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CHAPTER 1

The Black Cloud

The night sky above the Relentless Desert gave birth to a new cloud.

At first there was just the usual inky swirl of the cloud cover, palely marbled with moonlight. Then a long, rounded shape appeared, pressing itself out from the underside of the clouds. Black against blackness, the shape broke free, then rotated around its own axis and moved northward at an unhurried pace, emitting a low, droning hum as it went. Gradually it began to lose height. The faint, cigar-like shadow it cast on the sand below grew larger.

On the ground a few kilometres ahead, a small man-made spark glinted in the midst of the desert emptiness. It was a cluster of lights which shone out from a maze of criss-crossing roads that ran between drilling towers, distillation columns, ‘nodding donkey’ pump units, storage tanks, pipelines, derricks, and one-storey concrete housing blocks.

The lights belonged to Westward Oil Enterprises extraction and refining installation number 137, popularly known as Desolation Wells, and they burned all night long even though everyone on the workforce was fast asleep in bed. They burned to keep the darkness at bay - the vast, terrible darkness of the desert at night, which was as pure and unending as oblivion and could drive a person mad.

The lights were like a beacon. They drew the black cloud to them. The cloud vectored unerringly in the installation’s direction, predator towards prey.

As it reached the perimeter of Desolation Wells, the black cloud came to a halt, its hum decreasing to a whisper. Suddenly  dozens of winged figures emerged from it, one after another. They poured out in a stream and clustered together. Then, at a pre-arranged signal, they scattered. With near-silent wingbeats they fanned out across the installation. A few headed for the housing blocks. The rest made for the warehouses where refined oil was stored in steel barrels, ready to be transported by truck across the Relentless Desert.

The warehouses were not locked. There were no thieves out here in this remote spot, two days’ journey from anything that might be called civilisation. At least, no thieves that the owners of Westward Oil Enterprises, WOE, could have anticipated.

The winged figures only had to roll open the warehouse doors, stealthily, to gain access to the hundreds of full barrels stacked inside. They set about removing as many as they could. Each barrel weighed several hundred kilogrammes and required the strength of three of them to lift it. Struggling with their burdens, the trios of winged figures bore the barrels to the hovering black cloud and deposited them inside.

The cloud - the pirate airship Behemoth - slowly filled up with plundered fuel. Over the course of an hour the airship’s cargo holds were loaded to capacity. Softly she purged water ballast in order to compensate for the added weight.

Meanwhile groups of the winged figures stood guard outside the entrances to the housing blocks. Their colleagues were being as careful as possible with the barrels, but it was best to be prepared, just in case. Accidents could happen.

And eventually, one did. A barrel slipped from the hands of the threesome who were carrying it. Their arms and wings were aching after an hour of transporting so many gallons of fuel up to Behemoth; their fingers had begun to cramp. One of them lost his grip on the rim of the barrel. The other two could not keep hold of it between them. The barrel fell for fifty metres, tumbling end over end, and hit the ground with an almighty, booming clonnggg. It split open on impact and thick liquid slooshed everywhere.

The noise awoke the roughnecks - oil workers - who were sleeping in a nearby housing block. They leapt from their beds,  threw on some clothes, and rushed to the main entrance to see what was going on.

Waiting for them outside the door were a half-dozen of the winged figures. To the roughnecks, still shaking off the fog of sleep, these looked like something out of a nightmare.

They were lean, nervy creatures, with sores and bad skin, and each wore a motley assortment of clothing. No two of them were dressed alike, some sporting bandannas around their foreheads, others scarves around their necks, others with sashes diagonally across their torsos, others with brocaded waistcoats, or any combination of these. Most had long hair, with beaded braids and brightly coloured streaks showing here and there amid the straggly curls and spikes. Most had ornate tattoos on their arms and faces, and metal piercings glinted in ears, noses, lips, and wings. All were bearing weapons - crossbows, sabres, daggers, maces - and they brandished these as they looked sneeringly at the roughnecks, their mouths curling up at the corners in contempt.

One, however, stood out from the rest. She was tall, sinuous, voluptuous, and clad solely in black leather, from top to toe. Even her face was covered. A black leather mask encased her head and a pair of smoked-glass flight goggles hid her eyes. Her wings, similarly, were black - black as a raven’s. She was like a silhouette, a shadow in the shape of a winged woman. Even the lance she carried was black. The only spot of colour on her was the patch stitched on her chest: a skull above two crossed feathers, picked out in black on red. The same motif, much larger, adorned the airship’s tailfins.

‘Air - Airborn?’ one of the roughnecks stammered.

‘Get back, emu,’ barked the black-clad woman, waving the lance at him. The mask muffled her voice, making it sound distant and weird. ‘Get back or I’ll run you through.’

‘What’m you doing? What be this?’ another of the roughnecks asked.

The speaker was Magnus Clockweight, the ‘toolpusher’, or site foreman. He was a broad-shouldered, brawny, big-fisted fellow. All of the roughnecks were. You needed to be made of  stern stuff if you wanted to work at Desolation Wells.

Yet, for all that, Clockweight’s voice trembled as he phrased his questions. He was frightened, and so was everyone standing with him. These winged apparitions were shabby and unkempt and inhuman. They were wrong. The roughnecks had limited knowledge of what the Airborn looked like. Most, in fact, had never actually set eyes on a member of that race before. This was not how they expected them to be. This was almost the exact opposite of that.

‘“What be this?”’ one of the pirates echoed, with a high-pitched, demented laugh. His hair was a shock of green dreadlocks and his eyes rolled in their sockets like loose marbles.

‘What does it look like it is?’ the sinister, leather-clad woman said to Clockweight. She spoke with the unmistakable authority and assertiveness of a leader. ‘We’re taking what’s rightfully ours. Taking what you Groundlings should still be giving us for free. Now shut up and behave. Be obedient little ostriches. Unless you want to know how it feels to have a lance skewer your guts . . .’

None of the roughnecks was keen to experience that particular sensation for himself. They shuffled warily back from the doorway.

A moment later a loud horn blare sounded from overhead. This was Behemoth signalling that the raid was over and she had as much booty on board as she could handle. It was time to depart.

‘Thank you so much for your cooperation,’ the black-clad Airborn woman said to the roughnecks. ‘Till next time!’ She launched herself off the ground, and the other Airborn followed suit. The green-dreadlocked one was still giggling insanely as he took to their air.

The intimidated roughnecks peered out of the doorway, watching the winged figures disappear into the darkness beyond the glow of the refinery’s lights. A huge throbbing beat filled the air, and rapidly faded. Then there was just the familiar hiss of the desert winds, the tickle of sand grains against windows and walls, and the far-off, plaintive howls of a pack of hackerjackals that had been startled by the huge, unfamiliar bulk of an airship passing above them.

‘Them’s supposed to be our friends now, be’n’t they, toolpusher? ’ said one of the roughnecks finally. ‘Trading partners at least.’

‘Apparently not,’ replied Magnus Clockweight. Grim-faced, he took charge of the situation. ‘Right. Some of you go and check on the others, make sure there’m nobody been hurt. I want a full inventory of what those Ascended Ones’ - he corrected himself - ‘those Airborn have nicked off we. And somebody had better send a telegram to head office about all this.’

As the roughnecks rushed to obey his orders, Clockweight rubbed his brow worriedly.

‘Already,’ he said to himself. ‘Barely a year gone and already there’m trouble. I might’ve known it wouldn’t last.’




CHAPTER 2

A Day And A Half Later . . .

... and half a world away, at the Silver Sanctum, Lady Aanfielsdaughter was saying much the same thing as Magnus Clockweight, although she was putting it somewhat less bleakly and more reassuringly.

‘There were bound to be hiccups,’ she said.

‘Hiccups?’ interjected Farris, Lord Urironson. ‘If the reports we’ve been getting from the ground are even halfway true, then this is hardly classifiable as a hiccup.’

‘Teething troubles, then.’

‘Not that either, Serena. I honestly don’t believe you can compare these incidents to - to the sort of ailments a small child might suffer.’

‘Well, I do. After all, the new relationship between Airborn and Groundling is a fragile, tender thing, still taking its first baby-steps. We should treat it with the same sort of care and tolerance as we would an infant.’

Lord Urironson snorted. ‘Infant. Baby-steps. Getting sentimental in our old age, are we, Serena? Maternal instincts coming to the fore? Rather late in life for that, I’d say.’

Lady Aanfielsdaughter fixed him with a frosty stare, but refused to respond directly to the taunt. Instead she said, ‘Perhaps, Farris, you should give us the benefit of your opinion on this matter.’ She indicated the other senior residents sitting in the preening parlour with them. ‘We’re all dying to hear it.’

Lord Urironson puffed out his wings self-importantly. The action meant that the preener who was tending to him had to dart sharply backwards so as to avoid getting smacked in the face. The preener gave a disgruntled pout, then resumed his  work, using a teasing wand and a fine-tooth comb to neaten Lord Urironson’s plumage.

A preening parlour might seem an unusual venue for a weighty political discussion, but that was how the Silver Sanctum operated. Government there happened casually - a lunchtime chat in the dining hall, a chance encounter in the macaw house, an impromptu get-together over a glass of wine or during a twilight flit around the turrets - although there was nothing casual about the content of these meetings. Serious topics were debated and solutions to knotty problems were thrashed out, even though to an outside observer it might look just like a few people having a bit of a chinwag while they did something else.

‘I think,’ Lord Urironson declared, ‘that what we have here are the makings of a full-blown disaster.’

‘Oh really, Farris!’

‘No, no, hear me out.’

‘Could you be any more melodramatic?’

‘Serena, I insist on being allowed to have my say.’

‘Very well.’ Lady Aanfielsdaughter gestured to the preener who was ministering to her. The feathers at the tip of her right wing needed special attention, they were getting a bit dry, perhaps a touch of scented oil there? Yes, good.

‘There are plenty of people who object to what you did last year,’ Lord Urironson said, pointing an accusing finger at her. In his younger days he had been a lawyer and old courtroom habits died hard. ‘They resent the way you took matters into your own hands, exposing us to the Groundlings and the Groundlings to us. They feel you overstepped your authority. You flung open a door which can never be closed again, and you did so without consulting anyone at the Silver Sanctum.’

‘I discussed the matter at length with Mr Mordadson.’

‘Ah yes. Mordadson. I hardly think he counts. He’s just your pet hawk, trained to keep his beak shut and not argue. I mean us, your colleagues and peers. Had you deigned to talk about it with us first, we might have been able to warn you of the possible consequences. Consequences such as the rise of  anti-Groundling feeling throughout the Airborn realm, which, as we are seeing in one sky-city in particular, has evolved into something more than mere protest.’

‘What is it that you object to, Farris?’ replied Lady Aanfielsdaughter. ‘The decision I took or the fact that you weren’t consulted?’

A couple of the other senior residents chortled softly. Lady Aanfielsdaughter had struck back well.

‘Because you’re wrong,’ she continued. ‘I thought long and hard before doing what I did, and I did it, moreover, because I had very little choice. The Groundlings were making their presence felt already with the embargo on supplying materials. By the time I became personally involved in the affair, they were on the point of making their presence felt - explosively. Heliotropia was under threat, and there was no way of saving the city without interacting with the Groundlings. Without opening that uncloseable door of yours. My hand was forced. I explained this to you immediately afterwards, all of you, at a grand assembly. You didn’t seem to have a problem with it then, and I certainly don’t remember hearing any dire prophecies of doom from you. And yet now that we face a minority protest group and a single sky-city going rogue, all of a sudden it’s I-TOLD-YOU-SO and woe-is-me-all-is-lost.’

‘To be fair, Serena,’ piped up Alimon, Lord Yurkemison, ‘one or two of us at the grand assembly did query the wisdom of your actions.’

‘In the mildest possible terms. The overwhelming sentiment, however, was that I had performed a good and necessary deed.’

‘And I’m startled to hear you describe the Feather First! movement as a minority protest group,’ offered Faith, Lady Jeduthunsdaughter-Ochson. ‘They’re represented in every sky-city in every quadrant and their numbers are growing fast. I happened to get caught up in one of their rallies in Pearl Town the other day. Quite a gaggle! They brought traffic to a halt all along the city’s Grand Concourse, and the Alar Patrol were very slow in getting them to disperse, which made me think the Patrollers themselves might be sympathetic to their cause.’

‘But it’s the situation at Redspire that’s the real worry,’ said Lord Urironson. He was surprised, but far from displeased, to find he had allies among his fellow nobles. Usually in discussions like this, everyone went along with whatever Lady Aanfielsdaughter said and his was the lone voice of dissent. This was no longer the case, which struck him as a mark of how grave the situation had become and how much worse it could well get. ‘These cases of piracy we’ve been hearing about, Redspirian citizens raiding the ground. What if that acts as a catalyst? What if other people start to copy their example? Ultimately we could be looking at a war.’

‘Honestly, Farris, you can be such an old woman at times,’ said Lady Aanfielsdaughter, rolling her eyes.

Lord Urironson huffed and went scarlet. Several of the other senior residents, and a couple of the preeners, smirked. Somehow it was doubly insulting for a man to be called an old woman by a woman who was manifestly quite old, although in no way old-womanish herself.

‘It’s almost as if you want things to turn bad,’ Lady Aanfielsdaughter went on. ‘As if you’re willing this whole venture to end in tears. That’s not an attitude that’s going to get us anywhere. Besides, you seem to forget that I prevented one war breaking out between us and the Groundlings. What makes you think I’d let another one start?’

‘I don’t know,’ grumbled Lord Urironson. ‘Maybe you enjoyed all the excitement last time. Maybe it gave you a bit of a thrill and you’d like to do it all over again.’

‘Ridiculous! What a complete pluck-wit you are!’

Even as she snapped these words, Lady Aanfielsdaughter knew she shouldn’t have. Her ‘old woman’ jibe had been fine, but ‘pluck-wit’ was altogether a cruder insult. She should simply have ignored Lord Urironson’s comment; risen above it. Instead, she had finally allowed her irritation to show, which meant she had lost the upper hand in the argument.

She’d been unable to stop herself, however. Lord Urironson was always an irritant. On this occasion, though, he had really managed to get under her skin. Perhaps it was because, in spite  of her supreme self-confidence in all matters, Lady Aanfielsdaughter still wasn’t totally sure that she had done the right thing a year ago. Had there really been no alternative but to break the long-existing barrier between Airborn and Groundlings and put the situation between the two races on an entirely new footing? Couldn’t a more elegant solution have been found, one with fewer and less far-reaching ramifications?

‘So what do you propose, Serena?’ enquired Pendroz, Lord Luelson. He was a good friend of Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s and she knew she could always count on his support. ‘I take it you have some plan of action in mind.’

‘Naturally,’ Lady Aanfielsdaughter replied, regaining a little of her authority. ‘I’ll be putting my top man onto it right away.’




CHAPTER 3

The Aforementioned ‘Top Man’

Mr Mordadson stood ready, legs apart, wings splayed for balance, braced for the attack. A thin, sharp wind swooped across the high-level courtyard, ruffling his feathers and his short, dark hair. Behind his crimson-lensed spectacles his eyes glinted like a pair of fine-cut rubies.

He raised a hand and flicked the fingers against the palm twice - an invitation.

‘Come on then,’ he said to his opponent. ‘Enough pussyfooting. Let’s see what you’re really made of.’

Az shook sweat from his eyebrows and moved forward, fists clenched. There was determination in his reddened face - determination and a hint of something harder and fiercer. He was aware that a handful of junior Silver Sanctum residents were looking on from the cloister at one end of the courtyard. They had been there for several minutes. Partly they were interested because a fight was always worth watching; but they were also there, Az knew, because of him. He was a novelty and a celebrity, even at the Silver Sanctum. Az Gabrielson - the wingless wonder who helped change everything.

He tuned out their presence. This wasn’t about putting on a show for an audience. It was about him versus Mr Mordadson. About not letting Mr Mordadson win. Again. That was all that mattered.

He closed the distance between the two of them, then abruptly lunged. He feinted left and at the last second twisted to the right, aiming an upward chopping blow at the knot of nerves in Mr Mordadson’s armpit.

Had the blow struck home, Mr Mordadson’s arm would have  been rendered numb and useless. But Mr Mordadson spotted the feint and parried with one wing, batting Az’s fist aside. At the same time, he reached out and grabbed Az’s other hand and forearm and wrenched the one backwards against the other.

The pain was excruciating. Az’s wrist felt like it was about to snap. He was paralysed, his whole body locked down by the hold Mr Mordadson had on him.

He told himself to focus, take no notice of the pain, think. The hold was designed to hurt more if you tried to pull away. If you did the opposite, moved into it, it was no longer so effective.

Az thrust himself towards Mr Mordadson. Mr Mordadson, however, had anticipated the manoeuvre and released his grip at the crucial moment. He swung Az round, turning Az’s own momentum against him. Next thing Az knew, he was plunging face-first onto the courtyard flagstones.

He managed to tuck and roll. Somersaulting, he came up lightly on the balls of his feet. Distant applause from the spectators told him the feat of agility had been impressive. He didn’t let their clapping distract him. He wheeled round to face Mr Mordadson - never turn your back on a foe - only to find that Mr Mordadson was nowhere to be seen. The courtyard was empty. Where . . . ?

A fraction of a second too late, Az looked up. All he saw were the soles of Mr Mordadson’s shoes descending towards him. Mr Mordadson landed on Az’s shoulders with his full bodyweight, slamming him flat on his belly.

The wind was knocked out of Az. For several horrible, writhing moments he lay on the flagstones thinking he was never going to draw breath again. He heaved and gasped for air, uselessly.

Eventually his lungs began to work once more. He flopped onto his side. Panting, vision swimming, he saw Mr Mordadson’s legs. They strode into view, halting just out of his reach.

‘Had enough?’

‘Only just started,’ Az coughed out through gritted teeth.

‘Then let me help you up and we can resume.’

Mr Mordadson extended a hand down to Az. Az groped for it clumsily, as if dazed. Then, quick as a flash, he kicked out at Mr Mordadson’s ankles, swiping his legs from under him. Mr Mordadson toppled sideways but caught himself expertly with a beat of his outstretched wings, so that rather than hit the ground he merely brushed it with one elbow. An instant later, he was hovering five metres up, well out of harm’s way.

‘Sneaky,’ he said to Az, with approval.

‘If I hadn’t tried that, you’d have done something similar to me,’ said Az.

‘Absolutely correct. You beat me to it, that’s all. Well done. I see you’ve remembered the cardinal rule of combat: trust no one.’

‘Least of all you.’

Mr Mordadson chuckled. ‘Least of all me. Now, really - had enough? We’ve been at it nearly an hour.’

Wearily Az picked himself up and dusted himself down. ‘Yeah, I reckon so. For today.’

‘Very well.’ Mr Mordadson alighted next to him. ‘Then let’s go and get a drink, and you can tell me what you’re so angry about.’




CHAPTER 4

Angry? Who’s Angry?

‘You are,’ said Mr Mordadson, sipping a glass of iced persimmon juice at a table in one of the Silver Sanctum’s open-air cafeterias. ‘You have been for several weeks. I’ve noticed it in our training sessions. You come at me with this mean look in your eye, like you plan on doing some serious damage.’

‘Isn’t that a good thing?’ said Az, also drinking persimmon juice. ‘You’re always going on about the need for aggression.’

‘Directed aggression. Aggression with a specific goal. Whereas what I’m seeing is a kind of unfocused, all-purpose aggression, which you’re using your combat lessons as a convenient outlet for. Using me as a punchbag. Don’t get me wrong, Az, your skills are improving. Even without the benefit of wings you’re turning into a formidable fighter. But for all that, at present I don’t think your mind is completely on the job. I beat you pretty easily today.’

‘You cheated at the end. You flew.’

‘Merely using the tactical advantages to hand. Any winged opponent would do the same.’

‘But we had rules.’

‘You don’t think every opponent you come up against is going to abide by rules, do you? So come on. Are you going to tell me what the matter is?’

For a while Az said nothing. The sounds of the cafeteria filled the silence between him and Mr Mordadson: the chatter of Silver Sanctum residents and employees, the chink of cutlery and crystalware, now and then a flap of wings as somebody emphasised a conversational point or strongly disagreed with somebody else’s opinion.

Finally Az said, ‘It’s complicated.’

Mr Mordadson nodded. ‘It’s Cassie, isn’t it?’

Az failed to hide his surprise. ‘How . . .’

‘Not hard. When a male seventeen-year-old is in a funk about something and doesn’t want to talk about it, nine times out of ten the reason is girl trouble. Plus, I’m not stupid. I know how difficult it is for you and her. When was the last time you got together, the pair of you? A month ago?’

‘More than that. Six weeks, nearly.’

‘You went down or she came up?’

‘She came up.’

‘And the visit lasted how long? An hour?’

‘If that.’

Mr Mordadson spread out his hands, as if to say You see? ‘It was never going to be easy trying to conduct a meaningful, one-to-one relationship with a Groundling, Az. You must have realised that from the start. The obstacles that must be overcome. Not least, you having to acclimatise every time you go down to the ground and Cassie not being able to breathe properly every time she comes up here. In fact, all in all, it’s almost inconceivable that you and she have any kind of long-term prospects as a couple.’

‘Oh well, thanks for the encouragement.’

‘Just telling it like it is.’

‘I know, I know,’ Az sighed. ‘As a matter of fact, Michael said pretty much the same thing to me the other day. “Face it, Az, love’s wonderful and all that, but three kilometres of altitude is a heck of a big gap to bridge.”’

‘Your brother has a knack for a colourful turn of phrase.’

‘But . . .’

‘But?’

Az shifted his head and neck, as if there were an uncomfortable weight on his shoulders. ‘There’s more to it. Lately I’ve been feeling like Cassie’s pulling away from me. As if she’s not interested in seeing me. Little things. Like, it’s awkward when we chat. We don’t know what to say to each other. I try and crack a joke; she doesn’t laugh. I try and touch her; she  shies away. Last time I was down in Grimvale, I really got the impression she couldn’t wait for me to leave. I know she’s having problems with her dad, and her family’s finding it difficult to make ends meet. I know life isn’t a barrel of laughs for her right now. Even so . . .’

Briefly Az wondered why he was sharing such personal stuff with Mr Mordadson. They were friends, yes, but hardly close ones. More than anything they were master and pupil now, thanks to their weekly combat training sessions. That lent their relationship a certain level of formality. Was it right that he should be confiding in Mr Mordadson about his love life?

But then Mr Mordadson had asked, and had seemed sincere in his interest. And somehow, talking about it did feel good.

‘And then there’s Michael’s wedding.’

‘Ah yes. The day after tomorrow, if I’m not mistaken,’ said Mr Mordadson. ‘What about it? Not written your best-man speech yet, is that the problem?’

‘No, no. It’s the Grubdollars. They’ve been asked to come and I’m hoping they’ll be able to make it despite everything, you know, getting to the High Haven elevators, breathing apparatus, all the practical difficulties. Frankly I’ll be amazed if they do. But I’m hoping. The thing is, I don’t even know whether they’re coming or not. When I invited Cassie, last time she was up here, she just shrugged and said she’d mention it to her dad and brothers and maybe they’d be there, maybe they wouldn’t, it wasn’t for her to say. Enthusiasm? Not much. We saw a sunbow and all she seemed to want to talk about was that.’

‘Well, as you yourself said, the practical difficulties.’

‘Mr Mordadson?’ said a voice behind Az, a voice he knew well.

Mr Mordadson looked up. Az looked round.

It was Aurora Jukarsdaughter, Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s personal assistant and Michael’s fiancée.

Her expression could not have been any grimmer.




CHAPTER 5

A Summons

Aurora dipped her wings briefly to Az, an acknowledgement of his presence and also an indication that, under other circumstances, she would have greeted him more warmly.

Az, in turn, nodded to his soon-to-be sister-in-law.

‘I’ve been sent to fetch you,’ Aurora said to Mr Mordadson. ‘You’re to come to Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s office immediately.’

‘I assumed as much. Something serious?’

Aurora did not reply, which was tantamount to a yes.

‘Something to do with Redspire, I’ll be bound.’

Again, no response from the ever-professional Aurora.

Mr Mordadson rose. ‘Duty calls. Az? It’s been a pleasure, as always, putting a few bruises on you. Same time next week.’

Aurora spread her wings and took off without a backward glance. Mr Mordadson made to follow but, before doing so, leaned back and muttered a few quick words to Az out of the side of his mouth:

‘Or perhaps we shall get together sooner, if you can manage it.’

Watching Mr Mordadson soar to join Aurora in the air, Az’s initial thought was: Redspire? What’s going on at Redspire?


His next thought was: ‘Or perhaps we shall get together sooner?’ What did he mean by that?


He puzzled over Mr Mordadson’s parting comment. Was Mr Mordadson proposing that they have an extra training session, earlier in the week than usual? Was that it?

No, the way he’d said it, the intonation he had used, suggested more.

It implied a hint.

A challenge.

All at once Az recalled a conversation that had taken place not long after the events at Grimvale, when Mr Mordadson first said he was willing to school Az in hand-to-hand combat.

‘You’re asking yourself, “Why me?”’ said Mr Mordadson. ‘“Why is a high-ranking Silver Sanctum emissary offering to find time in his remarkably hectic schedule to teach a teenage kid everything he knows about self-defence and the fine art of duffing people up?”’


‘Something along those lines,’ said Az.

‘One reason: because you have no wings, and a person without wings is apt to get picked on.’

‘I’ve been all right so far. A few people have made snide comments but’ - Az shrugged - ‘so what? Just means they’re morons. That’s not to say I haven’t got into fights, but . . .’

‘Quite,’ said Mr Mordadson. ‘We all know about your quick temper. But there may come a time when you’ll need more than just a willingness to come out swinging. You may need some skill to back up the anger, to save yourself from real harm. Another reason: the way you handled yourself throughout this whole recent crisis, right from the start, impressed me. And I’m not, as you know, a man who’s easily impressed. You have guts and integrity, which are rarer qualities than you might think. You also have a spark in you, Az, a faint glimmer of something that I believe, with the right encouragement, could be fanned into quite a flame.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You’ll see. Besides, be honest, what other plans do you have for your life right now?’

‘Umm . . . I’m thinking of asking Captain Qadoschson if I can sign on with him as an airship pilot. You know, learn the ropes properly.’

‘Very laudable. But otherwise?’

‘There’s school.’

‘For a couple more years. And then?’

‘Dunno.’


‘Precisely. Az, I’m presenting you with the kind of opportunity the average man or woman in the street would pull out half their feathers for. Though I must admit to a selfish interest as well. I’d like to see if  I can adapt the combat techniques I know to suit someone who can’t fly. That should be a challenge.’



‘Well, as long you get something out of it,’ Az said.


Mr Mordadson flashed him a half-smile. ‘Promise me you’ll think about it.’

Az had promised he would, and had indeed thought about it, and had come to the conclusion that he had nothing to lose by learning a few combat moves, although he doubted he would ever need to use them. What had intrigued him about the offer was that it seemed to indicate that Mr Mordadson wasn’t going to stop at teaching him how to handle himself in a fight. There was more to it, as though the combat lessons were just a first step and, if they went well, lessons in other skills would follow.

What those other skills might be, Az was not sure. But his suspicion was that Mr Mordadson could be grooming him for a role as a Silver Sanctum emissary like himself. That, surely, was the opportunity he had referred to, the one that ‘the average man or woman in the street would pluck out half their feathers for’.

All of which led Az to believe that Mr Mordadson had issued him with an instruction just now - ‘if you can manage it’. Mr Mordadson was telling him to tag along. He was telling him to find a way to get to Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s office under his own steam and then surreptitiously listen in on their conversation.

Really?

Az shook his head. No, he was being crazy.

But why else would Mr Mordadson have phrased the remark so pointedly and said it under his breath so that Aurora wouldn’t hear? What other interpretation could there be?

Az stood up from the table, sat down, then stood up again, this time with finality. He squared his jaw, resolute.

Mr Mordadson wanted him to prove himself? He wanted him to show he had the nerve and the cunning to eavesdrop on a private conversation between two of the Silver Sanctum’s elite members?

OK then, he would. He’d make his way to Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s office immediately.

Only one small problem.

How?




CHAPTER 6

How

To get to Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s office, which lay halfway across the Silver Sanctum, Az would have to use a series of bridges and walkways, not to mention staircases. On foot, it was a lengthy, laborious journey, and by the time he reached his destination Mr Mordadson’s meeting with her ladyship would almost certainly be over.

And even if he did manage to get there in good time, he couldn’t eavesdrop on their conversation through the office door because the room was separated from the corridor by an antechamber, where Aurora worked. His only option was the balcony outside the office.

The office was near the summit of one of the Silver Sanctum’s tallest towers. The sides of the tower were smoothly metallic. Climbing was out of the question, obviously. As, for that matter, was begging a lift off somebody. Az could just imagine the reaction when he went up to some random person and asked to be flown up to the office balcony and then had to give his reasons. Why? Well, you see, I want to hang around outside and listen in as Lady Aanfielsdaughter briefs Mr Mordadson on some important affair of state, that’s why. Perhaps you wouldn’t mind hovering with me in your arms while I do it. That was simply not going to work.

However . . .

The Silver Sanctum was adorned with countless stained-glass windows. Some of them depicted renowned leaders from the past, others showed representations of notable historical events, while a few were simply abstract designs, gorgeous sprays and swirls of kaleidoscopic colour. Keeping the windows sparklingly  clean was a full-time job and required the services of a dedicated team of washers armed with cloths and buckets of soapy water.

It would have tired the washers out, hovering all day long while they scrubbed and polished the glass. So, to conserve energy, they worked sitting in slings suspended from helium-filled balloons.

Just now, a few of the window-washers were taking a tea break in the cafeteria. Their balloons were tethered nearby.

That was the answer. Both of Az’s problems were eliminated at a single stroke.

Having formulated a plan, Az moved quickly, before common sense could wag its finger at him. This was an insanely risky idea, he knew. But he was still on an adrenaline buzz from the combat session, and he found his own mood of recklessness rather pleasing. At the back of his mind, thoughts of Cassie simmered. In some obscure way he felt that this was how to show her that he didn’t care about things stood between them. Was he bothered by her growing coolness towards him? No. He was so little bothered by it that he was happy to attempt something as daft as stealing a window-washer’s balloon and riding it through the thoroughfares of the Silver Sanctum.

The balloons were lined up in a row, tied to the balustrade at the edge of the platform on which the cafeteria stood. They bumped against one another springily in the breeze.

Az stole a glance back at the window-washers. They were huddled around a table, heads down, engrossed in an anecdote which one of them was telling. Everybody else in the cafeteria was minding their own business. Nobody was looking his way.

Az slid himself over the balustrade and into the sling of the nearest balloon. It began to sink under his weight. He reached round and undid the line securing it. Then he pushed off from the platform. The balloon bobbed outwards, still descending until it settled into buoyancy. Az waited to hear a cry from above: Hey! My balloon! Where d’you think you’re going with that?  No cry came. A current of air snagged the balloon, moving it forward with some urgency.

He was on his way.




CHAPTER 7

The Consequences Of An Idea Not Thought Through Fully

For a minute or so Az felt only exhilaration. He didn’t think about the fact that he was hanging in midair with only a two-metre-diameter balloon keeping him there. The sheer drop below him didn’t trouble him. It was a hundred metres straight down to an anvil-shaped plaza, a further fifty metres to a small domed structure, then a walkway, and beneath that nothing but empty air all the way to the cloud cover. He scarcely noticed. He was too busy revelling in his own boldness, too busy congratulating himself on his success at making off with the balloon without getting caught. He grasped the ropes which joined the seat of the sling to the balloon and he floated away from the cafeteria, letting the breeze coast him thrillingly along.

It was a minute or so later when he had his first misgivings, his first inkling that he hadn’t thought this idea through as fully as he should.

For it was then that a sudden, strong air current came in and swept him off at right angles. It drove the balloon towards a tower, and there would have been a collision if the air current hadn’t died down as abruptly as it had arisen. Az glided past the tower with centimetres to spare. A pair of storks, nesting near the tower’s pinnacle, squawked and waggled their bills at him in protest.

Tingling all over, Az let out a laugh. That was a close shave! Except, the laugh did not sound very convincing, even to himself. And he found he was no longer grasping the sling ropes so much as gripping them.

It dawned on him that the balloon was all very well and fine as a method of transport, as long as you had a means of steering it. The window-washers used their wings for that purpose, employing them for propulsion and as rudders. In that respect Az was at a crucial disadvantage. Which left what?

His mind raced. He had visions of himself being buffeted around, helpless, till finally he was dashed against a building and killed. Either that or the winds blew him clear out of the Silver Sanctum and sent him gusting who-knows-how-far to who-knows-where.

Another sharp, fierce current of air seized the balloon and started twirling it around and around. The sling was flung outward by centrifugal force, and Az with it. He banged into the parapet of a jutting balcony, which hurt but had the benefit of halting the balloon’s dizzying spin. With his shin scraped and throbbing, Az rebounded away from the balcony, not happy at all now.

He had to end this journey. He’d been mad to embark on it in the first place. The whole thing was a mistake. He was beginning to wonder whether he had misunderstood Mr Mordadson’s remark after all, and even if he hadn’t, still, was it worth getting himself killed for?

The balloon was picking up speed. It was tugging him along behind it with wicked gusto, as if enjoying its passenger’s mounting sense of panic. Silver Sanctum towers whisked by on either side, faster and faster.

Think, Az!

Az thought.

He was suspended from a balloon. In the most basic sense there wasn’t much difference between that and being in the control gondola of Troop-Carrier Cerulean. Az ventured out with Captain Qadoschson and his crew regularly, once a month on average, each time discovering a little bit more about airshipcraft and aerial navigation. Cerulean was, all said and done, just a big balloon with propellers attached. He knew how to fly her. Surely, therefore, he might be able to fly this balloon.

A one-person airship. That was how he should regard it.

He hurtled past the spire of another tower, coming within a whisker of impaling himself on its pointed peak. He noticed he was gaining height. The air current that had a hold on him was an updraught. Possibly he would be borne all the way up into the stratosphere if he didn’t get a grip on the situation right now.

A one-person airship.


Here goes nothing, he thought.

He hauled down on the right-hand rope, hard. The balloon responded, dipping that way.

Yes!

He kept hauling down, gradually turning himself about.

Then he leaned back, straightening out his legs.

That worked too. All at once he wasn’t ascending nearly as fast. He had, in airship terms, gained control of his trim.

Now: he knifed his body sideways at an angle. The balloon veered accordingly.

A human rudder.

A few more manoeuvres, a little more trial and error, and Az had mastery of his vessel. He wasn’t beholden to the whim of the winds any more. He was in command.

He swooped. He sheared. He tacked into the breeze. He rose. He fell. With a yank on the balloon here, a repositioning of his body there, he was able to guide himself in whatever direction he wished.

Soon he was heading for Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s office. His course took him past a pair of Silver Sanctum residents flapping sedately along. He gave them a cheery wave. They did a classic double-take, looking at him first without interest, then with startled frowns. Az steered his balloon onward, grinning.

The tower loomed. There was a broad, semicircular balcony right outside Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s office. Az aimed for it. The office windows stood wide open. Gauzy curtains billowed outward. Inside, Az glimpsed the Silver Sanctum’s premier resident herself, along with Mr Mordadson. The balcony was below his feet. He slipped out of the sling, letting go of the ropes. He landed on the balcony softly on all fours. The balloon shot  upward, racing towards the heavens. How was he going to get down from here again? Az didn’t know, and it didn’t matter. What mattered was that he had made it to his destination.

He waited, breath held, to see if his arrival had been noticed.

Lady Aanfielsdaughter and Mr Mordadson kept talking, uninterrupted.

Az crept forward, closer to the windows.

The voices became clearer.

Crouching behind a huge stand of potted pampas grass, Az listened.




CHAPTER 8

Overheard

‘Piracy?’ said Mr Mordadson.

‘Well, how else would you describe it?’ said Lady Aanfielsdaughter.

‘I don’t deny that technically it’s the correct term, milady. But calling it piracy lends it a kind of glamour, when really it’s nothing better than common thievery. So this will be their third raid, am I correct?’

‘There have been three that we know of. It could be more. Accurate data from the ground is so hard to come by.’

‘Three is enough. In fact it’s three too many.’

‘I agree.’

‘And they’re terrorising Groundlings, too.’

‘That, to me, is the most serious aspect of the whole affair,’ Lady Aanfielsdaughter said. ‘Stealing is bad enough, but threatening lives - that’s beyond the pale. It’s a miracle no one’s been harmed yet. I imagine it’s only a question of time before someone is. All the more reason, Mr Mordadson, why the matter must be dealt with, and promptly.’

‘I agree, milady. I’ve been waiting for you to bring me in on this.’

‘What these people, these pirates, are doing flies in the face of everything we Airborn hold dear,’ her ladyship continued. ‘It makes a mockery of our beliefs and aspirations. And there’s the danger that it could undermine everything we’ve managed to achieve this past year - the Bilateral Covenant, formalising relations with the Groundlings, trading with them rather than merely receiving supplies from them. I won’t have that jeopardised! ’ She clapped the backs of her wings together. ‘I won’t.’

‘Of course you’ve communicated your concern to the officials at Redspire.’

‘Of course, in a strongly-worded letter.’

‘But no joy.’

‘They say they’re not aware of any wrongdoing.’

‘They say.’

‘Quite.’

‘And the pirates have an airship,’ Mr Mordadson said, musingly. ‘That’s a puzzle in itself. Where did they get hold of one? Where did they find her?’

‘Who knows? Does it matter? The main thing is, I want them stopped. Permanently.’

‘You want me to head down to Redspire and sort the situation out.’ This wasn’t a question - Mr Mordadson was confirming orders, spelling out in precise terms what was required of him.

‘I do.’

‘May I ask then, at what level of authorisation will I be allowed to operate?’

There was a pause while Lady Aanfielsdaughter deliberated. ‘What level do you feel you need?’

‘Somewhere like Redspire - the place has long been a thorn in our side, an embarrassment to the entire Airborn community. I’m not surprised that’s where these pirates hail from. If any sky-city was going to breed such criminals, it’d be Redspire.’

‘Implying?’

‘Implying, milady, that an example should be set. For everyone’s sake, our own and the Groundlings’, Redspire must be taught a lesson. A lesson it won’t forget and neither will anyone else. We have to demonstrate that we have zero tolerance for this type of behaviour. Otherwise . . .’

Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s voice was sombre. ‘I see where you’re going with this.’

‘Indeed. I’m asking to be given full discretion to act in whatever way I deem fit.’

‘Yes. All right. Very well.’

‘Up to and including extreme sanction.’

‘I doubt there’ll be any call for that.’

‘With the utmost respect, I beg to differ.’

‘Extreme sanction?’

‘Extreme.’

Another pause from Lady Aanfielsdaughter, a long one this time. ‘Well, if you feel it’s absolutely necessary.’

‘I do. So, whatever happens, whatever I do, you’ll back me to the hilt?’

‘Yes. Yes, I will.’

Mr Mordadson sounded satisfied. ‘Thank you, milady. That’s all I needed to hear.’




CHAPTER 9

Permission Not To Have To Ask Permission

Moments later Mr Mordadson strode out onto the balcony, leaving Lady Aanfielsdaughter at her desk. He stood for a while with his hands behind his back, folded beneath his wings. He looked as if he was contemplating the view. Brilliant blueness stretched to the horizon where it met the creamy curve of the cloud cover. The spires of the Silver Sanctum shone.

Az remained in his hiding place behind the potted pampas. Should he come out? Or should he stay put until Mr Mordadson was gone?

Before Az could decide either way, Mr Mordadson turned his head and fixed his gaze on the very spot where he was crouching. Az gave a start. Mr Mordadson put a finger to his lips and nodded in the direction of the office. Az nodded back, understanding. Mr Mordadson walked over to the pampas grass in a nonchalant manner. Then, in a single, smooth motion, he grabbed Az by the wrists and at the same time stepped off the balcony’s edge. Together they plunged in a steep dive, which Mr Mordadson converted into a glide ten metres down.

Once they were well out of Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s sight and earshot, he spoke.

‘So how much of that did you hear?’

‘From “piracy” onwards,’ Az replied.

‘Excellent. You got most of it, then. Now I won’t have to explain everything to you from scratch.’

‘So you really did want me to listen in? That was the plan?’

‘I thought I made that quite plain.’

‘Well, you did, I suppose. I just wasn’t sure why. Still aren’t.’

‘Partly, like I said, to save me the bother of having to repeat it all to you later. I’m lazy that way. Mainly, though, it was a test of initiative, to see if you could get to Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s office under your own steam. And you did, so congratulations on that. A window-washer’s balloon, right?’

‘You saw me.’

‘No. But the balloons were sitting there at the cafeteria. It seemed the obvious method. It’s what I’d have done in your position. The only drawback, as you found, was having to abandon the balloon once you reached the balcony. You couldn’t keep it. Something as big as that bobbing around outside would have given you away. So tell me, how were you proposing to get off the balcony afterwards? What would have happened if I hadn’t come out to get you?’

‘No idea.’

‘Thought so. You left yourself without an exit strategy. That’s bad. Never, ever, leave yourself without an exit strategy, Az. Always think one step beyond your immediate goal.’

Mr Mordadson canted his wings to the right. He dipped over slightly too far and adjusted with a grunt of effort. The extra weight he was carrying threw off his natural sense of balance.

Levelling out, he and Az swooped around the Hanging Garden, whose multi-tiered terraces spilled flowers like champagne frothing from goblets. There were so many blooms and they were so brightly coloured that it was almost painful to look at them. You had to squint to perceive their beauty.

‘If you wanted me to know what Lady Aanfielsdaughter was going to tell you,’ Az said, ‘then obviously you want me to be involved in some way. Unless all you’re after is my opinion on pirates.’

‘Which is?’

‘Pretty much the same as yours. Stealing is stealing, whatever name you give it. But pirates? Nowadays you only find them in history books and novels.’

‘This Redspire lot seem to have revived the tradition, with a  new twist. Instead of preying on other Airborn, they’ve elected Groundlings as their victims.’

‘But it’s more than my opinion you’re after, isn’t it?’ Az said, as he and Mr Mordadson darted between the twin turrets of Silver Sanctum’s public records office. The turrets’ cupola roofs were covered with hundreds of roosting parrots, which made them look no less brilliantly gaudy than the Hanging Garden.

‘Ever since a week ago, when I first got wind of what was happening at Redspire, I’ve had a feeling I might need your help. Now I’m certain of it.’

‘And that would be because the pirates have an airship.’

‘Full marks.’

‘You’re planning on going after them in Cerulean.’

‘It makes sense. No other kind of vehicle has the range or fuel capacity. To find and confront one airship, we need another.’

Several more questions were jostling at the forefront of Az’s mind, but one in particular begged to be asked:

‘What’s extreme sanction?’

Mr Mordadson flattened out his wings. They were approaching the landing apron at the city’s perimeter, where a gyro-cab waited to take Az back to High Haven.

‘What do you think it is?’ Mr Mordadson said.

‘Sounds to me like . . . like permission to do anything you wish. Permission not to have to ask permission.’

‘Hm. Nicely put. It also means I’m entitled to act without fear of reprisals or repercussions, especially legal ones. Remember Alan Steamarm?’

Az did. How could he ever forget? He remembered, all too clearly, watching Mr Mordadson hurl the Humanist leader down into the cloud cover and seeing and hearing the detonation of the dynamite to which Steamarm had strapped himself.

‘That,’ said Mr Mordadson, tight-lipped, ‘is a perfect example of extreme sanction.’




CHAPTER 10

A Place Of Refuge

The moment Az let himself in through the front door of his house, his mother pounced.

‘Azrael, good, you’re back,’ she said, bustling out from the kitchen. ‘Now, firstly, I’ve given your father instructions about picking up the buttonholes and bouquets first thing on the morning of the wedding. We both know how forgetful he is, so I want you to make sure he does it, which means you have to go with him. They’re at Celestial Florists on Sunbeam Boulevard, you know the place, next door to the wing jewellery shop. Also, I’ve been thinking about the music. Of course Michael and Aurora are insisting on having one of those four-piece close-harmony choirs rather than the traditional harp ensemble. That’s all right, they’re young, it’s their wedding - but isn’t a song like “Hearts Held Like Hands” just a bit too, well, contemporary? Too pop? What do you think? Oh, and the seating plan. I’ve been considering some revisions. Mainly I’m wondering if I should put the Grubdollars all together at one table or spread them out among the other guests. That way they could meet new people and our friends could get to know some Groundlings, which would be a good thing all round. That’s if the Grubdollars are coming. Are they? Have you heard anything yet?’

All of this poured out from her in one go. She scarcely paused for breath, and Az just stood there in the hallway, pinned to the spot. His mother had been like this for at least a month, fizzing-full of plans for the wedding. Now, with just two days left, her enthusiasm was shooting off in all directions like fireworks. From dawn till dusk she was making arrangements, fine-tuning  the arrangements she had made, and double-checking the arrangements she had fine-tuned. There was no stopping her. She was like a force of nature. Everything had to be perfect, everything had to go right on the big day, and all anyone else could do was going along with her demands and try not to get in the way.

‘Erm, yes, no, don’t know,’ Az said. An opportunity to speak had at last presented itself.

‘What’s that?’

‘Those are my answers to your questions, Mum. Yes, I’ll go with Dad to the florists. No, that song isn’t too contemporary. And as far as the Grubdollars go - I don’t know.’

‘Still?’

‘Still.’

His mother’s face fell. ‘Oh dear. I do hope they’ll let us know one way or the other soon. The elevator postal service isn’t very efficient yet, is it? Perhaps that’s the problem. They sent a letter but it hasn’t got here. Or perhaps Groundlings aren’t familiar with the social niceties, such as telling people whether you’re going to be at a function or not. Is that it? Their ways and ours are so different. Maybe they’ll just turn up anyway. I should probably go ahead and assume they will.’

‘Where’s Dad?’ Az asked, changing the subject.

His mother rolled her eyes. ‘Where do you think?’

In the basement, which Az’s father used as a workshop, calmness reigned. The rest of the house crackled with the manic energy Az’s mother was giving off, but none of that energy managed to penetrate down here. The tools which lined the walls and hung from the ceiling seemed to act like insulation. On any given day Az’s father was happy to secrete himself in the workshop for an hour or two. At present, however, the place had become more than a place for tinkering with gadgets and ideas for home improvements. It had become a refuge, somewhere he - and Az too, if he wanted - could go to escape the wedding-preparation storm above.

‘Lucky Michael,’ Az’s father said, ‘living all the way over on the other side of town. There’s the whole of High Haven  between him and your mother. Whereas you and I, lad, we’re right in the thick of things. She’s running us ragged, and we’re not even the ones getting married! Honestly, I don’t know how much more I can take. Ramona’s become this mad, organising machine. I swear, if she asks me again whether I’ve remembered to book a barber’s appointment for tomorrow . . .’
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