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DARKENING FOR A FALL




CHAPTER 1

Jetball Cup Final

The attempt on Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s life took place during the jetball cup final.

The match was between the Pearl Town Peregrines and up-and-coming underdogs the Cumula Collective Harpies, and the first half was a close-fought contest. The Peregrines had greater strength in the middle and low fields, as well as the advantage of being the match hosts, with the majority of the crowd on their side. The Harpies, however, were the sharper team and hungrier for victory. The Peregrines had overhauled the current Pan-Airborn Trophy holders, the Northernheights Goshawks, in the league table, but the general view was that that success had made them stale and overconfident. The Harpies had never played in a final before, and the bookies were offering long odds on them winning - but not that long.

Also in their favour, the Harpies had the single best jetball player currently being fielded anywhere, Neriah Tenth-House.

On that fact, Az and Michael could agree. On every other aspect of the match, however, the brothers differed wildly.

‘An all-female team will never beat an all-male team,’ Michael stated early on in the game. ‘I’m sorry, I’m not being sexist, it’s just the truth. Neriah aside, they just don’t have the speed and stamina.’

‘But look at that!’ Az exclaimed, pointing. ‘Those two Harpy upper forwards are flying rings around the Peregrine defence.’

‘But the Peregrine centre back’s just intercepted. Stole the ball right out of their hands.’

‘He was lucky.’

‘Lucky my tailfeathers! He’s bigger and meaner, that’s - whoa! Did you see that? Az, did you? That was a definite foul. Wing-butt. Referee! Are you blind or something? She wing-butted him! Send her off! Ref!’

‘Michael,’ said Aurora. ‘Down.’

In his agitation, Michael had flapped up out of his seat. Aurora caught him by the ankle and yanked him back into place.

‘But she—’

‘Mike,’ Aurora said, firmly. ‘Behave yourself. You are sitting in the dignitaries’ box. It’s a privilege to be here, and people are watching. You can’t carry on like this is just a weekday evening friendly at the local hoopdrome. Some decorum, please.’

‘Yes, dear. Sorry, dear.’

Behind the cover of one wing, Michael rolled his eyes at Az.

‘Hen-pecked,’ Az commented with a smirk.

‘Shut it, little bro,’ Michael retorted.

‘Oh, and for your information, Michael,’ Aurora said, ‘if an all-female team can’t beat an all-male one, how come the Harpies are in the final at all? They’ve had to overcome several male teams to get here.’

‘I, er, what I meant was an all-female team’s never won the final.’

‘Well, not yet they haven’t.’ Aurora nodded towards the swirling action of the game. ‘But the score’s only sixty-fifty to the Peregrines, and the way things are going . . .’

As if to prove Aurora’s point, at that moment Neriah Tenth-House soared out of midfield to smack home a spectacular upward drive. The ball whammed into the Peregrines’ 20-point frame. The crowd roared. Twelve thousand voices cheered and twelve thousand pairs of hands and wings clapped together deafeningly. Even the home-team supporters joined in, recognising skilled play when they saw it. Neriah celebrated the goal, and acknowledged the applause, by loop-the-looping all the way back to her starting position.

Lady Aanfielsdaughter, who was sitting in the row in front with the mayor of Pearl Town on her left, turned round.

‘Enjoying it so far?’ she asked Az.

‘Very much so, milady,’ Az said. ‘I couldn’t be happier. Comfy seats, great view. If only the Stratoville Shrikes were playing here today . . .’

‘Alas, it’s beyond even my capabilities to arrange for your favourite team to reach the final. But everything else is fine?’

‘Straight up,’ Az replied in his impression of a Groundling accent, which he thought was pretty good but which he never dared use in the presence of Cassie or any of the Grubdollar family. ‘Matter of fact, I be happy as a coal miner on bath day.’

Lady Aanfielsdaughter laughed, and Mr Mordadson, seated on her right, chuckled softly too. But within seconds the Silver Sanctum emissary was back to scanning the crowd. His eyes, behind his crimson-lensed spectacles, darted to and fro with hawkish intensity. His gaze came to rest on a face here, now a face there, checking, scrutinising, moving on.  Nearby, a man got up from his seat and headed towards the aisle. Mr Mordadson tracked his progress, relaxing only when the man disappeared down a chute that led to the public toilets.

Mr Mordadson was always vigilant, but Az had the sense that today he was being more so than usual. He had been on edge since the Silver Sanctum party arrived at the Pearl Town ’drome. He stuck close to Lady Aanfielsdaughter at all times, never straying further than a wingspan from her side. He was currently behaving less like an emissary and more like a personal bodyguard.

Did Mr Mordadson know something that no one else did, and wasn’t telling?

Az thought it very likely.

But that didn’t prevent Az from becoming wrapped up in the game, and when the half-time siren blew, he felt exhausted. It was strenuous work, all this hurrahing and yelling. He looked forward to a quarter-hour of rest.

A display of competitive kite-flying had been laid on to keep the spectators entertained during the interval. Representatives from every sky-city entered the playing area, each bearing a kite marked with the insignia of his or her hometown. The kites were launched into the air, and combat commenced.

For a tail, each kite was fitted with a length of twine which was weighted at the end and coated with a mixture of glue, sand and ground glass. The rules of the contest were straightforward. You flew your kite at those of your opponents and tried to cut their control strings with the tail. The ground-glass mixture made the tails razor sharp. Whoever’s was the last kite still tethered and aloft was the winner.

The kites flashed and slashed, wheeling around one another like a flock of bizarre, multicoloured birds of prey. Control strings snapped with a twang, and stricken kites spiralled downwards, to be caught by their owners and carried off. It was a frenetic free-for-all. One by one, the kites’ numbers were whittled down. Stratoville went. Then Emerald Rise. Northernheights. Pearl Town (a groan of shame from the home crowd). Cloud 9. Azuropolis. Acme Empyrean. Then, to the dismay of Az and Michael, High Haven.

The remaining kites battled on. The people guiding them used every trick they knew: nosedives, cunning feints, sudden reversals of direction. They were remarkably skilled. The kites seemed like extensions of themselves.

One kite came hurtling out from the playing area and swooped towards the dignitaries’ box, leaping away again at the last moment with a crack of canvas. Everyone in the box ducked. The tip of the kite’s tail had missed Aurora’s head by mere centimetres.

‘Who’s the featherbrained guano-head who did that?’ Michael snarled. ‘Whoever it is, they’d better not try it again.’

Scowling, he laid a wing protectively around his wife’s five-months-pregnant belly.

Az looked at Mr Mordadson. He was eyeing the kite flyer very carefully indeed. Az saw the tendons in the back of his neck flexing. His wingtips were twitching.

The kite zoomed perilously close to the dignitaries’ box again. This time the tail lashed at Lady Aanfielsdaughter. There was an audible gasp from the spectators immediately around the box. The mayor of Pearl Town squealed, while Lady Aanfielsdaughter shrank down in her seat. The tail whipped through the air just where her head had been a split second earlier.

‘Az!’ shouted Mr Mordadson, launching himself up out of his seat. He didn’t even look around. ‘Get her ladyship out of here. Now!’

The next few moments passed slowly for Az. Horrendously slowly. Like in a dream. A nightmare.




CHAPTER 2

Killer Kite

Az sprang into the seat Mr Mordadson had just vacated. The kite was turning in the air overhead, spinning on its own axis, getting ready to come in for a third time. He noted that it bore the Prismburg insignia. The same rainbow pattern adorned the tailfins of his beloved Cerulean. He made these observations even as he seized Lady Aanfielsdaughter by the arm and began hustling her out of the dignitaries’ box. He was feeling somehow both calm and panicky at once. He realised the danger the kite posed, and was afraid, but a higher, cooler part of his brain had taken charge and was governing his actions. It was telling him to move swiftly but sure-footedly. To get Lady Aanfielsdaughter to the nearest exit, keeping her head down the whole way, and his own too. To ignore anything else, everything else. To focus only on ensuring Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s safety. That was all that mattered.

The kite dived down. Even above the cries of alarm that were rising from all around him, Az could hear the rippling of its canvas, getting louder - all too rapidly louder. A diamond-shaped shadow passed over him. He knew the tail was trailing immediately behind. He and Lady Aanfielsdaughter were still three metres from the exit, a little gate set into the waist-high wooden partition that enclosed the box.

There was only one thing to do. He grabbed her by the shoulders and shoved her face-down onto the floor. Then he threw himself on top of her.

He glimpsed the kite’s tail swissshing towards them. Instinctively, he put up his right arm to ward it off.

The pain was instant and excruciating. It was unbelievable that anything could hurt so much. From elbow to wrist Az’s arm became one huge burning flare of agony. He screamed soundlessly, while blood - his own blood - sprayed his face and his shirtfront. He clutched the arm with  his free hand, trying to hold the pain in, like you could with, say, a stubbed toe. It didn’t work. The pain would not be contained. His hand came away dripping with warm, red liquid. He rolled onto his back, his mouth still yawning open, trying in vain to get that scream out. He knew the danger hadn’t gone away and that he must still guard Lady Aanfielsdaughter in whatever way he could. But he couldn’t seem to move. Everything had shrivelled down to the pain in his arm, the incandescent throb, the crippling, nauseating, torment that the kite tail had inflicted.

He stared up into the blinding light of the sun. He could hear Michael bellowing: ‘He’s injured! He’s bleeding! Someone do something!’ His brother’s voice seemed to be coming from a long way away.

Then, slightly nearer, Aurora was speaking to him: ‘Az? Lie still. I’m going to have to put pressure on the wound. It’s going to be unpleasant but you must keep still.’

‘Lady Aan—’ Az started to say, but then the agony overtook him, worse than ever. Aurora had begun wrapping a strip of cloth tight around his injured limb.

Meanwhile there was a continuous background thrum, the sound of worried voices, people standing, leaving their seats, taking to the air.

Everything swelled to a crescendo - pain, sounds, the brilliance of the sky.

Az felt like he was teetering on the brink of a great blackness, a dark, cool, limitless void. It beckoned to him, inviting him in. Gratefully, he plunged.




CHAPTER 3

The Fletcher Tank

Cassie frowned at the clouds.

‘What’m up, girl?’ her father asked. ‘You’m got a queer look on your face. Like you just heard a noise and you be’n’t sure what it be and where it’m come from.’

‘Dunno. It’m nothing, most probably. Just . . .’ She shook her head. ‘Funny feeling, that’m all. As if there be trouble.’

‘There be trouble all right,’ said Fletcher, flipping up the visor of his welder’s mask. ‘And you’m in it, Cass, unless you bring me that spare oxygen canister like I asked.’

Cassie blinked and nodded. She fetched the canister from the concrete loading dock and lugged it over to her brother. Fletcher attached it to one of the tubes from his oxy-acetylene blowtorch and fired up a cone of flame at the nozzle. Swinging the visor back down, he bent to work. Sparks shot from the join he was welding, bouncing off his fireproof gloves and the front of his mask. A lightning-storm smell filled the air.

In the centre of the Grubdollars’ courtyard, where Cackling Bertha used to reside, a new invention was taking shape. It was a steel cylinder approximately five metres long and three metres tall, with a wheel-lock door at one end. The cylinder was insulated and airtight. Inside there was a narrow bench running along the middle. A rubberised length of pipe protruded from the other end, leading to a motor-powered compressor pump, which was regulated by a timer mechanism.

This was Fletcher’s brainchild, a device he had dreamed up during the Grubdollar family’s foray into the Relentless Desert five months ago with Colin Amblescrut and Michael and Aurora Gabrielson. It was a pressurisation/depressurisation chamber capable of swiftly acclimatising a person to the difference in atmospheric density between the ground and the sky-cities. He had already dubbed it, rather grandly, the Fletcher  Tank. He had spent weeks developing the idea and building a scale-model prototype, which he had tested out on fieldmice, successfully. The next step was this full-size prototype, which he intended to test out on himself once it was completed. If it worked - and he had no reason to believe it wouldn’t - he could foresee a time when there were dozens of Fletcher Tanks installed at the base and summit of every sky-city column. Ground-sickness and altitude sickness would be things of the past. Travel between the Groundling and Airborn realms would be easier and more convenient than it had ever been. All it would require was an hour or so in a Fletcher Tank, and you were ready for whichever of the two environments you had journeyed to.

The social benefits for both races would be enormous. And so, too, would the financial benefits for one Fletcher Grubdollar and his kin.

Which was good because, with Bertha gone, the Grubdollars were deprived of their usual means of earning a livelihood. They were desperately short of money. They were, in fact, down to their last few notes, and Den Grubdollar had begun scouting around for a job with one of the local Grimvale industries, in case the Fletcher Tank project didn’t pan out for any reason. He had gone to an interview for an above-ground position at one of the coalmines and another as a driver for Roving Sightseer Enterprises, and was waiting to hear back from both those companies. It was humiliating for a lifelong self-employed man to have to look for salaried work. Den had been his own boss for so many years, the idea of being answerable to somebody else did not sit well with him. But needs must.

‘It be’n’t right, Da,’ Cassie said, as they watched the leap and stutter of the sparks from Fletcher’s welding.

‘This that “funny feeling” of yours?’ said Den. ‘That’m what you be talking about?’

‘No. That were something else.’ Something to do with Az, she nearly added, but didn’t. Her father would think she was going loopy if she told him she had a strong sense that Az was injured and in difficulties. Most likely he would laugh and make some joke about women’s intuition and all the daft notions that girls got into their heads. She herself knew she might be imagining things. She resolved not to think about it for now. If Az was in trouble, she would know about it soon enough. She was due to meet him in Heliotropia the day after tomorrow.

‘No,’ she went on, ‘what be’n’t right is Bertha not being here.’

Den sighed. ‘I know. Like Robert said this morning, just before him set off for school. He said, “I open the curtains, Da, and it’m always a shock when I see her’s not there. Every time, I think someone must’ve nicked she. Then I remember. Someone did, basically, and now us doesn’t have a vehicle to get about in.” ’

‘Unless you count that crappy old half-tarp,’ Cassie said, nodding to the little van that was parked snugly in one corner of the yard. It used to belong to Deacon Hardscree and, after the demise of its madman owner, the family had driven it home from the Relentless Desert intending to sell it. Instead, finding themselves in need of transportation after Bertha was taken, they had kept it. ‘But it’m more than that, Da. I feel the same about Bertha as I did when Martin died, almost. Seems ridiculous. She’m just a hunk of old metal. Parts and machinery and that. She be’n’t a person.’ Cassie told herself she wasn’t going to cry. She just about managed not to. ‘But still I . . . I miss she, Da. Nearly as much as Mart.’

‘Me too. And it be’n’t ridiculous. I’ve never known a time when Bertha weren’t in my life. Her’s part of the family, no question.’ Den put an arm around his daughter’s shoulders and hugged her roughly. ‘But her be gone now. Them Craterhome buggers took she, and us just has to accept that.’

‘Why, Da?’ Cassie shot back, challengingly.

‘You know why,’ Den replied.

‘No, I don’t. I know Robert electrocuted all those folk in Craterhome and I know Bertha got confiscated and that were a condition for the police not pressing charges against we. But I also know it be’n’t fair. Nobody died, did them? Robert didn’t kill anyone. And besides, what him did were an accident. I don’t see why us should have to suffer like this just because of a mistake.’

‘Sometimes life be’n’t fair,’ said her father. ‘Us simply has to put up with it.’

‘No, us doesn’t. That’m coward’s talk.’

‘Now, now. I be’n’t a coward, girl, and don’t you dare be calling I one.’ Den looked stern. ‘I be just practical. There’m some things you can fight against and others you can’t. This’m one of the ones you can’t, and you’ll only cause yourself misery if you think you can try.’

Cassie huffed but said nothing. Her father was right, of course, but that didn’t mean she had to like what he said. It grieved her to think of Bertha, out there somewhere, probably in Craterhome, toiling away for someone else, some stranger. It made her heart ache. Bertha belonged nowhere but here. No one should be using her but a Grubdollar.

Fletcher finished welding the join. He switched off the blowtorch and inspected his handiwork. The glow of hot metal faded from yellow to orange to dim red, revealing a neat seam between two of the panels on the side of the tank.

‘Straight up,’ he said, with an approving nod.

Just then, a loud rapping came from the portcullis gate.

Cassie went to open it.

A man was standing in the street outside, holding a large, official-looking brown envelope. His suit was sombre and businesslike, and so was his expression.

Cassie knew - she just knew - this was yet more bad news for the Grubdollars.




CHAPTER 4

Cease-And-Desist

‘Miss Grubdollar?’ the man said.

‘That be I.’

‘Miss Cassandra Grubdollar?’

Cassie winced. She hated her full first name.

‘Cassie,’ she said.

‘I’m Wilberforce Plumshoot,’ the man said.

‘I be sorry to hear that.’

The man twitched his head, then attempted a smile. ‘Ahem. Yes. Well. I work for a law firm by the name of Dullgrumble, Pointcut and Blusterby.’

‘I be even sorrier, then.’

‘We’re based in Craterhome and represent a number of immensely influential clients. In fact’ - Plumshoot craned his neck self-importantly - ‘I’d go so far as to say we are the foremost law firm in the whole of the Westward Territories. I’d be surprised if you haven’t heard of us.’

‘I wouldn’t be,’ said Cassie. ‘Us doesn’t have much dealing with law firms if us can possibly avoid it.’

Her father appeared beside her. ‘Cass? Who’m this wormy little chap? What does him want?’

‘Mr Dennis Grubdollar I presume,’ said Plumshoot. ‘I’m—’

‘Him’s some lawyer, Da. From Tumrumble, Pointless and Gustybum. Did I get that right?’

Plumshoot ignored her. He seemed determined not to become ruffled by her jibes. ‘I’m here on behalf of Slamshaft Engineering Incorporated. You’ve certainly heard of them.’

‘I has,’ said Den. ‘Them makes . . . well, pretty much everything that can be made. Us has bought a few of their murk-comber spares and accessories in our time. “Built To The Highest Standards”, that’m their  motto. Be’n’t always true, mind. The number of replacement gasket heads from Slamshaft us has got through. Them splits right down the middle, them does.’

‘Be that as it may,’ said Plumshoot, ‘Slamshaft Engineering have instructed my firm, and my firm have instructed me, to deliver this.’

He held out the brown envelope.

‘What’m that?’

‘Open it, Mr Grubdollar, and see.’

Den slid a grimy-nailed index finger beneath the envelope flap and extracted the letter inside. ‘Smart headed notepaper.’ He squinted at the text of the letter, then passed it to Cassie. ‘That typing’s too tiny, and I can’t be bothered to get my reading specs. You tell I what it says, lass.’

‘ “Dear Grubdollar family,” ’ Cassie read out. ‘Nice start. Polite. “Forthwith heretofore upon receipt of this missive . . .” Is them actually words? “. . . of this missive, you are to refrain from all work upon your pressurisation/depressurisation unit and take immediate steps to dismantle the aforementioned apparatus.” ’

‘Wha-a-at?’ said Den.

Cassie read on, her voice growing loud with disbelief and indignation. ‘ “You are to cease and desist from any operations which might be considered a furtherance of the construction of said apparatus. Any attempts to continue to infringe the copyright of Slamshaft Engineering Incorporated will be met with punitive legal action, up to and including criminal prosecution. Furthermore, you are to undertake to surrender any and all documentation pertaining to . . .” I can’t go on.’ She waved the letter in Plumshoot’s face. ‘What be this all about?’

‘I should have thought it was perfectly clear, Miss Grubdollar,’ said the lawyer. ‘The letter is saying—’

‘I know what it’m saying. What do it mean?’

‘That tank you’re putting together there.’ Plumshoot pointed through the gateway, past Cassie’s shoulder, into the courtyard. ‘Slamshaft have taken out a patent on the design. It’s their intellectual property, and they’re busy mass-producing it even as we speak. You carry on with yours, and you’ll wind up in prison. I can’t put it any more plainly than that.’

Or any more smugly, Cassie thought.

‘But this’m daft!’ Den exclaimed. ‘The tank be Fletcher’s idea. It’m his baby. Him came up with it, and him’s been busy with nothing else this past few months. Slamshaft can’t just come along and say it’m theirs and them’s making it and him’s ripped them off. Can they?’

‘Did your son lodge an application with the Central Patent Office?’

‘Search I.’ Den turned to Cassie. ‘Did him?’

Cassie shrugged. ‘Don’t think so. Him never mentioned it. Don’t think him realised him had to.’

‘Then, in answer to your question, Mr Grubdollar, yes. Slamshaft can do this, and are.’

Den groaned. ‘I don’t believe it.’

‘Me either,’ said Cassie. She tore the letter to shreds and sprinkled the pieces around Plumshoot’s gleaming calfskin shoes. ‘That be what I think of your stupid bit of paper.’

The lawyer looked unimpressed. ‘The cease-and-desist order still stands, Miss Grubdollar, however you treat the original document by which it was conveyed to you. We will, of course, send you a replacement copy, and charge you accordingly.’

‘Why, you scummy little—!’ Cassie reached out to throttle Plumshoot, but her father restrained her.

‘Clip it down, Cass,’ he said. ‘It be’n’t this snooty runt’s fault. Him’s just doing his job.’

‘Let I at he, Da! Please! Just for a second. Let I give that lousy featherplucker what-for.’

Plumshoot was backing nervously away as Cassie struggled in her father’s arms.

‘First off, girl, don’t swear. Not even in Airborn. And second off, no, I won’t let you at he. Save it for later. Us’ll sort this out some other way and get angry with the people us should get angry with. What I think us needs to do right now . . .’

Den turned to look at his son. Fletcher was just out of earshot but he had observed what was going on at the gate and seen enough to know he should be worried.

‘. . . is us needs to find some way of telling your brother that him’s got to start taking his precious prototype apart. And somehow,’ Den added grimly, ‘I has a sneaking suspicion him’s not going to be any too happy about that.’




CHAPTER 5

At The Hole And Shovel

When Colin Amblescrut entered the Hole and Shovel at half past six that evening, he was a little surprised to find Fletcher propping up the bar in the main saloon. He was delighted, too. Fletcher wasn’t a frequent pubgoer, so it was a treat for Colin to have his friend there to drink with. Plus, he reckoned he could count on Fletcher to get his share of rounds in. In fact, if luck was on his side, Colin thought he might be able to persuade Fletcher to get all the rounds in.

Briefly Colin revelled in the familiar aromas of spilled booze, pipe smoke, pies cooking in the kitchen, and the sawdust that covered the floor. He waved to a couple of fellow-regulars. The pub - his home from home. Then he crossed to the bar. Pulling up the stool next to Fletcher, he nodded a greeting.

Fletcher nodded back, and it was in that moment that Colin realised that his pal was very, very drunk. The whites of Fletcher’s eyes were pink and the nod he gave was more a loll of the head than a conscious physical action.

The pub had only opened at six. It had taken some going for Fletcher to get this drunk in the space of just half an hour.

‘All right?’ Colin asked, cheerily but also with curiosity.

‘Nope.’ Then, as if he hadn’t already said it, Fletcher said it again: ‘Nope.’

‘Oh. Well, what’m you having?’

Fletcher studied his pint tankard, which was nearly empty. Beer-froth webbed the inside of the glass.

‘Beer,’ he said simply.

Colin gestured to the landlord with a flick of his fingers. ‘Two pints of Earthtrembler’s Old Peculiar, Gus,’ he said. When the drinks arrived, he jerked his head in Fletcher’s direction. ‘His tab.’

Fletcher didn’t hear this, or if he did, he didn’t care enough to object.

‘So,’ Colin said, after he had downed most of his pint at a single gulp, ‘want to talk about it, Fletch?’

‘Nope.’

‘OK.’

After a minute’s gloomy silence, Fletcher said, ‘Them’s shafted me, them has.’

‘Shafted you? Who?’

‘Slam-bloody-shaft Engineering, that’m who. Shaft by name, shaft by nature.’

‘Eh? How come?’

Briefly, and slurring his words somewhat, Fletcher explained about the cease-and-desist order.

‘Ooh, that’m nasty,’ Colin said, with feeling. He patted Fletcher’s arm. ‘Right buggers, those big businesses is. The Fletcher Tank were your idea. Us all knows that. And then them comes along and claims it for their own, and there’m nothing you can do about it. How can you? You’m just the little man. The fly under the swatter. The rabbit under the front tyres. The sapling in the avalanche. The—’

‘Yes, yes, I get the picture, Colin.’

‘Just saying their sort’s bullies. Rides roughshod over everyone. Be’n’t the way it ought to be, but what can us do? I be sorry, Fletch. You had such hopes for the tank and all. Ah well. Back to the drawing board.’

If Fletcher was comforted by these sentiments, he didn’t show it.

‘Although, I had a horrible feeling something like this might happen,’ Colin went on. He signalled to Gus the landlord, and two more pints of Earthtrembler’s appeared. ‘Ever since that bloke were round here a while back . . . What were his name? No, it’m gone. But the way him were talking, I had this feeling you had competition. Maybe I should’ve said something about it to you at the time, only I didn’t want to discourage you.’

‘Bloke?’ said Fletcher, lifting his head. His eyes narrowed. ‘What bloke?’

‘Just some geezer from Craterhome way. Him were up in Grimvale on a - what were the phrase? - a “fact-finding mission”. Said him had heard this area were a hive of innovation. His exact words. A hive of innovation and activity. Said there were rumours that had got as far as Craterhome, about us having some very clever inventor types in our midst. Of course, I couldn’t help boasting about my old chum Fletcher Grubdollar and what him were up to at home.’

Fletcher appeared to sober up in an instant. His gaze became steadier and more focused and his speech no longer so thick and stumbling.

‘Repeat, Colin, precisely what you said to he.’

‘I didn’t say anything. Not really. I mean, you swore I to secrecy over the Fletcher Tank, so I weren’t about to blab about it to just any old random bod, now were I? All I said to he was you’d had this brainwave, which you’d worked out when us had some Airborn passengers in Bertha’s loading bay.’ He shrugged. ‘What can I say? Pride got the better of I. But I definitely did not tell he any more’n that. Not even after him bought that third pint.’

‘Colin.’ Fletcher was pronouncing his words very crisply and clearly now. ‘Be you quite sure you didn’t tell he any more? I want you to think back. Be honest. After the third pint, were there maybe a fourth? A fifth, even?’

‘No. Well, yeah. But I stopped at the fifth, definitely. Or were it the sixth?’

‘And all this time, while the man were buying you beer, did he keep asking questions?’

‘No, him and I were just chatting.’

‘Did the subject of the Fletcher Tank come up again?’

Colin racked his brains. ‘Now that I recall . . . yup. Once or twice. But only once or twice, no more’n that.’

‘You didn’t explain the principle of the tank to he? Because I know you know it.’

‘Umm . . .’ It was dawning on Colin that he perhaps didn’t remember the whole of his conversation with the stranger from Craterhome. As the evening had worn on, things had become a bit blurry. The man had seemed like nice enough, for a Craterhomer. Friendly and forthright, and his hand had kept dipping into his pocket. Colin hadn’t had to shell out once for a drink. Which had made for a memorable evening. Or, rather, an unmemorable one.

Had he spilled the beans about Fletcher’s pressurisation technique? The theory on which the tank’s operation was based?

Colin was beginning to fear that he had.

‘But it were just some bloke in a pub,’ he said lamely.

‘Colin, you blithering great idiot!’ Fletcher growled. ‘Him were an industrial spy! Had to be! Don’t you see? Someone in Craterhome must’ve got wind of what I were up to. Someone at Slamshaft, most likely. And the company then sent a man up to ask around and pump people for information. “Find some local with a taste for the booze,” him were probably told, “some brainless hillbilly whose lips’ll loosen at the first offer of a pint, and see what you can get out of he.” And lo and behold . . . !’

‘Now, Fletch,’ Colin said, wagging a meaty finger at him, ‘I be going to overlook you calling I those names, on account of you’s had a skinful and be’n’t in your proper head. I realise you might think you’s a reason to be  cross with I, but really, when you look at it, it weren’t my fault. It were yours.’

‘Oh yeah? And by what insane process of logic do you arrive at that conclusion?’

‘Well, you shouldn’t have entrusted I with your secret. I mean, I be’n’t exactly known for my reliability. Maybe you should have thought of that before you dragged I in on this whole thing.’

‘Dragged you . . . ?’ Fletcher was agog. ‘You walked in while I were experimenting with the miniature prototype. You barged into my room without knocking and had your nose halfway inside the model before I could stop you. “Ooh, a mouse,” you said. “I love mice.” ’

‘And I do.’

‘So what were I supposed to do? Make up some absurd cover story for why I had a mouse in a homemade pressurisation chamber or tell you the truth?’

‘Probably, the cover story would have been the better idea.’

‘Dammit!’ Fletcher leapt to his feet. ‘This is what I get for hanging around with an Amblescrut.’ He jabbed a finger in Colin’s chest. ‘You and your whole, dumb, too-close-knit-for-comfort clan. You be wasters and scroungers and idlers and no-hopers and - and wasters.’

‘You already said wasters.’

‘I know. So what? I be sick of it. I be sick of you, Colin. You’s knackered my life good and proper. You’s gone and ruined the one chance my family had left. You . . . you . . .’

Words failed Fletcher, and in their absence all he could think of to do was take a swing at Colin.

His fist collided with the indomitable Amblescrut skull, and of course came off worse. Several of his knuckles split open but he was too angry (and had too much alcohol in his system) to feel the pain. He threw a second punch. This one Colin made the effort to deflect. He’d permitted Fletcher that first hit. In a way he deserved it, and usually his opponents hurt themselves so badly with the initial punch that they never managed a follow-up. But a second blow from Fletcher was a blow too far.

Colin then sideswiped him with the flat of his hand, and instantly Fletcher was face down on the floor. He staggered upright, spitting out sawdust. He reeled at Colin, fists clenched. With a sigh Colin got to his feet and plucked Fletcher up by one arm. Suspended off the ground, Fletcher flailed with his feet and free hand but none of the shots connected.

‘Fletch, mate,’ Colin said, ‘let’s get you out of here, eh? Before you does yourself a mischief.’

He carried the still flailing Fletcher to the door and tossed him into the street. Fletcher landed in a heap in the gutter. He tried to get up but the  fight had gone out of him. He sat in the roadway, dazed, legs akimbo, while Colin brushed his palms together and went back inside.

Some minutes later, Fletcher finally made it to his feet. He trudged off home, muttering curses about Colin and all the Amblescruts.

Colin, for his part, spent the rest of the evening drinking as heavily as his budget allowed, and when his cash ran out he yanked a distant relative out of one of the snugs and shook him down for a bit more money. He felt bitter at the way Fletcher had treated him, and remorseful that the two of them had fallen out.

Deep down, too, he knew who was to blame. And that made it all the more imperative that he lose himself in the pure, dreamy oblivion of inebriation. And so he did.




CHAPTER 6

Breaking Metal . . . And The Law

CLONNNG!

CLONNNG!

CLONNNG!

It sounded like the tolling of an immense bell. Cassie snapped awake, shot out of bed and hared downstairs in her pyjamas. Her father and Robert weren’t far behind.

A few hours ago Cassie had helped a very unsteady Fletcher into bed. Now he was out in the courtyard. He had set up an arc lamp, and by its fierce white light he was assaulting his unfinished Fletcher Tank with a sledgehammer. His face was etched with lines of fury, his teeth bared like fangs.

CLONNNG!

Cassie ran to stop him, but was halted in her tracks by a scowl from Fletcher. He looked so maddened that it seemed possible he might turn and use the sledgehammer on her.

‘Leave he be, Cass,’ Den said softly. ‘If someone has to turn that thing into scrap, may as well be Fletch who does it.’

CLONNNG!

CLONNNG!

CRACK!

The Fletcher Tank began to fall apart under the onslaught. Panels flew off, as though the device was some large steel reptile shedding its scales. The door was battered askew and then knocked off its hinges. The bench was reduced to firewood. Fletcher, sweating profusely, kept at it with a relentless energy. The sledgehammer swung and struck, swung and struck.

CRUNCH!

CLONNNG!

THWACK!

Soon neighbours were pounding on the portcullis gate and protesting about the racket at the tops of their voices. Did the Grubdollars realise what time it was? Decent folk were asleep in bed. Did they want the cops brought?

‘Go ahead and bring they!’ Den roared over the wall. ‘See if us cares!’

‘All right, us will,’ came the reply, but the tone was uncertain. If the Grubdollars weren’t worried about the police coming, then what good was the threat?

‘Heh,’ said Den. ‘Called their bluff.’

Finally, after nearly an hour, the Fletcher Tank was a pile of twisted metal. Fletcher, its creator-turned-destroyer, stood over the wreckage, panting hard. The sledgehammer hung slackly in his hands. Cassie went over and took it off him, lifting a burden from him and making it her own. Fletcher acknowledged this feebly, then slumped to the ground and started weeping. Cassie set down the sledgehammer and crouched beside her brother. She held him while he sobbed, clasping his head to her chest. Tears were rolling down her cheeks too.

She looked up at her father and Robert.

‘This’m it,’ she said. ‘Enough be enough. Look at Fletch. Look at we all. Us is a mess. Us can’t do without Bertha, straight up. It were crazy to think us could.’

‘But what would you suggest—?’

‘Get she back, Da,’ Cassie interrupted. ‘Plain as that.’

‘Yeah?’ said Robert. ‘How? Us doesn’t even know where she be.’

‘And there’m the small matter of us being forbidden by law to run she, let alone look for she,’ said Den.

‘So what? If the law be in our way, then the law’m wrong.’

‘If everybody thought like that, girl, the world’d be chaos, and what would be the point of anything? Society has rules, and us mayn’t always like they but us has to live by they.’

‘Stuff that!’ Cassie shouted. ‘Since when has the rules helped we? Since when has sticking to they ever got we anywhere? You went to the Chancel, Da, when it were a Chancel, to rescue I and Fletch and Martin. Remember? That were against the law, surely. You drummed up all those Amblescruts and got into a rumble with the Humanists. I doubt the police would’ve been any too happy if them’d known about it. Them’d’ve put a stop to it if them had had the chance. And yet it were still the right thing to do. Same when us took on Deacon Hardscree. Him were going to kill you. Him tried to kill nearly all of we, in point of fact. And us did what us had to, to defend ourselves, and him wound up dead, and in the eyes of the law that’m murder, no doubt about it, or manslaughter at  least, but us did it all the same. So what be the difference now? When the law don’t work, us takes the law into our own hands. It’m the only way.’

Den was quiet for a moment. Stroking his chin with a thumb, he pondered.

‘Her’s got a point, Da,’ said Robert.

‘Her has,’ Fletcher agreed, sniffing.

‘Well?’ said Cassie. ‘That be three votes in favour, I reckon. What do you say, Da?’

Den studied his offspring, his gaze shifting from one face to the next. It seemed, every time he looked at them, that the three got one more step closer to being adults. Almost as it, when he took his eyes off them for a moment, they accelerated a year in age, becoming less children, more the grown-up people they were destined to be. It made him inordinately proud, and sometimes quietly sad.

‘Nobody ever said this family were a democracy,’ he said slowly. ‘But . . .’

He grinned, revealing all three of his front teeth.

‘Let’s do it.’

‘Yes!’ exclaimed Cassie, and she leapt on Den and smothered his stubbly cheeks with kisses.

‘I be going to regret this, be’n’t I?’ Den said, hugging her.

‘Probably,’ Cassie replied. ‘Probably us all is. But wouldn’t you rather regret doing something than regret not doing something?’

There was, Den thought, simply no arguing with that. There was, indeed, no arguing with Cassie at all. Not these days. Not any more.




CHAPTER 7

The Wingless Patient

A discreet flutter of wings woke Az.

He looked up to see a beautiful woman, standing over him at his bedside. She was checking the dressings on his right arm, which was in a sling suspended from a steel frame. She had neatly styled blonde hair and wore an immaculate white uniform, and the name-badge on her chest (her not inconsiderably large chest) read STAFF NURSE ARIELLA HAATANSDAUGHTER. Her wings were encased in gauze sheaths, just as her hands were encased in thin cotton gloves, for hygiene’s sake.

Az, flat on his back, gazed at her for a while. She hadn’t noticed he was no longer asleep. Although he felt muzzy and his head ached, it was extremely pleasant to be looking at Staff Nurse Haatansdaughter because she was so very pretty and had an air of such reassuring competence about her. He could have watched her ministering to him all day.

Then his memory served up an image: himself in a similar situation a year and a half ago, coming to his senses on the couch in the Grubdollars’ lounge, with Cassie next to him. Cassie wasn’t the elegant, well-coiffed, well-endowed creature that Nurse Haatansdaughter was, but she was his girlfriend, and Az experienced a sudden, furtive pang of guilt. Not that there was anything wrong with admiring another woman. What was it Michael said? ‘Just because you’re on a diet doesn’t mean you can’t study the menu.’ But Az and Cassie got together so infrequently that the items on the menu were more than usually appetising, especially one as well served up as Nurse Haatansdaughter.

Finally Az let out a groan, announcing that he was conscious.

The groan was partly genuine. His wounded forearm was emitting dull, sludgy pulses of pain, like someone was reaching in and giving the veins and nerve endings a slow tug at regular intervals. The sensation came and went, but when it was bad it was only just bearable.

‘Oh, hello there,’ said Nurse Haatansdaughter. The greeting was cooler and brisker than Az would have liked, as was the smile that followed. ‘About time you rejoined us.’

‘I’ve got a cracking headache.’

‘That’ll be the after-effects of the chloroform.’

‘Where am I?’

‘Hospital, where do you think?’

Her sarcasm cut through the fogginess of his thoughts. He responded in kind. ‘Ooh, I’d never have worked that out by myself. I meant, which hospital?’

‘Pearl Town Mercy.’

‘OK. And how am I doing?’

Curtly, Nurse Haatansdaughter filled him in on his medical status:

‘You didn’t lose the arm, although there was some question over that when they brought you in. It was opened up clean to the bone and a couple of tendons were almost severed. You were lucky. Dr Barpharangesson, our top surgeon, operated on you and saved the limb. The prognosis is good. You ought to make a full recovery.’

‘You don’t sound too happy about that.’

‘It’s not my job to be happy or unhappy about how a patient is doing,’ said Nurse Haatansdaughter. ‘But I admit, I won’t be sad to see you leave. It’s been bedlam here ever since you arrived. We’ve been besieged by reporters demanding information about you. They’re crowding the entrance lobby downstairs and hassling the staff. That’s why you’re in a private room, not a ward, and why we’re keeping the blinds closed. Everyone wants an interview with you.’

‘Well, I’m sorry to be such an inconvenience,’ Az said.

‘And,’ she added, ‘as if that wasn’t enough, we’ve got the Silver Sanctum breathing down our necks, asking for updates on your progress every hour, just about. All of which is making it very difficult to get any proper work done around here. I know you’re a special case, man of the moment and all that, but even so. It seems to me a great deal of fuss to be making over a kid who doesn’t even have . . .’ She trailed off.

‘Go on, say it. “Doesn’t even have wings.” ’

Nurse Haatansdaughter’s face reddened and she became suddenly fascinated by the chart on the wall above the bedstead, as if it contained more than just graphs that plotted Az’s blood pressure, heart rate and temperature readings.

Even now, Az thought to himself, even after all I’ve done for the Airborn, and the Groundlings, there are still people who think that I’m an insult to our race - who think that I shouldn’t even have been born. I could save the world a dozen times over, and there’ll always be someone who looks at me and sees nothing but a wingless freak of nature.

He didn’t fancy Nurse Haatansdaughter in the slightest any more, but neither did he hate her. If he felt anything for her, it was dull contempt, a weary nothingness.

‘Look,’ he said, ‘whatever you think of me, it doesn’t matter. I just need to know, is everyone else OK? What happened after I blacked out at the hoopdrome? Do you know?’

‘I’m not sure, but your brother is down in the waiting area. Would you like me to send somebody to fetch him?’

‘If it wouldn’t be too much bother, Nurse Haatansdaughter.’




CHAPTER 8

One Hundred Per Cent Hero Stuff

Michael looked pale and dishevelled, but also overjoyed to see Az. He said he had been keeping vigil downstairs through the night, surviving on cups of very bad coffee from the hospital cafeteria and doing his best to avoid the reporters. They seemed to be everywhere, popping up from behind chairs and around corners, brandishing their notebooks and sketchpads, asking him if he could spare a moment or two for the Northernheights News or the Stratoville Chronicle.

‘You’re the big story of the day, Az,’ he said. ‘Everybody wants a piece of you. I mean, it’s one thing, the stuff you’ve already done, beating the Humanists and then tackling Naoutha and her gang. Most people have heard of you because of that, even if you’re not exactly a household name. But saving Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s life in front of a capacity crowd at the cup final . . . That’s a whole new level of celebrity!’

‘So I did save her.’ Az was relieved and glad.

‘Oh yeah. You took the hit from the kite tail that was intended for her. And you bought old Mordy enough time to take down the bloke from Prismburg who was flying the kite. It was one hundred per cent hero stuff, little bro. You should be proud of yourself. You couldn’t have played it better - apart from the whole nearly-getting-your-arm-chopped-off bit.’

‘Mum and Dad?’

‘They’re in an airbus even as we speak. Should be here by this evening.’

‘And no one else got hurt? Aurora, the baby . . .’

‘Nope, no one. Unless you count the Prismburger. Pluck me, you should have seen the way Mr Mordadson laid into him. It was like a harrier hawk on a sparrow.’ Michael winced at the recollection. ‘I think I heard bones crack, even all the way up in the dignitaries’ box.’

‘Was it deliberate? He was attacking on purpose?’

‘Who, Mordadson? I should say so!’ laughed Michael.

‘No, birdbrain, the Prismburger.’

‘Oh. Don’t know about that. Probably - unless he just lost control of the kite.’

‘Which isn’t very likely. Not three times in a row like that.’

‘Yeah, well, either way, Mr Mordadson hauled him off unconscious. I’ve no idea where he is now. But wherever it is, I bet Mordy’s making his life pretty damn uncomfortable.’

Michael grinned.

‘More importantly, Az,’ he said, ‘have you seen that nurse of yours? What a bird of paradise!’

‘Mike, you’re a married man - about to become a father.’

‘Still, she’s got a lovely pair on her, hasn’t she? Of wings, I mean.’ He chortled leeringly. ‘And what have I told you about diets and menus?’

Az debated whether to reveal the nurse’s gaffe about his winglessness, but he decided not to ruin Michael’s fantasy. ‘She’s not my type. I like them earthier,’ he said, and left it at that. Anyway, he was more interested in the motivation behind the Prismburger’s assassination bid, if that was what it had been. He pressed his brother for further information, although there wasn’t much to be had. Michael simply didn’t know any of the whys and wherefores of the incident.

What reason could somebody have for trying to kill Lady Aanfielsdaughter, Az wondered. It was inconceivable. It was insane. What would murdering a wise and benevolent leader like her achieve? What could anyone hope to gain from it?




CHAPTER 9

A Mynah Distraction

Lady Aanfielsdaughter herself was keen for answers to the questions which Az was pondering, and Mr Mordadson was doing his utmost to supply them. He, like Michael, had passed a sleepless night, but unlike Michael he had had more to keep him occupied than finding coffee and dodging journalists. He had spent the time interrogating the Prismburg kite flyer in a holding cell at the Pearl Town Alar Patrol headquarters. Now he was back at the Silver Sanctum, with little to show for his efforts but bruised knuckles.

‘Tight-lipped so-and-so,’ he snarled, before adding, with grudging admiration, ‘You have to give him some credit for that. If I’d been him, with what I put him through, I’d have been singing like a canary in no time.’

‘Please, Mr Mordadson, spare me the gory details,’ said Lady Aanfielsdaughter, with a shudder. ‘The less I know about what you sometimes have to do, the easier I can sleep at night.’

‘And the relieving of milady’s conscience is my only goal in life,’ said Mr Mordadson. ‘Never mind the state of my own conscience.’

Lady Aanfielsdaughter looked at him askance. It was an uncharacteristic comment and seemed to carry a note of bitter self-pity. But Mr Mordadson’s face remained the same as ever, solid, determined, implacable. His eyes were no different behind their shields of crimson glass, calm yet alert. She put the remark down to tiredness. People were not themselves when they hadn’t slept. They said things they didn’t mean, in ways they didn’t intend.

‘Your service to me,’ she said, ‘is never taken for granted. So, did you discover anything?’

‘Eventually, milady, yes.’

Lady Aanfielsdaughter, who was seated at her office desk, leaned forward, folding her wings expectantly.

‘He’s a Feather First!er,’ said Mr Mordadson.

‘Ah. I see. And?’

‘And that’s it. That’s all I could get. I wouldn’t even have found that out if I hadn’t looked for the tattoo.’

‘Tattoo?’

‘It was on his upper arm. A lot of Feather First!ers have the tattoo these days, especially the extremist ones. Two wings, side by side, with the filaments arranged so that they look like a pair of F’s. Apart from that, though, I know nothing about him. Couldn’t even persuade him to cough up his name. The one he gave to the organisers of the kite competition was false. He’s not even the real Prismburg kite-flying representative. That’s some poor fellow who pulled out at the last minute, claiming illness. I reckon the First!ers “leaned” on him and insisted he put forward their own man as his substitute. I’ll learn more in time, don’t you worry.’

‘I’m sure you will.’

‘Yes, he’s a tough nut to crack all right. There’s something . . . not quite right about him. I can’t put my finger on it. The way he stares at me, like he’s looking straight through me. The way he doesn’t utter a sound.’

‘Perhaps he’s simply intimidated.’

‘Perhaps. Whatever it is, just as soon as I’m done here I’m heading back to Pearl Town for another one-on-one session with him. But I thought it best to report to you in person. I was concerned, too, milady, about your wellbeing, and wanted to see how you are.’

‘I’m fine, as you can tell,’ said Lady Aanfielsdaughter. She waved in the direction of her office windows. Out on the balcony, two Alar Patrollers stood at attention, their lances at the ready. ‘I have protection, which I’m none to happy about but realise the necessity for. I understand you’ve arranged for a whole contingent of Patrollers to come to the Sanctum, to look after us all. I’m none too happy about that either, but for the time being I suppose I can live with it. No, if there’s anyone you should be concerned about, it’s Az. I’m just a bit shaken up by what’s happened, that’s all. He’s the one who actually got hurt.’

‘Pearl Town Mercy was going to be my next port of call, after the Alar Patrol HQ.’

‘Good. I’d go myself, but . . .’

‘No, with all due respect, milady, you must stay here for now. There’s no sense in you showing yourself in public and exposing yourself to further risk.’

‘I’d have thought that’s precisely what I should be doing. Proving to  everyone that I won’t be cowed into hiding from these . . . these terrorists.’

‘Later, milady. Not just yet.’

‘So what do they want?’ Lady Aanfielsdaughter rose and began pacing the floor. ‘Till now, the Feather First! movement has been an annoyance and an embarrassment, but hardly a threat. Staging protest rallies, haranguing passers-by with their rhetoric - fine. Airborn democracy permits people to hold differing points of view and express them. Harassing Groundling visitors is another matter, but I thought the Patrollers had cracked down on that and had it under control. Tour parties have Patrol escorts and we’re not seeing nearly as many of those unpleasant confrontations as before, Groundlings being called names and pelted with soil.’

‘It could be,’ said Mr Mordadson, ‘that the crackdown itself is the root of the problem. What upsets the Feather First!ers is the notion that Groundlings are our equals and worthy of respect. Giving them any kind of special treatment - Patroller escorts, for example - merely confirms in the First!ers’ minds that the authorities are on the Groundlings’ side.’

‘Well, we are, when it comes to them being victimised.’

‘But the First!ers don’t see it that way. They see it as bias, Groundlings being given precedence over Airborn.’

‘And this so enrages them that they put together a plot to, very publicly, kill me?’ Lady Aanfielsdaughter stopped pacing up and down. It made her feel like a prisoner - which she was, to some extent. The Silver Sanctum was a large and luxurious place to be confined in, but it confined her nonetheless. The presence of the Patrollers on guard outside did nothing to ease the impression that she was now, somehow, under arrest. ‘It’s a desperate step to take.’

‘These are desperate people,’ said Mr Mordadson. ‘Flight Lieutenant Wallimson - remember him?’

‘He accompanied you on your journey to Redspire. He was one of them, wasn’t he? A First!er.’

Mr Mordadson nodded. ‘Thanks to him, our mission nearly failed and I almost died. If he’s typical of the movement’s more radical wing, then this kind of violent militancy is only going to worsen. You called them terrorists, milady. That, I fear, is what they are becoming.’

‘Then what would you suggest I do?’

‘Not up to me. You must discuss that with your colleagues here. That’s how the Sanctum operates. You make the laws. People like me only implement them. And it’s—’

He broke off. Something outside had caught his attention.

‘What’s up?’ said Lady Aanfielsdaughter.

Mr Mordadson peered long and hard at the windows. ‘Nothing,’ he said finally. ‘Just a bird, hopping around out there.’

Lady Aanfielsdaughter followed the line of his gaze and, through the filmy curtains which draped the large windows, saw a small bird near the feet of one of the Patrollers. It was pecking around inquisitively, moving to and fro in little skips and jumps. Its plumage was black all over, apart from two long flaps of yellow skin which overhung its eyes, like strange, floppy eyebrows.

‘It’s just a mynah,’ she said. ‘I leave seeds out there for the wild birds. It’s having a snack.’

‘But most mynahs are pet birds.’

‘So? Plenty of Sanctum residents own one. Maybe it escaped. I’m sure it’ll find its way back home soon. I don’t see what’s so bothersome about it. Leave it be. Let it enjoy its freedom.’

Because at least it has freedom, she thought. Which is more than I can say for myself.




CHAPTER 10

A Mynah Dispute

The appearance of the mynah on the balcony perturbed and aggravated Mr Mordadson for reasons he could not share with Lady Aanfielsdaughter.

He could, however, share them with Farris, Lord Urironson, and shortly he was doing just that, in Lord Urironson’s private quarters, to which he flew straight after taking leave of Lady Aanfielsdaughter.

He went storming into the apartment’s living room, where Lord Urironson happened to be taking tea at the time. The abrupt, startling intrusion caused him to drop his half-finished cup on the floor, with regrettable consequences for both the cup itself, which broke, and the rug, over which it spattered its contents. Lord Urironson’s shoes and trouser legs were tea-splashed too, which he found irksome as he was a man who took great pride in his clothing and personal appearance.

‘What the . . . ?’ he spluttered.

‘You were spying on me!’ Mr Mordadson growled. ‘That ruddy bird of yours was outside Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s office, listening in.’

‘I assure you, I have no idea what—’

‘Where is it, then?’ Mr Mordadson jabbed a finger at the hanging cage which was the mynah’s usual home. The cage stood empty, the little door wide open.

‘I let Echo out to have a fly around,’ said Lord Urironson, recovering some of his customary suaveness. ‘He likes to go off and stretch his wings from time to time. Where he is right now, I couldn’t tell you. And if you happen to have spotted a mynah hear Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s office, all I can tell you is it wasn’t Echo, and even if it was, it’s merely a coincidence.’

‘Coincidence!’ Mr Mordadson snorted.

‘Besides, how could a bird be spying on you? Really, that’s an absurd idea. A dumb, ignorant avian? Preposterous.’

‘For starters,’ said Mr Mordadson, ‘it isn’t dumb. Mynahs mimic. I’ve heard your one do it often enough. It rattles off everything anyone’s just said. And extremely annoying it is too.’

‘And you’re suggesting I placed him up there to eavesdrop on her ladyship and report back to me?’

‘I’m not suggesting it, I’m saying it. Except your mynah wasn’t eavesdropping on just Lady Aanfielsdaughter. It was eavesdropping on the both of us. On me, for pluck’s sake.’

Lord Urironson blinked, slowly, calmly, infuriatingly. ‘The implication being that I don’t trust you. That I feel the need to check up on you.’

‘Absolutely right.’

‘Mr Mordadson.’ Lord Urironson got to his feet, bent over with a grunt, and delicately gathered up the shards of broken teacup. He tutted over the state of the rug. Those stains would not come out easily. ‘If, as you say, I don’t trust you, could it perhaps be because the alliance between us is relatively freshly-formed and we haven’t yet fully got the measure of each other? Could it be because, although you’ve pledged to support me in whatever political manoeuvres I make, we haven’t so far had the opportunity to test the validity of that pledge? Could it be that, up till now, you’ve relayed plenty of inside information to me from Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s office but nothing that I’ve been usefully able to exploit against her?’

‘You doubt that I’m loyal to you.’

‘Naturally I do.’ Lord Urironson gave a cold, canny laugh. ‘You don’t get to the top of the Sanctum tree without scrutinising and querying the motives of everyone around you, friends as well as foes. To me, a handshake is a comparison of strength and a smile is just a way of baring your teeth. I invariably look for the rationale behind every deed, and then the rationale behind the rationale. So when Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s faithful sidekick comes and visits me one day and proposes a clandestine joining of forces, of course I have to ask myself why. What does he get out of it? What is his true agenda?’

‘I told you,’ Mr Mordadson said. ‘You know what I’m after. I’m fed up. I’m fed up with being Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s strong right arm. I’m heartily sick of having to commit all sorts of foul acts in her name, dirtying my hands so that she can keep hers clean. I decided I’d rather align myself with a leader who isn’t afraid to take bold decisions and claim ownership of them, a leader who isn’t scared of making hard choices and being answerable for them. I know which way the wind is blowing. I know where the world is heading. You do too. It’s heading towards the abyss. Chaos is looming. And in times of chaos we don’t  need politicians who are reasonable and even-handed. We need firm, forthright governance. Bravery, not sensitivity. Boldness, not caution. And that’s where you come in.’

Lord Urironson tried not to look flattered, but he was. ‘Nevertheless, your conversion struck me as somewhat abrupt.’

‘Listen, I’d just had the guano kicked out of me by a bunch of pterine-heads, all in the service of her ladyship. You saw the state of me after I got back from Redspire.’

‘You looked as if you’d had your face slammed against a wall several times, and you were walking like an arthritic old man.’

‘Exactly. And on top of that, I had to go through pterine withdrawal. The pirates shot me full of the damn stuff. Overdosed me. I was sick as a parrot for days. And it was while I was shivering and sweating and throwing my guts up that I came to a conclusion. Why, I thought, should I have to put up with this? Not just the withdrawal symptoms. This life of mine. This existence I lead. All the suffering I go through, all on behalf of someone who doesn’t strike me as winning material any more. Better I should throw in my lot with a man of the future, rather than a woman of the past.’

‘Yet still you work for her, nominally at least. And still you leapt to her rescue yesterday when she came under attack. Can you wonder if I remain sceptical?’

Mr Mordadson let out a testy sigh. ‘I’m more use to you, milord, as a double agent. For now, I can do more harm if I’m still under Lady Aanfielsdaughter’s wing, so to speak. There’s no point in betraying her until I have no alternative. And for that reason, saving her life was utterly in accordance with my current status. It would have been foolish, in fact, to do anything else. It would have blown my cover.’

‘Hmmm.’ Lord Urironson eyed the other man speculatively from beneath hooded, beetling brows. These made him look not unlike a mynah himself, in keeping with that old adage about pets resembling their owners and vice versa. ‘It seems we cannot help distrusting one another.’

‘It does seem that way. Perhaps it might help if you yourself were a little more honest with me. For instance, you could tell me where it is you go when you vanish for a couple of days at a stretch, as you have done lately. I don’t think anyone else has noticed these “disappearances” of yours, but I have, and I’ve got to say it’s been making me a little tiny bit curious.’

‘My secrets should remain mine, for now.’

‘But trust works both ways.’

‘In time, Mordadson, all will be revealed.’

‘All right. If that’s how you want it. Never, though, ever, spy on me again. Is that clear? From now on, if I see a mynah bird anywhere near  me, unless it’s yours and it’s in that cage, I will cheerfully wring its neck. Understood?’

‘In so far as I deny all knowledge of what you’re referring to,’ said Lord Urironson, ‘yes.’

‘Good.’

Mr Mordadson exited the apartment in a flurry of featherdown.




CHAPTER 11

(Insert Your Own ‘Mynah’ Pun Here)

Echo, Lord Urironson’s mynah, was no carrier dove or homing pigeon, and certainly no trained falcon. He did not come when called or head swiftly and unerringly back to the place from which he had originally been released. In that respect, he was unreliable. In every other way, though, he served his purpose well.

Lord Urironson had to wait till dusk before being reunited with his pet, but when Echo did finally remember he had a home, he flew back there with a head full of dialogue, and only a little coaxing was required to get him to blurt out what he had overheard. Lord Urironson let the bird perch on his wrist and fed him live grubs. Echo snatched the tiny squirming delicacies from his fingers and gulped them down whole. Between beakfuls, Lord Urironson caressed Echo’s throat and spoke to him in soothing, cooing tones, in a manner that seemed genuinely affectionate.

Soon enough the mynah was repeating phrases and snippets from Mr Mordadson’s earlier conversation with Lady Aanfielsdaughter.

‘The relieving of milady’s conscience,’ he squawked. ‘My foremost priority. Awrk!’

And: ‘I have protection. Arook! Which I’m none too happy about. None too happy about.’

And: ‘Violent militancy only going to worsen. Thweep!’

And: ‘You make the laws. People like me. Awk! People like me only implement them.’

Echo was able to replicate not just the words but the voices of the individual speakers, so Lord Urironson could tell which of the statements came from Mr Mordadson and which from Lady Aanfielsdaughter.

Everything the mynah conveyed to him was to his satisfaction. First, Lady Aanfielsdaughter was rattled. That was good. The attempted  assassination had put yet another dent in her confidence, a big one, and that was something he could surely use to his advantage. Second, Mr Mordadson was beginning to express his resentment about his position as her emissary, albeit in guarded tones. His patience was wearing thin. He didn’t want to be her ‘strong right arm’ much longer.

‘Good Echo,’ Lord Urironson said, letting the mynah sidestep off his wrist into the cage. He shut the door. ‘Clever Echo. You’ve done well.’

He was pleased. Mr Mordadson appeared to be on the level, sincere in his desire to ally himself with someone other than Lady Aanfielsdaughter. She herself was weakening. This confirmed what Lord Urironson knew already through his own careful probings among fellow Sanctum residents. Various elders were muttering that Lady Aanfielsdaughter had handled the recent Redspire affair clumsily, and many juniors were saying the same. Their opinions counted for less than the elders’ but they made up in numbers what they lacked in influence. She should have dealt with the pirates sooner and harder. She should have shown more backbone, and then maybe things wouldn’t have gone so badly out of control. Again and again, Lord Urironson was hearing remarks like these. And again and again, he was expressing them himself, softly, subtly, but with vigour.

A mood of restlessness was growing within the Sanctum. Lord Urironson could feel it. A similar mood was growing outside as well, throughout the Airborn realm. The Feather First! attack on Lady Aanfielsdaughter proved it.

If a crisis came now, the Airborn would look to the Sanctum for firmness and resolve. They would look to someone like Lord Urironson to guide them through the emergency.

Luckily, from Lord Urironson’s viewpoint, a crisis was looming. And not just in the Airborn realm alone. Down on the ground as well.

He wasn’t just sure of this.

He knew it for a fact.




CHAPTER 12

Cell Suicide

Mr Mordadson arrived back at Pearl Town Alar Patrol HQ, to be greeted by bad news.

‘He’s dead,’ said Group Captain Kfialson.

Down in the holding cells lay a grisly sight. Sometime during the small hours of the night, the Feather First!er had removed his trousers and looped one leg of them around the bars of the cell window, which was set high up in the wall. With the other trouser leg knotted around his neck, he had flown up to the ceiling, plummeted, and hanged himself.

He lay spreadeagled against the base of the wall, still suspended from his makeshift noose. His face was black, his tongue protruded between his lips, and his eyes bulged like dull marbles, staring in slightly different directions. There was the smell of faeces in the air. The man had voided his bowels at the moment of strangulation.

‘For pluck’s sake!’ hissed Mr Mordadson. ‘Wasn’t somebody keeping watch over him?’

‘Checks at half-hourly intervals, as per procedure,’ said Kfialson, indicating the spy-hole in the cell door. ‘Unfortunately, it takes a lot less than half an hour to hang yourself.’

‘There should have been a Patroller in there with him.’

‘He didn’t strike us as a suicide risk.’

Mr Mordadson thumped the door in anger. ‘Well, that’s just great. Not only do we not have a suspect to interrogate any more, we now have a martyr. Once word about this gets out, the First!ers are going to have a field day. We’ve just handed them the perfect propaganda victory.’

‘Erm, it was his doing. Our only mistake was allowing him the opportunity to do it.’

‘Amounts to the same thing,’ snapped Mr Mordadson, and he slammed the door shut on the corpse with a thunderous, terminal clang.




CHAPTER 13

Awash With Blood And Feathers

On his second day in hospital, Az received a stream of visitors.

First were his parents. His mother was nothing but fretfulness and concern. She decided the room wasn’t clean enough and the water in the jug by his bedside was stale. She made it plain to every member of staff at Pearl Town Mercy, not least Nurse Haatansdaughter, that they should be looking after her son better.

Az’s father was somewhat calmer, though worried too.

‘I realise you’re an important chap these days, Azrael,’ he said while Az’s mother was out of the room, hectoring the senior matron. ‘You carry a big weight on those young shoulders. But please, for my sake and your mum’s, try to be a little more careful if you can. When all’s said and done, you’re still our boy.’ He nodded at Az’s arm. ‘It frightens us silly, some of the stuff you get involved in.’

‘I was being careful,’ Az joked. ‘Didn’t help much.’

His father gave a wan smile.

Next in line was Aurora, who brought a bunch of flowers from Lady Aanfielsdaughter and her ladyship’s best wishes.

‘If she could have given these to you in person, she would have,’ Aurora said, arranging the flowers in a place where Az could see them. They were lilies and white lilacs, the lushest, freshest blooms from the Sanctum nurseries, and their perfume was delicious. ‘But with the situation as it is . . .’

‘It’s all right, Aurora. I understand.’

‘I’m taking Mike back home, if that’s OK with you. Poor man, he’s exhausted.’

‘That’s fine. He deserves a rest.’

Then came Mr Mordadson, looking as angry and as glum as Az had ever seen him. They spent an hour together, discussing the assassination  attempt, the assassin’s suicide, and the possible consequences of the two events.

‘Why would he kill himself?’ Az asked.

‘He was facing life imprisonment. The courts were certain to convict him, and a crime as serious as his would mean life without possibility of parole. Stuck in jail till he died, in a cell scarcely large enough to spread his wings in. Never to fly in the open air again. Watching his feathers fall out with disuse, one by one. The horror of it was all too much for him. I don’t know, I’m just guessing. Who can say what goes through the minds of these extremists? But it’s obvious he wasn’t the clearest-thinking of people to start with.’

‘Yeah. You’d have to be pretty deranged to think killing Lady Aanfielsdaughter was a good idea. Tell me, though - you knew, didn’t you? That the attack was coming. I saw the way you were watching the crowd at the final.’

‘I didn’t know it,’ said Mr Mordadson, ‘but I feared that it, or something like it, might happen. Airborn opinion is turning against the likes of Lady Aanfielsdaughter. The First!ers are just the leading edge of a general shift in sentiment. People up here aren’t seeing any benefit from the opening up of relations with the Groundlings. All they’re seeing is antagonism, disruption and danger. Once we had it pretty cushy. Now we’re finding life harder, less settled than ever. We’re having to pay for things we used to get for free. All of which is creating resentment, divisions. On the one hand you have Lady Aanfielsdaughter, counselling patience and restraint, promising things will get better. On the other you have the First!ers, who are arguing we were better off before we showed ourselves to the Groundlings and who’ve now got a dead movement-member to add to their list of grievances, a martyr to the cause. People are starting to take sides. Even within the Sanctum.’

‘In the Sanctum?’ Az found this hard to believe.

‘Oh yes. There are factions, even there. What you’ve also got to bear in mind is that the Airborn are, in fact, quite a fragmented race. We all look alike and speak the same language, but each sky-city’s still a self-contained state with its own customs and internal governance. How different, for example, is somewhere like High Haven from somewhere like Redspire?’

‘Very different.’ An ordered, kindly city, Az thought, versus a hive of irresponsibility and anarchy.

‘And what about the Cumula Collective compared with, say, Heliotropia? ’

The women of the Collective were an austere, self-denying lot who lived according to very strict rules: a simple diet, modest clothes, a regime of vigorous exercise, everyone doing her fair share of work to keep the  city going, and little contact with other sky-cities except when it came to jetball. Heliotropia was all about gambling and leisure and pleasure, a grown-ups’ playground.

Mr Mordadson went on, ‘The Pact of Hegemony stitched us together, providing a few basic rules we could all agree on and try to keep to. But it wouldn’t take much, I feel, for all the good work the Pact has done to start unravelling. It’s not as if we even have a shared religion to give us unity. A few myths and legends about our founding fathers, such as Metatron, hardly constitute a belief system, and although there are those who put their faith in a “higher power”, there aren’t nearly enough for them to be considered anything more than a fringe group. We don’t, as a race, have a single overarching, binding philosophy. Do you get what I’m driving at, Az? Do you see what these flaws in our society mean? Do you see where all this uncertainty and destabilisation could be leading?’

‘War?’

‘The worst kind of war. Civil war,’ Mr Mordadson intoned gravely. ‘At the very least, civil war. A return to the bad old days, when it was sky-city pitted against sky-city. When the air was awash with blood and feathers.’

‘But - but can’t we stop it somehow? You and me? Surely we can. Do our usual hero bit and save the day.’

Mr Mordadson looked bleak. ‘I don’t see how, this time. It’s too big. The momentum is building fast - too fast. It may already be too late. All we can do is choose a side, and hope we’ve chosen right. Whose side would you be on, Az, if it came to it?’

Az thought about it. ‘Whichever one you’re on, I guess.’

Mr Mordadson hesitated, then smiled crookedly.

‘Good answer,’ he said.




CHAPTER 14

The Agony Of Commitment

Az’s final visitor of the day was a total surprise.

‘Cassie!?’

She came in toting an oxygen cylinder and breathing mask. She removed the mask in order to bombard Az with kisses, and after that resorted to it whenever she began to feel light-headed.

‘Got a letter, I did,’ she told him. ‘Personal from Lady A. All the way from the Sanctum to Heliotropia, then down to the former Grimvale Chancel and delivered to my door by an employee there. It said you be laid up in hospital and gave some story about you doing something daft and brave and getting hurt saving her life. And with the letter were a piece of Airborn craftwork, kind of a miniature picture of the sun, done using gold leaf on parchment. Sort of thing that be fetching plenty of notes from a gift-broker - enough money to pay for a train ticket to Granite Plains, which’m at the base of this city, and back.’ She grinned, then the grin turned into a yawn. ‘It’m a long trip, but here I be.’

‘You don’t know how much it means to me,’ said Az.

‘Well, us had a date, didn’t us? Couldn’t break that, even if it’m not in the usual place. Mind you, I nearly didn’t make the final bit of it, thanks to those reporters downstairs.’

‘Are they still there?’

‘Yup. One of them figured out who I were. Yelled, “There’s his Groundling girlfriend!”, and suddenly them’s all over I like wasps on jam. I be about to tell they precisely what them can do with their questions, and then who should arrive out of nowhere but Mr Mordadson. Him grabs I and flies I through they and up here.’

‘Nice of him.’

‘I know. I barely got a chance to say thanks before him shot off again.’

‘You know Mr Mordadson. No rest for the wicked.’

‘So, how long be your arm going to be tied up to that metal contraption?’

‘Doctor says it has to stay in the sling for three more days, then I can get up and about. The dressings’ll come off in a fortnight. I should be fully healed within a couple of months or so.’

‘Be’n’t it enough that you’m got no wings? You trying to get rid of all your other limbs as well?’

Az gave a grim chuckle. ‘Believe me, it wasn’t my idea. If I’d thought for a moment about what I was doing . . . well, I wouldn’t have done it. But hey, what’s the use of being “pivotal to the future of the Airborn race” if you’re not prepared to lose a limb or two in the process?’

Cassie rolled her eyes. ‘The prophecy,’ she said with distaste. ‘That load of old slag. I thought you’d decided the Count of Gyre and all his accountant cronies was a bunch of nutters. You doesn’t still think their super-duper abacus thingy actually, genuinely foretold your future?’

‘Please, didn’t you hear the inverted commas in my voice?’

‘I never can tell with you, Az. Sometimes you says stuff and you doesn’t sound like you’m joking but you be, and other times it’m the other way round. After you pulled off that trick with Cerulean, finding Behemoth even though you didn’t know how, you was all “ooh, I must have magic powers or something” for a while. You was halfway believing it meant the prophecy might be true, whereas all it were were dumb blind luck.’

‘I know that,’ Az said. He felt a little embarrassed. There had been moments, in the wake of the Redspire business, when he was convinced that some supernatural force had touched him as he stood in Cerulean’s control gondola, infusing him with the ability to locate the pirates’ airship through the cloud cover. He had behaved accordingly, strutting around puffed up with self-importance. It had taken Cassie to bring him back down to earth. Cassie, who had little time for bigheads. Cassie, who repeatedly punctured his bubble by reminding him that he’d had no choice about making the descent through the clouds when he did. It had been either that or have his ship commandeered forcibly by the Alar Patrol.

Gradually Az had come to realise that one extraordinarily lucky break did not make you a harbinger of destiny. He was not gifted in some strange, mystical way. The Ultimate Reckoner’s so-called prophecy was just a piece of fancy flim-flam and signified nothing.

He hadn’t, however, thrown away the slip of printout paper with the double-ended arrow symbol on it. He kept it safe in a sturdy envelope at the back of his sock drawer at home. Just on the off-chance that there might be something to the prophecy after all.

‘That be’n’t to say you’m not a major player.’ Cassie could see that Az’s ego needed boosting. He cherished the hope that a wingless kid like  himself could still make a difference in the world. ‘Not everyone goes around saving the lives of high mucky-mucks like Lady Aanfielsdaughter. There’m no doubting you be a pretty cool guy.’

‘Yeah, I am, aren’t I?’ said Az, brightening. ‘So, how’s life been for you lately? Everybody well at the Grubdollar homestead? How’s the Fletcher Tank coming along?’

‘Ah. Not so good.’

She told him about Slamshaft and the cease-and-desist order, and also about Colin’s careless talk and how it had cost Fletcher his dream.

‘Stupid Colin,’ said Az. ‘And as for those Slamshaft people, who do they think they are?’

‘Them thinks them’s people who’s bigger than we. And them’s right. But the good news is, it’m concentrated our minds somewhat. Now us knows what us needs and wants, which be Bertha back. Fletch and Da be already over at Craterhome. Them’s gone down there by train to nose around and try to find where her’s got to.’

‘But the legal repercussions if you pinch her back . . .’

Cassie shrugged. ‘Her be ours and there’m an end of it.’

‘Cassie, I don’t want you getting in trouble.’

‘Says the boy in the hospital bed with his arm all torn open.’

‘No, but seriously. You know what I mean. Look, I’ve been thinking.’

‘Steady there. Mustn’t hurt your poor old brain.’

‘Ha ha. Listen to me. I know, since Bertha’s gone, your family’s been struggling to make ends meet. Well, I’ve got a proposal for you.’

‘A proposal?’ Cassie pretended to act coy. ‘Why, Mr Gabrielson! What’m a girl to say? Shouldn’t you at least go down on one knee?’

‘Not that sort of proposal,’ Az said, blushing red-hot. ‘Please, just listen, Cassie. I think there’s something we can do about your financial difficulties.’

Her face hardened. ‘No handouts, Az.’

‘This isn’t a handout. What I’ve been thinking is, how about you all come and live up here?’

Cassie blinked. ‘What?’

‘You heard.’

‘Live up here? In case you hasn’t noticed, Az, it be’n’t easy breathing at these altitudes.’ To illustrate her point, she huffed on the oxygen cylinder.

‘But you could acclimatise. It might take a while, but I’m sure it would happen eventually.’

‘Groundlings have tried. I heard about one lot, they took up residence in, where was it, Zenith? Azimuth City? Azuropolis? One of those sky-cities with a Z in the name. It were kind of an experiment. Them lasted all of three days there. Spent most of the time throwing up and passing out.’

‘I know. But maybe if they’d stuck it out a bit longer . . .’

‘And then there’s the getting around. Sky-cities be built for the winged, not the wingless.’

‘I manage,’ said Az. ‘Sometimes I need a little help, but even so.’

‘And what would us do to earn a living, even if it were possible us could survive up here?’

‘You could be, I don’t know, official Groundling ambassadors perhaps.’

‘Ambassadors? Have you met my family, Az?’

‘All right, something else then. I could have a word with Lady Aanfielsdaughter. I’m sure she could find you some kind of salaried position.’

‘Nope, it’m a handout,’ Cassie said, ‘pure and simple. And Grubdollars don’t do handouts.’

‘What was that sun picture Lady Aanfielsdaughter sent you, then, if it wasn’t a handout?’

‘You’d rather I hadn’t come?’

‘No. No. But just think about it, Cassie. You could live in High Haven. We could see each other every day. It would be fantastic. None of these long journeys so that we can get together for an hour of less then go our separate ways again.’

He could see she was tempted. It occurred to him that, if Mr Mordadson’s predictions of civil war proved well-founded, this was surely the worst time to be inviting the Grubdollars to live in the Airborn realm. Then again, if the guano really was about to start flying, Az wanted Cassie close to him. Otherwise, amid all the chaos, how would they have a chance to see each other at all?

Cassie sighed. ‘It’m a lovely dream, Az. I mean it. I’d want it as much as you. But I just can’t see how it would work. Maybe the other way round, though - you coming to live down on the ground. That would be possible, wouldn’t it?’

Now it was Az’s turn to be tempted. But, stiffly, he shook his head. ‘I have commitments up here.’

‘You does. Just as I has them down there.’ She laughed, a hollow sound. ‘Us is a right old pair, be’n’t us? There’m nothing us’d like more than to be together permanently, and there’m nothing less likely to happen. And yet the more there be to keep us apart, the more us wants each other. What’m up with that, d’you reckon?’

‘We’re just perverse, I suppose. All the same, Cassie, could you at least—’

At that moment Nurse Haatansdaughter entered. She bustled past Cassie, not even giving her a second glance, took Az’s blood pressure, entered the figure on his chart, and bustled out again, without saying anything to anyone.

‘She’m friendly,’ Cassie noted.

‘I know. I won the nurse lottery with her.’

‘Pity, though. She’s a right beauty, straight up.’

‘I only have eyes for the girl with her face half covered by a breathing mask.’

‘Flatterer.’

‘How much longer do you have?’

‘About quarter of an hour.’

‘Think you could manage some more of that kissing, without getting too short of breath?’

‘Why don’t you make me short of breath, Azrael Gabrielson?’ said Cassie, moving over to his bed.




CHAPTER 15

How To Be Outraged

A five-strong delegation of Feather First!ers arrived at the Alar Patrol HQ in Pearl Town, demanding to be allowed to see their imprisoned comrade. They had brought a lawyer with them and argued that the man was entitled to legal representation. It was the constitutional right of every Airborn who had been arrested, however severe his or her crime, to have access to a lawyer. It was enshrined in the Pact of Hegemony.

‘What do I tell them?’ Group Captain Kfialson asked Mr Mordadson.

‘Stall for a while,’ was Mr Mordadson’s advice. ‘They’ve finally come forward and admitted their lot was behind the kite attack. Let’s see what, if anything, they have up their sleeves.’

Kfialson informed the First!ers that the suspect had refused to co-operate; he had not even given his name. Until he chose to be more helpful, there was nothing to be gained by introducing a lawyer into the equation. It would complicate, not simplify, matters.

The First!ers were outraged. They were outraged in such a loud, blustering way that it was quite clear they had hoped and intended all along to be outraged. They shouted phrases such as ‘This is intolerable!’ and ‘It’s a travesty of justice!’ in the manner of people who had carefully rehearsed how to speak and act outraged. They shook their fists and their wings in a none-more-outraged fashion, and stormed out of the building. As they left, their voices and indignation mounted. Each of them seemed to be trying to out-outrage the others.

‘Phew,’ said Kfialson.

‘No,’ said Mr Mordadson. ‘Not phew. They’ll be back.’

And they did come back, just a couple of hours later, in greater numbers. At least twenty First!ers set up camp on the plaza in front of the Patrol HQ, and this time they had placards. Nice, neat, well-made  placards that had obviously taken more than a couple of hours to put together.

The First!ers flew in a circle, brandishing the placards and chanting the slogans daubed on them: 




ALAR PATROL UNFAIR 


 
FREE THE FEATHER FIRST! ONE 


 
WHO PATROLS THE PATROLLERS?





 



‘This is a performance,’ said Mr Mordadson disgustedly, watching from the vantage point of a high window. ‘This is cabaret.’

‘I wouldn’t pay to go and see it,’ Kfialson remarked.

‘They want to exploit this situation for maximum publicity.’

‘And they’re doing a decent job of it. Look.’

Reporters were alighting on the plaza. Their notebooks were out and they were scribbling in them furiously. This would be tomorrow’s headlines, all across the Airborn realm.

A few of the First!ers even interrupted their circling and chanting to go over and talk directly to the men and women of the Press. By their body language you could tell they were putting their viewpoint across with vigour and firmness, and the reporters were lapping it up. It was the sort of thing that made for great copy: controversy, protest, an anti-government stance. Whether newspaper readers agreed with the First!ers or not, they would certainly want to read all about it.

‘I bet they tipped the reporters off,’ said Kfialson. ‘Told them they’d be here creating a fuss, come and see.’

‘I’d say you’re right. Well, there’s only one thing we can do.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Try and beat them at their own game. Gather some men, Group Captain.’

‘Why?’

‘Just do as I say.’

‘At least give me some idea what you’re up to.’

Mr Mordadson looked shrewd, and also resigned. ‘A dozen Patrollers should be enough. Kit them out in full combat gear, including shields. I’m going to start a riot.’




CHAPTER 16

Flying Off The Handle

In full view of the reporters, the Patrollers filed out of their headquarters and moved in on the protesting First!ers. Lances and shields glittered in the late-afternoon sun. Helmet visors and wing hoops shone. The Patrollers divided into two streams and flowed either side of the First!ers, forming an outer circle around them.

The protest continued, the First!ers undaunted. If anything, the Patrollers’ show of strength added fuel to the fire. Their chants got even louder and the placards were waved higher in the air. Defiant, the First!ers felt that the Patrollers were proving their point for them. They were being oppressed. The law was treating them harshly, unequally. Any other political movement would be allowed to air its opinions free from such blatant intimidation tactics.

Then Mr Mordadson emerged from the building, launching himself up in an arc, coming down in the midst of the First!ers.

‘Right,’ he called out. ‘Which of you’s the ringleader? Come on,there’s got to be one of you prepared to speak for the rest. Who is it? Any takers?’

The chanting subsided, the circling slowed and stopped, and eventually a short, sturdy-looking man emerged from the ranks of First!ers and presented himself to Mr Mordadson. He had a florid complexion, the kind that suggested high blood pressure and a quick temper.

Excellent, thought Mr Mordadson.

‘Who are you?’ the Sanctum emissary demanded.

‘You can call me El El,’ said the florid-faced man.

‘Just El El? No surname?’

‘It’ll do for now. And who are you?’

‘Someone you’d be wise to heed. Well, El El, I have some news for you and your colleagues. Your friend indoors? The one who took it into his head to try and kill Lady Aanfielsdaughter? He’s dead.’

El El blinked. ‘I don’t believe you. You’re lying.’

‘Why would I lie? I can take you to view the body, if you like. He committed suicide last night. I think he realised how much trouble he was in, and took the only way out available.’

‘Noaphiel,’ gasped one of the First!ers.

‘Was that his name? Noaphiel?’ said Mr Mordadson, keeping his gaze fixed on El El. ‘Well, Noaphiel’s Noaphiel no more. And you might think that makes him a hero, but me? I call him a rank coward. A right old yellow-bellied sapsucker. Couldn’t face his punishment. Couldn’t accept the consequences of his actions. So, now that you know you’re here complaining about the rights of a dead person’ - a contemptuous leer stole over Mr Mordadson’s face - ‘what are you going to do about it?’

He waited a heartbeat. The colour in El El’s cheeks was deepening rapidly, going from red to purple to puce.

‘Are you going to take it lying down?’ Mr Mordadson said. ‘I would, if I were you. Forget Noaphiel, flap off home, give it all up as a lost cause. Because that’s what you all are, losers chasing a lost cause.’

‘You . . . you . . .’ El El spluttered.

Unable to find the right words, he swung his placard at Mr Mordadson instead.

Mr Mordadson could have parried in any number of ways - forearm block, wing block, a flick of the wrist. He could equally have dodged. But he didn’t. The placard caught him on the side of the head, a swiping blow. The surface on which the slogan was written was a square of plywood, the edges of which were sharp. The impact hurt and drew blood. Mr Mordadson went reeling to the floor with a loud cry.

The irate El El struck him a second time as he lay in a heap. Mr Mordadson cried out again, loud enough for all the journalists to hear.

Inspired by El El’s example, the other First!ers went on the offensive too. They launched themselves at the assembled Patrollers. For several minutes there was pandemonium on the plaza. Placards flew, blows were thrown, First!ers and Patrollers jostled and wrestled. Meanwhile the reporters cowered and jotted.

‘Minimum force!’ Kfialson ordered. ‘Subdue only!’

The outcome, of course, was never in doubt. Combat-trained and fully armed, the Patrollers were unlikely to be beaten by the First!ers, despite being at a numerical disadvantage. It was a case of them containing the chaos in as controlled a manner as possible. First they relieved the First!ers of their placards, then they used their lances to pin them down in pairs, so that they could neither fight back nor fly off. Handcuffs and wing restraints appeared, and soon the twenty-odd political agitators were trussed up like turkeys and squatting in rows, looking ruffled and remorseful.

‘Well done,’ said Mr Mordadson, aside, to Kfialson. ‘You put on a good show. A disciplined response to an apparently unwarranted outbreak of violence. Should play well in the papers tomorrow.’

‘What now? What do you want us to do with them?’

‘Arrest them, process them, let them go.’

‘Let them go?’ said the group captain, surprised.

‘With a formal caution. Let them limp back to their nests and commiserate with their First!er pals. We’ve made them look like the aggressors here, and I think they know it. They’ve lost the moral high ground. They won’t pull a stunt like that again in a hurry.’

Kfialson pointed to Mr Mordadson’s head. ‘That’s a pretty nasty cut you’ve got there. You should get it seen to.’

Mr Mordadson put a hand to the wound, then examined the blood on his fingertips. Finally he said, ‘I’ll be fine. I’ve had worse.’

Kfialson detected more than just bravado in the statement. There was fatalism there too. One more injury. So what?

He didn’t know Mr Mordadson well, but the impression he had formed was of a dark and very complicated man. He respected him . . . but he wouldn’t ever have wanted him as a friend.




CHAPTER 17

And Now For A Round-up Of What The Papers Are Saying

Next day’s newspapers all carried coverage of the riot, alongside articles about the suicide of the Feather First!er in custody. The Alar Patrol had issued an official statement on the suicide of Noaphiel Thothson. His identity had been confirmed by the First!er protestors, and a coroner had supplied a verdict of death by strangulation resulting from an act of deliberate self-harm. The Pearl Town Patrol was exonerated from blame. Little could have been done to prevent the death from occurring.

In the Northernheights News, the Zenith Times, the High Haven Mail, the Emerald Riser, in the great majority of Airborn papers, the riot was painted as the product of tempers fraying and insufficient self-control being shown by the First!ers. On the whole, the Airborn press was unsympathetic to the movement. Today phrases such as ‘misguided philosophy’, ‘habitual troublemakers’ and ‘an outlet for prejudice dressed up as dissent’ were bandied about.

There were exceptions, however. The Cumula Collective Siren claimed that, even though the First!ers had thrown the first punch, the Alar Patrol must bear some of the responsibility for the riot. Turning out in full armour could, in some sense, be seen as an act of provocation.

Meanwhile the Prismburg Express, published in a sky-city where Feather First! activity was frequent and widespread, cast doubt on the coroner’s verdict, hinting that foul play might have been involved. The Express’s editor was known to harbour First!er tendencies and his opinion pieces often gave veiled support for assaults on Groundling tourists, without actually going so far as to condone the practice.

As for the Redspire Feedback, it not surprisingly deplored the Patrol’s tactics, calling them ‘heavy-handed and excessive’. It also invited its readership to view the First!ers as ‘heirs to the spirit of Naoutha Nisrocsdaughter and her gang’. Already Naoutha’s pirates were becoming  folk heroes in Redspire. Drinking songs celebrated their deeds and honoured them as freedom fighters rather than simply plunderers and thieves. Naoutha herself was regarded as a doomed, damaged beauty who had gone out in a blaze of glory, while the surviving pirates, who were currently languishing in jail, received no end of fan mail from their co-citizens and could look forward to being treated like royalty when they were finally released and sent home. Many Redspirians had adorned themselves with tattoos of Naoutha’s symbol, the skull and crossed feathers, to show solidarity. Many believed, too, that Naoutha was not dead. Rumours persisted that she was alive and well and biding her time, waiting till the moment was right for her to make a triumphant return.

Aside from these carping voices in the press, over-all Mr Mordadson’s plan paid off. The riot - short-lived though it was - put the First!ers in a bad light. Coming hard on the heels of the attack on Lady Aanfielsdaughter, it confirmed in the public’s mind that the movement was a threat to Airborn values.

To the casual observer, it might appear that Mr Mordadson had won a victory.

He himself, though, knew he had won a temporary respite at best. Feather First! would hit out again soon enough. It was a question not of if but when, not of why but where and how.




CHAPTER 18

Comedown

The train from Granite Plains deposited Cassie at Grimvale station and hauled off north-eastwards in a great swirling huff of steam. She traipsed home on foot, feeling travel-sore and a little thick-headed, as she customarily did after a trip to see Az. Returning to the ground after a brief stay above the clouds was a dispiriting experience. She exchanged brightness for gloom, blue sky for grey, sunshine for, more often than not, rainfall. The world seemed slower down here, the air like treacle. There were few vistas, everything felt enclosed and tight. This was where she belonged, and she was glad to be back. But what did that say about her? Did it imply she was content to lead a limited life, to be happy with less?

Az’s suggestion that the Grubdollars should move to High Haven had opened up tantalising possibilities, and Cassie felt guilty because now she couldn’t help looking at her hometown with jaundiced eyes. She spotted some hard, lumpy loaves of bread on display in a baker’s window - they resembled cooked mud and would probably taste not much better. She saw the rust which pockmarked a tin sign advertising a rattle-lung remedy (it didn’t actually promise a cure for the disease but boasted that ‘PhlegmPep’s patented active ingredient alleviates the worst symptoms and brings blessed relief’). She passed a shabby stray dog curled around itself in an alleyway, nibbling at its own fleas. She heard raucous laughter and off-key piano music spilling out from a pub doorway. She noticed, as if for the first time, the fur of moss and algae that grew on almost every building; the odours of swampy decay from the river and its off-branching canals and drains; the general atmosphere of sootiness, sourness and neglect; Grimvale’s lack of polish, compared with the glittering brilliance of the sky-cities.

This feeling of dissatisfaction would pass, she was sure. Her mood would lift. All she needed was a bath to wash off the sweat and grime of  the train journey, followed by a good, long sleep, and she would be herself once more.

‘Cass! Them found she!’

These were the first words Robert said to her as she emerged at the top of the spiral staircase. He came rushing into the hallway, grabbed her by the waist and swung her round and round in a dance. He was chortling with glee.

‘She?’ said Cassie. ‘Bertha?’

‘Of course Bertha, you dingdong.’

‘Where? Where be she?’

‘Craterhome somewhere.’

Cassie was getting dizzy, being spun like that. She seized her brother’s shoulders, planting him to the spot.

‘Keep still for a second. Tell I in plain language. Da and Fletch - them’s got hold of she?’

‘Nope, not yet, not as far as I know. But them sent a telegram. It arrived this morning. Here.’ Robert fished a crumpled slip of yellow paper out of his pocket.

Cassie unfurled and read it.

The message was necessarily brief. You paid for telegrams by the word. The more succinct you could be, the better. 





LOCATED B. IN CRATERHOME + STOP + COME WITH CASSIE + STOP + STAYING AT THE BOXES + STOP + DA + STOP


 



‘Pack a bag,’ Cassie said, tossing the telegram onto a side-table.

‘Already did,’ said Robert. ‘I’s been waiting to go since the moment the telegram arrived.’

‘Be the half-tarp fuelled up?’

‘Full tank, spare cans of diesel in the back.’

Cassie looked down at her rumpled clothing. She could smell her own dried sweat.

Oh well, so much for bath and sleep.

‘Then what’m us hanging around here flapping our lips for?’ she said. ‘Let’s hit the road.’




CHAPTER 19

The Journey South

They drove overnight, taking it in turns at the wheel, two-hour stints, one napping while the other steered the half-tarp through the dark. Except that, around midnight, when it was Robert’s turn next to take over from her, Cassie let him sleep on. She forged on through the small hours, crossing the Fishkill River and joining the main southbound highway not long after. The going was easier here, the road broader and straighter, less taxing on the eyes and concentration. The half-tarp overtook lumbering juggernauts laden with logs and coal, passenger coaches beetling along with their window blinds drawn, and a few slow-rolling post office traction engines, pulling long lines of wagons filled with parcel freight and letters. These other vehicles were few and far between, though, and for the most part the van had the road to itself. There were long stretches when Cassie could just cruise, watching the signposts count down the kilometres to Craterhome and thinking how good it would be to have Bertha back.

Near dawn, they stopped and had breakfast at a roadside way-station. Robert was cross that Cassie hadn’t woken him as she was supposed to. She pointed out that, technically speaking, he was too young to be driving on the open road. It was better for that reason if she did the bulk of the journey. Since joining the highway she had spotted a couple of police cars lurking in lay-bys. (They were large machines with charge-cooler V8 engines and a hunched, front-heavy profile that always made her think of an animal crouching, ready to pounce). The last thing they wanted, she told her brother, was for them to get pulled over by a traffic cop and be fined for having an underage driver and have the van impounded. Robert saw the wisdom in this, and reluctantly agreed that she should be in charge of the half-tarp for the rest of the way.

While Robert was finishing off his bacon and eggs, Cassie went to the  ladies’ room to freshen up. As she opened the door to step out, she happened to catch the tail-end of a conversation between two truckers who had just exited the gents’.

‘. . . says them’s offering a hundred notes per day if you sign up,’ one of the truckers was saying.

‘A hundred!’ exclaimed the other. ‘That’m decent wedge, straight up. But I doesn’t have any, as it were, experience. I mean, I’s been in a few scraps in my time, but not, you know, serious fighting.’

‘Don’t matter. You get training. It’m part of the deal.’

‘Hmmm. Certainly seems worth thinking about. I doesn’t personally have anything against they up there, mind. But if the money’m good as you say it be . . .’

‘Think about it,’ said the first trucker, patting the other on the shoulder. ‘What does you normally clear in a day? Thirty notes at best? Think what you could do with more than triple that. You could buy some nice presents for that sweetheart of yours. And have some cash left over for the missus!’

The truckers strode off, chuckling throatily.

Cassie tried to make sense of what she had overheard. Serious fighting? Training? They up there? It didn’t sound good. She debated whether to run after the truckers and get them to explain what they’d been talking about, but she knew it wouldn’t be any use. There had been a confiding tone to the conversation, a sense of secrets being passed on. She doubted they would be willing to share the information with a 17-year-old girl. They would simply laugh at her and clam up.

Her priority, anyway, was Bertha, and soon she and Robert were back on the road. Daylight seeped dully into the sky. The landscape flattened out, becoming fields. Here, shrouded in morning mist, wheat and corn grew, hardy strains that flourished as best they could on the limited sunshine they received, which in places was bolstered by arrays of high-wattage lamps that glared through the night. Also prevalent were crops of root vegetables, which didn’t need so much light for photosynthesis, along with the occasional hop orchard and wine vineyard, and now and then a pasture browsed by cattle.

This was the region known as the Massif, and also as the garden of the Westward Territories. It supplied the food needs of the vast majority of the population and was farmed intensively. There wasn’t a single available hectare of the Massif, it was said, that wasn’t given over to agriculture, and certainly for the next few hours all Cassie saw on either side of the road was that, agriculture. The only buildings she and Robert passed were farmhouses, barns and grain silos. No towns, just hamlets and smallholdings, hunkered close to the soil, crude stone-walled dwellings, part of the earth almost.

Afternoon, almost 700 kilometres on the clock since leaving Grimvale, and the outskirts of Craterhome appeared. At another way-station, Cassie made enquiries about The Boxes. A waitress informed her it was a hotel in the Fourth Borough and gave rough directions.

‘Hotel, though,’ the waitress added, ‘be’n’t really the right word for it.’

‘What’m the right word then?’ Cassie asked.

The waitress paused. ‘Not sure if there actually be one. Not one you’d use in polite company, at any rate.’




CHAPTER 20

The Boxes

Picture a cube as big as a city block, made entirely of red brick. Picture hundreds of tiny windows, porthole-sized, on each face of this cube. Picture, inside, room upon room, each of identical dimensions, two metres by two metres by two metres. Picture these rooms crammed one on top of another, 100 per storey, in a grid pattern, with corridors running in between, none more than a metre in width. Each floor a twisting, turning, dimly-lit warren. One bathroom servicing every twenty rooms. The cheapest temporary accommodation in Craterhome. Purpose-built to house migrant workers with little cash to spare and no desire to put down roots.

Welcome to The Boxes.

It took Cassie and Robert quarter of an hour to persuade the concierge - a sullen, lank-haired old codger - to reveal which room their father and brother were staying in. It took them another three-quarters of an hour actually to locate Room 6/21. Arrows and numbers painted on the corridor walls sent them in various different directions, promising to get them closer to their destination but failing to do so every time, usually leaving them even further away. In the end they resorted to wandering the floor calling out, ‘Den Grubdollar! Fletcher Grubdollar!’, much to the annoyance of several residents, who leaned out from doorways and told them to clip it down.

‘You clip it down,’ Cassie retorted, and went on yelling her father’s and brother’s names until at last a far-off voice boomed, ‘Cass? Be that you?’

‘It’m me and Robert, Da. Keep shouting.’

Den hollered, ‘I’s here. Here I be. Over here. This way,’ while Cassie and Robert homed in on the sound. Finally they turned a corner and there he was, standing halfway along a corridor, filling it with his broad shoulders.

Much hugging later, Den ushered his children into the very, very  humble abode he and Fletcher were occupying. It was furnished with a double bunk bed of reasonable proportions along with a table and chair so small they might have been made for a dwarf. Illumination came from a flyblown, unshaded lightbulb that dangled from the ceiling on a length of threadbare flex.

‘No window?’

‘That’m an extra half-note per night, Robert,’ Den replied. ‘Us is on a budget, don’t forget. But then who needs windows when there be our very own pet rat thrown in, free of charge?’

‘What?’

He indicated a hole that had been chewed out of the wainscot. ‘Yup, him’s called Colin and him lives in there. Comes out at night and scampers over you while you be sleeping. Friendly beggar, him is. Always want to know what’m going on. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if . . . Yup. There. Look.’

A sharp nose, whiskers, and a pair of beady red eyes poked out from the hole. No sooner had the rat scanned the room than it snatched its head back out of sight.

‘Eurgh!’ said Robert.

‘Oh, don’t be like that, boy. Him’s just being inquisitive. Wants to see who the newcomers be. You keep shouting like that, him’ll get the impression you doesn’t like he.’

‘But, Da, it’m a rat!’

‘Quieten down, or everyone’ll want one.’

Cassie was grinning. ‘ “Colin”? Fletch didn’t name he, by any chance?’

Her father stroked his chin in a parody of pondering. ‘Ooh now, that never occurred to I. What a queer coincidence. Who’d’ve thought that two rats might have the same name as each other? Chance in a million, I’d say.’

‘Speaking of Fletch,’ said Robert, ‘where be he?’

‘On stakeout.’

‘Stakeout?’

‘Sure. Down where us found Bertha. Him and me has been noting the schedule, the comings and goings, so as us can figure out when and how best to go in and grab she.’

‘Where be that?’ Cassie asked. ‘The comings and goings where?’

‘Heh, now here’m some irony,’ replied Den. ‘Talk about adding insult to injury. After all that’s happened this past week, who should turn out to be Bertha’s new owners? Go on, take a wild guess.’

Cassie frowned. ‘It can’t be. Surely not . . .’

‘Slamshaft,’ said her father with a nod. ‘Slamshaft Engineering Incorporated. Her’s been put to work over at their main plant in the Second Borough. Them buggers has got her going back and forth, hauling loads  like some . . . some motorised pack-mule. And a very sorry sight it be too, a fine old lady like that being reduced to running errands at a factory. Her’s been enslaved, her has. Not to put too fine a point on it. Enslaved.’ His voice rose. His eyes fired. ‘And for that reason, it’m no longer our right to liberate her. Oh no.’ He slapped a fist into an open palm. ‘Getting her back be nothing less than our duty.’

Then, softly, he added, ‘Shame it’m going to be next to impossible, though.’




CHAPTER 21

Slamshaft

Den and Fletcher were scarcely two days into their search for Bertha when they found her - although it might be as accurate to say that she found them.

They had spent their first day in Craterhome at Hundred Ways in the Third Borough, that nexus of thoroughfares, a perpetual crowded hubbub. Here, they asked around, literally stopping strangers in the street and posing the question: you spied a murk-comber anywhere round these parts lately? Not such a long shot. Murk-combers were rare in Craterhome. They plied the Prismburg Shadow Zone, which was some twenty kilometres away, but seldom came into the city itself. Narrow, cobbled streets and bulky, caterpillar-tracked vehicles were not an ideal combination.

A couple of people reported seeing a murk-comber not so long ago, but it soon became clear that, although they were talking about Bertha, they were referring to her visit a while back, the occasion when Robert inadvertently electrocuted all those citizens, which ultimately cost his family their prize possession. More recently than that, nobody could recall a murk-comber having passed by.

Since the Third Borough was Craterhome’s commercial centre, it seemed logical that a practical, hard-working machine like Bertha would be there, if she was anywhere. But after a fruitless and frustrating day, Den and Fletcher decided to look further afield. The Second Borough, though nowhere near as industrialised as the Third, contained a number of heavy-manufacturing plants. Some of the largest companies in the Westward Territories sited their main factories there. So that was where father and son headed on day two of the search. They roamed the district all morning, halting outside the larger business premises and peering in  through the gates. Fletcher was starting to feel pangs of despair, but his father refused to give in.

‘Come on, lad,’ he said at one point. ‘Let’s keep at it. Who knows, Bertha could be just around the next corner.’

And as luck would have it, she was.

They were walking towards the largest factory either of them had ever seen or could imagine seeing. It consisted of a dozen zigzag-roofed buildings that loomed like cliffs, each capped by a chimney that towered so high it seemed to scrape the base of the cloud cover. The chimneys blurted sparks and black smoke, and the din of the work being carried out inside the buildings was a perpetual rumble which you felt as much as heard. The very air around the factory shimmered with the low vibrations of industry.

The gate was suitably enormous, like some iron-bar border between nations. Mounted on it was a corporate logo carved in steel, a huge S with a lightning bolt shot through it. Both Grubdollars identified it straight away.

Slamshaft.

Before Fletcher could make a comment - and he had plenty to say on the subject of Slamshaft - a faint yet oh-so-familiar sound caught his attention. It was just audible above the factory’s earthquake thrum, a slow, determined chugging with the merest hint of laughter in it. Sad laughter, brave and lonely and forlorn.

His gaze met his father’s. Den had heard and recognised the sound too.

‘It can’t be,’ Den breathed.

But it was. Through the gates they saw her trundle into view, lugging a long, tip-up trailer that had been coupled on behind her. Her engine was straining, not just from the burden she was hauling but also from not having had a recent, proper tuning. Her exhausts were coughing fumes. There was a crack in the glass dome of one of her observation nacelles. She seemed to be dragging herself across the factory yard, her tracks slipping and juddering. The trailer alone, unladen, must have weighed three tonnes, and whatever was inside seemed to be adding at least another ten to the tally.
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