letters for Miss Crow to write this month. One to a local woman, Mrs Calpurnia Malouf, for her broken hip—’

‘Far too old to be ice-skating,’ Morrigan muttered.

‘—one to the Jackalfax Jam Society for a ruined batch of marmalade, and one to a boy named Pip Gilchrest, who lost the Great Wolfacre State Spelling Bee last week.’

Morrigan’s eyes doubled in size. ‘All I did was wish him luck!’

‘Precisely, Miss Crow,’ the caseworker said as she handed the list over to Corvus. ‘You should have known better. Chancellor, I understand you’re on the hunt for another new tutor?’

Corvus sighed. ‘My assistants have spoken to every agency in Jackalfax, and some as far away as the capital. It would seem our great state is in the throes of a severe private tuition drought.’ He raised one dubious eyebrow.

‘What happened to Miss …’ The caseworker consulted her notes. ‘Linford, was it? Last time we spoke you said she was working out nicely.’

‘Feeble woman,’ Corvus said with a sneer. ‘She barely lasted a week. Just left one afternoon and never returned, nobody knows why.’

That wasn’t true. Morrigan knew why.

Miss Linford’s fear of the curse prevented her from actually sharing the same room with her student. It was a strange and undignified thing, Morrigan felt, to have someone shout Grommish verb conjugations at you from the other side of a door. Morrigan had grown more and more annoyed until finally she’d stuck a broken pen through the keyhole, put her mouth over the end of it, and blown black ink all over Miss Linford’s face. She was prepared to admit it wasn’t her most sporting moment.

‘At the Registry Office we have a short list of teachers who are amenable to working with cursed children. A very short list,’ said the caseworker with a shrug, ‘but perhaps there will be someone who—’

Corvus held up a hand to stop her. ‘I see no need.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘You said yourself, it’s not long until Eventide.’

‘Yes, but … it’s still a year away—’

‘Nonetheless. Waste of time and money at this stage, isn’t it?’

Morrigan glanced up, feeling an unpleasant jolt at her father’s words. Even the caseworker looked surprised. ‘With respect, Chancellor – the Registry Office for Cursed Children doesn’t consider it a waste. We believe education is an important part of every childhood.’

Corvus narrowed his eyes. ‘Yet paying for an education seems rather pointless when this particular childhood is about to be cut short. Personally I think we should never have bothered in the first place. I’d be better off sending my hunting dogs to school; they’ve got a longer life expectancy and are much more useful to me.’

Morrigan exhaled in a short, blunt oof, as though her father had just thrown a very large brick at her stomach.

There it was. The truth she kept squashed down, something she could ignore but never forget. The truth that she and every cursed child knew deep in their bones, had tattooed on their hearts: I’m going to die on Eventide night.

‘I’m sure my friends in the Wintersea Party would agree with me,’ Corvus continued, glaring at the caseworker, oblivious to Morrigan’s unease. ‘Particularly the ones who control the funding of your little department.’

There was a long silence. The caseworker looked sideways at Morrigan and began to gather her belongings. Morrigan recognised the flash of pity that crossed the woman’s face and she hated her for it.

‘Very well. I will inform the ROCC of your decision. Good day, Chancellor. Miss Crow.’ The caseworker hurried out of the office without a backward glance. Corvus pressed a buzzer on the desk and called for his assistants.

Morrigan rose from her chair. She wanted to shout at her father, but instead her voice came out trembling and timid. ‘Should I … ?’

‘Do as you like,’ Corvus snapped, shuffling through the papers on his desk. ‘Just don’t bother me.’

 

Dear Mrs Malouf,

I’m sorry you don’t know how to ice-skate properly.

I’m sorry you thought it was a good idea to go ice-skating even though you’re a million years old and have brittle bones that could snap in a light breeze.

I’m sorry I broke your hip. I didn’t mean to. I hope you are recovering quickly. Please accept my apologies and get well soon.

Yours sincerely,

Miss Morrigan Crow

 

Sprawled on the floor of the second sitting room, Morrigan rewrote the last few sentences neatly on a fresh sheet of paper and tucked it into an envelope but didn’t seal it. Partly because Corvus would want to check the letter before it was sent, and partly on the off chance that her saliva had the power to cause sudden death or bankruptcy.

The click-clack of hurried footsteps in the hallway made Morrigan freeze. She looked at the clock on the wall. Midday. It could be Grandmother, home from morning tea with her friends. Or her stepmother, Ivy, looking for someone to blame for a scratch on the silverware or a tear in the curtains. The second sitting room was usually a good place to hide; it was the glummest room in the house, with hardly any sunshine. Nobody liked it except for Morrigan.

The footsteps faded. Morrigan let out the breath she’d been holding. Reaching over to the wireless, she turned the little brass knob through squealing, static-filled airwaves until she found a station broadcasting the news.

‘The annual winter dragon cull continues in the northwest corner of Great Wolfacre this week, with over forty rogue reptiles targeted by the Dangerous Wildlife Eradication Force. The DWEF has received increased reports of dragon encounters near Deepdown Falls Resort and Spa, a popular holiday destination for …’ Morrigan let the newsreader’s posh, nasal voice drone in the background as she began her next letter.

 

Dear Pip,

I’m sorry you thought TREACLE was spelt with a K.

I’m sorry you’re an idiot.

I’m sorry to hear you lost your recent spelling bee because you’re an idiot. Please accept my deepest apologies for any trouble I may have caused you. I promise I’ll never wish you luck again you ungrateful little.

Yours faithfully,

Morrigan Crow

 

There were now people on the news talking about the homes they’d lost in the Prosper floods, crying over pets and loved ones they’d seen washed away when the streets ran like rivers. Morrigan felt a stab of sadness and hoped Corvus was right about the weather not being her fault.

 

Dear Jackalfax Jam Society,

Sorry but don’t you think there are worse things in life than bad marmalade?

 

‘Up next: could Eventide be closer than we think?’ asked the newsreader. Morrigan grew still. The E-word again. ‘While most experts agree we’ve one more year until the current Age ends, a small number of fringe chronologists believe we could be celebrating the night of Eventide much sooner than that. Have they cracked it, or are they just crackpots?’ A tiny chill crept along the back of Morrigan’s neck, but she ignored it. Crackpots, she thought defiantly.

‘But first: more unrest in the capital today as rumours of an imminent Wunder shortage continue to spread,’ the nasal newsreader continued. ‘A spokesperson for Squall Industries publicly addressed concerns at a press conference this morning.’

A man’s voice spoke softly over the background hum of murmuring journalists. ‘There is no crisis at Squall Industries. Rumours of an energy shortage in the Republic are entirely false, I cannot stress that enough.’

‘Speak up!’ someone yelled in the background.

The man raised his voice a little. ‘The Republic is as full of Wunder as it ever has been, and we continue to reap the rewards of this abundant natural resource.’

‘Mr Jones,’ a reporter called out. ‘Will you respond to the reports of mass power outages and malfunctioning Wundrous technology in the states of Southlight and Far East Sang? Is Ezra Squall aware of these problems? Will he emerge from his reclusive lifestyle to address the problem publicly?’

Mr Jones cleared his throat. ‘Again, these are no more than silly rumours and fear-mongering. Our state-of-the-art monitoring systems show no Wunder scarcity and no malfunction of Wundrous devices. The national rail network is operating perfectly, as are the power grid and the Wundrous Healthcare Service. As for Mr Squall, he is well aware that as the nation’s sole provider of Wunder and its by-products, Squall Industries has a great responsibility. We are as committed as ever—’

‘Mr Jones, there’s been speculation as to whether the Wunder shortages could have anything to do with cursed children. Can you comment?’

Morrigan dropped her pen.

‘I – I’m not sure … I’m not sure what you mean,’ stammered Mr Jones, sounding taken aback.

The reporter continued. ‘Well, Southlight and Far East Sang between them have three cursed children listed on their state registers – unlike the state of Prosper, which has no cursed children at present and has remained untouched by Wunder shortages. Great Wolfacre also has a registered cursed child, the daughter of prominent politician Corvus Crow; will it be the next state hit by this crisis?’

‘Once again, there is no crisis—’

Morrigan groaned and turned off the wireless. Now she was being blamed for something that hadn’t even happened yet. How many apology letters would she have to write next month? Her hand began to cramp at the thought.

She sighed and picked up her pen.

 

Dear Jackalfax Jam Society,

Sorry about the marmalade.

Yours,

M. Crow

 

Morrigan’s father was the chancellor of Great Wolfacre, the largest of four states that made up the Wintersea Republic. He was very busy and important, and usually still working even on the rare occasions he was home for dinner. On his left and right would sit Left and Right, his ever-present assistants. Corvus was always firing his assistants and hiring new ones, so he’d given up learning their real names.

‘Send a memo to General Wilson, Right,’ he was saying when Morrigan sat at the table that evening. Across from her sat her stepmother, Ivy, and way down at the other end of the table was Grandmother. Nobody looked at Morrigan. ‘His office will need to submit a budget for the new field hospital by early spring at the latest.’

‘Yes, Chancellor,’ said Right, holding up blue fabric samples. ‘And for the new upholstery in your office?’

‘The cerulean, I think. Talk to my wife about it. She’s the expert on that sort of thing, aren’t you, darling?’

Ivy smiled radiantly. ‘The periwinkle, dearest,’ she said with a tinkling, breezy laugh. ‘To match your eyes.’

Morrigan’s stepmother didn’t look like she belonged at Crow Manor. Her spun-gold hair and sun-kissed skin (a souvenir from the summer she’d just spent ‘destressifying’ on the glorious beaches of southeast Prosper) were out of place amongst the midnight-black hair and pale, sickly complexions of the Crow family. Crows never tanned.

Morrigan thought perhaps that was why her father liked Ivy so much. She was nothing like the rest of them. Sitting in their dreary dining room, Ivy looked like an exotic artwork he’d brought back from a holiday.

‘Left, any word from Camp 16 on the measles outbreak?’

‘Contained, sir, but they’re still experiencing power outages.’

‘How often?’

‘Once a week, sometimes twice. There’s discontent in the border towns.’

‘In Great Wolfacre? Are you certain?’

‘Nothing like the rioting in Southlight’s slums, sir. Just low-level panic.’

‘And they think it’s due to Wunder scarcity? Nonsense. We’re not having any problems here. Crow Manor has never functioned more smoothly. Look at those lights – bright as day. Our generators must be full to the brim.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Left, looking uncomfortable. ‘That … hasn’t gone unnoticed by the public.’

‘Oh, whinge, whinge, whinge,’ croaked a voice from the opposite end of the table. Grandmother was dressed formally for dinner as usual, in a long black dress with jewels around her neck and on her fingers. Her coarse, steel-grey hair was piled in a formidable bun atop her head. ‘I don’t believe there is a Wunder shortage. Just freeloaders who haven’t paid their energy bills. I wouldn’t blame that Ezra Squall if he cut them off.’ She sliced her steak into tiny, bloody pieces as she spoke.

‘Clear tomorrow’s schedule,’ Corvus told his assistants. ‘I’ll pay the border towns a visit, do a bit of hand-shaking. That should shut them up.’

Grandmother gave a mean little laugh. ‘It’s their heads that need shaking. You have a spine, Corvus – why don’t you use it?’

Corvus’s face turned sour. Morrigan tried not to smile. She’d once heard a maid whisper that Grandmother was a ‘savage old bird of prey dressed up as a lady’. Morrigan privately agreed but found she rather enjoyed the savagery when it wasn’t aimed at her.

‘It’s – it’s Bid Day tomorrow, sir,’ said Left. ‘You’re expected to make a speech for the local eligible children.’

‘Good lord, you’re right.’ (Nope, thought Morrigan as she spooned carrots on to her plate. He’s Left.) ‘What a bother. I don’t suppose I can cancel again this year. Where and when?’

‘The Town Hall. Midday,’ said Right. ‘Children from St. Christopher’s School, Mary Henwright Academy and Jackalfax Prep will attend.’

‘Fine.’ Corvus sighed unhappily. ‘But call the Chronicle. Make sure they have someone covering it.’

Morrigan swallowed a mouthful of bread. ‘What’s Bid Day?’

As often happened when Morrigan spoke, everyone turned to face her with vague looks of surprise, as though she were a lamp that had suddenly grown legs and started tap-dancing across the room.

There was a moment of silence, and then—

‘Perhaps we could invite the charity schools to the Town Hall,’ her father continued as though nobody had spoken. ‘Good publicity, doing things for the underclass.’

Grandmother groaned. ‘Corvus, for goodness’ sake, you only need one idiot child to pose for a photo, and you’ll have hundreds to choose from. Just pick the most photogenic one, shake its hand and leave. There’s no need to complicate things.’

‘Hmm,’ he said, nodding. ‘Quite right, Mother. Pass the salt, would you, Left?’

Right cleared his throat timidly. ‘Actually, sir … perhaps it’s not such a bad idea to include the less privileged schools. It might get us a front page.’

‘Your approval rating in the backwoods could do with a boost,’ added Left as he scuttled down the table to fetch the salt.

‘No need to be delicate, Left.’ Corvus lifted an eyebrow and glanced sideways at his daughter. ‘My approval rating everywhere could do with a boost.’

Morrigan felt the tiniest tremor of guilt. She knew her father’s major challenge in life was trying to maintain his grip on the affections of Great Wolfacre’s voting public while his only child brought about their every misfortune. That he was enjoying his fifth year as state chancellor despite such a handicap was a daily miracle to Corvus Crow, and the question of whether he could sustain this implausible luck for another year was a daily anxiety.

‘But Mother’s right, let’s not overcrowd the event,’ he continued. ‘Find another way to get me a front page.’

‘Is it an auction?’ asked Morrigan.

‘Auction?’ Corvus snapped. ‘What the devil are you talking about?’

‘Bid Day.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake.’ He made a noise of impatience and turned back to his papers. ‘Ivy. Explain.’

‘Bid Day,’ began Ivy, drawing herself up importantly, ‘is the day when children who’ve completed preparatory school will receive their educational bid, should they be lucky enough.’

‘Or rich enough,’ added Grandmother.

‘Yes,’ Ivy continued, looking mildly put out by the interruption. ‘If they are very bright, or talented, or if their parents are wealthy enough to bribe someone, then some respectable person from a fine scholarly institution will come to bid on them.’

‘Does everyone get a bid?’ Morrigan asked.

‘Heavens, no!’ Ivy laughed, glancing at the maid who’d come to place a tureen of gravy on the table. She added in an exaggerated whisper, ‘If everyone were educated, where would servants come from?’

‘But that’s not fair,’ Morrigan protested, frowning as she watched the maid scurry from the room, red-faced. ‘And I don’t understand. What are they bidding for?’

‘For the privilege of overseeing the child’s education,’ Corvus interrupted impatiently, waving a hand in front of his face as though trying to brush the conversation away. ‘The glory of shaping the young minds of tomorrow and so on. Stop asking questions, it’s nothing to do with you. Left, what time is my meeting with the chairman of the farming commission on Thursday?’

‘Three o’clock, sir.’

‘Can I come?’

Corvus blinked repeatedly, a frown deepening the lines in his forehead.

‘Why would you want to attend my meeting with the chairman of—’

‘To Bid Day, I mean. Tomorrow. The ceremony at Town Hall.’

‘You?’ her stepmother said. ‘Go to a Bid Day ceremony? Whatever for?’

‘I just—’ Morrigan paused, suddenly unsure. ‘Well, it is my birthday this week. It could be my birthday present.’ Her family continued to stare blankly, which confirmed Morrigan’s suspicions that they’d forgotten she was turning eleven the day after tomorrow. ‘I thought it might be fun …’ She trailed off, looking down at her plate and dearly wishing she hadn’t opened her mouth at all.

‘It’s not fun,’ sneered Corvus. ‘It’s politics. And no, you may not. Out of the question. Ridiculous idea.’

Morrigan sank down in her chair, feeling deflated and foolish. Really, what had she expected? Corvus was right; it was a ridiculous idea.

The Crows ate their dinner in tense silence for several minutes, until—

‘Actually, sir,’ said Right in a tentative voice. Corvus’s cutlery clattered on to his plate. He fixed his assistant with a menacing stare.

‘What?’

‘W-well … if you were – and I’m not saying you should, but if you were – to take your daughter along, it might help to, er, soften your image. To a degree.’

Left wrung his hands. ‘Sir, I think Right is … um, right.’ Corvus glowered, and Left rushed on nervously. ‘Wh-what I mean is, according to polls, the people of Great Wolfacre see you as a bit … er, remote.’

‘Aloof,’ interjected Right.

‘It couldn’t hurt your approval rating to remind them that you’re about to become a … a g-grieving father. From a journalistic point of view, it might give the event a unique, er, point of interest.’

‘How unique?’

‘Front-page unique.’

Corvus was silent. Morrigan thought she saw his left eye twitch.
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‘Do not speak to anyone, Morrigan,’ her father muttered for the hundredth time that morning, hurrying up the stone steps of the Town Hall in great strides she struggled to match. ‘You will be sitting on the stage with me, where everyone can see you. Understand? Don’t you dare make anything … happen. No broken hips or – or swarms of wasps, or falling ladders, or …’

‘Shark attacks?’ offered Morrigan.

Corvus rounded on her, his face blooming scarlet patches all over. ‘Do you think this is funny? Everyone in the Town Hall will be watching to see what you do and how it will reflect on me. Are you actively trying to ruin my career?’

‘No,’ said Morrigan, wiping a bit of angry spit from her face. ‘Not actively.’

Morrigan had been to the Town Hall on several other occasions, usually when her father’s popularity was at its lowest ebb and he needed a public show of support from his family. Flanked by stone columns and sitting in the shadow of an enormous iron clock tower, the gloomy-looking Town Hall was Jackalfax’s most important building. But the clock tower – although Morrigan usually tried not to look at it – was much more interesting.

The Skyfaced Clock was no ordinary clock. There were no hands, and no lines to mark the hours. Only a round glass face, with an empty sky inside that changed with the passing of the Age – from the palest-pink dawn light of Morningtide, through the golden bright Basking, to the sunset-orange glow of Dwendelsun and into the dusky, darkening blue of the Gloaming.

Today – like every day this year – they were in the Gloaming. Morrigan knew that meant it wasn’t long until the Skyfaced Clock would fade into the fifth and final colour of its cycle: the inky, star-strewn blackness of Eventide. The last day of the Age.

But that was a year away. Shaking the thought out of her head, Morrigan followed her father up the steps.

There was an air of excitement in the normally sombre, echoing hall. Several hundred children from all over Jackalfax had arrived wearing their Sunday best, the boys with their hair slicked down and the girls with pigtails and ribbons and hats. They sat straight-backed in rows of chairs under the familiar stern gaze of President Wintersea, whose portrait hung in every home, shop and government building in the Republic – always watching, always looming large.

The riotous sound turned to a buzzing murmur as Morrigan and Corvus took their seats on the stage behind the podium. Everywhere Morrigan looked, eyes narrowed in her direction.

Corvus placed a hand on her shoulder in an awkward, unnatural gesture of paternal affection while some local reporters snapped photographs of them. Definitely front-page material, Morrigan thought – the doomed daughter and her soon-to-be-grieving father, a terrifically tragic pair. She tried to look extra forlorn, which wasn’t easy when she was being blinded by camera flashes.

After a triumphant chorus of the Wintersea Republic National Anthem (Onward! Upward! Forward! Huzzah!) Corvus opened the ceremony with a very dull speech, followed by various headmasters and local businesspeople who all had to chime in. Then, finally, the Lord Mayor of Jackalfax brought out a polished wooden box and began to read the bids. Morrigan sat up straight in her seat, feeling a flutter of excitement she couldn’t quite explain.

‘ “Madam Honora Salvi of the Silklands Ballet Company,” ’ he read from the front of the first envelope he pulled out, ‘ “wishes to present her bid for Molly Jenkins.” ’

There was a squeal of delight from the third row, and Molly Jenkins leapt from her seat, rushing to the stage to curtsy and collect the envelope that contained her bid letter.

‘Well done, Miss Jenkins. See one of the aides at the back of the hall after the ceremony, dear, and they’ll direct you to your interview room.’

He retrieved another envelope. ‘ “Major Jacob Jackerley of the Poisonwood School of Warfare wishes to present his bid for Michael Salisbury.” ’

Michael’s friends and family cheered as he accepted his bid.

‘ “Mr Henry Sniggle, owner and proprietor of Sniggle’s Snake Emporium, wishes to present his bid for Alice Carter for a herpetology apprenticeship” – dear me, how fascinating!’

The bidding carried on for almost an hour. The children in the hall watched anxiously as each new envelope was drawn from the box. Every announcement was met with shouts of joy from the recipient and their parents, and a collective sigh of disappointment from everyone else.

Morrigan began to get fidgety. The novelty of Bid Day had worn off a bit, really. She’d thought it would be exciting. She hadn’t accounted for the dull, gnawing jealousy that settled in the pit of her stomach as she watched child after child snatch up their envelope, each one containing some shiny future she would never have for herself. Ivy’s words echoed in her head: You’re not expecting a bid, are you? Oh dear.

Morrigan felt a rush of blood to her face, remembering how Ivy had laughed. She tried to resist her sudden, frantic urge to escape the stifling warmth of the hall.

A cheer erupted from the front row when Cory Jameson was bid on by Mrs Ginnifer O’Reilly from the prestigious Wintersea Academy, a government-sponsored school in the capital. It was his second bid of the day; the first was from a geology institute in Prosper, the richest state in the Republic, where they mined rubies and sapphires.

‘My, my,’ said the Lord Mayor, patting his fat stomach as Cory collected his second envelope and waved it over his head, to even louder cheers from his family in the audience. ‘Two bids! This is a turn-up for the books. The first double bid Jackalfax has seen in a good few years. Well done, lad, well done. You have a big decision to make. And now … ah, we have an anonymous bid for … for …’

The Lord Mayor paused, glancing at the VIP section and back to the letter in his hand. He cleared his throat. ‘For Miss Morrigan Crow.’

Silence fell. Morrigan blinked.

Had she imagined it? No – Corvus rose slightly from his seat, glaring at the Lord Mayor, who shrugged helplessly.

‘Miss Crow?’ he said, waving her forward.

A chorus of whispers arose from the audience at once, like a flock of birds startled into flight.

It’s a mistake, Morrigan thought. The bid is for somebody else.

She looked out across the rows of children; nothing but scowling faces and pointing fingers. Had the Town Hall just grown twice as big? Twice as bright? It felt like a spotlight was shining directly on her head.

The Lord Mayor beckoned her again, looking fretful and impatient. Morrigan took a deep breath and forced her legs to stand and walk the few steps forward, each one echoing excruciatingly in the rafters. Taking the envelope in her trembling hand, she looked up at the Lord Mayor, waiting for him to laugh in her face and snatch it back. This isn’t for you! But he simply stared back at her, a deep line of worry between his eyebrows.

Morrigan turned the envelope over, her heart pounding, and there, in fancy cursive handwriting – her name. Miss Morrigan Crow. It really was for her. Despite the growing tension in the hall, Morrigan felt lighter inside. She fought the urge to laugh.

‘Well done, Miss Crow,’ said the Lord Mayor with an unconvincing smile. ‘Take your seat now, and see one of the aides at the back of the hall after the ceremony.’

‘Gregory—’ said Corvus in a warning undertone. The Lord Mayor shrugged again.

‘It’s tradition, Corvus,’ he whispered. ‘More than that – it’s the law.’

The ceremony continued and Morrigan, stunned and silent, sat down again. She didn’t dare open her bid. Her father was very still, glancing at the ivory-coloured envelope every few seconds as if he wanted to seize it from her hands and set fire to it. Morrigan tucked it away in the pocket of her dress, just to be safe, and held it tightly as eight more children accepted their bids. She hoped the ceremony wouldn’t last much longer. Despite the Lord Mayor’s brave attempts to jolly on as if nothing had happened, she could still feel several hundred eyes burning into her.

‘ “Mrs Ardith Asher of the Devereaux Ladies’ College” – never heard of it! – “wishes to present her bid for … for …” ’ The Lord Mayor trailed off. He took a handkerchief from his pocket and mopped the sweat from his brow. ‘ “For Miss Morrigan Crow.” ’

This time, the audience gasped. Morrigan moved as if in a dream to collect her second bid of the day. Without even looking to see if it was really her name on the front, she put the envelope – pink and sweet-smelling – in her pocket to join the other one.

Just minutes later, Morrigan’s name was called a third time. She rushed forward to collect her bid from Colonel Van Leeuwenhoek of the Harmon Military Academy, hurrying back to her seat as swiftly as possible and staring determinedly at her shoes. She tried to ignore the swarm of butterflies holding a celebration in her stomach. It was hard not to grin.

A man in the third row stood up and shouted, ‘But she’s cursed! This isn’t right.’ The man’s wife pulled at his arm, trying to shush him, but he wouldn’t be shushed. ‘Three bids? Never heard of such a thing!’ A rumble of agreement spread through the audience.

Morrigan felt her happiness stutter like a dying gaslight. The man was right. She was cursed. What could a cursed child possibly do with three bids? She’d never be allowed to accept them.

The Lord Mayor held out his hands, appealing for quiet. ‘Sir, we must continue or we’ll be here all day. If everyone could please be quiet, I’ll get to the bottom of this most unusual turn of events after the ceremony.’

If the Lord Mayor was hoping for calm to be restored he was to be disappointed, for when he took out the next envelope, it read:

‘ “Jupiter North wishes to present his bid for” … Oh, I don’t believe it. “Morrigan Crow.” ’

The Town Hall erupted as children and parents alike leapt to their feet, shouting over each other, turning various shades of pink and purple and demanding to know the meaning of this madness. Four bids! Two was uncommon and three highly unusual, but four? Unheard of!

There were twelve more bids to announce. The Lord Mayor sped through them, his face dissolving into sweaty relief each time he read a name that wasn’t Morrigan’s. At last, his hand scrambled around the bottom of the box and came up empty.

‘That was the final envelope,’ said the Lord Mayor, closing his eyes in gratitude. His voice shook. ‘W-would all the children who received bids please move to the back of the hall, and, um, our aides will show you to the interview rooms where you can, er, meet your prospective patrons. Everyone else … I’m sure you’ll all … you know. Doesn’t mean you’re not all very capable and, er … well.’ He waved vaguely at the audience, who took it as their cue to depart.

 

Corvus swore he would take action, he would sue, he would remove the Lord Mayor from office – but the Lord Mayor insisted on following protocol. Morrigan must be allowed to meet her bidders if she wished to.

She very much wished to.

Of course Morrigan knew she’d never be able to accept any of the bids. She knew, in fact, that once these mysterious strangers discovered they’d bid on a cursed child, they’d take it all back, and probably run very fast in the opposite direction. But it would be rude not to at least meet them, she reasoned. As they’d come all this way.

I’m sorry, Morrigan rehearsed in her head, but I’m on the Cursed Children’s Register. I’m going to die on Eventide. Thank you for your time and interest.

Yes. Polite and to the point.

She was ushered into a room with bare walls, a desk and a chair on either side. It felt like an interrogation chamber … and in a way, Morrigan supposed it was. The idea of the meeting between patron and child was that the child could ask as many questions as they wished, and the patron had to answer honestly. It was one of the few things she’d picked up from her father’s boring Bid Day speech.

Not that she would be asking any questions, Morrigan reminded herself. Thank you for your time and interest, she repeated firmly in her head.

A man with feathery brown hair sat in one of the chairs, humming a little tune to himself. He wore a grey suit and a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles that he pushed up on his nose with one pale, slender finger. He smiled calmly, waiting for Morrigan to sit.

‘Miss Crow. My name is Mr Jones. Thank you for seeing me.’ The man spoke softly and in neat, clipped sentences. His voice sounded familiar. ‘I’ve come on behalf of my employer. He’d like to offer you an apprenticeship.’

Morrigan’s rehearsed speech tumbled out of her head. A little flutter returned to her stomach. One tiny, optimistic butterfly had just climbed out of its cocoon. ‘What … kind of apprenticeship?’

Mr Jones smiled. Tiny lines wrinkled the corners of his dark, expressive eyes. ‘An apprenticeship in his company, Squall Industries.’

‘Squall Industries?’ she said, frowning. ‘That means you work for—’

‘Ezra Squall. Yes. The most powerful person in the Republic.’ He lowered his eyes to the table. ‘Second most powerful, I should say. After our great president.’

It suddenly struck Morrigan where she had heard that voice. He was the man on the wireless talking about Wunder shortages.

He looked just the way he ought to, she thought – serious and neat. Tasteful. His white, spidery hands were clasped firmly in front of him, his skin so pale it was nearly translucent. He wasn’t terribly young. But he wasn’t old. There was nothing unruly about him, nothing to mar his immaculately groomed appearance but for a thin white scar that split his left eyebrow clean in half and a splash of silvery hair at his temples. Even his movements were precise and deliberate, as if he couldn’t spare the energy for any unnecessary gesture. A perfectly contained man.

Morrigan narrowed her eyes. ‘What could the second most powerful person in the Republic possibly want with me?’

‘It’s not for me to say why Mr Squall wants what he wants,’ said Mr Jones, briefly unclasping his hands to straighten his spectacles again. ‘I’m only his assistant. I carry out his wishes. Right now he wishes for you to become his student, Miss Crow … and his heir.’

‘His heir? What does that mean?’

‘It means that he wishes for you to one day run Squall Industries in his place, to be rich and powerful beyond your wildest dreams, and to lead the greatest, most influential and most profitable organisation that has ever existed.’

Morrigan blinked. ‘I’m not even allowed to lick envelopes at home.’

Mr Jones looked amused. ‘I don’t believe you’ll be licking envelopes at Squall Industries either.’

‘What will I be doing?’ Morrigan had no idea what would make her ask such a question. She tried to remember what she’d been planning to say earlier. Something about being cursed … Thank you for your time …

‘You will be learning how to run an empire, Miss Crow. And you will be learning from the very best. Mr Squall is a brilliant and talented man. He will teach you everything he knows, things he hasn’t taught another living soul.’

‘Not even you?’

Mr Jones laughed gently. ‘Especially not me. By the end of your apprenticeship you will be in command of Squall Industries’ mining, engineering, manufacturing and technology sectors. Over one hundred thousand employees all over the Republic. All reporting to you.’

Morrigan’s eyes widened.

‘Every citizen, every household in this country will owe you a debt of thanks. You will be their lifeline – the provider of their warmth, power, food, entertainment. Their every need, every want … all reliant on the use of Wunder, and all filled by the good people at Squall Industries. By you.’

His voice had become so soft it was almost a whisper. Morrigan leaned closer.

‘Ezra Squall is the nation’s greatest hero,’ he continued. ‘More than that – he is their benevolent god, the source of their every comfort and happiness. The only living person with the ability to harvest, distribute and command Wunder. Our Republic relies on him totally.’

His eyes had taken on the unsettling gleam of a fanatic. One corner of his mouth curled into a strange little smile. Morrigan shrank back. She wondered if Mr Jones loved Ezra Squall, or was afraid of him, or wanted to be him. Or all three.

‘Imagine, Miss Crow,’ he whispered. ‘Imagine how it must feel to be so beloved. So respected and needed. One day, if you work hard and do as Mr Squall teaches … that will be you.’

She could imagine it. She had imagined, a hundred times over, how it would feel to be liked instead of feared. To see people smile instead of flinch when she walked into a room. It was one of her favourite daydreams.

But that was all it was, Morrigan told herself, shaking the cobwebs out of her head. A daydream. She sat up straight and took a deep breath, willing her voice not to tremble.

‘I can’t accept, Mr Jones. I’m on the Cursed Children’s Register. I’m going … I’m going to … well, you know. Th-thank you for your time and—’

‘Open it,’ said Mr Jones, nodding at the envelope in her hand.

‘What is it?’

‘Your contract.’

Morrigan shook her head, confused. ‘M-my what?’

‘It’s standard.’ He gave a tiny shrug. One shoulder. ‘Every child commencing sponsored studies must sign a contract, and have a parent or guardian sign also.’

Well, there goes that, Morrigan thought. ‘My father will never sign this.’

‘Let us worry about that.’ He pulled out a silver pen from his coat pocket and placed it on the table. ‘All you have to do is sign. Mr Squall will take care of everything.’

‘But you don’t understand, I can’t—’

‘I understand perfectly, Miss Crow.’ Mr Jones watched her closely, his dark eyes piercing her own. ‘But you needn’t worry about curses or registers or Eventide. You needn’t worry about anything, ever again. Not if you’re with Ezra Squall.’

‘But—’

‘Sign.’ He nodded at the pen. ‘Sign, and I promise you: one day you will be able to buy and sell every person who has ever made you unhappy.’

His glittering eyes and calm, secretive smile made Morrigan believe – just for a second – that he and Ezra Squall could somehow see a future for her that she had never dreamed possible.

She reached for the pen, then hesitated. There was one last question burning inside her, the most important question of all. She looked up at Mr Jones.

‘Why me?’

There was a loud knock. The door swung open and the Lord Mayor stumbled in looking harassed.

‘I’m terribly sorry, Miss Crow,’ he said, pressing a handkerchief to his forehead. His suit bore sweat patches, and what was left of his hair stood on end. ‘Somebody appears to have played a horrible prank on you. On all of us.’

‘P-prank?’

Corvus stalked in behind him, his mouth in a thin line. ‘There you are. We’re leaving.’ He grabbed Morrigan’s arm, pulling her out of the room. Her chair tipped over and clattered to the floor.

‘None of your so-called bidders have arrived,’ said the Lord Mayor, trying to catch his breath as he followed them into the hallway. ‘I blame myself. I should have realised. Harmon Military whatsit, Devereaux Ladies’ thingy … nobody’s heard of them. Made up, you see.’ He looked from Morrigan to her father and back again. ‘Terribly sorry for putting you through it, Corvus, old friend. No hard feelings, I hope?’

Corvus glowered at the Lord Mayor.

‘But wait—’ began Morrigan.

‘Don’t you understand?’ said her father in a cold, angry voice. He snatched the envelopes from her. ‘I have been made a fool. It was all somebody’s idea of a joke. Humiliated! By my own constituency!’

Morrigan frowned. ‘You’re saying that my bidders—’

The Lord Mayor wrung his hands. ‘Never actually existed. That’s why none of them showed up. I’m sorry you had to wait.’

‘But I’m trying to tell you, one of them did show up. Mr Jones has come on behalf—’ Morrigan stopped mid-sentence as she dashed back into the interview room.

His chair was empty. No pen, no contract. He’d disappeared. Morrigan gaped at the empty space. Had Mr Jones slipped out while they’d been arguing? Did he change his mind? Or had he just been playing a prank on her as well?

Realisation sank in swiftly, like a boot to the stomach.

Of course it was a joke. Why would the Republic’s most powerful and important businessman want her as his apprentice? His heir? The thought was positively ridiculous. Morrigan’s cheeks turned pink as a wave of belated embarrassment hit her. How could she have been so gullible?

‘Enough of this nonsense,’ said Corvus. He ripped the envelopes into tiny pieces, and Morrigan watched mournfully as they fluttered to the ground like snow.

 

The shiny black coach pulled away from the Town Hall with Morrigan and her father inside it. Corvus was silent. He’d already turned his attention to the ever-present stack of paperwork in his leather case, trying to salvage what was left of the working day. As if the morning’s misadventure had never happened.

Morrigan turned to watch the crowd of excited children and parents spilling out of the building and into the street, chattering and waving their bid letters in the air. She felt a sharp pang of envy.

It doesn’t matter, she told herself. She blinked fiercely, tears stinging her eyes. It’s all just nonsense. It doesn’t matter.

The crowd didn’t seem to be dispersing. In fact, so many people were gathering on the street that the carriage came to a complete stop. A stream of people hurried past, heading towards the Town Hall and gazing up at something in the sky.

‘Lowry,’ barked Corvus, knocking on the roof to alert the driver. ‘What’s the holdup? Get those people out of the way.’

‘I’m trying, Chancellor, but—’

‘It’s here!’ somebody shouted. ‘It’s coming!’ The crowd cheered in response. Morrigan craned her neck, trying to see what was happening. People embraced in the streets – not just the Bid Day children, but everyone, whistling and whooping and throwing their hats in the air.

‘Why are they …’ began Morrigan, then stopped, listening. ‘What are those bells ringing for?’

Corvus looked at her strangely. His papers slipped from his hand and scattered across the carriage floor as he pushed open the door and leapt out on to the street. Morrigan followed and, looking up, saw what everyone had been running towards.

The clock tower.

The Skyfaced Clock was changing. Morrigan watched as the dusky twilight blue deepened to sapphire, to navy and finally to a profound, unfathomable black. Like an inkpot in the sky. Like a black hole, come to swallow up the world.

The bells were ringing for Eventide.

 

That night Morrigan lay awake in the dark.

The bells had rung until midnight, when they were abruptly replaced by an oppressive silence. They’d been a warning, a signal to everyone that Eventide was coming … but after midnight, they didn’t need to ring any more. Eventide was here. The last day of the Age had begun.

Morrigan knew she should feel frightened, and sad, and worried – and she did, she felt all of those things. But mostly, she felt angry.

She’d been cheated. It was supposed to be a twelve-year Age. Everyone said so – Corvus, Grandmother, all of Morrigan’s caseworkers, chronologists on the news. Twelve years of life was already too short, but eleven?

Now that the Skyfaced Clock had turned black, the experts were all scrambling to say they’d long suspected, they’d read the signs, they’d been on the cusp of publicly announcing that in their opinion this year, this winter, was the last of the Age.

Never mind, they all said. We guess this one’s an eleven-year Age. Everyone makes mistakes, and one year doesn’t make much difference.

Except, of course, it made all the difference in the world.

Happy birthday to me, Morrigan thought miserably. She tucked her stuffed rabbit, Emmett, into the crook of her arm, where he’d slept every night for as long as she could remember, and she squeezed him tight and tried to fall asleep.

But there was a noise. A very small noise that was barely a noise – like a tiny whisper or rush of air. She flicked on her lamp and the room flooded with light.

It was empty. Morrigan’s heartbeat quickened. She jumped up and looked around, under the bed, threw open the wardrobe – nothing.

No. Not nothing.

Something. A small white rectangle stood out against the dark wooden floorboards. Someone had slipped an envelope under her door. She picked it up and creaked the door open to peek into the hallway outside. There was nobody there.

On the envelope, someone had written untidily in thick black ink:

Jupiter North of the Wundrous Society wishes to present his bid for Miss Morrigan Crow. Again.

‘The Wundrous Society,’ Morrigan whispered.

She ripped open the envelope and pulled out two pieces of paper. One was a letter, the other a contract – typed and official – looking, with two signatures at the bottom. Above the word PATRON was the large, messy signature of Jupiter North. The second, above PARENT OR GUARDIAN, she couldn’t read and didn’t recognise at all. It certainly wasn’t her father’s handwriting.

The third space – CANDIDATE – was blank. Waiting.

Morrigan read the letter, feeling utterly bewildered.

 

Dear Miss Crow,

Congratulations! You have been selected by one of our members as a candidate for entry to the Wundrous Society.

Please be advised that your entry is not assured.

Membership in the Society is extremely limited, and each year hundreds of hopeful candidates compete for a place among our scholars.

If you wish to join the Society, please sign the enclosed contract and return it to your patron no later than the last day of Winter of Eleven. Entrance trials will begin in spring.

We wish you the very best of luck.

Regards,

Elder G. Quinn

 Proudfoot House

Nevermoor, FS

 

At the bottom of the page, in a hurried black scrawl, was a brief but thrilling message:

Be ready.

 —J.N.
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