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To everyone who believed in me
when I couldn’t believe in myself.
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CHAPTER 1


The beams of two bright headlamps cut through the mist and shadows of that August afternoon and for once Zeina was glad for the smog. Had it not been so thick, she wouldn’t have had time to hide. Gasping through her respirator mask, she ducked behind one of the crumbling statues that surrounded the imposing building and watched as the automobile came to a halt.


‘Hurry up, Flora! There’s no time for your dawdling today!’


The shrill voice of Mrs Hogwood made Zeina wince. She watched a frazzled maid scramble from the car, her arms sagging under a tower of boxes.


Mrs Hogwood waited for her door to be opened by the navy-capped chauffeur, before carefully adjusting her respirator mask and stepping out empty-handed into the haze. She dusted a smudge of soot from her crisp white gloves and straightened a particularly ugly hat. As always, she wore an expression of disdain, her thin lips pinched and her beak-like nose raised in the air, as if there were a bad smell beneath it.


‘The smog is awful today,’ she snapped, as if it were somehow the chauffeur’s fault.


‘That it is, ma’am,’ coughed the old man behind his own mask.


She gestured angrily towards the two whirring fans secured above the entrance to Willoughby Towers.


‘I shall never get used to that infernal racket!’ Her piercing cry rose above the din. ‘What a mess! They completely ruin the facade!’


Zeina wasn’t sure exactly what a “facade” was but agreed that the deafening fans – each easily the size of an airship propeller – were quite unbearable. They must have been working at full capacity.


Every building in Ravenport had fans which worked day and night in an attempt to clear the streets of the thick pollution that covered the city. Despite this, it had been many years since anyone had been able to step outside without their respirator mask.


Willoughby Towers was certainly the grandest building in all of Ravenport. Zeina had seen drawings of when it was first built – fifty floors of gleaming golden stone with high, arched windows separated by ornately carved columns and surrounded on all sides by immaculate gardens. Even now, with its towering exterior blackened from ore fumes, cracked stone cherubs leering down through gap-toothed smiles, and lobby windows boarded shut against the noxious fumes, Zeina had to agree it was still pretty impressive. You couldn’t see all the way to the top anymore, of course; looking up from the street outside, most of the building was completely obscured by thick, grey clouds.


For the people living inside Willoughby Towers, and the hundreds of tower blocks just like it across the Eastern Continent, life was a tale of two halves. Belows lived in the cramped, gloomy apartments below the city smog-line. Belows couldn’t afford fine clothes or food or airship travel. Belows worked hard to survive. But for the other half, life was full of perks. Perks like the uniformed doorman who was now rushing to open the door for Mrs Hogwood. Unlike Zeina and other Belows, Aboves were permitted to use the grand entrance lobby and its golden electric lift. Aboves could afford the luxurious apartments, safely above the smog, on floors thirty and above. Aboves even had windows – ones they could actually open to breathe in the bright, clear air above the smog-line.


Zeina imagined Mrs Hogwood gazing out appreciatively from her window on floor forty-five, waving at the fine ladies and gentlemen of Ravenport travelling block to block in their airships. She also imagined how much Mrs Hogwood would enjoy thinking about all the Belows stuck in that eternal murky twilight beneath her.


Zeina breathed a sigh of relief when, after a torrent of barked orders and complaints, Mrs Hogwood finally bustled into the building. When Zeina was quite sure the awful woman was safely inside, she darted out from behind the stone leg of Sir Phineas Bartholomew (Innovator of the Upper Atmosphere Airship), only to collide with someone else.


CRASH, BANG, THUD. Each dropped what they were carrying and fell to the ground with a yelping, cursing clatter.


‘Why don’t you look where you’re going?’ Zeina yelled as she disentangled her limbs from the boy’s.


‘What? I … But you ran into me!’ he replied. The boy was covered in so much mud that Zeina didn’t immediately make out who it was. While he lay there dazed, she scrambled to pick up the array of objects that had fallen from her backpack – a rusted kitchen pan, a moth-eaten book, a selection of cogs and wires, a broken pocket watch and a number of smashed monocles.


The boy attempted to get to his feet, sinking back to the ground when he noticed the drops of red on the cobblestones. Beneath the blood from a deep gash on his eyebrow and the mud on his face, Zeina suddenly noticed the distinctive copper hair, fine features, flushed cheeks and large eyes, steel-blue. Her heart sank.


‘Ah! It’s you! And you’re bleeding!’ she exclaimed, rooting around in her pocket for a handkerchief and pressing it against his brow.


‘Who … Who are you?’


This made Zeina bristle. He had seen her just as many times as she had seen him and yet he had no idea who she was. This was just like Aboves; people like Zeina were merely part of the scenery – completely forgettable.


‘Who am I? NOBODY, that’s who!’ She knew she could get into trouble for talking to him this way. After all, he was technically her father’s employer.


‘Um, I’m Jackson. Jackson Willoughby.’ He held out his hand, which she ignored.


‘I know,’ she said, gesturing to the plaque above the steps where, in golden lettering, was carved ‘WILLOUGHBY TOWERS’.


‘I’m sorry. Have we … met before?’ he asked tentatively.


She laughed again. ‘Only about a hundred times.’


‘What? I’m sorry. Maybe I don’t recognise you because of all the, erm … slime.’


This enraged Zeina – it wasn’t her fault she’d fallen into the bog at the city dump. People like Jackson would never understand what it was like to have to go rummaging through the mountains of stuff Aboves threw away for the things you needed. Their cast-offs were her treasures. She swung her backpack on with a clank and removed her respirator mask, revealing a perfectly clean oval of nose, mouth, skin and freckles.


‘Oh, I see. First you don’t remember me and now you’re trying to say I’m dirty?’ She gave an exasperated snort. ‘You’re all the same. People like you never bother to remember people like me. Nope, you’re just not worth noticing unless you’re Queen La-de-da or Sir What’s-It the Third, an owner of a fleet of airships, decked out in the latest fancy clothes …’ She halted, noticing the state of Jackson’s own clothes. As well as being completely covered in mud, the cuff of his jacket was torn and there were two missing silver buttons, not to mention the blood now dripping down from his eyebrow on to his collar. Zeina gulped, falling silent. No doubt she would be blamed for this too. Maybe it was for the best that he didn’t recognise her.


Jackson scrambled to his feet.


‘I … erm … had a little accident … on my velocycle,’ he explained. He bent down to pick up his cycling machine where it lay in a twisted heap. It was covered in deep scratches down one side, the handlebars were scuffed and the front wheel was bent out of shape. ‘I came off trying to beat my speed record round the old athletics track. I’m getting ready for the try-outs for the Ravenport Racers. You a fan?’


Zeina rolled her eyes. Everyone in Ravenport – Aboves and Belows alike – supported the velocycle team. On match days, she and her father would take the packed cargo train right across the city, past the clanking, billowing factories, the scrapyards and the abandoned ore mines, right to the very edge of town where the Ravenport Racers’s stadium was. She assumed Jackson Willoughby travelled to matches in one of his many airships.


‘Yeah,’ she answered coolly. ‘I’ve got a signed poster of Franklyn Beaumont.’


‘Oh, really? He’s my favourite too,’ said Jackson brightly. ‘I’ve got one of him holding the Eastern Continent Cup, and last year’s Ravenport Racers team photo, and this really cool one to celebrate when he won Player of the Year three years running.’


Zeina scowled at him.


‘Don’t you lot have your own rooftop parks?’ she asked. ‘Why are you skulking around the abandoned athletics track? Surprised you could see a hand in front of your face down there!’


‘Well, I was trying to avoid my housekeeper, Mrs Hogwood. You see, she—’


‘Urgh, Hoggy.’ Zeina pretended to throw up in a nearby bush. ‘I was hoping for a ride home in your fancy lift but Hoggy ruined all that. Can’t risk it now she’s on the prowl.’


‘Can’t you just come in with me?’


Zeina stared at him, incredulous. Was Jackson making a cruel joke or was he just so ignorant that he didn’t get it? She decided on the latter. The lift attendant, Maxwell, would almost certainly lose his job if Mrs Hogwood caught her in the Above lift again. Now she was back, Zeina had no choice but to haul herself up all fifty floors in the rickety service lift, to the airship platform, right at the very top of Willoughby Towers.


‘Me? Go in there with you? Don’t be ridiculous,’ she sighed, picking up the twisted velocycle and handing it to Jackson. ‘S’pose you’ve got a servant or something that’ll fix this for you.’


‘Actually, I’ll fix it myself,’ said Jackson defensively.


Zeina raised one eyebrow. She doubted very much that that was true.


‘It is beautiful,’ she said, mesmerised, her hand outstretched towards the shining titanium frame. ‘I’d do anything for my own velocycle.’ She cursed herself – why had she said that out loud?


Zeina presumed Jackson had about ten velocycles; he could quite easily give her this one and probably wouldn’t even notice it was gone.


‘Well, you could have a go on this one, once it’s fixed. If you want?’ he added tentatively. ‘We could meet up one day on the athletics track?’


For a moment she was taken aback by this gesture. Her heart lifted, but only for a second. He was making fun of her again, she was sure of it. And even if he wasn’t, the thought of her and Jackson Willoughby velocycling together around the athletics track was quite one of the most ridiculous things she had ever heard.


‘Nah, I don’t think so, rich boy. I’ve got better things to do than mess about on some fancy velocycle. Some of us have work to do.’


And with that she turned away from Jackson’s confused, dirty face and ran – a clanking cloud of dust disappearing into the smog-filled gardens from which she had come.
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CHAPTER 2


Jackson waited, ear pressed up against the imposing door of carved mahogany. He had to time opening the door to the Willoughby apartment very carefully if he was going to reach his room safely and change out of his ruined clothes before Mrs Hogwood came looking for him.


His parents, as always, were holidaying somewhere in the Upper Atmosphere. He tried to remember where they were this time. Staying on that new sky whale hotel, the Blossomwell? No, touring the Northern Continent for the fourth time in their private airship, the Golden Eagle – that was it.


In the absence of his parents, Mrs Hogwood was ultimately responsible for him and took her duties very seriously indeed. He had been under strict instructions to stay in his room and study his copy of The Sky Whale: A Natural History while she completed her daily errands.


The clipped sound of her heels across the parquet floor faded. Now or never. He removed his muddy boots and opened the door, tiptoeing carefully inside before gently shutting it behind him. Boots in hand, he turned towards the West Wing, creeping warily down the corridor that led to his room. He could actually see his bedroom door when he heard a cough behind him.


‘What IN HEAVENS do you think you are doing?’


He turned, a shrill shriek filling his ears as Mrs Hogwood saw the full extent of his appearance.


‘WHAT IN THE WORLD?! Just LOOK at the STATE of you!’ Mrs Hogwood was standing in the trail of brown gloop that had dripped from his boots. Her face was purple, her hand clasping at her frilled collar. ‘You’ve been out on that INFERNAL CONTRAPTION again, haven’t you? HAVEN’T YOU?’ She didn’t wait for him to answer, striding over and grabbing his chin to look more closely at his eyebrow. ‘WHAT have you done to yourself?’ She let go of his chin roughly and flung both arms in the air with exasperation. ‘And with your party only a week away! The physician will have to be called. We can’t have your uncle seeing you looking like a COMMON THUG!’


‘Oh, Mrs Hogwood, you know I really don’t need a party.’ Jackson had said this on numerous occasions over the past few months. He hated his annual birthday bash and this year would be even worse because it was his twelfth – his last one in Ravenport before starting his apprenticeship with his uncle on the Willoughbys’ sky whale hotel.


Aboves were flying in from all over the four continents for his birthday party, and his Uncle Hamilton and awful cousin Herbert were coming down; that’s why Hogwood was in even more of a flap than usual.


‘Don’t be ridiculous. You must have a party! I can’t imagine why you wouldn’t want one, ungrateful boy!’


Jackson sighed, knowing full well there was no point in arguing.


‘Now, go change out of those clothes at once. Your tutor has told me that you have an ENORMOUS amount of studying to do for you to have ANY chance of passing your exams. It won’t be long before the responsibility of running that whale hotel falls to you, Master Jackson. And one day you’ll be head of the WHOLE family! You MUST take your studies more seriously.’


‘Yes, Mrs Hogwood,’ Jackson replied, eyes down, teeth clenched for fear he would say something else entirely. He tucked the twisted velocycle behind his back.


She stalked off in a bustle of skirts, barking for Flora. ‘Come and clean up this disgraceful mess RIGHT AWAY!’


His room was the only place Jackson felt truly at home. He walked past his desk – textbook still open at the same page it had been that morning – and straight to his wardrobe. Throwing it open, he pushed the layers of rich, heavy garments to one side, revealing his collection of velocycles and tools. He selected what he needed and got to work. The damage wasn’t so bad, but he was annoyed to find the fifth gear cog was missing. That was something he’d have to bribe the lift attendant to get for him, and it could take a couple of days. This particular velocycle, by far his fastest, was the one he needed to train on. He flung down his tools, the double-page spread of a sky whale’s digestive system winking at him from his desk.


Jackson had no interest in his studies. He didn’t want to take over the family business and he didn’t care about airship fleets or sky whale hotels. Jackson’s father and the head of the Willoughby family, Edwin Willoughby, had entrusted his younger brother, Hamilton, with the running of the whale until Jackson was old enough to take over. But the thought of even visiting the Willoughby Whale, soaring up there so high in the Upper Atmosphere, made Jackson feel queasy. He’d prefer to keep both his feet firmly on the ground, thank you very much!


The only thing he was interested in was velocycles – racing velocycles, fixing velocycles, reading about velocycles, watching the Ravenport Racers racing velocycles, and dreaming about becoming a velocycle champion. He sneaked off to practise any time he could – and he was quick too. His race times were just as good as Franklyn Beaumont’s had been at his age. The Racers try-outs were only two weeks away and those with the fastest times would be invited to join the team! The first step was to actually pass the time trials and get into their training camp. Once he had signed the team contract, he hoped there would be little his parents could do about it.


His favourite photo of the Ravenport Racers was pinned above his desk. It was taken the day they won the Championship, arms wrapped around each other’s necks, beaming smiles, and Franklyn Beaumont at the centre of it all – head-ruffled, back-slapped, surrounded by love and respect.


This was what Jackson wanted more than anything and no one – not even Mrs Hogwood – was going to get in his way.
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CHAPTER 3


At the end of every day, workers from Ravenport’s shops, factories and scrapyards crammed themselves into the creaking service lift and today was no exception. Zeina squashed herself into a corner, desperately attempting to avoid the sweaty armpit of a large overalled woman. As the steel box clanked up the first few floors, Zeina watched the grey streets with their ant-like people and toy-like automobiles disappear into the thickening smog.


The people inside shared the exhausting job of turning the crank. It got easier floor by floor, as the factory workers, bank clerks, shop workers, maids and cooks disembarked.


An apprentice lawkeeper got out on floor twenty-one, followed by two airship stewards on floor twenty-five, leaving Zeina to take on the back-breaking work of raising the lift all alone.


As the lift approached floor twenty-eight, the little bulb above the door started to buzz and glow. When the lift stopped, Zeina was relieved to see Shrapnel in his work overalls and goggles, grinning at her through the shutters.


‘’Ello, Zee! Move over then.’ He screeched open the shutters and took over the lift handle. Zeina gratefully sank on to the bench, rubbing her throbbing arms. Shrapnel turned twelve last year, meaning he had already started his apprenticeship to become an engine-room worker. As his father had done before him, he spent long hours hauling and shovelling ore into the furnaces that powered the airships of the Willoughby fleet. In the last year, his shoulders had grown broad and he made light work of raising the lift despite his short stature.


‘All the way to the top, is it, m’lady?’ he said, eyes twinkling as he tipped an imaginary cap.


Zeina, still panting too hard to talk, stuck out her tongue. Instead of living on one of these floors, Zeina’s father, an engineer for the Willoughby family, had chosen to bring up his daughter in the tiny rooms adjoining his workshop on the airship platform. Despite the cramped conditions and the noise from hovering airships, not to mention the long, tiring journey in the service lift, Zeina wouldn’t have chosen to live anywhere else. She could watch airships land and take off and listen to the aviators tell tales of their adventures in the Upper Atmosphere. She could ask junior air staff endless questions about sky whales. From her bedroom’s tiny porthole window, she could look up into the clear sky above, sometimes even spotting the shadow of a sky whale sailing high above her in the Upper Atmosphere. She could sit on her bed and watch and dream of what it would be like to see one in real life.


‘Well then?’ she asked Shrapnel, as soon as she had recovered. ‘Has she arrived?’


‘Who?’ Shrapnel replied innocently.


‘Shrapnel!’


‘Oh … you mean a certain famous explorer of the four continents?’


‘The greatest of all time!’


‘An airship captain, style icon, pioneer of the Western Continent, discoverer of the Northern Ice Caves and, most importantly, personal hero of yours?’ His eyes twinkled with mischief.


‘Shrapnel!’


He laughed as she squared up to him. ‘Yes, she’s arrived. The legendary Miss Steele was spotted by yours truly boarding the Willoughby Whale yesterday evening. The Raven’s been docked there a couple of days, by all accounts. When I saw her, she was done up all glamorous-looking. Off to a party or something, I’d imagine.’


Zeina was both impressed and horribly jealous – she would do anything to see Vivianne Steele in real life.


‘Maybe she’ll come down for that big party the Willoughbys are having,’ she said hopefully.


‘Come down here? I wouldn’t think so!’ Shrapnel scoffed. ‘She’s only ever on this continent for a week or so before she goes off again. She’s not going to waste any time in stinking Ravenport.’


‘No, s’pose not.’ Zeina tried to sound like she didn’t care half as much as she did.


‘Hey, there has been another raid though.’ Shrapnel’s eyebrows raised with excitement.


‘Really?!’


‘Yep. Last week. On the Bellafleur Whale – Smog Rats came out of nowhere! Their ship was completely silent and ridiculously fast. It was the same as last time; no one heard a thing. They stole everything – money, jewellery, gold – and then the whale bolted! The stewards only just managed to get everyone off and on to life-ships in time! Everyone up there is all worked up about it; there’s lawkeepers all over the place.’


Zeina shuddered. The thought of lawkeepers made her feel just as uneasy as the pirates did. Lawkeepers were supposed to protect everyone, Aboves and Belows alike, but it often seemed that only ever the latter were arrested.


‘The passengers must have been terrified.’


Shrapnel laughed. ‘Terrified of giving up their jewels, maybe!’


‘What about whoever designed the Smog Rat airship? Are the lawkeepers any closer to catching them?’


‘Nah! They won’t find them – could be anywhere on the four continents!’


‘Your job is so exciting, Shrap,’ said Zeina wistfully. ‘Airships, sky whales, the Upper Atmosphere – that’s what I want! Not to be stuck down here all the time. Dad won’t even consider it though.’


‘There’s only so far shovelling ore can get you, Zee. I spend most of my time in a sweaty engine room. You’ll make a great apprentice engineer and then you can get a job on an airship a few years down the line.’


Zeina wasn’t sure she could wait years.


By now they had reached the airship platform. The shutters opened and in drifted the cool early-evening air along with the familiar smell of fuel. Zeina’s father was deep in conversation with an aviator next to the rear propeller of an airship. He towered over the man, as he did most people. His shaggy hair was topped with an array of goggles and magnifiers, and his long leather apron, filled with tools and airship parts, hung almost to the floor. His fingers pulled absent-mindedly at his bristly beard, as they always did when he was thinking hard about something.


‘Zeina!’ he said, clasping her in a hug the moment he saw her. She breathed the scent of leather and airship grease and instantly felt at home. ‘Where have you been?’ he demanded sternly, giving her bulging backpack a prod. ‘The platform’s been crazy and you were supposed to be helping me out with all the comings and goings for this party.’


‘I’m sorry, Dad.’ Zeina gulped guiltily. ‘I just lost track of time.’


For most of the year, Zeina attended Ravenport Industrial School for Belows, a rusted warehouse on the outskirts of town. There they learned ‘basic skills’, which included reading instructions, machine maintenance and airship stewardship, for ten hours a day, six days a week, eleven months of the year. Every August, however, when the smog was too toxic to attend school, Below children were free to do as they pleased for once, and, as always, Zeina was desperate to make the most of it.


‘There’ll be no swanning off on treasure hunts once your apprenticeship starts in a few months,’ her father added, frowning. There had been a lot of this talk lately, “Once you turn twelve” THIS and “When you start your apprenticeship” THAT. Zeina had at one time been looking forward to starting work with her dad, maintaining the Willoughby airships – she couldn’t wait to leave that stuffy school – but as it grew closer, the idea was becoming just as stifling.


‘Aren’t you going to be late for work, Shrap?’ her father grumbled, seeing Shrapnel loitering behind the propeller and gossiping with one of the stewards. ‘Off with you to the engine room before I report you!’


‘Yes, sir! See ya, Zee!’ He grabbed Zeina in a hug and saluted her dad before running off to join the air team for departure.


‘I have a surprise. Something arrived for you this afternoon, although I’m not sure whether you deserve it now.’ Her dad winked.


Zeina was ecstatic. She rarely got gifts and she never had anything delivered to her personally. Secretly, she hoped it might be something from the Vivianne Steele Fan Club. She had seen an advert in the paper a few weeks ago and had written to them explaining why, despite not having the money for the membership fee, she still deserved the welcome badge, poster and signed autograph of Miss Steele.


‘Oh, please, Dad! I really am sorry. I promise that tomorrow I’ll help you all day.’


Her father pulled out a golden envelope from the pocket of his apron. Zeina turned it over in her hands. The back was sealed with a shining W in melted wax and on the front, in silver swirling letters, was written ‘Miss Zeina Starborn’.


‘Oh!’ Zeina couldn’t help but show her disappointment – it didn’t look like it was from the fan club. ‘What is it?’


‘Why don’t you open it and see? I’ve already opened mine.’


Carefully, Zeina broke the wax and unfolded an invitation in matching silver and gold script.
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Written underneath in neat black pen was this addition:




Every year the Willoughbys thank their loyal employees by entering their children in a draw to attend the Grand Birthday Bazaar.


We are pleased to report that you have been selected!


Please arrive promptly and dress appropriately or admission may be denied.





‘Are we going?’ Zeina was incredulous. The party was on her last Saturday of freedom.


‘Of course,’ said her dad. ‘We would offend the Willoughbys if we didn’t and, anyway, I thought you’d want to go.’


‘Why? Jackson Willoughby doesn’t even know who we are.’


‘Of course he does! We’ve been repairing his family’s airships since he was born. He’s a nice boy, Zeina – a bit shy but always polite.’ He looked around carefully and lowered his voice. ‘Some exceptions have to be made for the fact that his parents have essentially abandoned him to that awful housekeeper.’


Zeina thought about telling her dad about bumping into Jackson but decided against it. She feared her father, who had worked all his life for the Above family, would be disappointed to find out that it was likely none of the Willoughbys even knew his name.


‘There will be mountains of food, I’d imagine,’ her dad continued. ‘Cakes, pies, pastries – and you wouldn’t have to wear a dress or anything. Thought you might enjoy making a costume? There’s the annual birthday surprise too. Last year it was a real striped horse from the Southern Continent and the year before, a demonstration by a velocycle team.’


Zeina did love making things out of scrap and had already thought of Vivianne Steele for a potential outfit. She had collected some old cracked monocles today that would be perfect for turning into the explorer’s famous monocular spyglass. Her mouth was beginning to water at the thought of all that food too.


‘OK,’ Zeina said. ‘Maybe it wouldn’t be all bad.’


‘There’s my Zeina.’ Her dad sighed with relief. ‘Now, down to your room. You better unpack today’s finds and then wash up for dinner. I’m not sitting across from you covered in slime again.’


Thinking she’d got off lightly, Zeina did not have to be asked twice. She flew through the hatch that led to her dad’s workshop and then down the stairs to their rooms. A curtain was all that separated her nook of a bedroom from their kitchen. Most of the space was taken up by Zeina’s bed, but there was a tiny desk on one side, which held a framed photograph of her with her parents. Her dad’s arms were wrapped around her mum, who was laughing as a gummy baby Zeina bounced on her knee. Her mum had died when she was small and this, her only photograph of them all together, was Zeina’s most treasured possession.


One corner of her bedroom was decorated with photographs of the Ravenport Racers and pictures of sky whales, some hand-drawn and others torn out of scavenged books. There was also a whole wall dedicated to posters and photographs of Vivianne Steele. Her favourite was one of Miss Steele stepping down from her legendary airship, the Raven, on to the back of a sky whale, while the first structures of a hotel were being built around her. Vivianne was wearing her furs, smiling into the camera, leaning down to clink glasses with the new owner, while an enormous sign displaying ‘WELCOME TO THE SAPPHIRE-REGENCY’ was being hung from a girder behind them.


Zeina had painted the rest of her bedroom walls to show the four continents. At the head of her bed was the East, where she had painted Ravenport with a giant Willoughby Towers at its centre and carefully labelled each of the five atmospheric layers – something all would-be explorers should know by heart.


On the ground was Street Level, with its factories and warehouses, followed by the grey clouds of the Smog Layer. Zeina had added to this layer repeatedly over the years, as the pollution in her city got worse. Her annotation showing the smog-line had been painted over and moved up many times. Above this was the light-blue Lower Atmosphere, illustrated with smiling Aboves zooming between towers in small airships. Tiny figures of her and her dad had been added to the top of Willoughby Towers, waving off a large Upper Atmosphere airship as it ascended through the white puffs of the Cloud Layer. The dark-blue Upper Atmosphere extended up on to her ceiling and was covered with Zeina’s imaginings of what it might be like up there – magnificent sky whale hotels, airships of every variety. A group of wild sky whales soared above her pillow.


On the opposite wall were paintings of the other three continents. The Northern Continent, white with snow, had Ice Bears and caves piled with treasures. The sandy Southern Continent was covered with pictures of exotic animals. The Western Continent showed its tall mountains and trees. Zeina had tried to draw a picture of a Kotarth, the cat-like people who lived in the wild, dense forests. She had no idea how accurate it was, for she had never seen one in real life.


Zeina dug around in her bag, placing each of her finds on her desk. At the very bottom of her backpack she found a golden cog, far too shiny to be one she found at the dump. It must have fallen off Jackson’s velocycle when they crashed into one another. She toyed with the idea of getting it back to him.


He probably won’t even miss it, she thought. I bet he’s got a whole roomful at home.


Incidentally, it was the perfect size – just what she was looking for to finish off her project.


In a box beneath her bed, covered in a sheet, lay her masterpiece. She ran her fingers over it lovingly, feeling the cool, hard metal. She unfolded the golden tube, hinged in the middle. At one end were two wooden airship propellers and the gears and pedals from a velocycle. It was to these she secured the golden cog and began to turn. The pedals now glided smoothly, just as she had anticipated. Finally, she pulled and folded the last of the parts and as everything clicked into place, she beamed. It was definitely going to work!


If she didn’t feel guilty for the stolen cog, she certainly did for the very last part she attached. It was one she had found hidden right at the back of her dad’s desk drawer. Recently, her dad had been working harder and later than ever. She’d guessed the Willoughbys had him working on a new airship model – something that they didn’t want the other Above families to know about. And when she found the plans and this part, she knew she was right.


It looked a little bit like a gas-lamp canister with a propeller attached to one side. She bolted it under the saddle and hopped on. Holding the handles and turning one of the gears, she started to pedal. To her immense joy, it jumped a little into the air, hovering a few centimetres off the ground. After a silent screech of victory, she tentatively angled the handlebars upwards and pedalled steadily. WHOOSH! Up it lurched, with such speed that she walloped her head on the ceiling and fell to the floor with an almighty clatter.


‘Zeina? What was that? Are you OK?’ Her father’s voice drifted in through her window.


‘Yes, I’m fine, Dad. Don’t come in! I just … fell over. I’m getting changed. I’ll be out in a minute!’


Despite the large, egg-shaped bump developing on her forehead, Zeina grinned – her “aerocycle” worked!
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