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  “Siberia,” Alek said. The word slipped cold and hard from his tongue, as forbidding as the landscape passing below.




  “We won’t be over Siberia till tomorrow.” Dylan sat at the table, still attacking his breakfast. “And it’ll take almost a week to cross it. Russia is barking

  big.”




  “And cold,” Newkirk added. He stood next to Alek at the window of the middies’ mess, both hands wrapped around a cup of tea.




  “Cold,” repeated Bovril. The creature clutched Alek’s shoulder a little tighter, and a shiver went through its body.




  In early October no snow lay on the ground below. But the sky was an icy, cloudless blue. The window had a lace of frost around its edges, left over from a frigid night.




  Another week of flying across this wasteland, Alek thought. Farther from Europe and the war, and from his destiny. The Leviathan was still headed east, probably toward the empire

  of Japan, though no one would confirm their destination. Even though he’d helped the British cause back in Istanbul, the airship’s officers still saw Alek and his men as little better

  than prisoners. He was a Clanker prince and they were Darwinists, and the Great War between the two technologies was spreading faster every day.




  “It’ll get much colder as we angle north,” Dylan said around a mouthful of his breakfast. “You should both finish your potatoes. They’ll keep you warm.”




  Alek turned. “But we’re already north of Tokyo. Why go out of our way?”




  “We’re dead on course,” Dylan said. “Mr. Rigby made us plot a great circle route last week, and it took us all the way up to Omsk.”




  “A great circle route?”




  “It’s a navigator’s trick,” Newkirk explained. He breathed on the window glass before him, then drew an upside-down smile with one fingertip. “The earth is round,

  but paper is flat, right? So a straight course looks curved when you draw it on a map. You always wind up going farther north than you’d think.”




  “Except below the equator,” Dylan added. “Then it’s the other way round.”




  Bovril chuckled, as if great circle routes were quite amusing. But Alek hadn’t followed a word of it—not that he’d expected to.




  It was maddening. Two weeks ago he’d helped lead a revolution against the Ottoman sultan, ruler of an ancient empire. The rebels had welcomed Alek’s counsel, his piloting skills, and

  his gold. And together they’d won.




  But here aboard the Leviathan he was deadweight—a waste of hydrogen, as the crew called anything useless. He might spend his days beside Dylan and Newkirk, but he was no midshipman.

  He couldn’t take a sextant reading, tie a decent knot, or estimate the ship’s altitude.




  Worst of all, Alek was no longer needed in the engine pods. In the month he’d been plotting revolution in Istanbul, the Darwinist engineers had learned a lot about Clanker mechaniks.

  Hoffman and Klopp were no longer called up to help with the engines, so there was hardly any need for a translator.




  Since the first time he’d come aboard, Alek had dreamed of somehow serving on the Leviathan. But everything he could offer—walker piloting, fencing, speaking six languages,

  and being a grandnephew of an emperor—seemed to be worthless on an airship. He was no doubt more valuable as a young prince who had famously switched sides than as an airman.




  It was as if everyone were trying to make him a waste of hydrogen.




  Then Alek remembered a saying of his father’s: The only way to remedy ignorance is to admit it.




  He took a slow breath. “I’m aware that the earth is round, Mr. Newkirk. But I still don’t understand this ‘great circle route’ business.”




  “It’s dead easy to see if you’ve got a globe in front of you,” Dylan said, pushing away his plate. “There’s one in the navigation room. We’ll sneak in

  sometime when the officers aren’t there.”




  “That would be most agreeable.” Alek turned back to the window and clasped his hands behind his back.




  “It’s nothing to be ashamed of, Prince Aleksandar,” Newkirk said. “Still takes me ages to plot a proper course. Not like Mr. Sharp here, knowing all about sextants

  before he even joined the Service.”




  “Not all of us are lucky enough to have an airman for a father,” Alek said.




  “Father?” Newkirk turned from the window, frowning. “Wasn’t that your uncle, Mr. Sharp?”




  Bovril made a soft noise, sinking its tiny claws into Alek’s shoulder. Dylan said nothing, though. He seldom spoke of his father, who had burned to death in front of the boy’s eyes.

  The accident still haunted Dylan, and fire was the only thing that frightened him.




  Alek cursed himself as a Dummkopf, wondering why he’d mentioned the man. Was he angry at Dylan for always being so good at everything?




  He was about to apologize when Bovril shifted again, leaning forward to stare out the window.




  “Beastie,” the perspicacious loris said.




  A black fleck had glided into view, wheeling across the empty blue sky. It was a huge bird, much bigger than the falcons that had circled the airship in the mountains a few days before. It had

  the size and claws of a predator, but its shape was unlike any Alek had seen before.




  It was headed straight for the ship.




  “Does that bird look odd to you, Mr. Newkirk?”




  Newkirk turned back to the window and raised his field glasses, which were still around his neck from the morning watch.




  “Aye,” he said a moment later. “I think it’s an imperial eagle!”




  There was a hasty scrape of chair legs from behind them. Dylan appeared at the window, shielding his eyes with both hands.




  “Blisters, you’re right—two heads! But imperials only carry messages from the czar himself. . . .”




  Alek glanced at Dylan, wondering if he’d heard right. Two heads?




  The eagle soared closer, flashing past the window in a blur of black feathers, a glint of gold from its harness catching the morning sun. Bovril broke into maniacal laughter at its passage.




  “It’s headed for the bridge, right?” Alek asked.




  “Aye.” Newkirk lowered his field glasses. “Important messages go straight to the captain.”




  A bit of hope pried its way into Alek’s dark mood. The Russians were allies of the British, fellow Darwinists who fabricated mammothines and giant fighting bears. What if the czar needed

  help against the Clanker armies and this was a summons to turn the ship around? Even fighting on the icy Russian front would be better than wasting time in this wilderness.




  “I need to know what that message says.”




  Newkirk snorted. “Why don’t you go and ask the captain, then?”




  “Aye,” Dylan said. “And while you’re at it, ask him to give me a warmer cabin.”




  “What can it hurt?” Alek said. “He hasn’t thrown me into the brig yet.”




  When Alek had returned to the Leviathan two weeks ago, he’d half expected to be put in chains for escaping from the ship. But the ship’s officers had treated him with

  respect.




  Perhaps it wasn’t so bad, everyone finally knowing he was the son of the late Archduke Ferdinand, and not just some Austrian noble trying to escape the war.




  “What’s a good excuse to pay the bridge a visit?” he asked.




  “No need for excuses,” Newkirk said. “That bird’s flown all the way from Saint Petersburg. They’ll call us to come and fetch it for a rest and a feeding.”




  “And you’ve never seen the rookery, your princeliness,” Dylan added. “Might as well tag along.”




  “Thank you, Mr. Sharp,” Alek said, smiling. “I would like that.”




  Dylan returned to the table and his precious potatoes, perhaps grateful that the talk of his father had been interrupted. Alek decided he would apologize before the day was out.




  Ten minutes later a message lizard popped its head from a tube on the ceiling in the middies’ mess. It said in the master coxswain’s voice, “Mr. Sharp, please

  come to the bridge. Mr. Newkirk, report to the cargo deck.”




  The three of them scrambled for the door.




  “Cargo deck?” Newkirk said. “What in blazes is that about?”




  “Maybe they want you to inventory the stocks again,” Dylan said. “This trip might have just got longer.”




  Alek frowned. Would “longer” mean turning back toward Europe, or heading still farther away?




  As the three made their way toward the bridge, he sensed the ship stirring around them. No alert had sounded, but the crew was bustling. When Newkirk peeled off to descend the central stairway,

  a squad of riggers in flight suits went storming past, also headed down.




  “Where in blazes are they going?” Alek asked. Riggers always worked topside, in the ropes that held the ship’s huge hydrogen membrane.




  “A dead good question,” Dylan said. “The czar’s message seems to have turned us upside down.”




  The bridge had a guard posted at the door, and a dozen message lizards clung to the ceiling, waiting for orders to be dispatched. There was a sharp edge to the usual thrum of men and creatures

  and machines. Bovril shifted on Alek’s shoulder, and he felt the engines change pitch through the soles of his boots—the ship was coming to full-ahead.




  Up at the ship’s master wheel, the officers were huddled around the captain, who held an ornate scroll. Dr. Barlow was among the group, her own loris on her shoulder, her pet thylacine,

  Tazza, sitting at her side.




  A squawk came from Alek’s right, and he turned to find himself face-to-face with the most astonishing creature. . . .




  The imperial eagle was too large to fit into the bridge’s messenger cage, and it perched instead on the signals table. It shifted from one taloned claw to the other, glossy black wings

  fluttering.




  And what Dylan had said was true. The creature had two heads, and two necks, of course, coiled around each other like a pair of black feathered snakes. As Alek watched in horror, one head

  snapped at the other, a bright red tongue slithering from its mouth.




  “God’s wounds,” he breathed.




  “Like we told you,” Dylan said. “It’s an imperial eagle.”




  “It’s an abomination, you mean.” Sometimes the Darwinists’ creatures seemed to have been fabricated not for their usefulness, but simply to be horrific.




  Dylan shrugged. “It’s just a two-headed bird, like on the czar’s crest.”




  “Yes, of course,” Alek sputtered. “But that’s meant to be symbolic.”




  “Aye, this beastie’s symbolic. It’s just breathing as well.”




  “Prince Aleksandar, good morning.” Dr. Barlow had left the group of officers and crossed the bridge, the czar’s scroll in her hand. “I see you’ve met our visitor.

  Quite a fine example of Russian fabrication, is it not?”




  “Good morning, madam.” Alek bowed. “I’m not sure what this creature is a fine example of, only that I find it a bit . . .” He swallowed, watching Dylan slip on a

  pair of thick falconer’s gloves.
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  “TWO-HEADED MESSENGER.”




  “Literal-minded?” Dr. Barlow chuckled softly. “I suppose, but Czar Nicholas does enjoy his pets.”




  “Pets, fah!” her loris repeated from its new perch on the messenger tern cages, and Bovril giggled. The two creatures began to whisper nonsense to each other, as they always did when

  they met.




  Alek pulled his gaze from the eagle. “In fact, I’m more interested in the message it was carrying.”




  “Ah . . .” Her hands began to roll up the scroll. “I’m afraid that is a military secret, for the moment.”




  Alek scowled. His allies in Istanbul had never kept secrets from him.




  If only he could have stayed there somehow. According to the newspapers, the rebels had control of the capital now, and the rest of the Ottoman Empire was falling under their sway. He would have

  been respected there—useful, instead of a waste of hydrogen. Indeed, helping the rebels overthrow the sultan had been the most useful thing he’d ever done. It had robbed the

  Germans of a Clanker ally and had proven that he, Prince Aleksandar of Hohenburg, could make a difference in this war.




  Why had he listened to Dylan and come back to this abomination of an airship?




  “Are you quite all right, Prince?” Dr. Barlow asked.




  “I just wish I knew what you Darwinists were up to,” Alek said, a sudden quiver of anger in his voice. “At least if you were taking me and my men to London in chains, it would

  make sense. What’s the point of lugging us halfway around the world?”




  Dr. Barlow spoke soothingly. “We all go where the war takes us, Prince Aleksandar. You haven’t had such bad luck on this ship, have you?”




  Alek scowled but couldn’t argue. The Leviathan had saved him from spending the war hiding out in a freezing castle in the Alps, after all. And it had taken him to Istanbul, where

  he’d struck his first blow against the Germans.




  He gathered himself. “Perhaps not, Dr. Barlow. But I prefer to choose my own course.”




  “That time may come sooner than you think.”




  Alek raised an eyebrow, wondering what she meant.




  “Come on, your princeliness,” Dylan said. The eagle was now hooded and perching quietly on his arm. “It’s useless arguing with boffins. And we’ve got a bird to

  feed.”
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  The eagle turned out to be quite peaceable, once Deryn had stuffed a pair of hoods over its cantankerous heads.




  It sat heavy on her gloved arm, a good ten pounds of muscle and guts. As she and Alek walked aft, Deryn soon found herself thankful that birds had hollow bones.




  The rookery was separate from the main gondola, halfway back to the ventral fin. The walkway leading there was warmed by the gastric channel’s heat, but the freezing wind of the

  airship’s passage sent ripples through the membrane walls on either side. Considering the fact that they were inside a thousand-foot-long airship made from the life threads of a whale and a

  hundred other species, it hardly smelled at all. The scent was like a mix of animal sweat and clart, like a stable in summer.




  Beside her, Alek kept a wary eye on the imperial eagle.




  “Do you suppose it has two brains?”




  “Of course it does,” Deryn said. “What use is a head without a brain?”




  Bovril chuckled at this, as if it knew that Deryn had almost made a joke about Clankers in this regard. Alek had been in a touchy mood all morning, so she hadn’t.




  “What if they have a disagreement about which way to fly?”




  Deryn laughed. “They settle it with a fight, I suppose, same as anyone. But I doubt they argue that much. A bird’s attic is mostly optic nerve—more eyesight than

  brainpower.”




  “So at least it doesn’t know how horrid it looks.”




  A squawk came from beneath one of the hoods, and Bovril imitated the sound.




  Deryn frowned. “If two-headed beasties are so horrible, how come you had one painted on your Stormwalker?”




  “That was the Hapsburg crest. The symbol of my family.”




  “What’s it symbolic of? Squeamishness?”




  Alek rolled his eyes, then launched into a lecture. “The two-headed eagle was first used by the Byzantines, to show that their empire ruled both east and west. But when a modern royal

  house uses the symbol, one of the heads symbolizes earthly power, the other divine right.”




  “Divine right?”




  “The principle that a king’s power is bestowed by God.”




  Deryn let out a snort. “Let me guess who came up with that one. Was it a king, maybe?”
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  “It’s a bit old-fashioned, I suppose,” Alek said, but Deryn wondered if he believed it anyway. His attic was full of all kinds of old yackum, and he was always talking about

  how providence had guided him since he’d left home. How it was his destiny to stop this war.




  As far as she could tell, the war was too big for any one person to stop, prince or commoner, and fate didn’t care a squick about what anybody was meant to do. It was Deryn’s

  destiny to be a girl, after all, stuffed into skirts and stuck with squalling brats somewhere. But she’d avoided that fate well enough, with a little help from her tailoring.




  Of course, there were other fates she hadn’t escaped, like falling for a daft prince in a way that filled her head with unsoldierly nonsense. Like being his best friend, his ally, while a

  steady, hopeless longing pulled at her heart.




  It was just lucky that Alek was too wrapped up in his own troubles, and the troubles of the whole barking world, to notice. Of course, hiding her feelings was made a bit easier by the fact that

  he didn’t know she was a girl. No one aboard did except Count Volger, who, despite being a bumrag, at least had a knack for keeping secrets.




  They arrived at the hatch to the rookery, and Deryn reached for the pressure lock. But with only one free hand, the mechanism was a fiddle in the darkness.




  “Give us some light, your divine princeliness?”




  “Certainly, Mr. Sharp,” Alek said, pulling out his command whistle. He gave it a studious look, then played the tune.




  The glowworms behind the airship’s skin began to flicker, and a soft green light suffused the corridor. Then Bovril joined in with the whistle, its voice as shimmery as a box of silver

  bells. The light grew sharp and bright.




  “Good job, beastie,” Deryn said. “We’ll make a middy of you yet.”




  Alek sighed. “Which is more than you can say for me.”




  Deryn ignored his moping and opened the rookery door. As the ruckus of squawks and shrieks spilled out, the imperial clutched her arm tighter, its talons sharp even through the leather of the

  falconer’s glove.




  She led Alek along the raised walkway, looking for an empty space below. There were nine cages altogether, three underneath her and three on either side, each twice as tall as a man. The smaller

  raptors and messengers were a blur of fluttering wings, while the strafing hawks sat regally on their perches, ignoring the lesser birds around them.




  “God’s wounds!” Alek said from behind her. “It’s a madhouse in here.”




  “Madhouse,” Bovril said, and leapt from Alek’s shoulder to the handrail.




  Deryn shook her head. Alek and his men often found the airship too messy for their liking. Life was a tumultuous and muddled thing, compared with the tidy clockwork of Clanker contraptions. The

  ecosystem of the Leviathan, with its hundred interlocking species, was far more complex than any lifeless machine, and thus a bit less orderly. But that was what kept the world interesting,

  Deryn reckoned; reality had no gears, and you never knew what surprises would come spinning out of its chaos.
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  “SECRETS IN THE ROOKERY.”




  She’d certainly never expected to help lead a Clanker revolution one day, or be kissed by a girl, or fall for a prince. But that had all happened in the last month, and the war was just

  getting started.




  Deryn spotted the cage that the rook tenders had emptied, and pulled the loading chute into place above it. It wouldn’t do to put the imperial in with other birds—not while it was

  hungry.




  In one swift motion she snatched the hoods off and pushed the beastie into the chute. It fluttered down into the cage, spinning in the air like a windblown leaf for a moment. Then it came to

  rest on the largest perch.




  From there the imperial eyed its fellow creatures through the bars, shifting from foot to foot unhappily. Deryn wondered what sort of cage it lived in back at the czar’s palace. Probably

  one with gleaming bars, with fat mice served up on silver platters, and no smell of other birds’ clart thickening the air.




  “Dylan,” Alek said. “While we have a moment alone . . .”




  She turned to face him. He was standing close, his green eyes glinting in the darkness. It was always hardest meeting Alek’s gaze when he was dead serious like this, but she managed.




  “I’m sorry about bringing up your father earlier,” he said. “I know how that still haunts you.”




  Deryn sighed, wondering if she should simply tell him not to worry. But it had been a bit tricky, what with Newkirk mentioning her uncle. It might be safer to tell Alek the truth—at least,

  as much of it as she possibly could.




  “No need to apologize,” she said. “But there’s something you should know. That night I told you about my da’s accident, I didn’t quite explain

  everything.”




  “How do you mean?”




  “Well, Artemis Sharp really was my da, just like I said.” Deryn took a slow breath. “But everyone in the Air Service thinks he was my uncle.”




  She could see from Alek’s expression that it made no sense at all, and without her even trying, lies began to spin from her tongue.




  “When I signed up, my older brother Jaspert was already in the Service. So we couldn’t say we were brothers.”




  That was blether, of course. The real reason was that Jaspert had already told his crewmates about his only sibling, a younger sister. A brother popping out of thin air might have been a squick

  confusing.




  “We pretended to be cousins. You see?”




  Alek frowned. “Brothers don’t serve together in your military?”




  “Not when their father’s dead. You see, we’re his only children. And so if we both . . .” She shrugged, hoping he’d believe it.




  “Ah, to keep the family name alive. Very sensible. And that’s why your mother didn’t want you signing up?”




  Deryn nodded glumly, wondering how her lies always got so barking complicated. “I didn’t mean to mix you up in a deception. But that night I thought you were leaving the ship for

  good. So I told you the truth, instead of what I tell everyone else.”




  “The truth,” Bovril repeated. “Mr. Sharp.”




  Alek reached up and touched his jacket pocket. Deryn knew that was where he kept his letter from the pope, the one that could make him emperor one day. “Don’t worry, Dylan.

  I’ll keep all your secrets, as you’ve kept mine.”




  Deryn groaned. She hated it when Alek said that. Because he couldn’t keep all her secrets, could he? He didn’t know the biggest of them.




  All of sudden she didn’t want to lie anymore. Not this much, anyway.




  “Wait,” she said. “I just told you a load of yackum. Brothers can serve together. It’s something else.”




  “Yackum,” Bovril repeated. Alek just stood there, concern on his face.




  “But I can’t tell you the real reason,” Deryn said.




  “Why not?”




  “Because . . .” she was a commoner, and he was a prince. Because he’d run a mile if he knew. “You’d think less of me.”




  He stared at Deryn a moment, then reached out and took her shoulder. “You’re the best soldier I’ve ever met, Dylan. The boy I’d have wanted to be, if I hadn’t wound

  up such a useless prince. I could never think badly of you.”




  She groaned, turning away and wishing an alert would sound, an attack of zeppelins or a lightning storm. Anything to extract her from this conversation.




  “Listen,” Alek said, dropping his hand. “Even if your family has some deep, dark secret, who am I to judge? My granduncle conspired with the men who killed my parents, for

  heaven’s sake!”




  Deryn had no idea what to say to that. Alek had got it all wrong, of course. It wasn’t some musty family secret; it was hers alone. He would always get it all wrong, until she told him the

  truth.




  And that, she could never do.




  “Please, Alek. I can’t. And . . . I’ve got a fencing lesson.”




  Alek smiled, the perfect picture of a patient friend. “Anytime you want to tell me, Dylan. Until then, I won’t ask again.”




  She nodded silently, and walked ahead of him the whole way back.




  “Rather late with my breakfast, aren’t you?”




  “Sorry about that, your countship,” Deryn said, plunking the tray down on Count Volger’s desk. A splash of coffee sloshed out of the pot and onto the toast. “But here it

  is.”




  The wildcount raised an eyebrow.




  “And your newspapers as well,” she said, pulling them from beneath her arm. “Dr. Barlow saved them especially for you. Though I don’t know why she bothers.”




  Volger took the papers, then picked up the soggy piece of toast and shook it. “You seem to be in rather a lively mood this morning, Mr. Sharp.”




  “Aye, well, I’ve been busy.” Deryn frowned at the man. It was lying to Alek that had put her in a huff, of course, but she felt like blaming Count Volger. “I won’t

  have time for a fencing lesson.”




  “Pity. You’re coming along so well,” he said. “For a girl.”




  Deryn scowled at the man. Guards were no longer posted outside the Clankers’ staterooms, but someone passing in the corridor might have heard. She crossed to shut the cabin door, then

  turned back to the wildcount.




  He was the only person on the airship who knew what she really was, and he generally took care not to mention it aloud.




  “What do you want?” she said quietly.




  He didn’t look up at her, but instead fussed with his breakfast as if this were a friendly chat. “I’ve noticed the crew seems to be preparing for something.”




  “Aye, we got a message this morning. From the czar.”




  Volger looked up. “The czar? Are we changing course?”




  “That’s a military secret, I’m afraid. No one knows except the officers.” Deryn frowned. “And the lady boffin, I suppose. Alek asked her, but she wouldn’t

  say.”




  The wildcount scraped butter onto his half soggy toast, giving this a think.




  During the month Deryn had been hiding in Istanbul, the wildcount and Dr. Barlow had entered into some sort of alliance. Dr. Barlow made sure he was kept up with news about the war, and Volger

  gave her his opinions on Clanker politics and strategy. But Deryn doubted the lady boffin would answer this question for him. Newspapers and rumors were one thing, sealed orders quite another.




  “Perhaps you could find out for me.”




  “No, I couldn’t,” Deryn said. “It’s a military secret.”




  Volger poured coffee. “And yet secrets can be so difficult to keep sometimes. Don’t you think?”




  Deryn felt a cold dizziness rising up inside, as it always did when Count Volger threatened her. There was something unthinkable about everyone finding out what she was. She

  wouldn’t be an airman anymore, and Alek would never speak to her again.




  But this morning she was not in the mood for blackmail.




  “I can’t help you, Count. Only the senior officers know.”




  “But I’m sure a girl as resourceful as you, so obviously adept at subterfuge, could find out. One secret unraveled to keep another safe?”




  The fear burned cold now in Deryn’s belly, and she almost gave in. But then something Alek had said popped into her head.




  “You can’t let Alek find out about me.”




  “And why not?” Volger asked, pouring himself tea.




  “He and I were just in the rookery together, and I almost told him. That happens sometimes.”




  “I’m sure it does. But you didn’t tell him, did you?” Volger tutted. “Because you know how he would react. However fond you two are of each other, you are a

  commoner.”




  “Aye, I know that. But I’m also a soldier, a barking good one.” She took a step closer, trying to keep any quaver out of her voice. “I’m the very soldier Alek might

  have been, if he hadn’t been raised by a pack of fancy-boots like you. I’ve got the life he missed by being an archduke’s son.”




  Volger frowned, not understanding yet, but it was all coming clear in Deryn’s mind.




  “I’m the boy Alek wants to be, more than anything. And you want to tell him that I’m really a girl? On top of losing his parents and his home, how do you think

  he’ll take that news, your countship?”




  The man stared at her for another moment, then went back to stirring his tea. “It might be rather . . . unsettling for him.”




  “Aye, it might. Enjoy your breakfast, Count.”




  Deryn found herself smiling as she turned and left the room.
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  As the great jaw of the cargo door opened, a freezing whirlwind spilled inside and leapt about the cargo bay, setting the leather straps of

  Deryn’s flight suit snapping and fluttering. She pulled on her goggles and leaned out, peering at the terrain rushing past below.




  The ground was patched with snow and dotted with pine trees. The Leviathan had passed over the Siberian city of Omsk that morning, not pausing to resupply, still veering northward toward

  some secret destination. But Deryn hadn’t found time to wonder where they were heading; in the thirty hours since the imperial eagle had arrived, she’d been busy training for this cargo

  snatch-up.




  “Where’s the bear?” Newkirk asked. He leaned out past her, dangling from his safety line over thin air.




  “Ahead of us, saving its strength.” Deryn pulled her gloves tighter, then tested her weight against the heavy cable on the cargo winch. It was as thick as her wrist—rated to

  lift a two-ton pallet of supplies. The riggers had been fiddling with the apparatus all day, but this was its first real test. This particular maneuver wasn’t even in the Manual of

  Aeronautics.




  “Don’t like bears,” Newkirk muttered. “Some beasties are too barking huge.”




  Deryn gestured at the grappling hook at the end of the cable, as big as a ballroom chandelier. “Then you’d best make sure not to stick that up the beastie’s nose by accident.

  It might take exception.”




  Through the lenses of his goggles, Newkirk’s eyes went wide.




  Deryn gave him a punch on the shoulder, envying him for his station at the business end of the cable. It wasn’t fair that Newkirk had been gaining airmanship skills while she and Alek had

  been plotting rebellion in Istanbul.




  “Thanks for making me even more nervous, Mr. Sharp!”




  “I thought you’d done this before.”




  “We did a few snatch-ups in Greece. But those were just mailbags, not heavy cargo. And from horse-drawn carriages instead of off the back of a barking great bear!”




  “That does sound a bit different,” Deryn said.




  “Same principle, lads, and it’ll work the same way,” came Mr. Rigby from behind them. His eyes were on his pocket watch, but his ears never missed a thing, even in the howling

  Siberian wind. “Your wings, Mr. Sharp.”




  “Aye, sir. Like a good guardian angel.” Deryn hoisted the gliding wings onto her shoulders. She would be carrying Newkirk, using the wings to guide him over the fighting bear.




  Mr. Rigby signaled to the winch men. “Good luck, lads.”




  “Thank you, sir!” the two middies said together.




  The winch began to turn, and the grappling hook slid down toward the open cargo bay door. Newkirk took hold of it and clipped himself onto a smaller cable, which would hold their combined weight

  as they flew.




  Deryn let her gliding wings spread out. As she stepped toward the cargo door, the wind grew stronger and colder. Even through amber goggles the sunlight made her squint. She grasped the harness

  straps that connected her to Newkirk.




  “Ready?” she shouted.




  He nodded, and together they stepped off into roaring emptiness. . . .




  The freezing airstream yanked Deryn sternward, and the world spun around once, sky and earth gyrating wildly. But then her gliding wings caught the air, stabilized by the dangling Newkirk, like

  a kite held steady by its string.




  The Leviathan was beginning its descent. Its shadow grew below them, rippling in a furious black surge across the ground. Newkirk still grasped the grappling hook, his arms wrapped around

  the cable against the onrush of air.




  Deryn flexed her gliding wings. They were the same kind she’d worn a dozen times on Huxley descents, but free-ballooning was nothing compared to being dragged behind an airship at top

  speed. The wings strained to pull her to starboard, and Newkirk followed, swinging slowly across the blur of terrain below. When Deryn centered her course again, she and Newkirk swung back and

  forth beneath the airship, like a giant pendulum coming to rest.




  The fragile wings were barely strong enough to steer the weight of two middies. The Leviathan’s pilots would have to put them dead on target, leaving only the fine adjustments for

  Deryn.




  The airship continued its descent, until she and Newkirk were no more than twenty yards above the ground. He yelped as his boots skimmed the top of a tall pine tree, sending off a burst of

  needles shiny with ice.




  Deryn looked ahead . . . and saw the fighting bear.




  She and Alek had spotted a few that morning, their dark shapes winding along the Trans-Siberian Trailway. They’d looked impressive enough from a thousand feet, but from this altitude the

  beast was truly monstrous. Its shoulders stood as tall as a house, and its hot breath coiled up into the freezing air like chimney smoke.




  A large cargo platform was strapped to its back. A pallet waited there, a flattened loop of metal ready for Newkirk’s grappling hook. Four crewmen in Russian uniforms scampered about the

  bear, checking the straps and netting that held the secret cargo.




  The driver’s long whip flicked into the air and fell, and the bear began to lumber away. It was headed down a long, straight section of the trailway aligned with the

  Leviathan’s course.




  The beastie’s gait gradually lengthened into a run. According to Dr. Busk, the bear could match the airship’s speed only for a short time. If Newkirk didn’t get the hook right

  on the first pass, they’d have to swing around in a slow circle, letting the creature rest. The hours saved by not landing and loading in the normal way would be half lost.




  And the czar, it seemed, wanted this cargo at its destination barking fast.




  As the airship drew closer to the bear, Deryn felt its thundering tread bruising the air. Puffs of dirt drifted up from the cold, hard-packed ground in its wake. She tried to imagine a squadron

  of such monsters charging into battle, glittering with fighting spurs and carrying a score of riflemen each. The Germans must have been mad to provoke this war, pitting their machines not

  only against the airships and kraken of Britain, but also the huge land beasts of Russia and France.




  She and Newkirk were over the straightaway now, safe from treetops. The Trans-Siberian Trailway was one of the wonders of the world, even Alek had admitted. Stamped flat by mammothines, it

  stretched from Moscow to the Sea of Japan and was as wide as a cricket oval—room enough for two bears to pass in opposite directions without annoying each other.




  Tricky beasties, ursines. All last night Mr. Rigby had regaled Newkirk with tales of them eating their handlers.




  The Leviathan soon caught up to the bear, and Newkirk signaled for Deryn to pull him to port. She angled her wings, feeling the tug of airflow surround her body, and she briefly thought

  of Lilit in her body kite. Deryn wondered how the girl was doing in the new Ottoman Republic. Then shook the thought from her head.




  The pallet was drawing near, but the loop Newkirk was preparing to grab rose and fell with the bounding gait of the giant bear. Newkirk began to lower the grappling hook, trying to swing it a

  little nearer to its target. One of the Russians climbed higher on the cargo pallet, reaching up to help.




  Deryn angled her wings a squick, drawing Newkirk still farther to port.
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  “HOOKING THE PACKAGE.”




  He thrust out the grappling hook, and metal struck metal, the rasp and clink of contact sharp in the cold wind—the hook snapped into the loop!




  The Russians shouted and began to loosen the straps that held the pallet to the platform. The bear’s driver waved his whip back and forth, the signal for the Leviathan’s

  pilots to ascend.




  The airship angled its nose up, and the grappling hook tightened its grip on the loop, the thick cable going taut beside Deryn. Of course, the pallet didn’t lift from the fighting

  bear’s back—not yet. You couldn’t add two tons to an airship’s weight and expect it to climb right away.




  Ballast began to spill from the Leviathan’s ports. Pumped straight from the gastric channel, the brackish water hit the air as warm as piss. But in the Siberian wind it froze

  instantly, a spray of glittering ice halos in the air.




  A moment later the ice stung Deryn’s face in a driving hail, pinging against her goggles. She gritted her teeth, but a laugh spilled out of her. They’d hit on the first pass, and

  soon the cargo would be airborne. And she was flying!




  But as her laughter faded, a low growl came rumbling through the air, a sovereign and angry sound that chilled Deryn’s bones worse than any Siberian wind.




  The fighting bear was getting twitchy.




  And it stood to reason. The frozen clart of a thousand beasties was raining down onto its head, carrying the scents of message lizards and glowworms, Huxleys and hydrogen sniffers, bats and bees

  and birds and the great whale itself—a hundred species that the fighting bear had never smelled before.




  Its head reared up and let out another roar, and the great brown shoulders rippled with annoyance, tossing the Russian crewmen into the air. They landed safely, as surefooted as airmen in a

  storm.




  The grappling hook clanked in its loop as the bear jerked about, and the cargo line snapped and quivered beside Deryn. She threw her weight to the left, trying to pull herself and Newkirk to

  safety.




  The driver’s whip rose and fell a few times, and the bear settled a little. As more ballast glittered in the air above, the cargo finally began to lift.




  The last one of the fighting bear’s crewmen leapt from the pallet, then turned to wave. Deryn saluted him back as the bear slowed to a halt. The cargo spun in the air now, skimming just

  above the ground.




  Deryn frowned. Why wasn’t the Leviathan climbing faster? They didn’t have much time before the next bend in the trailway, and she, Newkirk, and the cargo were still below

  treetop level.




  She looked up. The spray of water had stopped. The ballast tanks were empty. The Clanker engines were roaring and belching smoke, trying to create aerodynamic lift. But the airship was climbing

  too slowly.




  Deryn frowned. Dr. Busk, the head boffin himself, had done the calculations for this snatch-up. He’d cut it close, to be sure, with a long trip still ahead of them. But Deryn and Mr. Rigby

  had supervised the ejecting of supplies over the tundra, bringing the ship to exactly the right weight. . . .




  Unless the cargo pallet was heavier than the czar’s letter had promised.




  “Barking kings!” Deryn shouted. Divine right didn’t change the laws of gravity and hydrogen, that was for certain.




  She heard the shriek of a ballast alert above, and swore. If anything tumbled from the bay doors now, she and Newkirk would be plumb in its path.




  “We’re too heavy!” she shouted down.




  “Aye, I noticed!” the boy cried back, just as the trailway veered to the right beneath him.




  Instantly the pallet clipped the top of an evergreen, and Newkirk was swallowed by an explosion of pine needles and snow.




  “We need to toss some of that cargo!” Deryn cried, and angled her wings to the right. When she and Newkirk were over the pallet, she snapped a safety clip onto the cargo line, then

  shrugged out of the gliding harness.




  She and Newkirk slid down, screaming, their boots thudding against the cargo as they landed.




  “Blisters, Mr. Sharp! Are you trying to kill us?”




  “I’m saving us, Mr. Newkirk, as usual.” She unclipped herself and rolled onto the pallet. “We have to throw something off!”




  “Full marks for stating the obvious!” Newkirk shouted, just as the pallet smashed into another treetop. The collision sent the world spinning, and Deryn fell flat, grasping for

  handholds.




  Pressed against the cargo, her nose caught a whiff of something meaty. Deryn frowned. Was this pallet full of dried beef?




  She raised her head and looked about. There was nothing obvious to toss overboard, no boxes to cut free. Just heavy netting covering the shapeless brown mass. It would take long minutes to cut

  into it with a couple of rigging knives.




  “Blisters,” Newkirk cried.




  Deryn followed his gaze upward, and swore again. The ballast alert was in full swing. Fléchette bats were taking to the air, and dishwater was being flung from the galley windows. A

  barrel emerged from the cargo bay door and came tumbling down at them.




  Deryn tightened her grip in case the barrel hit and sent them spinning—or would the whole pallet simply break apart?




  But the barrel flashed past a few yards away, exploding into a white cloud of flour against the hard-packed tundra.




  “Over here, Mr. Sharp!” Newkirk called. He had scrambled to the far side of the pallet, one foot dangling off the edge.




  “What’ve you found?”




  “Nothing!” he shouted. When Deryn hesitated, he added, “Just come here, you blithering idiot!”




  As she headed toward Newkirk, the pallet began to tip beneath her weight. Her grasp on the netting slipped for a moment, and she skidded toward the edge.




  Newkirk’s hand shot out and stopped her.




  “Grab hold!” he shouted as the pallet tipped farther.




  Finally Deryn understood his plan—their weight was pulling the carefully balanced pallet sideways, turning it into a knife blade skimming through the trees. It was a much smaller target

  for the debris raining down, and the bulk of the cargo was above the two middies, protecting them from any direct hits.




  Another barrel went by, barely missing, shattering in the airship’s wake. A few ice-laden treetops shot past, but the Leviathan was finally climbing, lightened enough to pull them a

  few crucial yards higher.




  Newkirk grinned. “Don’t mind being saved, do you, Mr. Sharp?”




  “No, that’s quite all right, Mr. Newkirk,” she said, shifting her hands for a better grip. “You owed me one, after all.”
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  “RETURNING WITH THE GOODS.”




  As the treetops slowly dropped away, Deryn climbed back up, leveling the pallet again. As they were winched higher, she took a closer look at what was beneath the cargo netting. It appeared to

  be nothing but dried beef, slabs and slabs of it all crushed together.




  “What does this smell like to you?” she asked Newkirk.




  He took a sniff. “Breakfast.”




  She nodded. It did smell just like bacon waiting to be tossed into a pan.




  “Aye,” she said softly. “But breakfast for what?”
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  “We’re still traveling west-northwest.” Alek looked at his notes. “On a heading of fifty-five degrees, if my readings can be

  trusted.”




  Volger scowled at the map on his desk. “You must be mistaken, Alek. There’s nothing along that course. No cities or ports, just wilderness.”




  “Well . . .” Alek tried to remember how Newkirk had put it. “It might have to do with the earth being round, and this map being flat.”




  “Yes, yes. I’ve already plotted a great circle route.” Volger’s index finger swept along a line that curved from the Black Sea to Tokyo. “But we left that behind

  when we veered north over Omsk.”




  Alek sighed. Did everyone but him understand this “great circle” business? Before the Great War had changed everything, Wildcount Volger had been a cavalry officer in the

  service of Alek’s father. How did he know so much about navigation?




  Through the window of Volger’s stateroom, the shadows were stretching out ahead of the Leviathan. The setting sun, at least, agreed that the airship was still angling northward.




  “If anything,” Volger said, “we should be headed southwest by now, toward Tsingtao.”




  Alek frowned. “The German port in China?”




  “Indeed. There are half a dozen Clanker ironclads based there. They threaten Darwinist shipping all across the Pacific, from Australia to the Kingdom of Hawaii. According to the newspapers

  that Dr. Barlow has so kindly provided me, the Japanese are preparing to lay siege to the city.”




  “And they need the Leviathan’s help?”




  “Hardly. But Lord Churchill won’t let the Japanese be victorious without British assistance. It wouldn’t be seemly for Asians to defeat a European power all alone.”




  Alek groaned. “What a colossal exercise in idiocy. You mean we’ve come all this way just to wave the Union Jack?”




  “That was the intent, I’m certain of it. But since the czar’s message arrived, our course has changed.” Volger drummed his fingers on the map. “There must be a clue

  in that cargo we picked up from the Russians. Has Dylan told you anything about it?”




  “I haven’t been able to ask him. He’s still taking the pallet apart, because of the ballast alert.”




  “Because of the what?” the wildcount asked, and Alek found himself smiling. At least he understood something that Volger didn’t.




  “Just after we picked up the cargo, an alert sounded—two short rings of the Klaxon. You may remember that happening in the Alps, when we had to throw my father’s gold

  away.”




  “Don’t remind me.”




  “I shouldn’t have to,” Alek said. Volger had almost doomed them all by smuggling a quarter ton of gold aboard. “A ballast alert means the ship is overweight, and Dylan

  has been in the cargo bay with Dr. Barlow all afternoon. They must be taking apart the cargo, to find out why it’s heavier than expected.”




  “All very logical,” Volger said, then shook his head. “But I still don’t see how one cargo pallet can matter to a ship three hundred meters long. It seems

  absurd.”




  “It isn’t absurd at all. The Leviathan is aerostatic, which means it’s perfectly balanced with the density of the—”




  “Thank you, Your Serene Highness.” Volger held up one hand. “But perhaps you could recount your aeronautics lessons another time.”




  “You might take an interest, Count,” Alek said stiffly. “Seeing as how aeronautics is keeping you from crashing into the ground at this very moment.”




  “Indeed it is. So perhaps we’d best leave it to the experts, eh, Prince?”




  Several sharp retorts came to mind, but Alek held his tongue. Why was Volger in such a foul mood? When the Leviathan had first turned east two weeks ago, he’d seemed pleased not to

  be headed toward Britain and certain imprisonment. The man had gradually adapted to life aboard the Leviathan, exchanging information with Dr. Barlow, even taking a liking to Dylan. But for

  the last day Volger had seemed cross with everyone.




  For that matter, Dylan had stopped delivering breakfast to the wildcount. Had the two of them had a falling-out?




  Volger rolled up his map and shoved it into a desk drawer. “Find out what was in the Russian cargo, even if you have to beat it out of that boy.”




  “By ‘that boy’ I assume you mean my good friend, Dylan?”




  “He’s hardly your friend. You’d be free now if it weren’t for him.”




  “That was my choice,” Alek said firmly. Dylan might have argued for Alek to return to the ship, but it was no use blaming anyone. Alek had made the decision himself. “But

  I’ll ask him what they found. Perhaps you could inquire with Dr. Barlow, since you two are on such good terms.”




  Volger shook his head. “That woman tells me only what she finds it convenient for us to know.”




  “Then, I don’t suppose there are any clues in your newspapers. Anything about the Russians needing help in northern Siberia?”




  “Hardly.” Volger pulled a penny paper from the open desk drawer and shoved it at Alek. “But at least that American reporter has stopped writing about you.”




  Alek picked up the paper—the New York World. On its front page was a story by Eddie Malone, an American reporter that he and Dylan had met in Istanbul. Malone had learned certain

  secrets of the revolution, so Alek had traded his life story for the man’s silence. The result was a stream of articles about Alek’s parents’ assassination and his escape from

  home.




  It had all been most distasteful.




  But this story wasn’t about Alek. The headline read A DIPLOMATIC DISASTER ABOARD THE DAUNTLESS!




  Below those words was a photograph of the Dauntless, the elephant-shaped walker used by the British ambassador in Istanbul. German undercover agents had taken it on a rampage during the

  Leviathan’s stay there, causing a near-riot for which the British had been blamed. Only Dylan’s quick thinking had saved the situation from total calamity.
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  “PONDERING.”




  “But that was, what, seven weeks ago? Is this what they call news in America?”




  “This paper took its time getting to me, but yes, it was old news from the start. Apparently this man Malone has run out of your secrets to spill.”




  “Thank heavens,” Alek murmured, following the story to a page inside. Another photograph was printed there: Dylan swinging from the metal trunk of the elephant, flailing at one of

  the Germans.




  “ ‘A Daring Midshipman Handles the Situation,’ ” he read aloud, smirking. For once it was Dylan in the limelight instead of him. “May I keep this?”




  The wildcount didn’t answer—he was glaring at the ceiling, where a message lizard had appeared.




  “Prince Aleksandar,” the creature said in Dr. Barlow’s voice. “Mr. Sharp and I would like the pleasure of your company in the cargo bay, if possible.”




  “The cargo bay?” Alek said. “Of course, Dr. Barlow. I’ll join you shortly. End message.”




  Volger waved his hand to shoo the lizard away, but it had already scuttled off into a message tube. “Excellent. Maybe now we’ll get some answers.”




  Alek folded up the newspaper and slipped it into a pocket. “But why would they need me?”




  “For the pleasure of your company, of course.” The wildcount shrugged. “Surely a lizard wouldn’t lie.”




  




  The cargo bay smeed like a tannery, a mix of old meat and leather. Long strips of dark brown were piled everywhere, along with a few wooden crates.




  “Is this your precious cargo?” Alek asked.




  “It’s two tons of dried beef, a hundredweight of tranquilizers, and a thousand rounds of machine-gun ammunition,” said Dylan, reading from a list. “And a few boxes of

  something else.”




  “Something unexpected,” Dr. Barlow said. She and Tazza were in the far corner of the bay, staring down into an open crate. “And quite heavy.”




  “Quite,” the loris on her shoulder said, eyeing the crate with displeasure.




  Alek looked around for Bovril. It was hanging from the ceiling above Dylan’s head. He held his hand up, and the creature crawled down onto his shoulder. Count Volger, of course, did not

  permit abominations in his presence.




  “Guten Tag,” the creature said.




  “Guten Abend,” Alek corrected, then turned to Dr. Barlow. “May I ask why the czar wanted us to pick up a load of dried beef?”




  “You may not,” she said. “But please take a look at this unexpected cargo. We need your Clanker expertise.”




  “My Clanker expertise?”Alek joined the boffin beside the crate. Nestled in the packing straw was a jumble of metal parts, shiny and glinting in the darkness. He knelt, reached

  inside, and pulled one of the parts out. Tazza gave it a sniff and made a whining noise.




  It was some kind of electrikal part, about as long as a forearm and topped with two bare wires.




  “The czar didn’t tell you how to put this all together?”




  “There wasn’t meant to be any machinery at all,” Dylan said. “But there’s almost half a ton of parts and tools in here. Enough to drag poor Mr. Newkirk into a pine

  tree!”




  “And all of it Clanker-made,” Alek murmured. He stared at another part, a sphere of handblown glass. It fit atop the first part with a satisfying click.




  “This looks like an ignition capacitor, like the one aboard my Stormwalker.”




  “Ignition,” Bovril repeated softly.




  “So you can tell us the purpose of this device?” Dr. Barlow asked.




  “Perhaps.” Alek peered down into the crate. There were dozens more parts there, and two more boxes to come. “But I’ll need Klopp’s help.”




  “Well, that is a bother.” Dr. Barlow sighed. “But I suppose the captain can be convinced. Just see that you’re quick about it. We reach our destination

  tomorrow.”




  “That soon? Interesting.” Alek smiled as he spoke—he’d just seen another part that would fit onto the other two. It was tightly wound with copper wire, at least a

  thousand turns, like a voltage multiplier. He whistled for a message lizard, then sent it to fetch his men, but didn’t wait for them.




  In a way it was easy, guessing how the pieces fit together. He’d spent a month helping to keep his Stormwalker running in the wilderness with repaired, stolen, and improvised parts. And

  the metal and glass pieces before him were hardly improvised—they were elegant, with lines as sinuous as the Leviathan’s fabricated wood furniture. As Alek worked, his fingers

  seemed to grasp the pieces’ connections, even though he didn’t know the purpose of the whole yet. By the time Klopp and Hoffman had arrived, he’d made a fair start of it.




  Perhaps His Serene Highness Aleksandar Prince of Hohenberg wasn’t such a waste of hydrogen after all.
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  By early the next morning the device was nearly done. The few remaining parts—the knobs and levers of the control panel—were spread across

  the floor. The dried beef had been removed from the cargo bay to make room, but the scent of new leather remained.




  Alek, Dylan, Bauer, and Hoffman had worked without sleep, but Master Klopp had spent most of the night snoozing in a chair, awakening only to shout orders and curse whoever had designed the

  device. He had declared its graceful lines too fancy, an affront to Clanker principles. Bovril sat on his shoulder, memorizing new German obscenities with glee.




  Since the night of the Ottoman Revolution, Klopp had used a cane, grimacing whenever he had to stand up. His battle-walker had fallen during the attack on the sultan’s Tesla cannon, struck

  by the Orient-Express itself. Dr. Busk, the Leviathan’s surgeon, had said it was lucky the man could walk at all.
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  “ASSEMBLAGE OF THE DEVICE.”




  The revolution had lasted only one night, but the cost had been high. Lilit’s father had been killed, along with a thousand rebel soldiers and countless Ottomans. Whole neighborhoods of

  the ancient city of Istanbul lay in ashes.




  Of course, the battles going on in Europe were ten times worse, especially those between Alek’s countrymen and the Russians. In Galicia a horde of fighting bears had met hundreds of

  machines, a vast collision of flesh and metal that had left Austria reeling. And, as Dylan kept saying, the war was only just beginning.




  Newkirk brought them breakfast just as sunlight began to trickle in around the edges of the cargo door.




  “What in blazes is that contraption?” he asked.




  Alek took the coffeepot from Newkirk’s tray and poured a cup.




  “A good question.” He handed the coffee to Klopp, switching to German. “Any fresh ideas?”




  “Well, it’s meant to be carried about,” Klopp said, poking at its long side handles with his cane. “Probably by two men, perhaps a third to operate it.”
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