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THE SMOG SCOOP

Know the truth, trust the revolution
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INGENIOUS SMOG RATS EVADE CAPTURE AGAIN!

Last night yet another sky whale was saved by the brave Smog Rats, increasing their total to twenty-five rescued whales in the six months since the legendary liberation of the Willoughby Whale – the world’s oldest sky whale hotel. The actions of the ever more desperate lawkeepers are simply no match for the Smog Rats’ superior new technology. Guards of the Starlight View Spa Hotel were ambushed by a number of small, lightning-fast and completely silent airships.

‘It was amazing!’ one steward, who wished to remain anonymous, told our secret reporter. ‘One second all was quiet and then suddenly there were Smog Rats everywhere! An alarm sounded telling us to get into the life ships as quickly as possible. Lawkeepers rushed to help those guarding the STANS room but it was too late – the Smog Rats had already freed the whale from the machine’s control.’

Thankfully, there were no fatalities, despite a number of witnesses reporting lawkeepers firing blindly into the evacuating crowds in an attempt to injure Smog Rats. Crucially, the whale also escaped unharmed and is now free and safe. In recent weeks, a number of whale rescue missions have been complicated by the whale’s Above ‘owners’ choosing to attack and injure the creature with harpoons, rather than let it go free.

Belows working in cities across the continent and on airships throughout the Upper Atmosphere are beginning to hope the Smog Rats’ success marks a permanent change for good in our society. Recruits to the Smog Rats’ noble cause increase every month.

Unfortunately, arrests of Belows by lawkeepers are also on the rise. Driven by fear, and the need for more workers in the mining grounds to replace those liberated by the advancing Kotarth forces in the west, lawkeepers are rounding up Belows in droves, whether or not they are suspected of having Smog Rat links. This publication’s message to you is to STAY STRONG. The change is coming. May we all have the courage to do what we know is right.

Pseudonym
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CHAPTER 1

Abrisk breeze blew a dark tendril of curls across Zeina’s face as the Pine Hawk ducked beneath the clouds. She tucked it behind her ear, leaning over the airship’s railings to examine the landscape below.

In the six months since her and Jackson’s adventure with Vivianne Steele, nature had been busy reclaiming the Western Mining Grounds as their own. Vines snaked around the steel struts of abandoned shaft towers, where new shoots, green and bright, broke through blackened-brick chimneys. The long arms of rusted excavators grasped uselessly into the sky and the first nesting birds of the year flew past metal teeth, blissfully unaware that they were making their homes in the jaws of an old ore-crusher.

A few miles back, the Pine Hawk had flown high above where the battle still raged between the Kotarth army and lawkeeper forces. Hidden in the smog, Zeina shuddered as the sounds of explosions and pistol fire reached them from the front line below. She was glad that – for now, at least – her dear friend Katu, a Kotarth prince, was too busy working with the Smog Rats to join his brethren. As the Kotarth fought to reclaim their lost lands and the lawkeepers strove to keep control of the ore mines, heavy losses occurred on both sides.

Zeina raised her spyglass, scanning the horizon for any sight of the Smog Rats’ airship, the Nightjar – her home. At last she spotted it moored atop an abandoned mine, its two magnificent wings raised and folded like a sleeping dragon.

‘Ninety degrees towards the starboard bow,’ she called to her dad, who was standing at the controls in the cockpit.

‘Right you are. Hold on!’ he smiled back. Zeina’s stomach lurched as the Pine Hawk dodged and swerved; despite all his practice, her dad was still a much better innovator than he was a pilot.

The Pine Hawk was just one of the four short-range airships they had built from salvaged scrap. Instead of wings, Zeina’s dad had designed them to fly using a central rotor. Their three fan-shaped blades sliced through the air, producing only the faintest hum. All the short-range airships – Pine Hawk, Gold Swift, Oak Hook and Owlet – were lightning-fast and small enough to dock on the deck of the Nightjar itself.

Zeina’s heart fluttered as they weaved closer. She had been away far too long and missed her crew-mates terribly.

Zeina and her dad had been sent to a secret location to build a sister ship for the Nightjar. It had taken them a few weeks, but now the Osprey was nearly finished. One more trip back and it would be ready for its maiden voyage to the Southern Continent.

The old Zeina would never, in her wildest dreams, have imagined this life for herself. And yet every time Zeina thought about the Osprey, her heart filled with dread. For once it was complete, the crew of the Nightjar – her family – would be split in two.

Half would head south on the new airship, hunting down the sky whale hotels that toured during the summer, and the other half would stay behind to continue their work on the western and northern tourist routes. Captain Parr had not yet decided who would go where.

Zeina couldn’t bear the thought of spending the long summer months apart from any of her friends. Even now, she fretted every time Shrapnel or Katu went away on a spying mission, and during the short weeks she had spent separated from the crew, terrible imaginings had haunted her.

Had the crew’s location been discovered? Had they been caught up in the battle for the mining grounds? Was everyone still alive and safe?

The very real dangers she had faced last year during her adventure with Steele had left a scar on Zeina’s soul.

What she worried most about was being separated from Jackson. He had been acting strangely before they left – moody and irritable – the reality of what his Uncle Hamilton had done to them finally dawning on him, Zeina supposed. She and Jackson had been through a lot and, more than anything, they needed each other.

Finally, the deck of the Nightjar was directly beneath them. A welcome party craned their heads skywards and waved. Beard grinned at them from the crow’s nest, his hand signals guiding them down safely and, although Zeina was pleased to see him, her stomach clenched; Katu would usually be on duty in the crow’s nest – he must not be home.

The crew assembled on the deck, standing well back as the Pine Hawk swerved and bumped itself into the docking station.

‘Your landings are getting much better, Asher!’ Captain Parr called up to the cockpit, smiling beneath the brim of her tricorn hat.

‘Thank you, Captain,’ her dad called back.

It was only once the landing skids had safely made contact with the deck and the rotor blades had stopped completely that Jackson and Sparks raced forward to meet them.

Sparks got to them first, and Zeina spotted that she was wearing her hair in two braids that she curled into buns, a hairstyle Zeina had shown her how to do before she’d left. Still, little could be done with the halo of shorter white spikes around her forehead that still stood on end, giving her the appearance that she had just been electrocuted. Her large eyes sparkled and she did not need to say a word for Zeina to know exactly what she was saying.

‘I’ve missed you too, Sparks,’ Zeina said softly, as the two skinny arms locked themselves around Zeina’s middle.

Jackson held back in his usual awkward way, cheeks flushed and a mop of auburn hair covering his eyes. Zeina waved him over and embraced him tightly.

‘I suppose I’ve missed you too, Jackson,’ she joked, and when his steel-blue eyes finally met hers, she could tell that the feeling was mutual.

Zeina’s dad had descended from the cockpit and was already deep in conversation with Captain Parr. They spoke in low voices, her dad peering darkly over his spectacles. The silver fingers of Parr’s mechanical hand stroked her chin thoughtfully and when her one eye, as dark as midnight, caught Zeina watching, she smiled.

‘Shrapnel and Katu should be back from their mission tomorrow and then we can celebrate us all being back together with a little party, I think. For now, let’s help Asher and Zeina get settled. Sparks, you take these supplies over to Jamie. Jackson, help Zeina take these boxes down to her workshop, while I catch up with Asher.’

The metallic smell of grease and iron greeted Zeina like a warm hug as she flung open the door to her workshop.

‘It’s so good to be back,’ she said, stroking the rough wood of her workbench and touching each of her tools, as if she were trying to soak everything in.

‘Humph.’ Jackson heaved the last of the luggage and boxes through the door and collapsed into a chair. ‘What’s this one?’ he asked, regarding a black leather case with some curiosity.

‘Oh,’ sighed Zeina glumly. ‘That’s the prototype Dad has asked me to work on while he finishes off the Osprey.’ She opened the case’s small silver clasp, giving Jackson a glimpse of a tangle of wires attached to a bulb and a lens. ‘It’s solar tech – a way to change energy from the sun into power for our airships.’

‘That sounds amazing.’ Jackson’s eyes lit up with excitement.

‘It would be if it worked,’ Zeina sulked, snapping the case shut. ‘Dad wants it finished before the Osprey sets off, but . . . I haven’t got very far.’

Zeina found she just couldn’t summon the concentration to finish the solar tech. She felt honoured her dad had trusted her with such an important task; however, every time she tried to work on it, her mind was filled with visions of the Osprey setting off to the sunny Southern Continent, taking her and her friends far away from each other. The truth was she was dragging her feet, and worse still she had been lying to her dad; he believed that she was on the very brink of success.

‘So what’s the Osprey like?’ Jackson asked. ‘Is it finished?’ 

‘Nearly . . .’ Zeina hesitated. ‘It’s the same design as the Nightjar, just slightly bigger.’ She chewed her bottom lip. ‘The cabins and the cockpit are finished. We still need to source a little more scrap metal for the wings and Dad is finishing off the short-range airships for the deck. What have I missed here, on the Nightjar ?’

Jackson rolled his eyes. ‘Nothing! Not one whale raid since the Starlight View. Just Parr bossing everyone around as usual.’

‘Jackson!’ Zeina laughed. ‘She is the captain – that’s her job!’

Jackson scoffed. Zeina appreciated how frustrated he felt. Since learning about his family’s role in the cruel STAN systems that controlled the sky whale hotels, he had been focused entirely on getting rid of every single one. It was what Captain Parr wanted too, but over the last few months they had butted heads often on the speed at which the Smog Rats should be working.

‘Parr is your guardian now, Jackson,’ Zeina continued gently. ‘She only wants the best for you and Sparks. You know that really. It’s normal to argue sometimes – just look at me and Dad!’

Jackson’s reply was nothing but a grumble.

‘Here,’ she said brightly. ‘I’ve brought you back a gift from the Osprey.’

From a box of tools and scrap metal she fumbled until she reached a stack of neatly folded newspapers tied up with string. ‘I’ve been collecting these for you while I’ve been away, asking anyone who came to drop off supplies. But if Parr catches you, remember, you didn’t get them from me.’

She handed him the little pile of newspapers – three copies of Eastern News Daily, four copies of the Ravenport Herald and no less than five of the new Below newspaper, the Smog Scoop, written by the mysterious Pseudonym. Parr disapproved of newspapers. The awful lies printed in the Above papers about the Smog Rats enraged her and yet she found the truths printed in the Smog Scoop even more alarming. The captain worried that Pseudonym, whoever they were, gave far too much away. Belows wouldn’t be the only ones reading the Scoop; lawkeepers would be carefully scouring the text for any clues as to the Smog Rats’ whereabouts.

Jackson untied the string, flicking through the papers greedily. ‘Aw, thanks, Zeina!’

‘Well, I could have brought you back anything from the black market – chocolate, sweets, velocycle parts. But I knew what my good friend Jackson would want most in the world is newspapers!’ Her nose wrinkled with amusement. She leaned over his shoulder, reading some of the more ridiculous headlines from the Above newspapers out loud.

INHALING ORE FUMES INCREASES INTELLIGENCE

KOTARTH SOLDIERS EAT PRISONERS

REVEALED: SMOG RATS’ PLAN TO STEAL YOUR CHILDREN!

She laughed. ‘I’m still not sure why you bother with them. It’s all a load of rubbish, except for the Smog Scoop, and we don’t need to read a paper to find out about the latest whale raids.’

Jackson’s eyes scanned the latest issue of the Smog Scoop, which outlined the attack on the Starlight View. ‘But we don’t actually get to see any of the action now, do we? Not any more,’ he huffed. ‘Not since your dad designed those short-range airships.’

Jackson was right. In the months since the triumphant raid of the Willoughby Whale, the invention of the smaller airships had caused a seismic shift in the roles he, Sparks and Zeina played during whale raids. Long gone were the days when the Nightjar itself would board the sky whale hotel and everyone would scramble across ladders, overpower lawkeepers, free the whale from its STAN system and then scramble back before the whale bolted.

Now a smaller team of Smog Rats could use these airships to sneak aboard key locations. It was quicker and far less risky; however, someone had to stay behind on the Nightjar, hiding in the smog nearby. And, being the youngest members of the crew, it was usually Zeina, Jackson and Sparks left behind. Instead of being part of the action, they made repairs, catalogued supplies, watched the radio and waited.

Zeina hated it, waiting and imagining the dangers their friends could be facing, but she knew in many ways it was worse for Jackson. She, at least, had her inventions to keep her busy. But Jackson sat and seethed. His Uncle Hamilton was still out there aboard a sky whale somewhere – still profiting from his family’s cruel technology, still free to enjoy those profits, even after killing Jackson’s parents and plotting with Steele to get rid of Jackson.

Something in an issue of the Ravenport Herald had caught Jackson’s eye. Zeina followed his gaze. Underneath a large article about perfect spring escapes in the Southern Continent was a smaller headline.

HAMILTON WILLOUGHBY WOWS AT FASHION AWARDS

Next to it was a picture of Hamilton smiling in a particularly ugly hat. Jackson’s jaw clenched, his hands shaking as he tore out the article as neatly as he could. Zeina could tell it was taking all his strength not to rip right through his uncle’s neck.

‘Oh, Jackson. Why torture yourself?’ Zeina asked. Perhaps she shouldn’t have given him the newspapers after all.

She watched as he retrieved an envelope from the inside pocket of his overalls. He smoothed out the contents, each an article about Hamilton he had collected from stolen newspapers.

WILLOUGHBY FAMILY STRONG IN FACE OF TRAGEDY

INVESTMENTS IN STANS TECH TRIPLE DESPITE WHALE ATTACKS

STOCKS RISE THANKS TO HAMILTON WILLOUGHBY

‘I have to know what he’s up to, Zeina. Parr promised that we would make him pay, but she hasn’t done a thing.’ His eyes flickered with rage, making Zeina flinch. ‘He’s still out there, free, despite everything he did last year. He’s still making money off torturing whales, living in luxury!’

‘We’ll get him, Jackson,’ Zeina soothed. ‘Parr promised, and we have no reason to doubt her.’

‘I should be out there helping,’ Jackson breathed. ‘Not stuck here reading and cataloguing supplies. I can’t stand it, Zeina!’

His face was red and sweating, his chest heaving in short, ragged breaths. This was what Zeina had been worried about. She had been away too long. With no one to open up to, and distract him, Jackson had stewed in his pain. ‘It was different when we got to go on the raids – when we were useful to the cause.’

‘It might not seem like it, but you are helping. What we’re doing is useful,’ Zeina insisted, touching his shoulder gently.

‘No, we aren’t!’ he snapped, startling her into silence. ‘Neither of us have done anything to help an actual sky whale in months. All I do is run errands for Parr and you’re just an assistant for your dad, like you were back in Ravenport.’ His words hit her across the face like an icy slap.

‘You should know,’ he continued, ‘I’ve asked Parr to join the Osprey team. I want to go south – it’s our best chance of finding Hamilton. He always goes south for the summer season.’

Zeina felt a twinge in her chest. ‘But as your guardian, surely Parr will want to keep you with her?’

She tried not to think about what would happen if she had to stay behind to help her dad. They would be separated for months, if not longer!

Jackson grunted. He wouldn’t look her in the eye. She thought about all that time she had spent worrying while she had been apart from him. It hurt that he hadn’t even waited to speak to her first before going straight to Parr. ‘You don’t care about any of us one bit, do you? Finding Hamilton and getting revenge – that’s all you care about! Can’t you see that it’s eating you up?’

She tried to catch his gaze, desperate to help him clamber out of his gloom, but he continued to stubbornly glower down at the newspapers in his hands.

‘Well, it’s been really lovely catching up with you, Jackson, but this “assistant” had better get back to her pointless work.’

Without another word, he scooped up his newspapers and stormed off, slamming the door behind him.
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CHAPTER 2

The new morning brought Jackson little comfort – he and Zeina had stubbornly avoided each other since their fight. Finding a patch of sunlight, Jackson furtively looked around, but the deck of the Nightjar was quite abandoned. Everyone was busy. He exhaled, taking out an issue of the Smog Scoop and flicking through the pages. It felt good to be going against Parr’s orders. A tiny rebellion.

Pseudonym was a bit of a hero to Jackson. It was the fact that they told the world the truth about Hamilton and the STAN system, the fact that they wrote about the Smog Rats’ victories even though Captain Parr forbade it. Jackson wished he was doing half as much.

The feeling that he was being watched crept up on Jackson, making the back of his neck tingle. He whirled around, tucking the newspaper behind his back in a sharp, noisy rustle.

‘Oh, Sparks!’ he breathed. ‘I thought you were Parr.’

She smiled, shaking her head as she stepped out from behind a barrel of fish guts. Her large eyes took in the crumple of newsprint.

‘It’s the new issue,’ he replied, beckoning her over to read next to him.

Their eyes scanned the page in unison. Sparks reached inside her overalls, retrieving the little pad of paper and pencil she had become accustomed to always carrying with her. She still had not said one word about what had happened to her before Parr and Jamie had found her terrified and alone, locked inside the STANS room of a whale hotel. Although she seemed to grow a little in confidence every day, it was only Jamie or Shrapnel that she would talk to directly, whispering what she wanted to say close to their ears. She wrote carefully in clear, neat capitals, holding the paper up for Jackson to read when she had finished.



PARR ISN’T GOING TO LIKE THIS.



‘No,’ agreed Jackson. ‘Parr isn’t going to like this at all.’

‘What exactly am I not going to like?’ The voice of Captain Parr rang out, making them both turn quickly. She would often appear like this, as if from nowhere – a consequence of being an outlaw for so long, Jackson supposed. He shoved the paper behind his back once again, but much too late for Parr to miss. Despite having only one eye, she did not miss anything.

‘Come on, hand it over. You know full well that I don’t allow that garbage on my ship.’

Jackson sulked, placing it in the metallic outstretched palm of her mechanical hand. She frowned, her cheeks flushing as she crumpled the paper up and shoved it into the pocket of her brocade jacket, much to Jackson’s annoyance.

‘I hadn’t finished that,’ he growled. A flame of anger, always so close to the surface it seemed these days, flushed his cheeks. ‘At least Pseudonym is writing the truth. Unlike the Herald, which prints all those awful lies about us. Why shouldn’t everyone know about the good the Smog Rats are doing? Imagine that paper falling through the smog to the Belows trapped in cities like Ravenport.’

‘I have explained the dangers many times, Jackson. Pseudonym gives far too much away – they place Smog Rats in real danger. I expect my orders to be followed. By everyone,’ Parr said pointedly. ‘I am your captain first, and your guardian second.’

Sparks hung her head, her fingers twisting nervously around her notepad and pencil. In many ways, Jackson loved the fact that Captain Parr had wanted to take on guardianship of him and Sparks until they came of age; he trusted her more than any adult he had ever known. Yet having a fearsome sky pirate captain be responsible for you certainly had its downsides. She expected obedience and was used to getting her own way.

‘Now, I thought you’d be spending time with Zeina?’ Her eye narrowed on him sharply.

‘We aren’t talking,’ Jackson admitted. 

Sparks frowned and began to scribble.



BUT YOU MISSED HER SO MUCH WHEN SHE WAS AWAY.



‘I agree, Sparks,’ Captain Parr sighed. ‘I just don’t understand. You spent weeks moping about, waiting for her to come back and then within moments you’re not even on speaking terms! What caused the falling-out?’

‘It was about the Osprey,’ he grumbled. ‘About who would go south.’

‘Well, what a ridiculous thing to argue about,’ Parr replied. ‘Especially seeing as neither of you have any say at all in where I send my crew. Now, go and make up with her.’

‘But—’

‘That’s an order from your captain, lad. I can’t stand all this sulking about. Besides, Asher needs Zeina to concentrate on finishing the solar tech, not mourning over a silly fight with you. Go on – off with you.’

As he approached Zeina’s workshop, any nerves Jackson felt were rapidly replaced by panic as a large explosion inside billowed thick black smoke from around the doorway. He heard Zeina shriek and then the door swung open violently. 

‘SAND!’ she yelled, her face covered in black smudges. Behind her, Jackson could see a small fire burning a hole into her workbench.

He reached for the emergency bucket she kept in the corridor and passed it to her.

She flung it over the experiment, the sand extinguishing the flames just in time to stop them from licking up the curtains.

‘What was that?’ he asked, as she opened her porthole window to waft out the gathering smoke.

‘Oh, well, I could tell you, but since I’m nothing but an assistant, I’m not sure it’s my place,’ she griped.

‘Yeah, about that.’ Jackson looked down at his hands, twisting them nervously. ‘I’m really sorry, Zeina. I don’t know what got into me yesterday. The truth is, it’s been awful, you not being here these last few weeks—’

She swallowed him up in her arms before he could even finish, and he breathed in the scent of smoke and grease from her overalls, feeling instantly better.

‘It’s OK, I missed you too.’ She smiled. ‘Come on, I’ve been desperate to show you this. Might not look like much at the moment, but this is going to change the world!’

She gestured to the smouldering bench where a twist of burnt wires smoked around a broken lightbulb. Jackson’s eyebrows raised and he nodded kindly, doing his best to seem impressed. Zeina laughed.

‘This lens here captures energy from the sun and turns it into power for the lightbulb. It’s a prototype for solar technology that we could use to power the airships in low-smog zones. It would give Beard and the others a break from cycling. Very useful on the sunny Southern Continent.’

‘Great! When will it be finished?’

‘If my dad asks? Any day now,’ Zeina said. ‘At the moment it’s still a little bit . . . temperamental. But now we’re all back together, I’m sure I’ll be able to concentrate on getting it finished.’

The sharp blast of a whistle above signalled that an airship was incoming.

‘That’ll be Katu and Shrapnel!’ Zeina grinned. ‘Come on!’

They ran up the stairs to the deck and were met with a crowd of Smog Rats, necks craned towards the cloudless sky. Zeina muscled their way through until Jackson could see the black speck of an airship against the blue.

‘Starboard, Captain. It looks like the Gold Swift,’ called down Beard from the crow’s nest.

‘Thanks, Beard.’ Captain Parr raised her own spyglass. ‘Asher, direct them into the docking station once they get a little closer.’

It still felt a little strange for Jackson to hear Zeina’s dad being called by his first name. In the last six months Jackson had had to train himself out of calling him Mr Starborn – something he still did on occasions, much to Zeina’s amusement.

‘I can’t wait,’ Zeina said. ‘I’ve been so worried about them. Shrapnel is sure to be full of gossip too.’

Something occurred to Jackson.

‘You don’t think he could be Pseudonym, do you?’ Jackson whispered.

‘Huh?’

‘Shrapnel? Could he be Pseudonym?’

Zeina scoffed. ‘Shrapnel’s no writer! And anyway, there’s no way he would keep that from Parr. He’s too scared of her.’ 

Jackson’s thoughts were broken by another yell from Beard. ‘Looks like they might be in trouble, Captain! I can see smoke.’

Indeed, as Jackson squinted up into the sky he could now see the tiny ship was zigzagging wildly across the clouds. Smoke billowed from an enormous hole in the Gold Swift ’s smog chamber and both of its cycles were being pedalled frantically to keep it up in the air.

The Gold Swift swerved closer and closer, Jackson’s heartbeat quickening with every lurch. Zeina grabbed Jackson’s hand, her fingers trembling, and it was only once her dad had safely guided the ship down on to the deck that she relaxed. Jackson watched as Zeina ran forward into the smoke even before the rotor blades had stopped completely. She started to climb up into the cockpit, when a large leather travelling bag was shoved out of the cockpit door, landing in Zeina’s outstretched arms with a thud that sent her to the floor.

‘Ow!’

Jackson rushed forward to help.

A voice that was most definitely not Shrapnel’s or Katu’s called down from the cockpit. ‘Oh, sorry!’

A pair of elegant patent-leather ankle boots emerged, followed by a cloud of lace skirts and the bodice and shoulders of a woman – an Above woman, no less.
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CHAPTER 3

Zeina reeled. Who was this Above? And more importantly where were Shrapnel and Katu? The woman landed on the deck, retrieving her bag from Zeina, who stared up at her in furious confusion.

‘Thank you so much for catching my bag!’ The lady smiled handsomely. ‘I’ve wanted to see the Nightjar for ages!’ she exclaimed, looking around at the crew, who were all staring at her. Zeina felt the strong arms of her dad lift her from the floor and set her on her feet.

Zeina could now appreciate how young the woman was – maybe only a year or two older than Shrapnel. Zeina also realised she wasn’t as put together as she had first seemed. Her bouffant blonde hair escaped from underneath an askew feathered bonnet and her powdered face was smudged in places.

‘Stand down, everyone,’ Shrapnel called down. ‘This is Ned!’

‘It’s Nedra, actually.’ The girl smiled, offering her hand to Zeina, who ignored it, rubbing her arm where it had hit the floor. Captain Parr lowered the pistol she had raised.

‘You could have come out first, Shrapnel,’ she grumbled. ‘Nedra’s outfit gave us quite a scare!’

‘Sorry, Parr,’ Shrapnel replied, as he limped a little down the steps. His injury had healed considerably well but was still giving him trouble. ‘I didn’t think.’

‘I must apologise, Nedra,’ the captain said, striding forward to take her hand. ‘I’ve heard so much about you and it’s good to finally meet you in person.’

Zeina was gripped by a sudden nausea – the cockpit was now empty.

‘Where’s Katu?’ she growled, squaring up to Shrapnel. ‘You promised you’d stay together.’

‘All right, Zee,’ Shrapnel grinned. ‘Nice to see you too! Don’t worry, Katu’s fine!’

‘It was my fault, I’m afraid,’ Nedra piped up from behind him, as Zeina shot her a scowl.

Shrapnel continued. ‘We got a distress call from Ned. She’d got into trouble on her spying mission, so I offered to go and pick her up. Katu was right behind us in the Owlet when we were spotted by a lawkeeper’s ship. The Owlet had time to hide in the smog but our smog chamber was hit so Ned and I had to resort to cycle power to escape.’ Before anyone could ask, he added, ‘It’s all right – we managed to shake them off more than ten miles back.’

‘It’s for situations just like this one that the solar tech will be invaluable,’ Zeina’s dad said. The reminder made her chest feel heavy.

Beard was waving in the second airship now. The Owlet landed much more delicately than the Gold Swift, and when the door opened Zeina was relieved to see Katu descend the ladder in one fluid cat-like movement.

‘OOUFF!’ All Katu’s fur stood up on end as she embraced him tightly. Zeina let go, remembering Katu didn’t like being hugged, and he held out his paw to be stroked instead.

‘Hello, Zeina,’ he said, pink tongue curling round his sharp teeth. ‘It’s good to see you too!’ He looked around with a small smile. ‘It’s so lovely for us all to be back together again. But, Parr, I must steal you away for a moment. There is a matter we need to discuss.’

A glimmer of light from above transformed into a beautiful white bird, as Albi – an ice raven – landed gracefully on Katu’s shoulder. Ruffling his wings and flexing his claws, Albi let out an ugly croak that made Katu’s pointed ears flick.

‘Yes, yes, I know,’ he said, giving Albi a biscuit, which sent crumbs cascading down the shoulder of his black travelling cloak. Katu growled softly in annoyance, brushing them away, before carefully removing a small scroll from his top pocket. It was the same size as the ones he attached to Albi’s leg when he wanted to send a message, but this one was made of a green iridescent paper and tied with tiny loop of golden thread. Katu passed the scroll to Parr as they strode away towards her cabin, another biscuit for a cawing Albi in his other paw.

‘What’s that about?’ Zeina asked her dad in a whisper.

‘Never you mind,’ he replied, ruffling the top of her head. It’s time for you to get back to that prototype! I’ll make a start on repairing the Gold Swift ’s smog chamber and then I’ll be along to your workshop so you can show me the progress you’ve made.’

Zeina hoped he didn’t notice her gulp as he kissed the top of her head and said goodbye.

Shrapnel, Sparks and Jackson were all crowded around Nedra, laughing and applauding. Zeina saw that the leather travelling bag, which had been so rudely dropped on her, was now open and had expanded to at least four times the size. Unfolded from the centre was a full-length wardrobe with an array of strange outfits – Above suits and lace dresses, smudged overalls, steward uniforms, aviator jackets, even a dark-green lawkeeper’s outfit. From little golden hooks hung a wall of wigs in any colour you could imagine. Long ones, short ones, braids and ornately styled up-dos. From the bottom of the bag, two drawers had popped forward, one filled with hats and the other with props – glasses, moustaches, scarves and jewellery.

Nedra was turning away from the group, pulling various items out of the bag, throwing them on and then turning back to face them in character. Zeina watched as she disappeared behind a row of wigs and was replaced by an image of the perfect Above gentleman – coiffed hair, top hat and monocle.

‘Good evening, my dears,’ she said in a voice that sounded frighteningly like Hamilton Willoughby. ‘And isn’t it a fine evening! Won’t you all join me for dinner in my penthouse?’

Jackson looked rather disturbed, but Shrapnel guffawed. ‘Didn’t I tell you? She’s a master of disguise!’

She disappeared again and this time when she turned back she was wearing a short black wig and lawkeeper’s hat, face distorted into an evil grimace. ‘To the mining grounds for all of you!’ she spat in a voice quite unlike her own. She held a truncheon up to Sparks, who hid behind Shrapnel until Nedra started pulling silly faces to make her laugh.

Finally she took off her disguise to reveal hair shorter than either Shrapnel’s or Jackson’s.

‘Easier for the wigs,’ she explained when she spotted Zeina staring. Zeina was amazed. When her face became her own, Nedra looked friendly enough, but it was disconcerting how quickly she could change her expression and become someone else entirely.

‘Ned, you can meet Zee properly now she’s not too busy trying to kill me.’ Shrapnel glared at Zeina. ‘Zee, this is Ned, one of our newest recruits, liberated from the Western Mining Grounds and, as you can see, a very talented con-artist!’

‘Hello,’ Nedra smiled. ‘I’m so sorry my bag landed on you! I’ve been undercover as Lady Bellingham the Fifth for a fortnight and it seems to have rather rubbed off on me.’

‘Someone started asking questions,’ Shrapnel explained, ‘and she had to make a quick exit.’

‘Who would have thought there was an actual Lady Bellingham and that she had a cousin aboard?’ Nedra shook her head. ‘Good job you guys were nearby!’

Captain Parr marched from the cockpit, the green scroll clasped in her hand and Katu trailing close behind.

‘We’re setting off north immediately,’ she announced to the crew on the deck. ‘Katu has had a message from Palik – the new king has invited a group of us to attend their spring Equinox celebrations.’

‘What in the world is an Equinox?’ asked Shrapnel.

‘The spring Equinox is a celebration the Feln hold each year to mark the return of the sun after their long, dark winter,’ Katu explained. ‘The King of Palik holds a grand party in the Glacial Palace every year in its honour.’

‘Never heard of it,’ Shrapnel said. ‘Wasn’t covered in our school, was it, Zee?’

Zeina shook her head. Her months with the Smog Rats had filled in some of the gaps left by her Below education, which had focused more on learning to follow instructions and less about understanding their world.
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