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CHAPTER 1


      The Groundling Exhibit

      
      The airbus touched down outside the Museum of Arts, Sciences and History and opened its door to let out thirty students from
         High Haven senior school. Some of them rushed straight for the museum entrance, propelling themselves with quick, eager thrusts
         of their wings. They couldn’t wait to get started. Others were less keen. They couldn’t think of anything duller than spending
         the day looking at stuffy old exhibits and listening to lectures from droney-voiced curators. They drifted across the landing
         apron using the bare minimum of effort to stay aloft. A few even walked, to show just how unenthralled they were.
      

      
      Last to step off the airbus was Az. He, too, walked, but not because he was trying to look cool and nonchalant. He would gladly
         have flown, had the option been open to him. Shoulders slumped, hands in pockets, Az dragged his feet all the way to the building
         entrance, where Miss Kabnielsdaughter, the form teacher, was marshalling her pupils and counting heads.
      

      
      ‘Quizzes!’ Miss Kabnielsdaughter announced, and began doling out mimeographed sheets of paper. A groan rippled among the students.
         ‘Well, you didn’t think I was just going to let you dawdle around aimlessly, did you? I know you lot. Given half a chance
         you’d sit in the museum café all day drinking coffee, or else sneak off to hang around in the Seven Dreams Mall. Whereas I
         expect you to make good use of your time.’
      

      
      ‘Hanging around in the mall is making good use of our time, miss,’ said one joker.
      

      
      Students laughed but Miss Kabnielsdaughter ignored the wisecrack. ‘Now, you’ll find fifty questions relating to items in the museum. Simple observation will provide the answers,
         though be warned – I’ve thrown in a couple of tricky ones to keep you on your toes. Azrael?’
      

      
      Miss Kabnielsdaughter handed Az his sheet.

      
      ‘You do as many as you feel able,’ she said in a slightly lowered voice.

      
      Az narrowed his eyes. ‘I can manage, miss. I don’t need special treatment.’

      
      ‘Even so. Unlike at school, the museum isn’t adapted so that you can get around easily. I’ll understand if you can’t cover
         quite as much ground as the others.’
      

      
      ‘I can manage,’ Az repeated firmly and stuffed the questionnaire in his back pocket. ‘I’m not a completely hopeless case.’
      

      
      Miss Kabnielsdaughter debated whether to scold him. She didn’t mind wit but normally she would not tolerate backchat from
         any of her pupils. With Az Gabrielson, however, you had to make allowances. Though she did her best to treat him the same
         as everyone else, she couldn’t help feeling sorry for the poor kid.
      

      
      ‘Off you go,’ she said to the whole class. ‘We rendezvous on the mezzanine at lunchtime. That’s one o’clock sharp.’

      
      The students flowed through the arched entrance portal and dispersed in groups of three and four. Brushing past Miss Kabnielsdaughter,
         Az set off on his own.
      

      
      Spherical in shape, the Museum of Arts, Sciences and History was divided into ten levels. Each hoop-like floor ran around
         a cylindrical atrium which was capped at either end by a vast circular window made up of concentric roundels of glass. The
         museum’s upper levels were devoted to technology and culture while the lower levels dealt with famous events and figures from
         the Airborn race’s past. Most of Az’s classmates rose through the atrium to view exhibits such as the Casmaronson brothers’
         prototype biplane and the waxwork effigy of the celebrated concert harpist Talia Israfelsdaughter.
      

      
      Az, however, gravitated in the opposite direction. There was a narrow, zigzagging staircase at the rim of the atrium for the benefit of the elderly and infirm. Az followed it downward until he could go no further.
      

      
      Few visitors ever bothered with the bottom floor. Today, in fact, Az was alone there apart from a middle-aged man clad in
         black, who was wafting around on the far side.
      

      
      From a previous trip to the museum with his family Az knew that this floor dealt with the earliest days of the Airborn – the
         period immediately following the Great Cataclysm when the survivors of that worldwide disaster built the sky-cities and moved
         up into them in order to escape the shadow of the cloud mass which was slowly blanketing the planet’s surface. Various models
         and dioramas showed how the sky-cities were constructed, a feat of engineering as brilliant as it had been rapid. Architects
         had innovated and labourers had toiled, all of them inspired by the urgency of the crisis to find solutions to monumental
         problems and work like they had never worked before. Columns had risen from the ground at impossible speed; cities had branched
         out at the top, each different in design, each unique, some functional, some bizarre, some perched on a single column, some
         on several.
      

      
      But there was one particular exhibit that Az remembered from before and was drawn to now. It was a scene depicting how life
         must have been for those who hadn’t migrated into the sky-cities, those who’d remained below. The Groundlings.
      

      
      It consisted of a replica of the interior of a small wooden shack, home to a family of four. The furniture was crude, little
         better than nailed-together planks, and the sole source of heat and light was an open hearth that fed up into a brick chimney.
         Flames made of orange silk fluttered above a heap of fake coal and licked around the base of a copper cauldron suspended from
         a hook. Through an open doorway a landscape backdrop could be glimpsed, an artist’s impression of dense, damp forest beneath
         a menacing overcast sky.
      

      
      The family themselves were waxwork representations of a father, a mother, a teenage daughter and a very young son. The father
         was sharpening the blade of a wood-chopping axe with a whetstone, the mother was cooking, the daughter was teasing wool from yarn on a spinning wheel, and the son was playing with a furry four-legged animal which, according to the
         information caption in front of the exhibit, was a domestic pet called a ‘cat’. All four were dressed in rags and looked weary
         and malnourished. The parents looked especially haggard. Their troubled expressions seemed to say they knew what the future
         of their race was going to be, as if they had some inkling that this harsh, gloomy, primitive existence of theirs was going
         to wear them out and grind them down and that the coming generations would dwindle and decline and soon there would be no
         more Groundlings left.
      

      
      Az felt pity for them, but more than that he felt a terrible, aching pang of empathy.

      
      Because the Groundlings were wingless.

      
      That was what fascinated him about the exhibit. That was why he stood now with his thighs touching one of the sections of
         velvet rope which cordoned off the exhibit; why he stared at the detailed tableau of Groundling domesticity, absorbed, transfixed.
         The waxwork Groundlings resembled the Airborn in every respect but one. They had arms, legs, heads, torsos – no wings. They
         looked normal yet incomplete. They looked, in short, like Az.
      

      
      Lost in contemplation of the exhibit, Az forgot about everything else, including Miss Kabnielsdaughter’s quiz. He became so
         oblivious to his surroundings that he didn’t hear the other person on the floor, the black-clad man, float up behind him on
         slow, stealthy wingbeats. He didn’t even realise that the stranger was hovering at his back, close enough to whisper in his
         ear, until the man did just that.
      

      
      One word.

      
      Softly spoken.

      
      A single syllable.

      
      ‘Freak.’

   
      
      
CHAPTER 2


The Man With The Crimson Spectacles

      
      Az almost jumped out of his skin. He whirled round to face the stranger.

      
      The man was small and slender but well-proportioned; handsome, if a little hawkish-looking. The dark suit he was wearing appeared
         tailor-made and expensive. The feathers of his wings were combed into neat, almost obsessively neat rows. The most striking
         thing about him, however, were the crimson-tinted spectacles which perched on the bridge of his nose. Behind the lenses his
         eyes shone like a pair of setting suns.
      

      
      ‘What did you just say?’ Az demanded. His body was tingling all over with shock. And with anger.

      
      ‘You heard,’ the man replied.

      
      ‘Say it again.’

      
      ‘Very well. Freak.’

      
      The man smiled as he said this, revealing thin, sharp teeth.

      
      ‘You’ve got a nerve,’ Az said, jabbing a finger at him. ‘What gives you the right to go around calling someone else a freak?
         What gives you the right to criticise anyone’s appearance -four-eyes}’

      
      ‘I’m merely stating something I see through these very useful spectacles of mine, which correct a small defect in my vision,’
         the man said, unflustered, ‘and what I see through them is a young man with a very large defect. Namely no wings. I presume you were born this way.’
      

      
      ‘So what if I was?’

      
      ‘You didn’t lose them in some dreadful accident?’

      
      ‘No, I did not,’ Az said with an aggressive sigh. ‘But it’s got nothing to do with you anyway, so why don’t you just pluck off and leave me alone!’
      

      
      The man smiled again, briskly and without warmth.

      
      ‘How interesting, then, that you should be standing here,’ he said, ‘looking at an exhibit about Groundlings. A boy born without
         wings looking at a lost race of people also born without wings. Perhaps… perhaps you’re wondering if you might be related
         to them.’
      

      
      ‘We’re all related to them. The Airborn were Groundlings once. We evolved to suit our new environment.’ Az said this as though
         he were explaining it to a simpleton.
      

      
      ‘Except you didn’t. Does that make you a throwback maybe? Is that the word to describe you? No, all said and done, I think
         I prefer “freak”. Much more straightforward and to the point.’
      

      
      That did it. Az had had as much as he could take. A few jibes and taunts he could handle. He was used to it. Kids his own
         age could be unthinkingly cruel. So could some adults. But this man was being deliberately malicious, and Az was not going
         to stand for it.
      

      
      He did something he knew he would regret but had to do anyway. He balled his hand into a fist and took a swing at the stranger
         …
      

      
      … who avoided the punch as if he had known Az was about to hit him even before Az did. A single forceful pulse of his wings
         drove him backwards out of Az’s reach.
      

      
      Az blinked, then lunged at the man.

      
      The man darted sideways with effortless ease.

      
      Az stumbled forward and recovered his balance just in time to catch a blow from the man’s left wing. It wasn’t especially
         hard – little more than a swat. Still, it had sufficient force to knock him to the floor. Stunned, he staggered to his feet.
         The side of his head smarted, but he ignored the pain, more determined than ever to inflict some kind of reprisal on the man.
      

      
      He had been thrown close to the Groundling exhibit. His gaze fell on the axe being sharpened by the waxwork father, but he
         knew it was just a flimsy confection of wood and paint. However, the short brass poles which held up the lengths of velvet rope in front of the exhibit looked sturdy and useful.
         Az snatched up the nearest one, twisting it at the same time so that it unhooked itself from the loops at the ends of the
         ropes it was attached to. Then he turned towards the man, brandishing the pole like a club.
      

      
      ‘Oh really!’ the man snorted, as if he couldn’t believe his opponent would stoop to such a low tactic. ‘I thought this was
         going to be a fair fight.’
      

      
      ‘It is now,’ Az said. ‘I’m the one without wings, remember? This evens things up.’

      
      The man’s crimson-shaded gaze flicked from Az’s face to the pole and back again. ‘You could break a bone with that.’

      
      ‘You could break one with your wing.’

      
      ‘I bet you wouldn’t dare, though.’

      
      Az gritted his teeth. ‘Try me.’

      
      The man barked a laugh. He was hovering half a metre off the floor. He could swoop at any moment. Az tightened his grip on
         the pole.
      

      
      ‘Azrael Gabrielson!’ said a loud, shocked voice, echoing across the atrium. ‘What in the name of all that’s high and bright
         are you up to!?’
      

      
      Miss Kabnielsdaughter flew across the open space to land near Az and the man. She had three students in tow, all of them front-of-the-classroom
         types, teacher’s pets. They looked smirkingly amused at Az’s plight, whereas Miss Kabnielsdaughter was just plain aghast.
      

      
      ‘Defending myself,’ Az said. ‘This bloke attacked me. I didn’t do anything to him. It was entirely unprovoked.’

      
      ‘Is this so?’ Miss Kabnielsdaughter asked the man.

      
      He alighted on the floor and dipped his wings in a gesture of humility. For some reason Az thought the man would admit the
         truth and back up his version of events. How could he not?
      

      
      But in the event, perhaps unsurprisingly, he didn’t.

      
      ‘Of course not, madam,’ he said. ‘What a ridiculous story! There I was, minding my own business, enjoying the many delights of the museum, and all of a sudden I find myself viciously set upon by this … this hooligan.’
      

      
      ‘You – you plucking liar!’ Az burst out. ‘You started it. You know you did.’
      

      
      ‘Az!’ snapped Miss Kabnielsdaughter. ‘Language!’

      
      The man shrugged at her, as if Az’s swearing simply proved his point. Az was clearly an out-of-control teen thug with no manners
         and no respect for his elders.
      

      
      ‘But this isn’t right,’ Az protested hotly. ‘What he said didn’t happen. He’s just trying to shift the blame. He—’

      
      ‘He, Az,’ said Miss Kabnielsdaughter, cutting in, ‘isn’t the one waving a piece of museum property around in a threatening
         manner, which inclines me to put more store by his claims than by yours.’
      

      
      ‘But – but—’

      
      ‘Put the pole down, Az. Put it down now and apologise to the gentleman.’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Do as I tell you.’

      
      Sullenly Az let the brass pole drop onto the floor. It made a satisfyingly loud, resounding clang. ‘I won’t apologise, though.’

      
      ‘Do you want a Censure?’

      
      ‘Don’t care.’

      
      Miss Kabnielsdaughter studied his expression and knew he meant it. The threat of a black mark on his report card, along with
         a note to his parents, really didn’t bother him.
      

      
      She let out a sigh. ‘I am sorry, sir,’ she said to the man. ‘Azrael can be one of our more difficult pupils. He has his unruly
         moments. If you wish, you may file a complaint with our principal, but I’m hoping you’ll be good enough to overlook the whole
         episode.’
      

      
      The man deliberated, then nodded. ‘Consider it forgotten, madam. After all, I was a hot-headed, impulsive lad myself once,
         believe it or not. I understand that some youngsters aren’t always in control of their emotions.’
      

      
      ‘I’m most grateful to you. And so should you be, Az.’

      
      ‘Huh,’ said Az.
      

      
      ‘As a matter of fact,’ the man added, ‘I’d ask you to be lenient with him. Don’t punish him on my account. No harm’s been
         done, after all.’
      

      
      ‘If you’re certain.’

      
      ‘I insist on it.’

      
      ‘Very well,’ said Miss Kabnielsdaughter. ‘All the same, Az, I feel the only way to ensure you stay out of trouble is if you
         don’t leave my sight for the rest of the day. Have you even started on your quiz? Because it looks to me like that piece of
         paper hasn’t left your back pocket since you put it there.’
      

      
      Az wanted to protest some more. He didn’t want to be cast as the villain here. Fine if he had done something wrong, but he
         hadn’t. Quite the opposite. He was completely innocent. It was all so unfair! And the man’s patronising forgiveness only made
         it worse.
      

      
      But Miss Kabnielsdaughter’s stern expression brooked no further argument. She had made up her mind about the situation and
         nothing was going to change it.
      

      
      The teacher’s pets tittered as Az tugged out the quiz and sidled over to join them at Miss Kabnielsdaughter’s side. With a
         further, final apology to the man, Miss Kabnielsdaughter led them off in a group, making for the staircase.
      

      
      At the last moment Az turned and fixed the man with a fierce, glowering glare.

      
      In return the man with the crimson spectacles gave a sly wink.

      
      To Az, still fuming with the injustice of it all, the wink seemed like an insult but also, somehow, a promise.

      
      It seemed to say: You and I haven’t seen the last of each other.

      
      Az, though, firmly hoped they had.

   
      
      
CHAPTER 3


The Ultimate Pulling Machine

      
      Michael picked Az up after school.

      
      Az’s brother was ten years older than him and worked as a test pilot for Aerodyne Aeronauticals over on the west side of town,
         not far from Valhalla Mansions, where he lived in an all-mod-cons bachelor pad. The job was a prestigious and demanding one,
         but nevertheless Michael made a point of leaving the research and development hangar mid-afternoon, whenever he could, in
         order to collect Az from outside the school gates. That way Az was spared from having to use public transport for the journey
         home. The other children could fly to wherever they needed to go, if they wanted to, but for Az there was always the long
         wait at the airbus queue and then the embarrassment of having to sit with all the infants and old people on the bus, surrounded
         by mothers with squalling, barebacked babies and by pensioners with wrinkled faces and grey feathers and weakened wing muscles.
         And the stares. Inevitably, whenever he was in public, there were stares.
      

      
      Whereas travelling with Michael was always a hoot, not least because Michael was a helicopter fanatic. He got through them
         at a rate of knots, one every six months, always purchasing the newest sports model when it came out and selling off his old
         one second-hand. Helicopters were where most of his spare money went, and he usually bought Aerodyne because of the employee
         discount, but not always. It depended on the specifications – airspeed, power-to-output ratio, manoeuvrability and, above
         all, looks.
      

      
      For Michael, a ‘copter had to look good. It had to be sleek, trim, with fins and ailerons in all the right places, with rotors that shimmered as they spun. And it had to turn heads, especially
         girls’ heads. Girls were Michael’s second main interest. They were where the rest of his spare money went. In fact, he got
         through girlfriends at an even greater rate than he got through helicopters. His relationships with two-seater, rotor-powered
         aircraft invariably outlasted his relationships with members of the opposite sex.
      

      
      Currently Michael was piloting the latest offering from Aerodyne’s main rival marque, the AtmoCorp Dragonfly 750. The open-cabbed
         Dragonfly afforded near-silent flight thanks to its razor-thin blades and shrouded tail rotor. It was streamlined to within
         an inch of its life, had an iridescent indigo paintjob, and danced in the air as lightly as a dust mote. It was, as Michael
         put it, ‘the ultimate pulling machine’, and this was no idle boast. He had owned the helicopter for less than a month and
         managed to date three different women during that period, two of them simultaneously.
      

      
      For a while, as he and Az darted through the ups and downs and sidelongs of the city, they chatted about jetball. Their team,
         the Stratoville Shrikes, was doing very badly in the league, and both brothers feared relegation at the end of the season.
         The thought of the Shrikes lapsing from Division One to Division Two was almost too depressing to contemplate, and the brothers
         agreed that the blame for the team’s present losing form could be laid at the feet (and hands, and wingtips) of Iaoth Zeruchson,
         the Shrikes’ upper forward, who was failing to score even when the most glaringly basic opportunities presented themselves.
      

      
      ‘That featherbrained moron,’ Michael said. ‘All those sponsorship deals have gone to his head. Thinks he’s too good for the
         game now, that’s his trouble.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ said Az. ‘Last week against the Cumula Collective Harpies he was worse than useless. Neriah Tenth-House had him marked
         from first whistle to last. She was on him like a tattoo.’
      

      
      ‘She is pretty lethal. Anyone who says women can’t play jetball has obviously never seen Neriah Tenth-House in action.’
      

      
      ‘But then what about that vertical toss that Zeruchson missed? Finally he manages to slip past Tenth-House for a moment, there’s
         an open frame, it’s a sitter – and he still misses! Even I could do better than that.’
      

      
      ‘You know what? I reckon you could and all.’ Michael thrust the joystick down, and the Dragonfly fell into Anvilhead Avenue
         with giddying, stomach-churning speed, missing a gyro-cab by inches. The gyro-cab’s pilot flipped Michael the bird, and Az
         chortled, and so did Michael. In a helicopter Az came as close as he would ever get to true flight, and his brother always
         did his best to make the experience as exhilarating and breakneck as possible.
      

      
      ‘In fact,’ Michael continued, as they straightened out along broad, four-lane Sunbeam Boulevard, ‘I think we should get a
         surgeon to transplant Zeruchson’s wings onto your back, and you can show him a thing or two about jetball.’
      

      
      ‘I wish, Mike,’ said Az, with feeling. ‘I really do.’

      
      Michael glanced over at his little brother. ‘Sorry, that was stupid of me. I was only making a point.’

      
      ‘No, no, it’s not that.’ Az knew Michael wouldn’t have dreamed of saying anything deliberately to hurt him. ‘I’m just a bit
         sensitive at the moment. Something happened on our trip to the museum today. I was standing at this exhibit and then …’
      

      
      ‘Then what?’

      
      Az realised he didn’t want to rake up the whole episode with the man with the crimson spectacles again. He had only just got
         over his feelings of anger and humiliation and he was enjoying the flight with Michael. Why ruin it?
      

      
      Instead, he changed the subject slightly.

      
      ‘Groundlings,’ he said. ‘That’s what’s on my mind.’

      
      ‘Oh ho,’ said Michael. ‘You were down on the bottom floor of the museum again, weren’t you? Looking at those waxworks. I remember
         this from last time. That exhibit put you in a funny mood all day, and it’s done it again.’
      

      
      ‘Well, maybe. It just got me thinking. I mean, who were they? Groundlings? What were they like? And what happened to them?’
      

      
      Michael looked askance at Az, then threw the Dragonfly into a tight turn around a corner, pitching the helicopter over almost
         onto its side. When they righted, he said, ‘You know as well as I do. They died out. That’s what the historians say. They
         stayed down below to oversee the machines that gather the essential raw materials and feed them up to the sky-cities, but
         after a while they realised that the machines run themselves. There was nothing more for them to do. So they just sort of…
         faded away.’
      

      
      ‘We know that for certain?’

      
      ‘Yes. No. Sort of. Put it this way, we don’t know any differently, and there’s no way of checking since no one can go down
         below the cloud cover. You’d die if you tried. You can’t fly through it. On your own or in an aircraft, you’d get shaken to
         pieces by the turbulence. But it’s pretty obvious that nothing can have survived on the ground. It’s all lightless and poisoned
         down there, and … oops, hold on.’
      

      
      Michael decelerated sharply, having just spied a member of the Alar Patrol on traffic duty at a six-way intersection ahead.
         He gave the Patroller a wry salute as the Dragonfly buzzed past at precisely 1 kph below the speed limit. The Patroller’s
         reaction was unclear, because his face was hidden behind his helmet visor. However, he clenched his lance a little more tightly
         and shook his wings, making the broad gold hoops that pierced their upper arches flash in the sun. The action implied that
         he had spotted Michael going too fast but was prepared to let him get away with it this once.
      

      
      ‘And you know where you can stick that lance of yours, my friend,’ Michael said through a cheesy grin, hardly moving his lips.
         The moment he was out of the Alar Patroller’s sight, he throttled forward again, pushing the Dragonfly back up to its previous
         velocity.
      

      
      It was clear that he considered the earlier conversation finished, and Az let it lie. Michael, much though Az loved him, was not a great thinker, not prone to dwelling on the big issues the way Az did. Sometimes Az envied him for that.
      

      
      For the remainder of the journey Az leaned his head out from the cockpit and peered at the cloud cover below, wondering. It
         wreathed the planet, this layer of vapour. It hid sky from ground and ground from sky, a permanent white nebulous shroud,
         the aftermath of the Great Cataclysm, that time of terror when fire fell from the sky and the whole world shuddered.
      

      
      The cloud cover never broke, never parted. Occasionally it was smooth and flat, more usually it was whipped and tormented.
         At night you might see dim flashes of light flickering within it – electrostatic discharges – and hear the faint rumbles that
         accompanied them, like the gurgling of a hungry stomach. The cloud cover was perpetually present, the base of the Airborn
         realm, and nothing penetrated it except the gigantic stems of the sky-cities, on which the automated supply elevators forever
         rose and fell.
      

      
      Generally among the Airborn there was the feeling that they should be grateful for the cloud cover’s existence. It meant they
         never had to view the ground beneath, never had to be exposed to the ugliness that must lie down there. The cloud cover was
         like a bandage over a wound.
      

      
      That day, though, Az would have given anything just to be able to peel it back for a moment and take a peek beneath – see
         what was under it, see who was under it maybe.
      

      
      Just to know. Just to be sure.

   
      
      
CHAPTER 4


Serena, Lady Aanfielsdaughter

      
      It was widely agreed that the smallest of all the sky-cities was also the most beautiful. More ornate than Pearl Town, more
         dazzling than Prismburg, the Silver Sanctum was a miracle of structural whimsicality and extravagance. Its every tower was
         festooned with a dozen lesser towers. Its every stained-glass window was an intricate, brilliant mosaic of colours. Building
         was linked to building by a network of bridges and walkways, and every building within was a maze of corridors and pillared
         rooms, each grander and more imposing than the last.
      

      
      There was no traffic in the Silver Sanctum. You winged your way around, or walked. Nor was any business allowed to be conducted
         inside its limits. There were no shops, no bars or restaurants, no commercial premises of any kind. The Silver Sanctum was
         the administrative headquarters for the entire Airborn race, and a place for thought and contemplation and sober decision-making.
         It was home to people who preferred to live without any distractions and superfluous demands on their time. Only the wisest
         heads dwelled there, the clearest minds, the sharpest intellects.
      

      
      Serena, Lady Aanfielsdaughter, certainly fitted that description. Hailing originally from the city of Zenith, born of fowl-farming
         stock, Lady Aanfielsdaughter had never had any ambition in life but to join the ranks of the great and good who circulated
         through the Silver Sanctum’s halls and debating chambers. From a very early age she had known that she was destined to govern,
         and at the first available opportunity she had left Zenith and begged a lift to the Silver Sanctum, where she had thrown himself on the mercy of the first resident she met.
      

      
      This happened to be Asmodel, Lord Urielson, and Lord Urielson happened, by immense good fortune, to be in need of a new permanent
         secretary, his previous one having recently left in unfortunate circumstances (pilfering from petty cash, a minor crime but
         even the smallest misdemeanours were frowned upon at the Sanctum). Recognising something in Serena, an alertness, a special
         quality of keenness, not to mention a bewitching charisma, Lord Urielson offered her the position; and from there, through
         diligence and obvious talent, the girl had worked her way up through the hierarchy of power until, eventually, indeed inevitably,
         she reached the top.
      

      
      Now in her mid-sixties, Lady Aanfielsdaughter was regarded, by all who knew her personally and by any who knew of her, as the cleverest and subtlest-minded of the Silver Sanctum’s inhabitants. The Silver Sanctum was run by committee, or rather
         by numerous committees and subcommittees, so there was no such thing as an absolute ruler, no single person to whom everyone
         else deferred. But had there been such a role, Lady Aanfielsdaughter would undoubtedly have filled it. She was the one whose
         opinion always counted, the one to whom the serious political issues were always brought for consultation. If Lady Aanfielsdaughter
         suggested something, even hinted at some idea, it was invariably considered official policy and put into effect. A simple
         yes or no from Lady Aanfielsdaughter could affect the lives of nearly three million people.
      

      
      What this great woman had learned over the years, however, was that with increasing responsibility came increasing uncertainty.
         For all that she appeared a confident and authoritative leader, Lady Aanfielsdaughter was actually anything but. Within her
         roiled a confusion of doubts and fears. The more she had found out about the workings of the world during her rise to prominence,
         the less contented she had become. There were days, now, when she sat alone in her lavish apartment and looked back on her
         childhood at the fowl farm and wept. If someone had told her she could return to Zenith tomorrow and pick up exactly where she had left off, she would have jumped
         at the chance. Mucking out the chicken coops, fending off the geese who always came at you hissing viciously when you entered
         their pens, putting up with racket of the peacocks wailing in their cages all day and night – she wouldn’t have minded one
         bit. Give up all this luxury and splendour for the stinky, impoverished lot of a fowl farmer? In a flash she would have, if
         she could.
      

      
      This morning Lady Aanfielsdaughter knew she had to keep such remorseful thoughts at bay. There was a crucial decision to be
         made today and, in order to make it properly, she needed to be as untroubled and unpreoccupied as possible. At first light,
         she went for a soar around the Silver Sanctum’s topmost pinnacles. There were few better methods for de-cluttering one’s brain
         and reinvigorating one’s heart than to loop and swoop for half an hour above this most majestic of sky-cities, especially
         when the rays of the rising sun were striking it from the side and giving its metallic surfaces a burnish of glowing pink.
         A flock of swifts joined her for a while, swirling around her and chirping. She laughed as they zoomed playfully close then
         darted away again.
      

      
      She then spent the breakfast hour engaged in debate with a dozen of her juniors, discussing some fine point of legislation.
         The purpose of the debate was not to settle anything but simply to hone their thinking skills and keep hers in trim. Cerebral
         gymnastics.
      

      
      Next, she went for a wander through the city, meeting groups of colleagues along the way and dipping in and out of their conversations.
         This was an opportunity for her to gauge the mood among her peers, and the results, she was unsurprised to find, were not
         encouraging. There was a distinct atmosphere of unease. Everyone in the Silver Sanctum was aware that an awkward situation
         was developing, a volatile and very possibly dangerous situation. Even when no one was mentioning it directly, it lurked behind
         what they were saying. Lady Aanfielsdaughter had taken it upon herself to resolve the crisis if she could. In the eyes of everyone she spoke to she saw a gleam of hopefulness, directed at her. They wanted her
         to succeed. How they wanted her to! For if she failed …
      

      
      But the consequences of failure were too terrible to imagine.

      
      Finally, around the middle of the morning, Lady Aanfielsdaughter flew to her office for a scheduled appointment which she
         was both looking forward to and dreading.
      

      
      Her personal assistant, Aurorajukarsdaughter, informed her that her emissary had already arrived and was waiting for her.
         Aurora held open the door which connected the antechamber to Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s office with the office itself, and Lady
         Aanfielsdaughter strode through.
      

      
      The emissary rose to greet her.

      
      ‘Milady,’ the man said, with a bow and a smile. A brief, sharp-toothed, and not very engaging smile. His eyes flashed like
         rubies behind his crimson-tinted spectacles.
      

      
      ‘Mr Mordadson,’ said Lady Aanfielsdaughter. ‘Tell me, what have you discovered?’

   
      
      
CHAPTER 5


The Only Candidate For The Job

      
      ‘The boy,’ said Mr Mordadson, ‘is a loner. That much I could gather from the fact that he was on his own when I accosted him
         at the museum, and background enquiries confirm it. This, of course, is likely to be a consequence of his, for want of a better
         word, condition. He feels different from his peers and therefore, by choice, sets himself apart from them.’
      

      
      Lady Aanfielsdaughter had stationed herself at the office windows, which were tall and opened out onto a broad balcony. Her
         hands were behind her back, her wings crossed and furled. Her gaze was fixed outward, on the far horizon. From this angle
         and altitude you could see nothing but a perfect blue firmament, an azure eternity.
      

      
      ‘Milady?’

      
      ‘Go on. I’m listening.’

      
      ‘Right. Well. I have to admit that, in person, I found him quite hard to “read”. So much of our body language is conveyed
         through our wings, isn’t it? All those little physical tics and mannerisms which we give as a matter of course, without even
         thinking about it, he can’t. All the same I received a clear impression of a high degree of intelligence coupled with a strong-mindedness
         bordering on wilfulness. There appear to be discipline issues.’
      

      
      ‘Discipline issues. Is that how the educational establishment refer to bad behaviour these days?’

      
      ‘Apparently so. Again, this is something I dug up with a little surreptitious snooping around. It seems Az has had more than
         his fair share of Censures and detentions over the course of his academic career. Nothing too serious, scuffles in the schoolyard
         now and then, the occasional flunked exam. But again, I’d say his winglessness was probably at the root of it.’
      

      
      ‘No run-ins with the Alar Patrol?’
      

      
      ‘Oh no, nothing like that. He’s not one of those juvenile delinquent types. Just a very troubled teen.’

      
      ‘And you pushed him, in order to see how he would respond?’

      
      ‘I did indeed. I provoked him verbally. I was, as a matter of fact, somewhat unkind.’

      
      To judge by the casual smile that accompanied the remark, Mr Mordadson didn’t seem any too troubled by his actions.

      
      ‘And he stood up to me,’ he went on. ‘Didn’t bat an eyelid, and full credit to him for that. There aren’t many his age who
         would have done the same, shown that kind of backbone, especially to an adult. Eventually I goaded him to the point where
         he came at me with a right hook. It would have been quite a good punch, too, had it connected. And he’d have done a lot worse,
         had he had the opportunity. Aggressive tyke, he was.’
      

      
      ‘And you believe this to be a good thing?’

      
      ‘Naturally, milady, yes. He’ll need to be tough and assertive. Very much so. It’s a valuable trait for him to have if we’re
         going to use him for what we want to use him for. Nevertheless …’
      

      
      Lady Aanfielsdaughter looked round. ‘Nevertheless what?’

      
      ‘Milady, it isn’t my place to query your judgement. Far be it for me to suggest that your plan won’t work. However, I do think—’

      
      ‘You have a better plan?’ Lady Aanfielsdaughter said brusquely.

      
      Mr Mordadson’s smile this time was a quick, nervous one. His wings drooped a fraction.

      
      ‘Not as such,’ he replied. ‘It’s merely – in my view, this is a significant burden to be placing on such a young pair of shoulders.
         Not to mention the potential physical risk to the boy himself.’
      

      
      ‘You yourself just said that he’s tough and assertive.’

      
      ‘Correct. But he’s only sixteen. You’re asking a great deal of a sixteen-year-old.’

      
      ‘And he can always refuse to do what we ask of him, or his parents can on his behalf. I don’t expect him to take part in the
         mission unless he volunteers to. I can’t force him. I won’t.’
      

      
      Lady Aanfielsdaughter then turned and made her way to the centre of the room, where an ancient teak desk resided, an object
         that was huge and dark and heavy and in every way redolent of the ground. Seating herself behind it, she picked up another
         gift of the ground, a multifaceted chunk of amethyst that served as a desk ornament. She hefted it in her hands, watching
         mauve and lilac highlights play across its surfaces.
      

      
      ‘The thing is, Mr Mordadson, we don’t really have a choice here. There’s no one else we can ask. The boy isn’t simply the
         most suitable candidate for the job, he’s the only candidate. I know there’s that other person similarly afflicted, wingless, the one who lives over in the Cumula Collective,
         but she’s how old? Eighty?’
      

      
      ‘At least. And frail as a twig.’

      
      ‘Exactly. She wouldn’t last a minute, and even if she was in good health, that Cumula lot are so ferociously independent,
         they probably wouldn’t agree to allow her to go.’
      

      
      ‘Quite. But still, milady, we could keep searching. We may turn up someone else. Maybe a double wing amputee. You never know.’

      
      ‘No,’ said Lady Aanfielsdaughter with finality. ‘We don’t have the time. Like it or not, we’re going to have to go with this
         lad. So it’s up to you now. I want you to pay a call on him at home and convince him to come and meet me.’
      

      
      ‘That may be tricky. I left him with a distinctly negative impression of me. Perhaps if you were turn up in person …’
      

      
      ‘Not an option. We need to keep this operation as low-profile as possible. If I were to appear on his doorstep and someone
         spotted me and recognised me, there’d be talk. Neighbours would want to know what Lady Aanfielsdaughter was doing in the area.
         Tongues would wag, rumours would start, and we can do without that. No, I’m afraid it’s down to you, Mr Mordadson. I need
         you to bring him here. However you manage it, get me Azrael Gabrielson.’
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 6


A Familiar Visitor

      
      The model of Troop-Carrier Cerulean was taking shape. Az and his father, mainly his father, had been busy constructing it over the course of several weeks, off
         and on. The balsa wood framework was complete, and today they were pasting sections of light blue tissue paper over the largest
         part of the model, its balloon. The tissue paper emulated the canvas covering of the real Cerulean’s balloon. Attachingit was a delicate, painstaking process, like fitting skin to a skeleton.
      

      
      ‘Easy with the glue,’ Gabriel Enochson warned his son. ‘Too much and that bit of paper will go soggy and rip.’

      
      Az wiped off the excess glue with a cloth, then passed the piece of tissue paper to his father, who laid it over the airship’s
         nosecone and gently tamped it into place.
      

      
      They paused a moment to admire their handiwork. The balloon was covered on one side. The model was really starting to look
         like the military vessel it copied, or at any rate it was really starting to look like the picture of Troop-Carrier Cerulean which was tacked to the wall next to the workbench.
      

      
      ‘We can start painting the control gondola when this is done,’ Az’s father said. ‘Then the next job’s putting together the
         propellers, although those are going to be fiddly, I warn you. So is the Prismburg insignia on the tailfins. That’s going
         to be pretty hard to get right. I’ll do a few preliminary sketches first, for practice.’
      

      
      ‘Good idea, Dad.’

      
      ‘You could have a bash at it yourself, you know, Az.’

      
      ‘I could,’ Az agreed without enthusiasm, ‘only …’

      
      ‘Only this is very boring for you, isn’t it?’ said his father. ‘Come on, be honest.’
      

      
      Reluctantly Az nodded. ‘I enjoy spending time down here with you and everything. Really. I’m just not…’

      
      ‘Not twelve years old any more,’ Gabriel Enochson finished for him. ‘I know. And I know you’re helping me make this model
         just to indulge me. I tell myself it’s for you but really it’s for me.’
      

      
      ‘Well, a retired man like you has to have little hobby-type projects to keep you busy.’ Az pointed to the tools that could
         be found in their dozens around the basement workshop, racked on the walls, and the various items of equipment – a lathe,
         a vice, a band-driven jigsaw – the legacy of his father’s long career as a maker and mender of clocks. ‘Otherwise all this
         stuff would go to waste. Like Mum says, “Gabe, you need to be doing something, otherwise you’ll be under my feet all day and
         annoying me.”‘
      

      
      Az’s mimickry of his mother’s fruity tones drew a furtive smirk from his father. Gabriel Enochson glanced upward.

      
      ‘Let’s pray she didn’t overhear,’ he said. ‘You still like Cerulean, though, don’t you, Az? I’m not wrong about that, am I? That hasn’t changed.’
      

      
      ‘Oh yeah. Cerulean’s pretty cool.’
      

      
      ‘And here’s me under the impression that the young are always into whatever’s now and newfangled and “in”. Michael and his
         helicopters, for example. And yet you’re fascinated by a big old obsolete airship. Why is that?’
      

      
      Az peered at the picture of the lighter-than-air military vessel. From the moment he first learned about Cerulean he had felt a strange affinity for her. She seemed at once so graceless and so fragile, with her massive balloon and her
         helium-filled gas cells and her propellers on their spindly mountings. She had no wings. She looked like something that couldn’t
         – shouldn’t – fly. And yet she did. Beautifully.
      

      
      Also, she was the only one of her kind. Every other military vessel like her had been decommissioned and broken down for parts
         years ago, after the signing of the Sky-City Pact of Hegemony, part of a worldwide demonstration of abhorrence for war and the vessels of war. Cerulean alone had been spared that fate and was now a museum piece, a tangible reminder of an age when the sky-cities used to fight
         among themselves. She was unique, the last survivor of a time gone by.
      

      
      A lumbering, ungainly, wingless thing which defied appearances by being able to fly – yes, Az could certainly relate to that.
         Troop-Carrier Cerulean was both something he understood and something he admired.
      

      
      But he felt a little foolish trying to put this into words, so all he said in answer to his father’s query was: ‘I just like
         her, that’s all.’
      

      
      The old man gave a wry, quiet grin, in a way that suggested he knew what Az had really meant to say. ‘Maybe one day we should
         go and take one of those tourist trips in her.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe,’ Az said.

      
      His father had made the offer many times before, but Az invariably wriggled out of accepting it. He feared they would go to
         Prismburg and take a short flight on board Cerulean and it would be a letdown. It wouldn’t measure up to how he imagined. She wouldn’t be all he thought she was. Perhaps it
         was better simply to dream about Cerulean and never have that dream dashed.
      

      
      They had just resumed work on the model when the doorbell rang upstairs. Both of them cocked their heads and listened out.
         Michael had promised to drop by this evening for supper, but it was still a bit too early for that. Most likely it was one
         of Az’s mother’s friends, or else a door-to-door sales rep, of which High Haven seemed to have an endless supply. They hawked
         everything from floor-mops to life insurance, encyclopaedias to toothpicks, and somehow made a living at it, even though no
         householder was glad to see them.
      

      
      Az’s mother went to open the front door, her footfalls passing directly overhead on the hallway floor.

      
      The voice that issued down from the front doorway was courteous and soft. It was a man’s voice, and Az heard his mother being
         addressed with full formality – forename (Ramona), maiden name (Orifielsdaughter), then married surname (Enochson). The visitor was evidently keen to make a good first impression.
      

      
      A sales rep then, as he had suspected. One of those rare ones who did their homework before calling by.

      
      As Az continued to listen, however, it dawned on him that he knew that voice. He couldn’t quite place it, but he was sure
         he had heard it before, and just recently.
      

      
      The man had a lot to say to Az’s mother and was hardly allowing her to get a word in edgeways. He apologised for disturbing
         the lady of the house and wondered if he might beg a few moments of her and her husband’s time.
      

      
      Az felt the hackles on the back of his neck rise. Who was this? Why did the voice make him feel so uneasy?
      

      
      His mother called out, ‘Gabe? Would you come here a second?’

      
      Az’s father shrugged. ‘Coming, dear!’ To Az, he added softly, ‘Wonder what this is about.’ With a couple of flap-thrusts of
         his wings, he rose to the trapdoor in the basement ceiling. He hovered there, wings beating, as he undid the latch. Then he
         hauled himself through and closed the trapdoor behind him.
      

      
      A low, muffled conversation followed between Az’s father and the visitor, and it was while this was going on that something
         clicked in Az’s head. He remembered where and when he had last heard this visitor speaking. It had been just a couple of days
         ago.
      

      
      The man at the museum. The man with the crimson spectacles.

      
      Az went to the ladder which was his means of getting out of the basement, and clambered stealthily up and put his ear to the
         trapdoor so that he could hear more clearly.
      

      
      ‘… talk with your son on a matter of the utmost importance,’ the man was saying. ‘I can’t put it any plainer than that. Perhaps
         if you could see your way to inviting me in …’
      

      
      ‘Gabe?’ said Az’s mother. ‘What do you think?’

      
      Az heard his father ruffling his wings. ‘Maybe if the gentleman were to show us credentials of some sort…’

      
      ‘Oh, but of course. Silly me,’ said the man. There was the sound of pockets being patted. ‘I have something … yes … here. I assume that will do.’
      

      
      Az’s mother gave a small gasp, then said, ‘Come on through to the living room.’

      
      ‘And the young man himself? I take it he’s home,’ the visitor said, as the front door was closed behind him.

      
      ‘He’s downstairs,’ said Az’s mother. ‘Let me give him a shout. Az!’

      
      Az waited a moment, so that it wouldn’t look as if he had been eavesdropping, then levered open the trapdoor and climbed the
         last few rungs of the ladder, emerging into the hallway.
      

      
      ‘Az, there’s someone here to see you. He’s—’

      
      ‘I know who he is,’ Az said, eyeing the man coolly. ‘We’ve met.’

      
      ‘Really?’ said his father. He was puzzled by his son’s obvious hostility towards their guest. ‘Why didn’t you tell us about
         this, that you’d met someone so prestigious?’
      

      
      Az hadn’t mentioned anything at all to his parents about his encounter with the man at the museum. Once he’d calmed down about
         it, he had decided he just wanted to put the whole matter behind him. He counted himself lucky not to have got a punishment.
         He was in trouble at school often enough and one less Censure for his parents to fret about was no bad thing.
      

      
      ‘He didn’t seem very prestigious at the time,’ he said. ‘And I’m not sure he is.’

      
      Gabriel Enochson’s puzzled expression deepened. ‘Well, you’re wrong. See?’

      
      He held up a small leather wallet to show Az. Within the wallet was set a silver badge, a feather overlaid on a circle. The
         circle represented the world and had several dozen tiny embossed dots on it, representing sky-cities.
      

      
      Az recognised the emblem. Who wouldn’t?

      
      The seal of the Silver Sanctum.

      
      ‘My name, Az, is Mr Mordadson,’ said the man, ‘and I come on urgent business. Azrael Gabrielson, the Airborn race needs your
         help.’
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 7


Face-off In The Living Room

      
      Oh please, Az thought. This is a joke. This is ludicrous. How could the man sitting opposite honestly expect him to agree to go to the Silver Sanctum with him? Without explaining
         exactly why he should go with him?
      

      
      ‘You’ll have to take it on trust,’ Mr Mordadson said, looking very comfortable in the family’s best armchair. ‘In matters
         of state, one must take great care what one does and doesn’t say. In this particular instance, I’m afraid I’m forbidden to
         reveal anything specific. The whole issue is far too delicate. What I can tell you is that our future – all of our futures – may well depend on your agreeing to participate. I’m asking you, Azrael,
         and you, Mr and Mrs Enochson, to consider what’s good for all of us.
      

      
      ‘I appreciate,’ Mr Mordadson continued, focusing on Az, ‘that you and I got off on the wrong foot. I’d be grateful if you
         could erase that incident from your memory and we could start anew. I am, I hope you’ll soon come to see, not a needlessly
         unpleasant man. I had a job to do then. I have another job to do now.’
      

      
      The smile he gave desperately wanted to be likeable, but it was all too reminiscent of his other, charmless smiles.

      
      ‘How can I trust you?’ Az retorted.
      

      
      ‘Now, Az,’ said his mother, ‘he’s carrying the Silver Sanctum seal. I don’t know what went on between the two of you before,
         but the seal gives Mr Mordadson absolute governmental authority.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah? For all we know he stole it, or it’s a fake.’

      
      ‘Az!’ said his father. ‘How can you say such a thing!’

      
      ‘No, no, it’s quite all right, Mr Enochson. Perfectly understandable, under the circumstances. I was testing young Azrael
         the last time we met, to see what stuff he’s made of. What I did wouldn’t have endeared me to him in the least. On the plus
         side, it proved to me that he’s up to the task we have in mind for him. It proved it to Lady Aanfielsdaughter as well.’
      

      
      ‘Lady Aanfielsdaughter,’ breathed Az’s mother. ‘You work for her

      
      ‘Indeed I do, madam. Directly answerable. I am, you might say, milady’s strong right arm.’ Mr Mordadson bent forward and took
         a sip from the cup of fragrant tea which Az’s mother had prepared. The gesture implied a casualness about his close professional
         relationship with that most august and revered personage, Serena, Lady Aanfielsdaughter.
      

      
      ‘But – well – Az, there’s no question, then. You must do as Mr Mordadson says. You must go with him.’

      
      ‘Must I? Why?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Mr Mordadson. This attitude of his … he’s a stubborn one sometimes.’

      
      ‘Stubborn is fine, Mrs Enochson. Don’t apologise. At the heart of a stubborn person lies a strong spirit.’

      
      ‘Does this,’ said Az’s father, ‘this “task” you have in mind for Az – does it by any chance have to do with Az being different
         from other kids the way he is?’
      

      
      Mr Mordadson nodded gravely. ‘Let’s just say it requires someone with his special talent.’
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