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About the Book



Isabella, Griffin and their friends have settled into New City, enrolled in school and are making new friends, including the charming Aleksander Larsen.


But their home is facing a new threat – weather patterns are becoming erratic and fierce ice storms batter the city.


When someone from Isabella’s past returns, loyalties are tested. Who is watching her from the shadows? And can Isabella and Griffin’s friendship survive this furious final storm?
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Dear Diary,

It’s been four years since the floods. Four years since Grimsdon was ruined. Since everything and almost everyone we knew was lost, including our parents.

I remember the noise the most. The creaking buildings, the smashing windows and crunching metal as cars and trucks were rolled down streets like marbles.

The waves were like a hungry giant stampeding through the city, devouring everything in its wake.

Luckily most people were rescued but we were left behind.

We made a home in a building called the Palace, found the twins, Bea and Raffy, and soon after that, Fly. When Xavier broke in, Isabella almost threw him out the window, until he told us about his flying machine called an Aerotrope. We weren’t sure if we could trust him at first, but when he took Isabella flying, we knew we could use the machine to try to escape, so we let him stay. He has a big mouth and can be annoying, but when he’s not showing off, he’s almost bearable.

For three years we survived without electricity, computers, phones and our families, facing sea creatures and sneaker waves and an evil harbour lord called Sneddon.

It was only when we met Jeremiah and he told us that he and Isabella’s father had warned the government about the floods, that we learned Grimsdon could have been saved.

Adults knew about the warnings and most of them did nothing.

With the city becoming too dangerous, Xavier used his Aerotrope to get help and we flew to New City, where we live now. It’s modern and new, with buildings strong enough to withstand the wild and unpredictable weather. It was ruled by Major General Grimes and his Garrison, who rescued the city from chaos after the floods.

Turns out he wasn’t so trustworthy. When we heard rumours about a secret at the edge of the forest, he insisted they weren’t true and ordered us to stay away. But Isabella refused to obey and discovered he was lying. I was angry about the danger she’d put herself in, but when she gets an idea in her head, not even a tornado can shift it. She was right, as usual, and the Major General finally got what was coming to him.


That was a year ago.

The Garrison has been expelled and replaced by a new government, Jeremiah is officially our guardian, we have a new home and we’re back in school.

The planet is still suffering from dangerous weather, but governments are listening now and trying to repair the damage, even though some parts of the world have been lost forever.

I feel safe with Jeremiah and the others but there are times I worry, that just like Grimsdon, everything will be taken away again.

That’s what scares me the most.

I wish I could be as brave as Isabella and as strong and confident as Xavier, but one thing I do know, I am going to do everything I can to keep all of them safe.

That’s a promise.

Griffin











Prologue



The creature rose into the dawn light. Its wings unfurled in powerful swoops, launching higher. Other creatures followed in perfect formation, until a squadron of flying beasts filled the sky.

High on a mountaintop, a man in a long, woollen coat stood on the balcony of his mansion, eyeing the birds through a golden spyglass. He watched as one by one, they disappeared into a bulging mass of clouds.

He lowered the spyglass and slipped it into his pocket. Rubbing his gloved hands together, he gazed over New City that lay before him.

It was a model for all future cities if humans were to survive.

His eyes ran over fields of solar panels, hills of wind turbines and food domes that glistened like crystal balls. He admired the cyclone-proof buildings, draped in layers of plants and topped with gardens, so they looked like furry giants sprouting wild hairdos. Winding through it all were narrow, cobbled streets, crawling with indestructible bug-shaped vehicles.

And in the centre, lording over it all, was a labyrinthine castle. Protected by a dark, snaking wall, its towers, battlements and gatehouse reached into the sky.

It was the castle the man’s eyes settled on last. A greedy smile lifted into his lips.

‘Not long now,’ he said.

He took a phone from his pocket. The light from the screen gave his face a ghostly glow as he typed. He replaced the phone and waited in the calm of the morning.

It wasn’t long before the clouds began to boil and churn. A crack of thunder split the heavens. Shadows fell across the city and the last of the sunlight was wiped out. The temperature plummeted and it began to snow.

The man closed his eyes and let the flakes of ice melt on his skin. A violent burst of wind bullied into him and he lost his footing. He gripped the railing and was quickly swallowed by the blizzard.

He held on and laughed.


This was even more marvellous than he’d imagined.

He pulled his collar up to his chin, made a dash for the building’s warm interior and closed the door against the storm.












CHAPTER ONE

A Broken Rule




Isabella ran.

She tore across the frozen lake, squinting against the falling snow that stung her cheeks and clogged the air like confetti, making it almost impossible to see.

The heavy smack of footsteps behind her came closer.

Ignoring the pain in her legs, she ran faster. She had no choice. She had to get away. Her eyes watered and her ears filled with the pounding of her heart and the rushing wind, when a piercing smack split the air.

She came to a sliding halt, arms waving, just managing to stay upright. Between her boots, she watched a long, snaking crack carve through the ice, creating a maze of deadly, tree-like splinters.

Any movement and she’d be hurled into the icy, black waters.


Rasping, strangled breathing sounded behind her.

Looking over her shoulder, she saw a tall, cloaked figure step out of the snow, his face hidden beneath a dark hood. Shafts of black, tangled hair caught in the wind, writhing like snakes. Each step he took sparked another wave of cracks.

Isabella.

‘Who are you?’ She tried to keep her voice from shaking.

The man laughed. It sounded more like a wheezy cough. His gnarled, bony hand reached out from beneath the folds of his cloak.

Isabella.

She couldn’t move. She barely breathed.

The fractures in the ice grew. She had seconds to get away.

But it was too late.

In one last sickening crack, the ice shattered like broken glass and she plunged into the freezing water.

 

Isabella woke, gasping for air.

‘Everything’s okay.’ Griffin was by her side. ‘You were having a nightmare.’


Isabella tried to pull herself from the haze of sleep. She wasn’t being chased, there was no frozen lake. She was safe at home with Griffin and the others.

Letting out a weary sigh, she dragged herself up, pulling her knees to her chest. ‘Sorry I woke you. Again.’

‘It’s okay.’ And he meant it. ‘I was awake anyway.’

Isabella eyed him through a tumble of auburn curls. ‘You’re a terrible liar.’

He offered her a superior look. ‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’

Isabella hugged her knees tighter. ‘I was being chased.’

‘By what?’

‘A man, I think.’ She gave her friend a sideways glance. ‘Did I say anything?’

Griffin adjusted his glasses, wondering if he should tell the truth. ‘You were calling for your mum.’

There it was, the look he’d been dreading.

‘Oh.’

This had been happening a lot lately. The nightmares where Isabella was being chased and calling for her mum.

‘Can I tell you a secret?’ she asked.


Griffin leaned forward. ‘Of course. Anything.’

‘Ever since we found out my dad died, I’ve wondered if Mum’s still alive and if she might try to find me. It’s silly, isn’t it? After all this time.’

Isabella’s mum left when she was a kid. No note, no goodbye. Nothing. She hadn’t seen her since. All she had was one crumpled photo. Everything else about her was blurry, like looking through a window in a storm.

‘I don’t think it’s silly,’ Griffin said quietly, careful not to wake the others. ‘I wonder the same thing about my parents.’

Griffin’s mum and dad were on a boat on the Grimsdon River when the flood hit. He knew the chances of surviving were slim. Impossible even, but that didn’t stop him hoping.

‘Do you think of them often?’

Griffin bit his lip and admitted, ‘Every day.’

Isabella’s voice caught. ‘Me too.’

‘Can I tell you my secret?’

Isabella nodded.

‘I talk to my parents every morning when I wake up. Just to say hello.’

Isabella’s eyes widened. ‘I do the same with Dad. Do you think they can hear us?’

‘Mum could hear me mumble from the opposite side of the house, so I’m guessing she can.’ Griffin straightened, shaking off Isabella’s nightmare. ‘Ready for our first day back?’

‘I think so.’

‘Remember when we started school? Our dads walked us there. You were so excited until you realised they couldn’t stay. Your tantrum was spectacular.’

‘My dad was smarter than anyone. He deserved to be there.’

Griffin didn’t even try to hide his smile. ‘It was the first of many rules you didn’t like.’

‘I like rules.’ Isabella tugged at the blankets in a huff.

‘Really? Like the Garrison’s rule to stay away from the forest?’

‘I had to see what was there.’

‘Or their rule not to leave headquarters alone?’

‘I can handle myself.’

‘What about Sneddon’s rule to steal for him.’

Isabella jolted at the name. ‘Rules deserve to be broken when they don’t make any sense.’

‘Even if it gets us into trouble?’

‘Especially then.’ Isabella smiled for the first time that morning, which made Griffin’s heart skip a little.


‘I’ll remember that when you break another one.’ He got to his feet. ‘Are you feeling okay?’

Isabella perked up. ‘Much better. Thanks, Griffin.’

‘Anytime. I’ll wake the others.’ He headed for the door and snuck one last look before he left. Isabella’s face had clouded over and she slumped forward.

Griffin was annoyed that he’d mentioned Sneddon. He thought back to the cruel, wild-haired man who’d lived on a ship in Grimsdon Harbour, whose thugs forced them to steal for him. Who tied Isabella in ropes and made her walk the plank, so she almost drowned.

They rarely said his name; it was an unspoken rule. One that Griffin had just broken.











CHAPTER TWO

The Academy




Small plumes of snow swirled behind the Armavan as it lumbered into the heart of New City. Resembling a steel tank, it drove between plant-covered buildings that towered above them.

Jeremiah checked the monitor on the dashboard. ‘Light snow. No warnings,’ he mumbled. ‘That’s good. Very good.’

Knowing the weather at every second could save your life.

From the backseat, Isabella caught his worried look in the rearview mirror. When their eyes met, Jeremiah switched to an overly cheery mood. ‘Everyone ready for a new term?’

‘I am.’ Bea was desperate to be upbeat for her brother. ‘It’ll be fun.’

Raffy hadn’t spoken all morning. ‘What if they kick me out?’

‘I won’t let them.’ Bea crossed her arms. She had a long mane of rebellious red curls and even though she was short, she gave the impression of being taller than she really was.

Bea and Raffy had been five when the floods hit. Now that they were nine, they’d only had one year of school. Bea had caught up fast, but Raffy found it harder.

‘What if I’m not smart enough?’ His voice was small and barely there.

‘You listen to me, Raphael.’ Isabella rarely used Raffy’s full name or her stern voice, but sometimes she knew it was necessary. ‘You’re not going anywhere. You are stuck with us for life. And if anyone thinks differently, they’ll have to deal with us.’

‘You bet they will,’ Bea said.

Griffin put on his best tough guy voice. ‘They wouldn’t stand a chance.’

Bea tilted her head, trying to catch her brother’s downcast eye. ‘Okay?’

Raffy glanced at them through his floppy red fringe. ‘You’re all a bit scary when you gang up on people.’

Bea threw him a cheeky grin. ‘That’s when we do our best work.’

‘I predict you will all be exceptionally fine,’ Jeremiah said, poking a finger into the air. ‘And I should know, I’m a scientist.’

Relief seemed to sink into Raffy’s shoulders and Bea mouthed, ‘Thank you’ to Jeremiah.

They entered a wide avenue and joined a long line of Armavans. They were heading towards a complex of domed buildings, connected by tubular glass walkways. On the largest dome was a sign that read:

 

The Academy

School of Excellence

 

‘Everyone got their weather detectors?’ Jeremiah asked the same question every time they went outside. Even into their own backyard.

‘Yes,’ they replied, grabbing their schoolbags and scrambling out of the van.

Isabella lingered at the door. ‘Are you sure you’re okay?’

‘Just a bit tired,’ Jeremiah replied. ‘There’s a lot going on at the Bureau. Nothing a good night’s sleep won’t fix. Now go out there and shine, Ms Isabella Charm.’

The door of the Armavan came down with a quiet hiss and Jeremiah drove away.


Over the last few years, life had been so precarious that Isabella had become used to being in a constant state of high alert. Of avoiding sneaker waves and storms, bounty hunters and corrupt adults. She was used to trouble following them at every turn. It was a hard feeling to shake. The worsening weather didn’t help.

Armavans pulled up and kids spilled out, racing into each other’s arms and streaming into school. Teachers welcomed the students, warning them not to linger too long outside.

Another Armavan arrived. A tall boy stepped out wearing a long, black coat. He had carefully messy hair and the confidence of someone who’d never doubted themselves. He was more rock star than fifteen-year-old. At least to himself.

There was a flurry of whispers and giggles.

‘He’s here.’ Griffin didn’t look nearly as pleased as the adoring fans.

The boy slipped on a pair of sunglasses and lifted his hand in a casual wave, which sparked another flurry of giggles. ‘Yes,’ he said, beaming. ‘I’m back!’

‘Xavier!’ Bea and Raffy raced over and threw their arms around him, almost knocking the older boy over.


‘Come on.’ Isabella nudged Griffin. ‘We’d better say hello.’

‘Do we have to?’

‘He’s our friend.’

‘Who wants to be everyone’s hero.’

‘He’s always been a show-off,’ Isabella said. ‘You shouldn’t let it bother you.’

Griffin watched even more kids surround Xavier as he launched into a story, most likely about his favourite subject – himself. ‘I know, but it burns me up that he lies so blatantly.’

‘Xavier never lets facts ruin a good story. Besides, you can’t avoid him. He’s coming to live with us, remember, while his mum’s away looking after his grandma?’

‘I’ve been trying to block that out.’

Isabella raised an eyebrow.

‘Okay, but I don’t have to enjoy it.’

Griffin shoved his hands in his pockets and they shuffled over as Xavier was finishing a story about steering his Aerotrope through a storm.

‘It was treacherous but my expert flying skills meant I was able to pull out of the tailspin and avoid being slammed into the river and meeting my instant doom.’


‘Were you scared?’ A young boy stepped closer, as if desperate not to miss a word.

‘There was no time to be scared. The situation called for clear thinking and courage.’

Griffin rolled his eyes and turned away but Isabella grabbed his sleeve and playfully pulled him back.

Another boy piped up. ‘Tell us again how you fought the sea monster in Grimsdon.’

‘Yes, tell us.’ Griffin pretended to be intrigued. ‘I’d like to hear that story too.’

‘I’d love to.’ Xavier checked his watch. ‘But the bell’s about to ring. Come see me tomorrow and I’ll tell you everything.’

The group ran off leaving Xavier smiling at his friends. ‘Looks like I was missed.’

‘It must be exhausting being so adored.’ Griffin wore a sympathetic frown.

‘Being a hero can be tiring, Griffman.’

‘My name is Griffin.’

‘Ah,’ Xavier said, patting him on the back. ‘I like Griffman better.’

A loud screech sounded from overhead. Raffy looked up and spotted an eagle. ‘Charlie!’

He searched the crowd of children until he saw a girl with a dark, pixie haircut, carrying a satchel, brimming with books.


‘Fly!’ Raffy waved madly.

Her face brightened. She hurried over and was showered in hugs.

Fly had lived with them in Grimsdon. They’d found her on a rooftop, alone and cold. Last year, the government tracked down her parents and she now lived with them. Being apart from Fly was hard for all of them, but it had hit Griffin the hardest. She was like a little sister to him and he missed her terribly.

The eagle let loose another screech and swooped into a dive before drawing back his wings and landing on Fly’s outstretched arm.

‘He came to say goodbye.’ The eagle lowered his head and Fly stroked his powerful back. Students stared in awe, marvelling at the majestic bird.

‘He got used to me being around during the holidays and he’s not happy I’m here.’ She turned her head away from him and whispered, ‘Especially now he’s not a rescue eagle anymore.’

‘What?’ Raffy was confused. ‘But he’s the government’s best.’

‘He saved my life,’ Bea argued. ‘He found me in the snow when no one else could.’

‘All the eagles are being replaced,’ Fly said.

‘By what?’ Griffin asked.


Fly shrugged. ‘They wouldn’t say, just that it’s something more efficient.’

‘More efficient than Charlie?’ Bea huffed. ‘Impossible.’

The eagle craned his neck and shrieked. Fly tickled his chin and he calmed. She had a way with animals, as if they understood each other. She’d been like this before she could even talk.

‘The good news is, he needed a new home so he’s coming to live with me. We’ll train every afternoon, won’t we, Charlie?’

The eagle seemed to purr when Fly nudged her nose into his cheek. ‘Off you go. I’ll see you at home.’ She lifted her arm and Charlie launched into the air. He rose above them, letting out one last cry.

A long, sleek Armavan drove up to the school. It was more like a limousine than a tank. A teenage boy stepped out wearing red pants, a long, navy coat and with mousy blond hair. He was fifteen or sixteen and, judging by the reaction he was causing, had no trouble attracting admirers.

‘Who’s that?’ Xavier eyed the boy’s expensive boots, his casual good looks, and instantly disliked him.

‘Aleksander Larsen,’ Griffin explained. ‘He’s the Academy’s top student.’


‘Why haven’t I heard of him?’

Griffin gave him an incredulous look. ‘Because you don’t read the school newsletters?’

‘I don’t have time for that.’ Xavier sniffed. ‘I’m a busy man.’

Isabella watched as students surrounded Aleksander and fell into easy laughter. ‘Where’s he been?’

‘He spent most of last year working with a company on a secret project.’ Griffin was clearly in awe. ‘They say he’s a genius. Topped all his classes and has been the Aeroball champion for three years running, except last year when he was away.’

‘Well, isn’t he the Wonder Boy.’ Xavier pursed his lips.

Aleksander caught Isabella’s eye and waved as if he recognised her.

‘Do you know him?’ Bea asked.

Isabella waved back. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘I wonder what he was working on?’ Griffin said. ‘Only the best and brightest are taken out of school.’

‘Best and brightest,’ Xavier scoffed. ‘He should try living in a flooded city.’

‘Which makes Griffin one of the best and brightest,’ Fly reminded him. ‘We survived because of his inventions, remember?’


‘Griff is clever, don’t get me wrong,’ Xavier said. ‘But I built a flying machine. I fought dangerous thugs. I battled a sea monster.’

Bea scowled. ‘You never battled a sea monster.’

‘Princess Bea,’ Xavier said, as if she’d somehow forgotten this brave feat, ‘I escaped death by mere seconds. I saw my life flash before my eyes.’

‘Was it full of award ceremonies and swooning girls?’ Griffin asked innocently.

‘Xavier!’ A voice called from a group of excited students.

Xavier slung his bag over his shoulder. ‘At least someone appreciates my brilliance.’

He walked off in a sulk.

Isabella tried to stifle a giggle when she saw Aleksander laughing with a group of friends. There was something about his manner and the way he looked that gave her the feeling they had met before. That they’d shared something in the past. But how?

As he entered the archway, Aleksander turned and gave her one last wave, before disappearing into the shadows.











CHAPTER THREE

A Special Demonstration




The cavernous school hall rumbled with mutterings of students and teachers catching up and sharing news when the low, mournful sound of a horn brought the room to silence. The students rose to their feet.

Principal Galloway stood at the lectern wearing a flowing purple dress and matching scarf that held back her long silver hair. Griffin had liked her from the first time he saw her. She was calm and smart and had the confidence of an astronaut about to go into space. While he was clumsy and awkward and worried about almost everything.

She gazed affectionately at the students. ‘Please be seated.’

On the walls were life-sized paintings of some of the world’s greatest inventors: Leonardo da Vinci, Marie Curie, Alan Turing.


‘Esteemed teachers and students, welcome back to the Academy. You are here because you are New City’s brightest and most talented.’ She paused, her eyes sweeping over them. ‘And you have never been more needed.’

Bea whispered to Raffy, ‘I told you so.’

‘We are living in what scientists call the Anthropocene Age. Our actions are harming the planet, causing wild weather, rising sea levels and the disappearance of plants and animals.’

She let the weight of her words hang in the air.

‘So we’ve made a real mess and, as I say to my own children, you make a mess, you clean it up.’ She stared into the hall with unbridled admiration. ‘We’re planting forests in the ground and kelp in the oceans, we’ve closed coalmines and switched to renewables. We’re building floating homes in Holland and bringing dying coral reefs back to life.’

Fly slipped her notebook from her satchel and began sketching Principal Galloway in a flying house. Griffin caught her eye and smiled. It was a good likeness.

‘But we need to do more. We need people like you who are smart, creative and adventurous to protect the future of the human race.’


‘See?’ Xavier nudged Griffin. ‘Smart, creative and adventurous. That’s me.’

‘You forgot modest,’ Isabella said.

‘That’s because I’m so modest,’ Xavier replied with a wink.

‘As you know, the Academy works with companies who transform our ideas into reality.’ She focused on one student. ‘And the latest collaboration was with our very own Aleksander Larsen. Please help me welcome him back.’

Xavier watched Aleksander rise to his feet and students reach over to pat him on the back. He gave a small nod before sitting down again.

‘My hero,’ Xavier mumbled.

‘It’s good you have someone to admire,’ Griffin teased.

‘Up until now, the project has been classified.’ Principal Galloway paused as if she had a delicious secret. ‘But at tonight’s special reception at the Halls of Government, all will be revealed.’

Excited whispers filled the hall.

‘I bet it’ll be brilliant.’ Griffin’s head jammed with wild inventions while Xavier sighed as if hoping they could talk about something else.

‘But for now, we have our own special treat. To tell us more, please welcome from Future World Solutions, Ariella Frost.’

A tall woman in staggeringly high heels walked on stage with clipped, efficient steps. She shook the principal’s hand before straightening her tight black dress and gripping the podium. Her hair was styled into a bright orange bob and her lips sparkled a fiery red.

‘Future World Solutions has worked on many projects to protect our planet.’ Ariella’s voice had a sweet, soothing tone, like a storyteller at bedtime. ‘And I’m here this morning to present our latest.’

She gazed up to the ceiling, not saying a word.

‘What’s she looking at?’ Griffin adjusted his glasses and squinted.

Fly noticed a tiny movement in the curved rafters. ‘I think we’re about to find out.’

A large bird spread its wings and flew down into the hall. Students gasped. Bea and Raffy ducked as it sailed only centimetres above them before lifting into a gentle upward glide and landing on the lectern beside Ariella.

The creature folded its wings and held its head high, as if waiting at attention.

‘What’s he thinking?’ Griffin asked Fly.


She closed her sketchbook and tried to concentrate on the bird’s thoughts. ‘I’m not sure. I can’t hear anything.’

‘Meet Ruben.’ Ariella Frost’s personality sparkled almost as much as her lipstick. ‘Our newest breed of rescue eagle. Strong, resilient and fearless.’

Bea wasn’t impressed. ‘That’s Charlie’s replacement?’

Raffy frowned. ‘What’s the difference?’

Almost in answer to his question, Ariella said, ‘The previous eagles took months to train and became tired during long and difficult rescues. Ruben was trained in mere days and won’t rest until his mission is complete.’

She searched the hall. ‘Does anyone have a coin?’

A young boy at the back cried, ‘I do.’

‘Hold it up and I’ll send Ruben to fetch it.’

Bea couldn’t believe what she was seeing. ‘She thinks this bird is better than Charlie because he can do tricks?’

Ruben launched himself from the lectern and glided through the hall.

Fly and the others watched the eagle zero in on his target, but instead of taking the coin, Ruben’s sharp talons snatched the boy’s jacket and lifted him from his seat.


Students scrambled to catch him but he was quickly out of reach.

‘Is that supposed to happen?’ Griffin stared as the boy was carried higher. His jacket bunched around his neck and his arms stuck out like a scarecrow.

‘Maybe.’ Isabella was poised to help, until she noticed he was smiling. ‘He doesn’t seem too worried.’

‘Woo hoo!’ the boy cried as he was ferried towards the stage. The eagle’s wings rose and fell easily, as if carrying a human several times his own weight was no effort at all.

Ruben let him down before landing on the lectern.

Students and teachers jumped to their feet, cheering and clapping. Bea, Fly and Raffy reluctantly stood too.

‘It was impressive,’ Raffy had to admit.

‘Just don’t tell Charlie,’ Fly said.

Ariella whispered something to the boy and he ran down the aisle, high-fiving kids as he went.

‘Throughout history, animals have been used to rescue us, and sadly, not all survived or returned unharmed.’ Ariella’s lips rose into a victorious grin. ‘We will no longer be that cruel.’


Then she did something astounding. She reached over to Ruben, worked her fingers into his feathery chest and opened it to reveal mechanical insides.

Murmurs riffled through the hall.

Fly stared in disbelief at the wires and circuit boards. ‘He looks so real.’

‘Ruben is from our new team of Robotic Rescue Eagles. Unlike real birds, they don’t need rest or food and can brave the harshest weather. They can fly to rescue sites with pinpoint accuracy. More people will be saved and not one eagle will ever be in danger again.’

She closed Ruben’s feathery panel, held out her arm and he hopped from the lectern onto her sleeve. Even though the bird was large, Ariella barely flinched. ‘So study hard and together we will make the world a better, safer place.’

The robot released a loud screech.

‘Ruben thinks so too.’

The students laughed and cheered. Ariella nodded to Principal Galloway and walked down the aisle. Everyone craned their necks to get a closer look. Ruben was unmoved by the stares and whispers, but as he passed Fly, he turned his head. His bright yellow eyes met hers, as if he was deliberately seeking her out. Fly flinched.


‘Are you okay?’ Griffin saw her face pale.

‘I … I think so,’ she stammered. ‘I …’

Before she could finish Principal Galloway was at the lectern. ‘Now it’s time to find out your classes.’

Raffy had been so caught up in the display, he’d almost forgotten this part. He reached for Bea’s hand. ‘Always stay close.’

‘Always.’ Bea nodded.

It was a mantra they said to each other from when they were young, especially when one of them was feeling scared.

‘Along with your core lessons, you’ve been placed in specialist classes according to your strengths,’ Principal Galloway said. ‘Some high achieving students have also been paired to work together.’

‘Oh great.’ Xavier sighed. ‘I’m going to be stuck with Wonder Boy.’

‘They may not be talking about you,’ Griffin reminded him.

‘Thanks, Griffman, but who else would they choose?’

Principal Galloway gazed at the sea of students. ‘I wish you a safe, exciting and innovative term. You may check your schedules.’


The hall filled with the rustle of hands reaching for phones.

Griffin smiled at the words on his screen. ‘Climatology.’

During many late nights at home with Jeremiah, talking about his work at the Bureau, Griffin had become fascinated by the study of the Earth’s weather patterns.

‘Yes!’ Bea looked up from her phone. ‘Futuristics!’

‘Me too!’ Fly’s drawing and Bea’s imagination made them perfect candidates for creating more sustainable schools, homes and playgrounds. Bea especially liked designing playgrounds.

‘Robotics?’ Isabella frowned. ‘Why would they put me there?’

‘It’s your own fault,’ Griffin said with a smirk. ‘You’re clever at everything you do.’

‘Vehicle Science,’ Xavier said, obviously pleased. ‘Which makes sense because I –’

‘Built my very own flying machine,’ everyone chorused.

‘Well, I did and it –’

‘Saved our lives,’ they laughed.

Xavier pouted. ‘I don’t think my brilliance is taken seriously.’


‘Raffy?’ Isabella noticed he hadn’t said anything. ‘How did you go?’

They stared at the young boy, desperate for the news to be good.

‘Sports Domes.’

‘That’s great!’ Bea cried. ‘You love sport!’

‘As an apprentice.’

There was a heavy silence. They all knew what that meant.

‘That’s what you do with the kids who aren’t good enough to do anything else.’

‘That’s not true –’ Bea began but Raffy cut her off.

‘It is, Bea. It’s one step from being thrown out. If I can’t pick up my grades this term, that’s exactly what’s going to happen.’ He pulled his bag onto his back. ‘I’d better go.’

Bea watched her brother join the flow of students heading to class. The heaviness in his shoulders made him seem so much smaller than the others. Ever since the twins had lost their parents, they’d promised to always take care of each other, but lately Bea was finding it harder to lift Raffy from his dark moods.

Another message flickered on Isabella’s phone. ‘I’ve been paired with Aleksander Larsen.’


‘You?’ Xavier was about to say more, until the look on his friends’ faces made him reconsider. ‘I mean, of course they’d pick you, I was just thinking that they’d …’

‘Choose you?’ Griffin helped him out.

‘No, well, I …’

Luckily for Xavier the bell rang and he was saved from embarrassing himself further.

‘Sorry, old mate.’ Griffin shuffled along the row. ‘We’ll have to hear more about you later.’

‘Oh, you will, Griffman,’ Xavier promised, following closely behind. ‘You will.’

Bea and Fly waved goodbye and hurried off. As Griffin joined the rush of students leaving the hall, he searched for Isabella, but it wasn’t until he reached the foyer that he found her.

Walking towards a waiting Aleksander Larsen.

With a dull ache in his chest, Griffin watched as Aleksander made a grand show of greeting her with a bow. He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but Isabella laughed and curtseyed in reply.

He and Isabella also had a mantra. On the first day of term, just before class, she’d say, ‘Reach for the stars, Griffin Fletcher’ and he’d reply, ‘Go forth and be great, Isabella Charm.’ They’d said it before the floods and now they were back at school, they’d begun saying it again.

Until today.

‘Don’t worry, Griffman.’ Xavier clapped him on the back. ‘I still love you.’

Griffin wriggled out of his hold. ‘I’d rather be strangled by a python.’

‘That’s funny, but I know you don’t mean it.’ Xavier whistled as he walked away, leaving Griffin alone.

Outside, dark clouds tumbled by in slow motion. A strong wind swept across the yard carrying with it flecks of ice. Even though Griffin was protected by the glass-domed foyer, he felt cold. He pulled his scarf higher against his cheeks and made his way to class.

 

Outside, in a waiting Armavan, Ruben had been placed in a cage. Ariella watched through tinted windows as Isabella and Aleksander headed along one glass walkway, while Griffin trudged down another.

‘So that’s Isabella Charm?’

Beside her sat a man in a low-slung hat and dark glasses. His face hidden in the shadows.

‘The very one.’











CHAPTER FOUR

A New Alliance




‘And this is one of my absolute favourites!’ Professor Singh was bursting with glee as she led her students past the robots in her lab. She was shortish and roundish with wiry, grey hair that floated around her head as if electrically charged. Her eyes were magnified by thick red-framed glasses, which made her seem constantly surprised.

‘This is Mathilda.’ She stopped in front of a small puppy sitting on a bench. ‘She looks and behaves exactly like a regular canine companion, but won’t eat your slippers or trample dog doo all over your favourite rug.’ She winced in disgust.

Reaching into the pocket of her lab coat, she took out a soft toy and threw it over the heads of the students. ‘Fetch, Tilly!’

Mathilda leapt off the bench and across the lab, zigzagging between students’ legs. She chomped on the toy before bringing it back and dropping it next to the professor’s yellow trainers. ‘Good girl.’

She scooped Mathilda up and held her close.

‘She’s the perfect pet. She doesn’t eat or bark and in a world where it’s often too dangerous to go outside, she doesn’t need walking. No mess or fuss, just an obedient, loyal friend.’ She pursed her lips and cooed as if speaking to a baby. ‘Isn’t that right, Tilly-willy?’

There were a few snickers as she nuzzled into Mathilda’s cheek before placing her back on the bench.

‘When I was a child,’ she said dreamily, ‘a world of robots was the stuff of science fiction and yet, here we are!’ She threw out her arms and Aleksander ducked, only just avoiding being whacked in the head.

‘You’re quick,’ Isabella whispered.

‘You have to be around here.’

The professor’s face darkened. ‘But some people aren’t happy having robots in our lives. They think they’ll malfunction, or take over the world.’ She dug her fists into her hips. ‘Humans have been in charge for centuries and look where that’s got us. Silly creatures with all those … those …’ She spun round sharply. ‘What are those things you feel?’


‘Emotions?’ Isabella guessed.

‘Yes! That’s them. Blasted things. Of course we need some emotions, like fear to make us run from angry possums, but what’s the point of all the others?’

She sighed, genuinely puzzled, but brightened at the sight of her lab. ‘Robots are supremely useful – from flying robots like drones and rescue eagles, to robots that build Armavans, clean our homes, operate on us and even explore space. They do the difficult or dangerous jobs humans don’t want to do, whilst being much more efficient.’ She eyed the machines adoringly. ‘Most of the time you don’t even know they’re there.’

She whirled around so suddenly that two of the students squealed.

‘You simply can’t escape them!’ Her wide eyes were even wider. ‘Come, there’s more!’

She led them to a robot wearing lemon overalls, with a neat ponytail and piercing green eyes that stared blankly into the distance.

‘This is Mabel.’ The professor looked even shorter and rounder beside the trim, tidy robot. ‘She’s a prototype and is almost finished. Isabella, why don’t you say hello?’

Isabella stepped forward and gazed at the lifeless figure. ‘Hello, Mabel.’


The robot immediately came to life and lifted her head. ‘Hello, Isabella.’

‘How did she know my name?’

‘She heard me say it,’ the professor said proudly. ‘Robots are programmed to learn fast and store everything they see and hear.’

Mabel held out her hand and Isabella took it. ‘It is very nice to meet you.’

‘Nice to meet you too.’ But when Isabella tried to withdraw her hand, the robot’s grip tightened. She tried again, but Mabel’s robotic hold became even firmer.

‘It is very nice to meet you,’ the robot repeated, her bright green eyes locked onto Isabella’s.

The more she tried to pull away the more she felt Mabel’s fingers crushing hers. Isabella felt a thud of panic. She tried to prise away the robot’s fingers but they wouldn’t budge.

Aleksander turned to Professor Singh. ‘Something’s wrong.’

‘It is very nice to meet you,’ Mabel droned.

‘Where’s the power switch?’

‘It’s … it’s … oh, where is it?’ The professor tapped her lips, trying to remember.

Isabella winced as pain shot through her fingers.

‘Behind her ear,’ the professor cried.


Aleksander pushed aside Mabel’s hair and pressed a small button. Her grip loosened and she lowered her arm.

‘Oh, my dear.’ The professor reached out to Isabella but wasn’t sure what to do with her hands, finally deciding to tuck them in her pockets instead. ‘Are you okay?’

Isabella cradled her hand. ‘I’m fine.’

Professor Singh slid her glasses along her nose. ‘I’m terribly sorry. Nothing like that has ever happened before.’ She looked mournfully at Mabel, as if she was losing a friend. ‘There must be a glitch. She’ll be sent back to engineering and thoroughly retested.’

The feeling slowly returned to Isabella’s fingers. ‘I’m okay. Really.’

‘Of course with any new technology there can be teething problems.’ Isabella could see the professor was still shaken. ‘Which is why it is so important we are here. To make sure the robots of the future are flawless and that nothing like … that, can ever happen. So let’s begin.’

For the next two hours, Professor Singh discussed the fundamentals of robotics at a frantic pace. Isabella glimpsed the students on either side of her who were taking notes and seemed to be keeping up, whereas she was lost.


‘Don’t worry,’ Aleksander said when he saw Isabella gripping her pen. ‘She gets carried away and forgets we don’t know as much as she does.’

When Professor Singh finished, she slumped over her bench with an exhausted sigh. ‘Brilliant, isn’t it? Now to your assignment. In pairs, you will create your own robot. The modelling software lets you design it, the robotics software will help you with programming and our 3D printers will bring your robot to life.’

She nodded towards a bank of 3D printers lining the back wall of the lab.

‘Your plans are due in a fortnight and your prototypes by the end of term. And I expect nothing less than brilliance!’

The class huddled before computers and began scribbling in notebooks. Isabella turned to Aleksander. ‘I’m sorry you’re stuck with me.’

‘Are you kidding? I was secretly hoping you’d be my partner.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you’re Isabella Charm! You survived in Grimsdon for three years after the floods. You are officially amazing.’

Isabella shifted uncomfortably. Up close, Aleksander was even more striking. His dark eyes lit up and his hair fell over his forehead in a ruffled wave. She looked away, worried she might be staring. ‘We did what we had to.’

‘You did more than that! To live in a flooded city takes courage and ingenuity.’
 
Other students began to stare and Isabella hoped Aleksander would lower his voice. ‘I wasn’t on my own.’

‘Well, of course, there was Xavier. He seems clever.’ Aleksander wore a sly grin. ‘And to have a very high opinion of himself.’

‘Xavier can be –’ Isabella searched for the right word ‘– confident, but he’s really clever and Griffin built the greenhouse and created energy from waves so we could have hot baths and –’

‘But it was you who fought bounty hunters and thugs.’

Isabella was never comfortable talking about herself. ‘Not alone.’

‘You stood up to the Major General and his army.’

‘The whole town did.’

‘You tamed a sea monster.’

‘Not tamed, exactly.’

‘Okay, but how many people have ridden a sea monster and lived?’


‘I …’ Isabella was stumped.

‘See? None, which means you’re officially my hero.’

Isabella could feel herself blushing. ‘I’m no one special, and I know nothing about robotics, so we should get started.’

‘Okay,’ Aleksander agreed. ‘But I’m still going to call you my hero.’

‘Only if you teach me about these robots.’

‘Deal. The software is easy to learn and I’m also a bit of a robot tragic, so I started designing one over the holidays. We can work on that if you like.’

Isabella felt relieved. ‘Deal.’

As he began explaining his project, Isabella hung on every word, while in a dark corner of the lab Mabel’s head hung low, her arms by her side, one hand clenched into a fist.











CHAPTER FIVE

Aeroball




‘Students and staff of the Academy, welcome to the term’s first official Aeroball challenge.’

In the centre of the sports dome was a hulking man with bulging biceps and a chest threatening to burst the buttons on his shirt. He was the sports teacher, Mr Mallet. He had a microphone headset and a ‘can do’ attitude that oozed from every pore.

Aeroball was the Academy’s most popular sport. Much like aerial soccer, two players each wore a flying machine called an ornithopter – a backpack with wings operated by a remote strapped to the wrist. The first to three goals won.

‘Aeroball can teach us to overcome our fears and keep our minds strong,’ Mr Mallet said as he placed his hand across his heart. ‘It also helps us discover our best selves.’

Griffin sat with the others in the stands. The nets were suspended four metres above the ground, which made him feel dizzy just looking at them. ‘What if this is the best self I have?’

‘We’ll still love you,’ Bea said, snuggling close.

‘But we also know you can do this.’ Fly wasn’t about to give up on him. None of them were.

Except Xavier, who was grilling Isabella about Aleksander. ‘What’s the secret project he was working on?’

‘He didn’t say.’

‘Did he talk about me?’

‘He said he enjoyed listening to your interviews about Grimsdon.’

‘He did?’ Xavier looked pleased.

‘Yes,’ Isabella said. ‘But not nearly as much as you enjoyed giving them.’

The others giggled, including Griffin, who felt better.

Until Mr Mallet’s voice dragged him back to the game.

‘Please welcome back last year’s champion, Tanesha Williams.’

Excited cheers filled the stadium as a young girl flew into the field of play. With a big smile and black braids dangling from beneath her helmet, she clutched the ball in one arm and waved with the other, the gentle flapping of her ornithopter keeping her aloft.

‘And her first opponent is …’ Mr Mallet activated a name generator on his phone. ‘Simran Arnu.’

A tall, gangly boy with a nervous grin hurried to the side of the arena, where Raffy and two other students strapped on his pack and remote. They clipped on his helmet and made final checks before Simran flew into place.

‘Let the games begin!’ Mr Mallet blew into a whistle around his neck.

It was soon clear why Tanesha was the current champion. She operated the ornithopter as if she’d worn one her whole life. Swooping and diving to evade Simran, she easily controlled the ball, so that after only five minutes the score was three–nil.

More competitors lined up to take her crown. Some came close, but no one proved any real match, until Mr Mallet cried, ‘Aleksander Larsen.’

The crowd livened up, knowing at last, here was some real competition.

‘I was hoping he’d be called.’ Griffin took a notebook from his bag. ‘I bet I’ll learn a lot from watching him play.’


‘You could learn a lot from me too if you –’ Xavier began.

Griffin held up his hand. ‘Sorry, Xavier, I need to concentrate.’

Isabella, Bea and Fly smirked at each other.

Beside the court, Raffy helped Aleksander into his equipment. ‘You’re Raffy, aren’t you?’

‘How did you know?’

‘I read what you did with those bullies in Grimsdon. If I ever get into trouble, I want you and your sister on my side.’

‘I wish Maths was that easy.’

‘I can help, if you like.’

‘Really?’

‘Maths is my idea of a fun way to spend lunch. What about tomorrow in the library?’

Raffy’s mouth dropped open. ‘Thanks.’

‘No problem. Wish me luck.’

Aleksander flew into position. He and Tanesha shared a brief nod and the whistle blew.

Tanesha drew back her leg, as if ready to send the ball far across the field. When she tapped the ball aside instead, Aleksander was ready and, with a slight flick of his boot, stole possession.

All in a matter of seconds.

Tanesha hovered, confused, until she turned and saw Aleksander’s ornithopter in full flight, speeding towards his goal. She sped after him, but he slammed the ball into the net before she even got close.

Griffin joined in the cheers. ‘Aleksander might do this.’

‘Against Tanesha?’ Xavier cried over the noise. ‘He had a lucky break, that’s all.’

When play restarted, Aleksander was about to make his first move when Tanesha stamped hard on the ball, sending it plummeting. She somersaulted into a dazzling plunge, racing after it. Dribbling the ball left and right, staying just out of Aleksander’s reach, she drew back her wing and, with a perfectly timed hit, scored a goal.

The entire stadium sprang to their feet.

‘See?’ Xavier crossed his arms. ‘Pure luck.’

‘Not skill?’ Isabella asked.

‘Nah, Tanesha’s got this.’

After more expert flying, Tanesha backed it up with another goal, which Aleksander wasted no time in equalising.

They were two goals each. Xavier crossed his fingers.

When the whistle blew, Aleksander spun round, sweeping the ball into his wing and turning his back on Tanesha, who was centimetres behind. He tried to fake a move to the left but she read his thoughts and snatched possession.

Tanesha clamped hard on her remote, pushing the ornithopter even faster. Aleksander was close behind. The goal was only metres away. Tanesha drew her leg back, ready to claim victory, when her foot sailed into clear air. She stared at the net, as if wondering what had happened.

Aleksander had snuck in from below and, with the tip of his wing, stolen the ball. By the time she realised what had happened, Aleksander was halfway across the field. She tore after him, but seconds later she watched the ball sail into the net.

The crowd erupted. Bea, Fly, Isabella and Griffin hugged each other and cheered.

Xavier sat in a huff.

Aleksander congratulated Tanesha before she flew from the field in a hail of applause.

Mr Mallet waited for silence before announcing, ‘The next competitor is …’

Griffin closed his eyes and quietly pleaded, not me, not me, not me …

‘Griffin Fletcher.’

He searched the stadium. ‘Do you think there might be another Griffin Fletcher?’


‘Sorry, Griffman,’ Xavier answered. ‘You’re the only one.’

‘You’ll be fine,’ Fly said. ‘You’ll be wearing your helmet and safety suit.’

‘The floor’s padded too,’ Bea said. ‘If you fall, you won’t do much damage.’

‘Damage?’ Griffin hadn’t thought about that.

‘What are you most nervous about?’ Fly asked.

‘Let’s see, there’s my lack of coordination, my fear of heights and getting through the game without killing myself. Apart from that, nothing at all.’

‘You’ve still got your sense of humour,’ Xavier said. ‘So all is not lost.’

‘You can do this, Griffin.’ This one sentence from Isabella made him feel calmer. He still wasn’t sure he could do it, but he’d at least try.

And if he was lucky, he might even survive.

‘Griffin Fletcher.’ Mr Mallet scoured the stands.

‘I’d better go.’

The walk down the steps to the harness area felt very, very long. Raffy helped him get ready. ‘You’ll be great, Griffin.’

‘If humans were meant to fly, we’d have been born with wings, not have them forced on us by sports teachers.’


Raffy tightened the strap on Griffin’s helmet. ‘Ready?’

Griffin felt a wave of sickness. ‘No.’

Raffy looked him square in the eye, like a coach sending his team out to win. ‘Focus on the ball and don’t look down.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Have fun?’

‘That’s definitely not going to happen, but thanks.’

Griffin flew upwards in jagged bursts, repeating Raffy’s advice. ‘Focus on the ball. Don’t look down. Focus on the ball, don’t look …’

Griffin looked down.

The little confidence his friends had given him blew away like dust.

His body tingled and his head felt light. Gripped by an overwhelming tiredness, his fingers loosened on the remote and the wings stalled.

Griffin’s body crumpled like a rag doll, tumbling and falling.

That’s all he remembered until he opened his eyes and saw Aleksander and Raffy’s anxious faces. ‘Let me guess, I fainted.’

‘Not straightaway,’ Raffy said, trying to lift his spirits.


‘You were doing fine up until then.’ Aleksander helped him sit up.

The others rushed to his side.

‘Are you okay?’ Fly asked.

‘You mean apart from the embarrassing falling from the sky part?’

‘No one is thinking about that.’ Bea waved a dismissive hand.

‘They’re mostly impressed by Aleksander’s quick rescue,’ Raffy added.

‘You caught me?’

‘Anyone would have done the same,’ Aleksander said.

‘Everyone okay here?’ Mr Mallet loomed over them.

‘Nothing a little coordination and bravery wouldn’t fix.’ Griffin stumbled as he tried to stand.

‘Sit this one out, Fletcher.’ Mr Mallet slapped a firm hand on his shoulder. ‘You can prove yourself another time.’

Griffin could have hugged him. ‘If you think so, sir.’

‘I know so.’ Mr Mallet fixed him with a stern gaze. ‘And I’ll look forward to it.’

While the others fussed over Griffin, the games continued with Aleksander easily winning, until Mr Mallet called the next competitor. ‘Xavier Stone.’

‘Finally.’ Xavier sprang to his feet. ‘A chance to show everyone how it’s done.’ He nudged Griffin. ‘You’ll want to take notes.’

‘Good luck.’ Bea crossed her fingers.

‘Thanks, Princess Bea.’ Xavier stretched his arms overhead. ‘But who needs luck when they have talent?’

As Raffy helped Xavier into his equipment, he said, ‘This is going to be tough.’

‘For him or me?’

Raffy thought about it. ‘Both.’

‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’

Xavier was a natural at Aeroball. The flying part was easy and he was a keen soccer player, so the combination of the two meant he was hard to beat. Aleksander had more experience but what was that compared to raw talent?

When the two players were in position, Mr Mallet blew his whistle.

Xavier leapt forward, desperate to take possession, but Aleksander swivelled round, cradled the ball in his wing, and hurtled to the highest reaches of the dome. Xavier stayed close and was only centimetres behind when Aleksander tumbled backwards, swooped over Xavier’s head, and ferried the ball in a high-speed plunge.

The crowd loved it.

Xavier spun round just in time to see Aleksander pound the ball into the net. He clenched his fists, annoyed with himself for being outclassed so effortlessly. The next goal would be his.

Play began again and Aleksander had control of the ball. The two flew in quick, sharp bursts, turning and twisting, Xavier trying to tackle but each time, Aleksander snatched the ball away …

Until one tiny misstep and Xavier pounced. With the tip of his wing, he stole the ball and changed course, belting it into the field of play.

Xavier tore after the ball until he was just out of reach. He knew he could attempt a goal, but it was too risky with Aleksander close on his heels, so in one swift move, he tapped the ball sideways and arched away in a downward curve. As planned, Aleksander didn’t see this coming, giving Xavier precious seconds to steady himself and send the ball soaring into the net.

Xavier waved to the cheering crowd and offered a long, low bow.

Aleksander answered with another goal from halfway down the arena but Xavier scored just as fast.


The next goal would clinch it.

When play restarted, Xavier tapped the ball behind him and dived after it. Cupping it with his wing, he flew into a sharp turn towards goal, dribbling left and right, keeping Aleksander on the defensive.

He slammed the ball hard. It hurtled out of their reach and it became a game of speed.

Xavier pushed the ornithopter as fast as it could go and torpedoed towards the ball.

This was it. He could feel it. The game was his.

He felt a hard blow to the back of his helmet. He lurched forward and a loud ringing blasted his ears. His ornithopter teetered to the right and the world seemed to slow down.

He could just hear Mr Mallet’s whistle calling a foul and saw the apologetic look on Aleksander’s face.

But also a small, calculating grin.

Xavier signalled to Mr Mallet that he was fine, while trying to shake off the muddled feeling in his head.

It was Xavier’s possession, but only moments into play, Aleksander stole the ball in a clean tackle and in a stunning backwards loop, careered towards his goal.


Xavier tried to catch up, but it was no good. Aleksander pulled away, guiding the ball with his feet until he tapped it upwards, drew back his wing and scored a flawless goal.

Xavier hovered in the field of play, his wings slowly beating back and forth. He almost couldn’t hear the cheering crowd over the thudding of his heart and his crushing disappointment.

The final whistle blew.

Aleksander had beaten him.

What burned Xavier even more was the way he’d won.

The foul was deliberate, he knew it, he just didn’t know why. But what he did know was that Wonder Boy wasn’t so perfect after all.











CHAPTER SIX

A Small Gift




Jeremiah steered the Armavan through the snowy, lamplit streets of New City. A thick, choking fog swirled in the cold breeze. Mounds of snow clogged the gutters and lay against walls and doors like huddled groups of tired men.

Something about the night made Griffin feel as if he couldn’t breathe. He tugged at his tie. ‘Do we have to wear these?’

‘The invitation said to dress formally.’ Fly sat beside him in a yellow dress, orange coat and matching beanie. Her parents had been invited too but her baby sister had a cold and Jeremiah offered to take Fly so she wouldn’t miss out. ‘Plus, I think you’re handsome.’

‘Even when I pass out from being strangled by my own clothes?’

Fly laughed. ‘Even then.’

‘If you try hard enough,’ Xavier brushed back his fringe, ‘you could look as good as me.’ He wore a tight-fitting maroon suit, bright red shoes, and had spent hours in the bathroom getting his hair to look messier than when he’d begun.

Griffin looked up wistfully. ‘If only I could be so lucky.’

The others giggled.

‘I like dressing up.’ Bea tilted her white beret, which she wore over a silver coat and matching slippers. ‘It reminds me of being in Grimsdon.’

‘Me too.’ Raffy seemed too small in his overcoat and thick woolly scarf. ‘Don’t you sometimes wish we could go back?’

Bea sent Isabella a pleading look.

‘It was getting too dangerous,’ Isabella said. ‘Remember the falling buildings and the sneaker waves?’

Griffin shivered. ‘And the giant sharks and oversized fish?’

‘And those bullies, Tyran and Mouse?’ Fly said. ‘I don’t miss them one bit.’

‘I remember,’ Raffy admitted. ‘But at least we all lived together.’

He turned away, a deep frown etched into his face.

The streets narrowed even more. The wheels of the Armavan clanked against the cobblestones as they climbed towards the Halls of Government.

Up ahead, standing beneath the eerie glow of streetlamps, an angry mob shouted and waved placards.

Down with the Government

Premier must go

Shut the Bureau now!

‘Who are they?’ Isabella placed a hand against the window.

Jeremiah’s brow creased, as if he had a toothache. ‘Protesters.’

‘Why are they so angry?’ Raffy asked.

‘They want the government to do more to protect the city from dangerous weather.’ He let out a deep, uneasy sigh. ‘And to shut down the Bureau.’

‘Shut it down?’ Bea cried. ‘That’s ridiculous. It’s the Bureau that warns us about the dangerous weather.’

‘Not well enough, according to some.’

A man lunged at the van and slammed a placard against the window. Isabella flinched as he glared at her with piercing blue eyes above a pencil-thin moustache and a hateful snarl.

Griffin touched her arm. She was shaking. ‘Are you okay?’

Isabella nodded. ‘Of course.’


He kept his hand on her arm, just to be sure.

The procession of Armavans trundled up the final stretch of road, when they turned a corner and the castle appeared before them.

It was by far the most impressive building in New City. It sparkled on the skyline like a floating chandelier.

At the gatehouse, Jeremiah showed his ID to the guards and was waved through heavy iron gates and the shouts of the protesters fell away.

The buildings were even more impressive up close. The towering stone walls were lit from below with purple floodlights and the rampart was lined with fiery torches, like candles on a giant birthday cake.

People streamed from Armavans, dressed in tuxedos and gowns, draped in scarves and snug winter coats. Laughter flittered in the air like fireflies.

Griffin buttoned his jacket against the cold. The castle had been their home when they arrived in New City. With Mayor Bog in control, it had felt more like a prison, and even though he and the Garrison were gone, Griffin shivered standing so close.

Fly snuck beside him and slipped her hand into his, as if she knew exactly what he was thinking.


Professor Singh rushed towards them, her green hooded cloak billowing behind her. She cradled Mathilda, who wore a matching cloak. ‘Isabella, how are you? Is your hand okay?’ she puffed, trying to catch her breath.

‘Did something happen to your hand?’ Griffin turned to her, worried.

‘There was a minor mishap in the lab,’ the professor said, snuggling Mathilda closer.

‘What kind of mishap?’ Jeremiah grew serious.

‘Nothing to worry about, Mr Pain. A problem with one of the robots, but it’s fine.’

All eyes turned to Isabella who seemed keen to play it down. ‘One of them shook my hand and wouldn’t let go.’

‘Why didn’t you tell us?’ Griffin asked.

‘It was nothing.’

Jeremiah lifted Isabella’s hand and winced at the faint bruising. ‘A robot harming a human isn’t nothing.’

‘It was a mere blip. A coding error that interfered with her behaviour.’ Professor Singh frowned as if she deeply regretted starting the conversation. ‘She’s been sent back to the workshop. Nothing to worry about.’

‘There’s everything to worry about.’ Jeremiah held her nervous gaze. ‘What if we lose control of them? Or they malfunction?’

‘You humans needn’t worry.’ Professor Singh seemed not to include herself. ‘There are safeguards in place. Kill switches. Remotes. It’ll be a much more efficient world. You’ll see. I’m glad you’re okay, Isabella. Come on, Mathilda.’

She scarpered away like a frightened mouse, disappearing into the crowd.

Griffin was about to ask more when they heard a voice cry, ‘Isabella!’

‘Oh great.’ Xavier groaned as Aleksander walked towards them through the tide of guests. ‘It’s Wonder Boy.’

‘Who?’ Jeremiah asked.

‘A boy from school.’ Xavier couldn’t have looked more peeved. ‘He’s a genius, apparently. And a saint.’

‘He’s Aleksander Larsen,’ Griffin explained. ‘And Xavier lost against him at Aeroball, so he’s not a fan.’

‘The foul was deliberate,’ Xavier snapped.

‘He’s won best and fairest player three times. Why do you think it was deliberate?’

‘Because after he did it, he smiled, like he enjoyed it.’


Griffin wasn’t buying it. ‘Why can’t you just admit he won?’

‘I know what I saw.’

Looking elegant in a plum-coloured suit and hooded ice-blue coat, Aleksander headed straight for Isabella.

‘You look …’ he searched for the right word. ‘Amazing.’

Auburn curls dangled from her beanie. She blushed and sunk her hands into the pockets of her red coat. ‘Thank you.’

There was a long pause before Xavier piped up. ‘We didn’t meet properly before. I’m Xavier Stone, I built my own flying machine and organised our rescue from a flooded city.’

Xavier thought this would more than outclass anything Wonder Boy had done.

‘Nice to meet you. Sorry about bumping into you during Aeroball.’

And that was it. No mention of what he’d just said, only some fake apology.

‘I hope you don’t mind me barging in, but I’m a huge fan of you all.’ He held out his hand to Jeremiah. ‘Mr Pain, Chief Climatologist at the Bureau. It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.’

Jeremiah shook his hand. ‘And you too.’


‘And Bea.’ He turned to the young girl. ‘You and Raffy are a crack team when it comes to defeating bullies.’

Bea dug her hands into her hips. ‘Taking care of bad guys is our specialty.’

‘And you’re Fly. You can communicate with animals and are a brilliant artist.’

‘She’s a regular Leonardo da Vinci,’ Griffin boasted.

‘And was the winner of all the design awards last term,’ Bea said.

‘She’s the best artist we know,’ Raffy added.

Xavier pouted. ‘If you want to know about the Aerotrope I can –’

Aleksander ignored him. ‘And, Griffin, if it wasn’t for your energy pack, it would have been almost impossible to survive in Grimsdon. I’d love to know how you did it.’

Griffin shrugged. ‘Sure. Anytime.’

Miffed at not being the centre of attention, Xavier said, ‘If that’s everything, we’d better go in.’

‘Actually,’ Aleksander said. ‘I wanted to show you something.’

‘All right.’ Xavier noticed the last of the crowd trickle into the castle. ‘But it has to be quick.’

‘Sorry, I meant Isabella. It’s about our project.’


‘Oh.’ Xavier didn’t even try to hide his annoyance.

Griffin studied his watch. ‘The ceremony starts soon.’

‘It won’t take long,’ Aleksander promised.

Isabella looked to Jeremiah, who said, ‘Be back in time for the premier’s welcome.’

‘Excellent! This way.’ Aleksander took off with Isabella close behind. He led her beneath the stone archway into the castle interior. He made a sharp left, ducking through a low wooden door hidden in the shadows. ‘Watch your head.’

Their footsteps echoed off the walls of the cramped spiral staircase, which led them up to the castle rampart.

The city sparkled in a way Isabella had never seen before. Wisps of fog curled around streetlights like ghostly alley cats and blankets of snow made everything glisten. She knotted her scarf against the icy breeze.

‘I made this for you.’ Aleksander held out a small metal girl with wings and a red coat.

‘Is it for our project?’

‘No,’ he said sheepishly. ‘I lied about that. I made it for you. I’ve loved wind-up toys since I was a kid. Try it.’


Isabella wound the key on the toy’s back. When she let go, it flew over the castle wall.

She reached out to catch it, but Aleksander held her back. ‘She’ll be fine. Watch.’

The wings flapped furiously, sending the metallic girl into the night, until it turned and fluttered back into Isabella’s hands.

‘One wing beats faster, which makes her fly in a circle so she can always return home. I wanted to remind you of how brave you’ve been but that you don’t need to be anymore.’

Isabella raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘Because there won’t be any more ice storms or floods?’

‘We can cope with all of that.’

‘What about the protesters?’

‘They’ll soon realise that New City has never been safer.’

The wintry air turned their breath into wafts of steam. ‘We’ve spent years watching out for bounty hunters and bullies, it’s hard not to worry.’

‘Yes, but with the Academy and companies like Future World Solutions we can make the world a better, safer place.’

‘You sound like Ariella Frost.’

‘Who happens to be right.’


A gust of wind blew Isabella’s curls from her eyes, revealing a faint crimson mark on her forehead.

‘What’s that?’

‘A birthmark. My dad said it looked like the mark Glenda the Good Witch gave Dorothy to protect her from harm in The Wizard of Oz.’

‘That proves my point! If your dad says you’re safe then it’s good enough for me.’

Isabella pulled her beanie lower.

‘I’m sorry,’ Aleksander said. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

‘My dad was Head Controller of the flood barriers in Grimsdon. He was there when the first wave hit. He rescued lots of people but he didn’t make it.’

‘And your mum?’

‘She left when I was a kid.’

‘Do you remember much about her?’

‘Little things. Every Saturday morning, we’d fill the kitchen table with custard tarts, chocolate croissants and honey tea. We’d eat and laugh.’ Isabella frowned. ‘But sometimes I feel as if I’ve made it all up.’ She took a folded photo from her pocket. It was the only one she had of her parents and she carried it everywhere.

‘They look nice.’


‘They are.’ She winced in annoyance. ‘They were.’ She tucked it back into her pocket.

‘Maybe your mum will come back,’ Aleksander said carefully. ‘Maybe she’s looking for you right now.’

Isabella felt her stomach tighten. During their years in Grimsdon, they didn’t let themselves talk about anything they couldn’t have, like chocolate cake or being back with their parents.

But what if she did come back? What if there was a chance they could be together again? She’d barely let herself imagine it but lately, she realised how much she wished it could be true.

‘What about your parents?’

Aleksander looked into the distance and took a few moments to answer. ‘Lost to the floods.’

Before Isabella could say anything, horns sounded from the courtyard. Aleksander’s face brightened. ‘Race you there?’

He ran off without waiting for her to answer.

‘Hey! Not fair!’ Isabella tore after him, racing into the cold, dark night.











CHAPTER SEVEN

A Grand Unveiling




‘Where are you, Isabella? You’re going to miss everything.’

Griffin wove through the crowd of laughing guests. The castle courtyard had the atmosphere of a carnival – lit by flickering drums of fire and strings of fairy lights crisscrossing beneath a large transparent roof. He ducked beneath fire-eaters and skirted around jugglers and magicians who pulled rabbits from hats. He passed food carts with sticks of fairy floss and waiters handing out cloudberry punch, steaming boxes of noodles and crispy spring rolls.

He couldn’t see her anywhere.

Turning his back on the party, Griffin entered one of the arches surrounding the courtyard and searched the corridor within. In the distance, he saw two figures standing in the gloom with the barest trickle of light spilling on their faces. It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust and realise who they were.

It was Ariella and Professor Singh.

He stepped towards them when he heard Ariella’s voice echo against the stone. ‘But you agreed to help us.’

Griffin watched Professor Singh mumble something in reply, squirming uncomfortably.

He slipped behind a column and peeked out to see the professor stroking her dog. She cowered beneath Ariella’s imposing figure.

‘We had a deal.’

Even though Ariella was smiling, her words were anything but friendly.

‘That was when things were different.’ Professor Singh’s voice shook. ‘Before I discovered that …’

‘Nothing is different.’ Ariella moved even closer. ‘You will be helping save your planet, just as we explained.’

‘But if the technology falls into the wrong hands?’

Ariella gripped the professor’s arm. Griffin saw her flinch. ‘It won’t. You have my …’

A scramble of footsteps and laughter echoed off the walls.


Ariella’s head snapped round to where Griffin was hiding. He ducked back into the shadows, his heart pounding as he pressed against the stone.

‘Everything will be fine,’ Ariella said quickly. ‘Let’s go and enjoy the festivities.’

Griffin inched forward. He saw Ariella firmly draw her away, just as Isabella and Aleksander appeared from the stairwell.

‘Isabella. Where have you been?’ Griffin realised he’d been holding his breath and gasped as if he was the one who’d been running.

‘Sorry, my fault,’ Aleksander puffed. ‘It took longer than I thought.’

‘What’s that?’ Griffin saw the toy in Isabella’s hand.

‘Nothing.’

He watched her tuck it into her pocket as a cold breeze snaked into the corridor. The horns sounded again.

‘We’d better go.’ Aleksander said and the two of them hurried off, leaving Griffin trailing behind.

 

‘Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to the Halls of Government.’

If there was ever a name that matched its owner, it was Premier Reginald Albright. He positively shone with his slicked black hair, pink tie and aquamarine suit stretched over his generous belly.

A group of well-dressed dignitaries sat on stage behind him. Among a sea of stuffy suits was Principal Galloway and a woman wrapped in a furry pink stole and hat, with her petite nose pointing sharply in the air. This was Madeline Pinkerton, New City’s most popular newsreader and host of Pinkerton Tonight. Ariella Frost and a subdued Professor Singh slipped onto the chairs beside them.

‘Only a few short years ago,’ the premier continued, ‘our world faced challenges that some believed we’d never survive. But today, thanks to hard work and some very clever minds, the future of our planet is exceptionally bright.’

Albright drank in the applause, fairy lights glinting off his perfect teeth.

‘One of those clever minds is here tonight to unveil an exciting new invention.’ He swept a hand into the audience. ‘Please welcome from our very own Academy, Aleksander Larsen.’

Aleksander shot a quick smile at Isabella before he made his way to the stage.

‘Oh goody, another chance to hear about Wonder Boy’s genius.’ Xavier grabbed a chicken leg from a passing waiter and took a huge bite.


Aleksander was welcomed with an enthusiastic handshake. When the clapping died down, he began. ‘My idea is simple and hopefully will save lives.’

‘Lifesaver Larsen.’ Xavier took another bite.

Aleksander slipped a phone from his pocket and began typing. Moments later, two powerful beams of light sprang from an archway behind the stage and a tank-like vehicle rumbled into the courtyard.

‘This is the Armapod.’

‘That’s his top-secret project?’ Xavier was unimpressed. ‘Someone needs to tell him Armavans have already been invented.’

As if in answer, Aleksander said, ‘I know this looks like an Armavan, but it has a few extra features I think are very exciting.’

The machine came to a stop beside the stage.

‘Armavans are one of our proudest creations, but they have limitations. They’re driven by humans, who make mistakes and cause accidents, and who have to be a certain age to drive them, so we’ve programmed the Armapod to drive itself.’

Aleksander tapped his phone and lights glowed inside the empty cabin. ‘Enter your destination, sit back and enjoy the ride.’

‘Please, can we get one?’ Raffy’s eyes lit up.


‘Steady on,’ Jeremiah replied. ‘Let’s hear more before you start planning any escapades.’

Aleksander waited until the din of excited chatter died down. ‘Then there’s the problem of the wheels, which can get bogged or struggle over rough terrain. Armavans have metal claws which sprout from the body and anchor it to the ground in bad weather, but during a biology class where I was studying crabs, I wondered if these claws could be even more useful.’

On cue, legs sprouted from the side and the Armapod began to move like an oversized metallic spider. ‘I call this trekking mode.’

The audience watched in awe.

‘Remarkable,’ Jeremiah muttered.

‘It’s okay.’ Xavier finished his chicken and hurled the bone into a nearby bin.

‘That’s not all,’ Aleksander said. ‘The ends of the legs open out like a claw, and can be used to rescue people.’

The audience parted as the Armapod stepped across the courtyard. One of the claws hovered high above them before plucking Isabella into the air.

‘Oh dear.’ Jeremiah wasn’t one for heights, even when it was happening to other people. ‘Hold on tight, Isabella!’


Griffin reached out, trying to grab her, while the twins simply shouted. ‘Go, Izzy!’

Isabella was lifted above the mesmerised crowd. Her legs swung through the air, before the arm placed her on the podium beside Aleksander.

‘Nice of you to pop in,’ he said with a bow, before lifting her hand in the air.

There was no stopping the cheers and cries of, ‘Bravo!’

Xavier had had enough of Aleksander and his irritating brilliance. He turned and picked his way through the adoring guests, while Aleksander announced one final surprise.

‘If a person can’t be lifted safely because of dangerous weather, there’s something else the Armapod can do.’

Xavier had reached the edge of the crowd, mumbling and complaining, when he felt something behind him. He looked up in time to see a claw hovering above him. It released a transparent capsule that covered him like a giant bug catcher.

‘The shield is weatherproof,’ Aleksander announced. ‘And will keep the person safe until the danger has passed.’

Griffin saw Xavier slam a fist against the glass. ‘Do you still think they’ll be friends after this?’


‘Maybe not,’ Fly said with a smirk.

‘The Armapod is quiet, eco-friendly and spacious,’ Aleksander said. ‘And if testing continues to go well, we’re hoping to have them on the road in the next few months.’

Premier Albright breezed across the stage, leading the rapturous applause and inviting everyone to enjoy the party. Xavier was fuming but the crowd was too busy raising their glasses to even notice.

Isabella spied the journalists and officials hurrying Aleksander’s way. ‘I think you’re about to get swamped.’

‘Stay and help me?’

‘Sorry.’ Isabella shook her head. ‘If you weren’t so clever this would never have happened. And I’d better check on Xavier.’

‘I forgot!’ Aleksander scrambled for his phone and the dome lifted from a very disgruntled Xavier. ‘He’ll be okay, I promise.’

‘Physically maybe, but his ego might be a bit bruised.’

Isabella squeezed past the men and women who surrounded Aleksander, eager to congratulate him and ask questions. Madeline Pinkerton elbowed her way to the front, dragging her cameraman behind her.


Fire-eaters sparkled, waiters flowed into the courtyard and music spilled from loudspeakers. While magicians amazed and jugglers impressed, the mood of the party was buoyant.

Except for a small corner of the yard, where Isabella helped the others try to cheer up a miserable Xavier.

Among the revellers, a bent figure in a heavy winter coat mingled nearby. His face was hidden behind thick glasses and a black, bushy nest of a beard. He held a cane and stepped carefully, deliberately, between the partygoers, with his eyes fixed on just one thing.

One person.

‘Isabella Charm.’ The voice was a melodious whisper. ‘How lovely to see you.’











CHAPTER EIGHT

A Curious Incident




The wind whipped Isabella’s face as the storm brewed and thrashed. Rain battered against her as she ran, sinking into her bones with a bitter cold. Her boots slipped on the uneven stones of the castle rampart, threatening to trip her up at any minute.

From behind, footsteps pounded closer.

A blast of wind threw her sideways and she slammed into the wall. The sickening crack was unmistakable. She fell to the ground, clutching her arm, doubled over in pain.

When the castle began to crumble. The ancient stones, punished by centuries of harsh weather, started to fall away.

And she with it.

Isabella tried to scramble to her feet but it was no use. The fortress was collapsing beneath her.


Rolling thunder and grinding stone filled the air. She reached out with her good arm, hoping to grab hold of something, anything, that would help pull her away from the collapsing edge. Her fingers dug into the nooks between the stones. The rampart broke away beneath her feet, leaving them dangling above an inky, yawning blackness.

This was it. She was finished. Her fingers slipped and her muscles ached. She’d never be able to drag herself away in time.

Laughter rose above her. Just out of sight. Gleeful, malicious laughter.

Someone called her name.

Isabella.

She wondered if she’d imagined it but she heard it again.

Isabella.

A hand appeared through the storm. She saw a face blurred by the driving rain, but the long blond curls were unmistakable.

Mum?

Isabella’s sodden clothes were heavy and her boots filled with water, making it harder to hold on.

The hand reached closer.


Mum?

But it was too late. Her breath was snatched from her as the stone floor crumbled and she plummeted into the dark.

 

Isabella sat up.

Her mind was a muddle of images.

The rampart. The storm. Her mother’s hand.

As the nightmare faded, she realised she was in bed. At home. The blankets twisted around her.

She switched on the lamp and peeked through the curtains. It was snowing. In the past, when they’d had seasons, it would be summer now. But none of that mattered anymore.

Isabella pushed the blankets away and slipped on her dressing-gown. Tiptoeing across the corridor, she poked her head into the twins’ room. Raffy had pushed his bed against Bea’s and they slept soundly.

Maybe Aleksander was right. For the first time in years, they were safe. And there was nothing to worry about.

She sighed. If only someone would tell her nightmares that.

At the end of the corridor, light spilled from Jeremiah’s study. He was up late again. Isabella crept closer and heard muffled, angry voices. She poked her head around the door. Jeremiah faced a bank of computers. His reading glasses perched on the end of his nose, fists clenched against his lips.

A woman wearing a flaming red shirt with equally red cheeks was fuming on the set of a TV studio. ‘They should be fired. All of them! We leave our homes every morning relying on them to keep us safe, but most of the time they have no idea what’s going to happen.’

‘Don’t we need to make allowances?’ The host was a bald man with weary eyes and seemingly endless patience. ‘We’re living in extraordinary times, unlike at any point in history.’

‘Which is where the Bureau should be! Part of history.’

The audience cheered and chanted, ‘Shut them down! Shut them down!’

Jeremiah hunched forward and rested his face in his hands.

‘Is everything okay?’ Isabella’s voice made him jump.

‘Of course, yes, perfectly fine.’ He closed the video. ‘I was just catching up on some work.’

‘Why do adults do that?’

‘They’re angry, they start yelling –’


‘No,’ Isabella interrupted. ‘Why do adults lie when it’s so obvious that’s what they’re doing?’

Jeremiah smiled, as if he knew he’d been sprung. ‘Why are some kids more perceptive than others?’

‘Just lucky, I guess.’

Isabella dragged a chair beside him. His eyes were rimmed with dark shadows, his hair was wild and his beard scruffy.

Almost every surface of the room was crammed with books and papers. There were notepads scrawled with diagrams and equations and on the walls were charts stuck with post-it notes, beside drawings by Fly and the twins. One was simply a heart with the words, We love Jeremiah and Snowy.

Snowy was a toy bear that sat among the mess. When Isabella had first met Jeremiah in Grimsdon, Snowy had been his only companion for three years. He often used to speak to him and ask his advice.

‘Will you tell me what’s going on?’

Jeremiah sighed as if he wasn’t sure where to begin.

‘I don’t know why we’re having this cold snap. All the modelling says it shouldn’t be happening.’ There was an air of defeat in his voice. ‘And yet, it is. They have a right to be angry. It is my job to keep them safe and I’m failing. Again.’

Isabella knew Jeremiah still carried the blame for not stopping the floods in Grimsdon. ‘But it’s not your fault. The weather is wilder than ever before.’

‘Wild or not, it’s my job to predict it.’

Jeremiah’s computers showed maps and live satellite images of weather around New City and beyond. Isabella watched clouds form and snow fall in real time.

‘Even with the unpredictability, we used to get most forecasts right, partly due to better science and computing. But now –’ Jeremiah’s eyes filled with a deep disquiet ‘– nothing seems to work. Maybe the weather really is broken and it’s beyond us to predict it anymore.’ He lowered his head. ‘Or beyond me.’

‘That’s not true. You’re amazing. If anyone can do this, you can.’

‘We’ve messed things up for you kids, haven’t we?’

‘But we’re dealing with it. Aleksander says New City is one of the safest places we could be.’


Jeremiah eyed Isabella over the top of his glasses. ‘Aleksander, eh? He’s quite dashing.’

‘I hadn’t noticed,’ Isabella said, as if she had no idea what Jeremiah was talking about. ‘Plus, no one uses the word dashing.’

‘Don’t they?’ Jeremiah pretended to be shocked. ‘I think dashing is a good word, in fact –’

‘Who’s dashing?’ Griffin stood in the doorway holding his laptop, his hair and pyjamas a crumpled mess.

There was a brief, awkward silence before Jeremiah removed his glasses and flicked back his hair. ‘Me. I was quite a catch in my younger days. All the girls said so.’

Isabella laughed and sent Jeremiah a grateful look.

Griffin eyed them both, not sure exactly what was going on.

‘Why aren’t you asleep?’ Jeremiah asked.

‘I got carried away with homework. Can I show you something?’

‘Be my guest.’ Jeremiah moved papers aside and Griffin opened his laptop. ‘We have to study a recent weather event for Climatology using footage from the city’s weathercams, and I found this.’


Footage of New City appeared with a date and time code ticking over at the bottom. The sky was clear, except for one lone cluster of clouds in the distance. Griffin pointed. ‘Watch here.’

A flock of birds appeared and rose into the clouds.

Isabella leaned forward. ‘Are they eagles?’

‘I think so,’ Griffin said. ‘Watch what happens next.’

Within moments, the weather began to change. The clouds grew, spilling over the sky and blocking out the sun. Soon after, it began to snow and the city was caught in a wild blizzard.

Jeremiah rewound the footage, pausing and zooming in on the birds. Each one was identical. ‘My guess is they’re robotic eagles, but what are they doing?’

‘There’s something else,’ Griffin said. ‘At the party tonight, I saw Ariella arguing with Professor Singh.’

‘What about?’ Isabella asked.

‘Something about a deal they had. The professor looked uncomfortable. Even a little scared.’

Jeremiah placed his hand on Griffin’s shoulder. ‘I’ve always admired that curious mind of yours.’

‘Not my courage and natural sporting abilities?’


‘One day maybe.’ Jeremiah laughed. ‘But for now, you two need to be in bed. Tomorrow, we’ll pay a visit to Ms Ariella Frost and ask what her feathered robot friends have been up to.’











CHAPTER NINE

An Unfortunate Encounter




‘Thank you for making time to see us.’

After school the next day – while Bea and Raffy were studying with Aleksander, and Xavier stayed back for Aeroball training – Jeremiah, Griffin and Isabella met Ariella Frost in the foyer of Future World Solutions. The company was in a modern, pristine building with an indoor garden and the gentle trickling of water from a fountain.

‘Not at all,’ Ariella sang. ‘We are always keen to hear the thoughts of the Academy students.’ She turned to Jeremiah. ‘And the employees of the Bureau. Please follow me.’

Her quick steps echoed down the corridor, which buzzed with men and women in uniforms and lab coats. They passed meeting rooms with people answering phones and gathering around holoscreens filled with numbers and plans.


Griffin found it hard to keep up, dodging and weaving between the flow of humans, when he bumped into one of the uniformed men. His icy blue eyes drilled into him. ‘Sorry, my fault.’

Griffin watched him stride back into the rush of people. He’d met him before. He knew it. The blue eyes, the moustache. ‘The protest,’ he realised.

‘Griffin?’ Ariella called to him from down the hall. ‘Are you coming?’

She ushered them into a grand boardroom, when Isabella noticed Griffin looked shaken.

‘Are you okay?’ she whispered.

‘Yes, I just saw …’

‘Please, have a seat. Can I get you anything?’ Ariella offered. ‘Our canteen makes the most delicious banana smoothies and frozen yoghurt.’

‘No, thank you.’ Griffin took his computer from his backpack. ‘We have a question about your rescue eagles.’

Ariella sat beside him. ‘They are magnificent. We are all very excited about them.’

‘Yes, but we saw something curious we want to ask you about.’


Griffin rotated the computer for everyone to see and replayed the vision of the eagles flying into the clouds and the storm that followed.

Ariella’s smile didn’t budge. ‘Is something curious?’

‘We think so,’ Isabella said. ‘After the eagles flew into the clouds, the bad weather began.’

‘Oh, I see. When was this?’

‘Five days ago,’ Griffin answered.

Ariella slipped a phone from her pocket and swiped her fingers across the screen. ‘We keep a log of all activities undertaken by the eagles.’ Her face brightened. ‘Just as I thought. It was a routine test.’

‘A routine test?’ Jeremiah asked.

‘Yes, to ensure the robots are performing at their best. For the eagles, this means flying into dangerous weather to assess their durability and strength.’

‘But there was no dangerous weather,’ Jeremiah clarified. ‘And none forecast for that time. I’ve checked the Bureau’s records.’

‘Ah, Mr Pain,’ Ariella’s voice dripped with disdain, her orange bob glistening under the soft boardroom lights. ‘That is where our opinions differ. We believe we can no longer rely on old ways of forecasting. I am afraid the world’s weather is leaving you and the Bureau behind.’

Jeremiah looked stung.

Griffin felt a stab of anger. ‘But it was only after the robots flew into the clouds that the bad weather began.’

Ariella touched his arm lightly. ‘Sadly, this is the world we have created for you children. In an instant, a sunny day can be transformed into a dangerous weather event. Which is why we here at Future World Solutions are working hard to make the world a better, safer place.’

Ariella finished with a flourish of her hand.

‘If you find anything else you believe is curious, please let us know. We will be happy to allay your fears.’

She tapped her phone. Moments later a guard appeared at the door. ‘Yes, Ma’am?’

‘Our visitors are ready to leave.’

After cheerily waving goodbye, Ariella waited by the window until she saw them hurry through the snow to their Armavan. She lifted her phone to her ear. ‘The scientist and two children are leaving.’ She paused. ‘Yes, sir, exactly as you instructed.’


She watched as they pulled into the street.

‘Yes, sir. Right away, sir.’

 

When Griffin settled into the warmth of the van, he stole a final look at the building they’d just left and saw Ariella staring directly at him before turning away with a smile. ‘Anyone else think Ariella didn’t tell us the whole story?’

‘I feel like someone read a book to me and skipped an entire chapter,’ Isabella said.

‘It did feel odd.’ Jeremiah steered carefully through the driving snow. He struggled to see as the street choked with a thick haze of white and the wipers clogged with ice. ‘Maybe the eagles were being tested. It’s possible. And she is right about the Bureau. Maybe we are becoming obsolete.’

‘She didn’t say that,’ Isabella insisted.

‘No but she –’

Isabella was thrown against the door and her head ricocheted off the glass. A grinding crunch and scraping of metal flooded the Armavan.

A delivery truck had slammed into them, lifting the wheels from the road and hurling them into a spin. The van struck the ground, again and again, screeching with each jolt, until it slid through the snow and came to an abrupt stop against a light pole.


No one moved. An eerie quiet settled on the street. The snow became heavier and engulfed the Armavan so all you could see were the blinking orange lights beneath a blanket of cold white.











CHAPTER TEN

A Warning




‘I’m fine, really.’

This wasn’t exactly true. Isabella’s head and arm were gripped by a sharp, stinging pain and the bright lights of the hospital room were making her dizzy.

‘In fact, I think I can …’ She began to sit up but Griffin gently coaxed her back down.

‘You’re supposed to stay here until the doctor comes. I told her you’re not good at following rules, but I’d make sure you did.’

Griffin had a plaster on his forehead and a bandage around his wrist.

‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m fine. Tougher than I thought. And the Armavan barely has a scratch so we can go home as soon as the doctor finishes with Jeremiah.’ Griffin looked over his shoulder. ‘He’s blaming himself for the accident.’


‘It wasn’t his fault.’ Isabella sat up suddenly, before wincing and lowering herself down. ‘The Rescue and Emergency Force said the other driver lost control in the storm.’

‘Did he lose control?’

‘What do you mean?’

Griffin moved closer. ‘Do you think it was an accident?’

‘It was snowing really hard.’

‘Yeah, but a driver loses control at the exact moment we pass?’

‘It’s possible,’ Isabella said.

‘Or maybe it’s a warning.’

‘From who?’

Griffin kept his voice low. ‘Future World Solutions.’

‘Ariella?’

‘Or someone above her. As we were leaving, she was watching from the window, staring straight at me.’

‘Why would someone deliberately crash into an Armavan with kids inside?’

‘They want us to stop asking questions.’

‘Why? What are they hiding?’

‘I don’t know, but I have a bad feeling. Maybe they –’


‘Isabella Charm?’ The doctor entered the room with a brisk step. ‘Let’s get those final checks done and you can go home.’

Griffin moved out of the doctor’s way.

Maybe it was an accident. Nothing more. A driver unable to control a truck during a snowstorm. Griffin knew he tended to worry and that made him expect the worst.

But he couldn’t help thinking this felt deliberate and that someone was trying to teach them a lesson.

But would someone really harm them? And why? If they were being sent a warning, what were they being warned about?











CHAPTER ELEVEN

A Wild Ride




Weeks passed and students at the Academy settled into their routines. Griffin struggled through more sports trials with only a bruised finger and bent glasses, which for him was a huge victory. He even abseiled from the top of a virtual mountain, without passing out or getting tangled in the ropes. He had his eyes closed the entire time, but his friends celebrated as if he’d descended Mount Everest.

Raffy was also doing better. The others helped him every afternoon and Aleksander tutored him at lunchtime, just as he’d promised.

The weather, however, was getting worse.

New City had never been so cold; lakes and creeks had frozen over and ports on the coast were iced in. Despite the warnings not to linger outside, some dusted off toboggans and laced up ice skates. Others stayed indoors, staring through foggy windows, wondering when the snow and ice would stop.

People were also getting sick. Being stuck indoors meant bugs were spreading faster, infections lasting longer and hospitals getting fuller.

The day Isabella and Aleksander tested their new invention, however, was calm and bright, the sky bluer than they’d seen in a long time.

Standing on the rooftop of the Robotics building, Isabella knew they were out of bounds. Up until now, they’d practised after school in the sports domes when everyone had gone, but something about the sky and the sun made Isabella want to test their project outside.

A mild breeze ruffled her curls as she and Aleksander stepped into padded impact suits. All around them was a wild, weatherproof garden with mounds of snow nestled between.

‘Ready?’ Isabella strapped the remote to her wrist.

‘Almost.’

‘What else is there to do?’

‘My speech.’

‘Your speech?’

‘Yes, this is a very big moment, Isabella Charm. One that deserves a speech.’


‘Well, don’t be too long, I have to meet Griffin and the others soon.’

‘Ladies and gentlemen.’ Aleksander spoke as if he was addressing a huge audience. ‘I give you the Charm Larsen Hoverboard.’

‘Nice name.’

‘I thought so too. Light and compact, it’s the perfect device for those hard-to-reach rescue sites, and is the product of two brilliant young minds.’

‘Now can we start?’ Isabella asked, raising an eyebrow.

Aleksander strapped on his helmet. ‘Yes, we can.’

They adjusted their goggles and clipped their boots into two footholds on what looked like metal snowboards.

Isabella got to her feet and gazed at the far horizon – past the fields of turbines and solar panels, to the very edges of New City. For a moment, she felt as if she was in Grimsdon. Not when it was flooded, but the Grimsdon of her childhood, with sunny days and playing on the swings with Griffin. With birthday parties and picnics and nights when her dad read to her until she couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer.

She shot Aleksander a wicked grin. ‘Let’s take the hoverboards over the edge.’


Aleksander frowned, wondering if he’d heard right. ‘You mean fly off the roof?’

‘Why not?’ Isabella felt her whole body tingle.

‘Because I want to make it to my next birthday.’

‘They’ve worked perfectly so far.’

‘Yes, but we only flew a few metres above the floor and –’

‘Suit yourself.’ Isabella pressed the remote and jets of air blasted from beneath the hoverboard, lifting her from the ground. She leaned into the wind and sailed off the rooftop.

Aleksander watched her surf the breeze like an invisible wave. ‘Hey! Wait for me!’

A rush of glee made Isabella giggle as she dived through the air. It was the same feeling she’d had swimming in the surf with her parents on long summer days. She let out a loud whoop as the cold air rushed past her cheeks.

Aleksander caught up and circled around her. ‘Nice moves!’

‘I used to be a skateboarder,’ she yelled into the wind.

‘Ha! Of course you did.’

Isabella knew riding a hoverboard would be fun, but she hadn’t realised it would be even better than wearing an ornithopter or flying in the Aerotrope. With the hoverboard, there was no harness and you weren’t boxed into a seat. It was just you and the board and the closest feeling she’d ever had to really flying.

Kicking up her board, Isabella tumbled into a large backwards loop. Aleksander applauded and she bent into a low bow. ‘Why, thank you, sir.’

She toppled into a somersault, before swooping upwards, closing her eyes and letting the breeze brush against her skin. She bent her knees, swerving through the air as she flew even farther from the rooftop.

Suddenly, she felt the vibration of her weather detector in her pocket. Isabella searched the sky. It was clear blue to the very edges.

The school’s alarm echoed all around them. It was a lockdown. Students would be herded into rooms, doors bolted, headcounts done.

In the distance, Isabella saw a thunderous wave of clouds hurtling towards them. It was moving fast, barrelling over hills, swallowing the sky and swamping everything with thick, heavy snow.

She was stung by a wave of anger. She wasn’t ready to stop flying. To have it end so quickly. She wanted time to stand still.


‘Isabella!’ Aleksander had turned back to the roof. ‘Let’s go!’

The temperature dropped and a heavy shadow fell over the city. Bursts of wind began tearing into them, churning the air, making it hard to steer. Isabella flew even faster, the storm gathering behind her like a sneaker wave.

Aleksander reached the building first, landing with a thud and skidding across the surface. He unclipped his boots from the hoverboard and ran back towards Isabella.

He cupped his hands over his mouth. ‘Faster!’

Isabella could just hear his cry. Pellets of ice and snow began to prick her skin, melting against her goggles, smearing everything into a blur.

Only metres away from Aleksander, she stole a look over her shoulder.

The grey careering crash of clouds was almost on them.

She turned back. The rooftop edged closer. She knew she was going too fast but there was no choice. She had to have solid ground beneath her when the blizzard hit or she’d be sent plunging to the ground.

‘You can do it!’ Aleksander shouted into the storm.


Behind him, the door to the roof burst open. Griffin stopped dead at the sight of his friend jostled in the air and the clouds rising behind her like a tidal wave. ‘Isabella!’

He scrambled to the edge of the building just in time to see her shoved downwards by a blast of wind. ‘Isabella!’

She was now too low. She had to fly higher, or she’d slam into the wall.

Isabella leaned backwards, tilting the nose of the hoverboard up, but the power of the storm was too strong. She’d never gain enough height. She could slow down and give herself more time to climb but by then she’d hit the wall at high speed.

She had to keep going or she’d never make it.

She hoisted her knees to her chest, raising the hoverboard, desperate to clear the edge. The building came closer. She gripped her aching legs, willing herself to hold on for just a few more seconds. She could see Griffin calling into the wind, cheering her on. She was almost there when the front tip of the board clipped the wall.

It flipped over, hurling her forward and slamming her onto the roof. Her boots unclipped with the impact and she was thrown across the snowy surface until she struck a potted plant and came to an abrupt and painful stop.

‘Isabella!’ Griffin and Aleksander ran to her. Griffin dropped to his knees. ‘Are you okay?’

Isabella tried to answer but her breath had been snatched from her lungs.

The blizzard edged closer.

‘Help me get her inside!’ Aleksander crouched low and lifted Isabella under her arms. Griffin held her legs and they stumbled clumsily as the wind and snow bullied into them.

As they staggered towards the door, Isabella saw the grey cloudburst rising above them as if it was alive and, for a small moment, she was reminded of Herman. Of the sea monster rising out of the waters of Grimsdon.

Aleksander pressed the handle with his elbow and kicked open the door to the stairwell. They laid Isabella on the top steps before Griffin leapt up to close it behind them.

He stopped. Unable to move, gripped by panic at the monstrous spectre of the storm.

He felt a hand on his arm, pushing him aside. Aleksander wrenched the handle of the steel door and tried to push it closed. Fighting against the squalling wind and thick shower of snow, he inched it shut when the storm swallowed the building whole.











CHAPTER TWELVE

A Quiet Fear




‘I can’t believe you’d be so reckless.’ It wasn’t the first time Griffin had said this.

‘I’m sorry.’ And not the first time Isabella had apologised.

After their lucky escape, Aleksander and Griffin had rushed Isabella to the infirmary, where the Academy’s nurse declared she was lucky to get away with a few scrapes and a bruised hip. After a thorough examination, the nurse agreed to release her.

But not without a stern talking to from Principal Galloway about the dangers of not following school rules and respecting out-of-bounds areas. Isabella, Aleksander and Griffin were given yellow warning cards, but it was Principal Galloway’s last words that stung Griffin the most.

‘Three of our best students.’ Her voice was cold. ‘I’m especially disappointed in you, Griffin. It is a privilege to be at this Academy. One I thought you valued more highly.’

‘But it wasn’t Griffin who –’ Isabella began.

But Principal Galloway was in no mood for excuses. ‘Three of you were out of bounds, so the three of you are on notice.’ She fixed them with a stern eye. ‘If any of you disobey the rules again, you will face expulsion.’

And now, sitting in an Armacab being driven from school, it was Griffin’s turn to be furious.

‘How could you even think it was safe to try out a hoverboard on the roof?’

‘We wanted to –’

‘The weather is too dangerous.’ Griffin was worked up. Principal Galloway’s words hurt, but he was mostly shaken by seeing Isabella crashing onto the rooftop. He could see her falling again and again, slamming into the ground. ‘You could have been seriously hurt or –’

‘You’re right,’ Isabella agreed. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘You were almost killed!’

Xavier, Bea and Raffy sat in the strained silence, until Xavier couldn’t resist. ‘It was pretty impressive.’

Griffin shot him a warning look.

‘Was it fun?’ Bea tried not to seem too excited.

‘It was okay,’ Isabella said, playing it down.


‘Do you think we could try it?’ Raffy asked.

‘Well, sure, I …’ Isabella said. ‘But Griffin’s right, it’ll have to be somewhere safe.’

Griffin crossed his arms and stared out the window. He wasn’t ready to forgive Isabella just yet.

The storm had passed and the snow was falling in more gentle drifts. The Armacab made easy work of ploughing through the mounting piles. On the footpaths, kids had snow fights or slid down side streets on makeshift sleds, until they were chased inside by anxious parents.

‘Do you think he’ll ever talk to her again?’ Raffy whispered to his sister.

‘Of course,’ Bea answered. ‘He always gets angry when she does something dangerous, then he forgives her. That’s how their friendship works.’ She bit her bottom lip. ‘Even though he does seem pretty upset.’

Griffin was silent all the way to an austere stone building in the city centre, which housed the Library and Archives.

It was one of the first places they’d visited in New City. The Archives gathered information to help reunite families and now that Isabella and her friends had been there a year, it was time to update their details.


Climbing the marble staircase, they entered the library and made their way to a set of glass doors marked City Archives. Xavier offered to take Bea and Raffy in first while Griffin and Isabella waited outside.

Still angry with Isabella, Griffin turned away. The library’s orange domed roof draped everything in a warm glow. He watched parents and kids snuggle together reading books, friends playing chess or doing homework with floating holograms of teachers.

Isabella and the others were his family now. The only family he had. Griffin felt a wave of panic thinking one day he might lose them.

‘Why did you do it?’

Isabella took a deep breath and answered carefully. ‘It was a perfect day, Griffin. Just like it was before the floods, when we still had parents and homes and didn’t spend most of our lives afraid of the weather. I wanted to pretend everything was like it used to be. Just for a little while. Does that make sense?’

Griffin wanted to disagree. He wanted to say nothing that put her life in danger made sense, but instead he said, ‘Yes.’

Isabella smiled. ‘Remember how our families would go camping together?’


‘How could I forget?’ Griffin shivered. ‘I spent every night convinced we’d be eaten by a bear.’

‘Which never happened,’ Isabella reminded him.

‘That just means we were lucky.’

Isabella smiled before it melted away. ‘What do you miss most?’

Griffin thought about it. ‘Spending time with Dad in his shed. And you?’

‘Swimming at the beach.’

‘Are you crazy? There are so many creatures in the ocean waiting to kill us.’

‘I’m still here, aren’t I?’

They laughed and fell into an easier quiet.

‘I’m sorry about today.’ Isabella snuck a small, hopeful look. ‘Are you still angry with me?’

‘Not really,’ Griffin admitted. ‘I was worried, that’s all. We’ve known each other a long time and I’d like to keep it that way.’

‘Me too.’

With those two words, the last of Griffin’s anger dissolved.

‘Isabella Charm?’ A tall man with round spectacles poked his head out the door.

She stood up. ‘My turn.’

Griffin and Isabella had been friends since they were kids and lived a few houses away from each other. They’d survived the flooding, defeated Sneddon in Grimsdon and stood up to Mayor Bog in New City.

Always together.

But as he watched Isabella disappear into the archives, Griffin couldn’t help feel that one day, he’d lose his best friend forever.











CHAPTER THIRTEEN

An Uncertain Promise




With their information updated and new ID photos added to their files, Xavier and Griffin helped the twins with their homework while Isabella slipped downstairs. In the centre of the foyer was a model of a world map beneath a glass case.

It showed how the planet had changed since the floods and it was here Isabella first found out about the world beyond Grimsdon.

She reached out and pressed a small, green button. Immediately, the oceans rose, surging inland, swelling rivers and flooding cities, sometimes whole islands.

It was quiet as the water crept across the map, but Isabella remembered the roar of the waves as they poured into the streets, sweeping people off their feet and washing away cars and buses as though they were toys.


Even more of the world had been lost since those first waves.

Isabella stared at the map as the water emptied from the streets, leaving it all intact, just like it was before the floods.

‘It doesn’t get easier to watch, does it?’ Jeremiah appeared beside her. His ruffled hair was combed and his scruffy beard had been trimmed. And he wore a tie. He hated wearing ties.

‘I wish it could be this simple to change it all back,’ Isabella said.

‘I thought you had a rule not to talk about things you couldn’t have.’

She gave him a sneaky grin. ‘Sometimes I like to break the rules.’

‘Like today?’

Even though she knew it was unlikely, Isabella had hoped Jeremiah wouldn’t find out.

‘Principal Galloway called and told me everything.’

‘Was she angry?’

‘She seemed more perplexed.’ Jeremiah stared over the rim of his glasses. ‘Like me, I have to say.’

‘It wasn’t my smartest decision.’

‘And one you won’t repeat.’

‘No, not if I don’t want to be expelled.’


Jeremiah’s head fell forward. ‘I’m not doing a very good job of looking after you, am I? First the crash and now this.’

Isabella’s heart lurched. ‘Neither of those things had anything to do with you. The crash was an accident and flying a hoverboard off the roof was all my fault. You’re an excellent guardian. We’d be lost without you.’

Jeremiah’s smile was crooked. ‘Me too. If we hadn’t met, I’d still be living in a flooded library, with mouldy books, burnt furniture and talking to a stuffed bear.’

‘But instead you attacked me with a fish and that was the beginning of our friendship.’

Jeremiah laughed. ‘Your dad would be so proud of you, you know that?’

Isabella tried to answer but her throat seized.

‘He talked about you so much. He was prouder than any dad I’d ever met. You watch, he’d say. She is going to make a difference to this world.’ He tried to look stern, even though it never really came out that way. ‘So no more hoverboarding off rooftops. Okay?’

Isabella crossed her heart. ‘I promise.’

‘A hoverboard, eh?’ Jeremiah stroked his beard. ‘Very clever. Was it fun?’


This time Isabella didn’t hold back. ‘It was amazing, until the crashing part. But don’t tell Griffin I said that, he’s only just forgiven me.’

Jeremiah’s sunny manner clouded over. ‘I was called into the premier’s office this morning.’

‘For tea and cake?’ Isabella asked hopefully.

‘Nothing nearly as pleasant, I’m afraid.’

‘Was it about the modelling?’

Jeremiah nodded. ‘I’m doing my best to work it out, but it isn’t adding up.’

‘What about the robot eagles?’

‘I have no proof that they’re involved.’ He tucked his hands into his pockets as if he felt a cold chill. ‘The premier has asked me to go on TV and explain what we’re doing to keep the city safe.’

‘What are you going to say?’

‘I’m not sure, but it’d better be good.’

 

Madeline Pinkerton sat at the desk of her TV show, while a makeup artist swished around her in a mist of hairspray. She had straight blond hair, chiseled cheekbones and a sharp, officious manner that made Jeremiah feel like he’d been called to the principal’s office.


‘Ten seconds, everyone,’ the stage manager barked.

Jeremiah’s hand flew to his mouth as if he was about to be sick.

Standing in the shadows nearby, Isabella waved to get his attention and all five of them held up their thumbs.

He smiled, until the stage manager cried, ‘Here we go, folks, in three, two …’

The music from the show’s opener thundered through the speakers. When it finished, Madeline’s stony face gazed into the camera and the interview began.

‘With today’s volatile and unpredictable weather, our city is one of the world’s safest, but lately that has changed. The recent cold snap has endangered people’s lives, causing road accidents, blackouts and a debilitating wave of sickness. Jeremiah Pain is the Chief Climatologist of the Bureau of Weather.’ She turned sharply to Jeremiah. ‘Mr Pain, have you let the people of New City down?’

Jeremiah was thrown. ‘I hope not, no. We are doing our best to –’

‘Keep us safe, I know, but you’re not. People are afraid to leave their homes because they simply can’t trust what you say.’


‘I understand there may be cause for concern but –’

‘Are you a liar, Mr Pain?’

Isabella’s fists clenched.

‘No.’ Jeremiah looked cornered.

‘Why should we trust you?’

‘Because we have a system, a … a model that –’

‘Can your model tell us why we’re having this icy weather?’

‘That’s the thing, I –’

‘Or when it’s going to end?’

The questions rained like hailstones.

‘Why won’t she let him answer?’ Raffy’s brow knotted in anger.

‘She’s not interested in answers.’ Xavier scowled.

Jeremiah squinted against the glare of the lights. ‘No.’

‘No? So your system is useless.’

‘Not useless, no, but we have detected that there are times when clouds behave in ways that go against scientific theory, leading us to –’

‘Clouds are misbehaving?’ Pinkerton’s voice oozed with sarcasm. ‘Like naughty children?’ She was toying with him, like a lion with a mouse.

Jeremiah winced.


‘She’s a bully.’ It took all Bea’s strength not to run on set and snatch the woman’s microphone from her jacket.

Madeline leaned forward, something she did when she was about to deliver a deadly blow. ‘Do you consider yourself a good scientist, Mr Pain?’

‘I’d like to think I –’

‘Someone reliable and trustworthy?’

Isabella and Griffin exchanged nervous looks. Something was up.

‘Yes, I –’

‘Even after this?’

Screens all around the studio switched from Madeline to footage of a grand hall crammed with people in suits.

‘It’s Grimsdon parliament.’ Isabella could barely breathe.

‘How did she know about that?’ Griffin tensed.

In the footage, Jeremiah stood at a lectern, yelling and shaking a fist of papers. Cutting laughter was heard before he took off his shoe and threw it across the room. Guards pounced, pinning back his arms and dragged him out, kicking and screaming in a wild rant.

The screens switched to Madeline, whose smile had all the warmth of an iceberg. ‘This is the man you want us to trust?’


‘That’s it.’ Bea began to move but Xavier held her back.

‘It’ll make things worse.’

‘I was frustrated,’ Jeremiah mumbled, shifting in his seat. ‘The floods, we tried to tell them … but they refused to –’

‘So you attacked someone?’

‘I didn’t mean to, it just –’

‘So you don’t deny it?’

How could he? It was there for the whole world to see.

‘I believe you are the guardian of children from Grimsdon?’

‘Why is she talking about us?’ Raffy asked nervously.

‘I don’t know.’ Bea took his hand.

Madeline continued. ‘That’s quite a temper you have. Are these children safe living with you?’

At this, Jeremiah’s back straightened. He stared directly into Madeline’s cold, hard gaze. ‘I’d give up everything for those kids. They saved my life. Without them I’d –’

‘Yes, but that temper,’ Madeline repeated with calculated cruelty. ‘Is it right that children are exposed to that?’

‘I would never –’


‘Wasn’t one of them hurt today? A young girl. In an unfortunate incident?’

Isabella felt sick. How did Madeline know about her accident?

‘Didn’t she have a terrible fall after school?’

‘Isabella was merely –’

Madeline Pinkerton touched her earpiece. ‘Sorry, I’m getting a message from the producer.’ She listened intently, before announcing. ‘New City has just had its first fatality. An elderly woman has been found in her home after her heating broke down. What do you say to that, Mr Pain?’

‘It’s terrible … if only I could …’ he muttered, as if he had no idea how to make any sense of it. ‘A mystery …’

‘Mr Pain?’ Madeline craned her neck, trying to catch Jeremiah’s eye, but he simply stared at his hands clenched in his lap.

‘The modelling … I never meant to,’ he drifted into a mumbled incoherent ramble.

Isabella’s eyes pricked with tears. When they’d met Jeremiah, he was living alone at the top of the State Library in Grimsdon. He’d been driven mad by his failure to stop the floods. He was a good scientist and an even better guardian. And here he was, sounding just as broken and sad as when they first met.

 

‘She can’t treat people like that!’

On the way home in the Armavan, Bea fumed. ‘She has no idea what she’s talking about!’

Jeremiah was silent. He drove through the foggy streets.

Bea was about to say more, when Isabella gave her a gentle look that said enough.

Raffy huddled in his seat, knees drawn to his chest, staring out the window. He hadn’t said a word since they left the studio.

It wasn’t until Jeremiah tucked them in, that Raffy asked in a small, frightened voice, ‘They won’t take us away from you, will they? And make us live with someone else?’ He was crying now. ‘Or make us live apart?’

Normally, Bea would pipe up and reassure him, telling him everything would be okay, but instead, she nestled beside her brother and stared at Jeremiah, her eyes glassy with tears.

Jeremiah pulled them close. ‘I won’t let them. I promise. You and I are in this for keeps.’











CHAPTER FOURTEEN

A Race Against Time




From that day, Raffy woke with night terrors, and only calmed when Isabella and Griffin dragged their mattresses into the twins’ room and slept beside them. Griffin would read, putting on his best character voices, until Raffy couldn’t stay awake any longer and he’d fall into a fitful, uneasy sleep.

Since the interview, Jeremiah had been working later and his beard grew long and straggled. Sometimes Griffin woke to find him poring over his notes, rambling to himself in gibberish sentences and asking Snowy for advice, just as he had when they’d found him in Grimsdon.

‘… it makes no sense … the calculations … you agree, don’t you, Snowy?’

Then he’d dwindle into mutterings Griffin couldn’t understand.

Ice and snow continued to fall. A bitter cold swept through the city like a flood, spilling over everything, seeping into gaps in windows and doors. It was a cold they’d never experienced before, with snow flurries so thick it was hard to see past your fingers. The robotic eagles had rescued five people in the last week alone. Three were trapped inside an Armavan when its computer systems froze.

Calls to shut the Bureau grew louder as did demands that Premier Albright be sacked.

To Griffin’s great disappointment, the Academy increased their classes of sports trials to better prepare the students for the challenges to come, which is how he found himself in the Great Outdoors dome, with its vast indoor forest beneath a painted sky.

‘The first round is about to begin.’ Mr Mallet sounded more like a drill sergeant about to send troops into battle.

‘Does anyone else think he’s enjoying this a little too much?’ Griffin tried to hoist a heavy backpack onto his shoulders. He almost toppled over when Bea and Raffy came to his rescue. ‘I can’t even lift the pack, so how am I supposed to run with it?’

‘You’ll be great, Griffman.’ Xavier slapped him on the back and the twins caught him again before he fell. ‘The trick is to stay upright.’


‘You’re a funny man.’ Griffin gave him a reluctant smile.

‘I do my best.’ Xavier lifted his pack as if it weighed nothing and searched the dome. ‘Where’s Wonder Boy?’

‘He had a meeting off campus.’ Isabella tightened the straps on her pack.

‘What about?’

‘He didn’t say.’

Xavier pursed his lips. ‘Man of mystery, that one.’

‘The rules are simple,’ Mr Mallet continued. ‘You have fifteen minutes to make your way through the forest. Hidden among the trees are a series of flags. The person to collect the most flags wins. All noncompeting students are to leave the trial area.’

The twins hugged Griffin so hard his knees almost buckled. Fly’s hug lingered a little longer. ‘You’re my hero.’

‘You don’t want a better one?’

Fly stuck her nose in the air. ‘I like this one.’

They climbed into the stands. Cameras were placed above the course and giant holoscreens hung from the ceiling offering a bird’s-eye view of the action.

Griffin sighed. Each path looked as dark and dangerous as the next.


Mr Mallet lifted the whistle to his mouth. ‘On your marks.’

Isabella turned to Griffin. ‘You can do this.’

‘It’s nice of you to say.’ He shifted under the weight of his pack. ‘Even though I don’t believe you.’

The whistle sounded and students began running.

Griffin felt as if he was carrying a boulder. He pushed through prickly branches and hanging vines, his feet splashing into pools of muddy water. Isabella looked back to make sure he was okay. Xavier was way out in front.

‘Ouch!’ Griffin struck his head on a low branch. He closed his eyes and stumbled forward, slamming his knee into a boulder. The pain shot through him like a bolt of electricity. His glasses went flying and his backpack sent him diving into the mud like an overbalanced turtle.

‘Griffin!’ Isabella ran back. ‘Are you okay?’

‘My knee,’ was all he could say as he clutched his leg.

Cheers rang out from the stadium as a bell rang. The first flag had been found.

Griffin cradled his sore knee. ‘I’ve got to find a way to do this without falling down.’


Isabella wiped his glasses on her shirt and slipped them on his nose. ‘You will.’

‘Anytime soon, do you think? Because if this was the real thing I’d be in big trouble.’

Another bell sounded and more cheers erupted, followed by another, when a familiar siren rang throughout the dome.

Isabella and Griffin felt their weather detectors vibrate.

‘Ice tornado.’ Isabella looked her at screen. ‘A bad one.’

The lockdown began.

Mr Mallet’s voice was calm but firm. ‘All students make your way into the stands for a headcount.’

‘Do you think you can move?’

‘Sure.’ Griffin slipped off his pack and tried to stand. The pain ripped through his knee. ‘No problem,’ he lied through gritted teeth.

Xavier appeared beside them, muddied and breathless, two flags poked out of his pocket. ‘Need a hand?’

‘No, I’ll be …’ Griffin attempted to put weight on his leg, but he almost buckled.

‘Sounds like a yes to me.’ Before Griffin could argue, Xavier threw off his pack and scooped him into his arms. ‘You can thank me later.’


Isabella led the way through the trees with Xavier close behind. The dome was filled with apprehension as students waited for the storm to hit.

Isabella reached the kids first. ‘Everyone okay?’

‘Definitely.’ Bea put her arm around her brother’s shoulder as Xavier placed Griffin beside Fly.

‘Does it hurt very much?’ she asked.

‘Hardly at all.’

Mr Mallet called out names, followed by a chorus of, ‘Here, sir.’

Moments passed and still no ice tornado.

‘Something doesn’t feel right.’ Xavier looked at the huddled groups of students and teachers staring anxiously up, waiting for the storm to hit.

‘Maybe it was a false alarm?’ The warning on Griffin’s detector was at the highest level, but apart from the cries of the roll call, it was quiet.

Then it began.

Metallic pinpricks flicked against the roof, as fragments of ice finally reached them. The far off roar of the tornado became louder as the eye of the storm drew closer and the fragments became blocks of ice the size of fists.

The storm ploughed into the dome like a wild hurricane. Blocks of ice ricocheted off the building, pounding and thudding in a terrible din.


Griffin held Fly close as the noise surrounded them like a wall of crashing chaos. Isabella and Xavier held the twins between them, as Raffy buried his face and held his hands over his ears.

Isabella looked over to make sure Griffin and Fly were okay.

Which was when she saw it.

Griffin jolted at her wide-eyed stare. He saw it too. Above their heads the roof began to sag. The weatherproof building was about to cave in.

Isabella jumped to her feet and held her hands around her mouth. ‘Mr Mallet!’

The sports teacher followed her pointed finger. He called to the other teachers, who began herding the students away from the breaking roof.

Fear gripped the dome. Trickles of icy water began dripping onto frightened kids, who spilled from the stands. Older kids gathered the smaller ones into their arms or took their hands and guided them to safety.

Isabella and Xavier led the twins away. Fly helped Griffin as he limped after them.

Raffy was jostled in the panic, lost his footing and tripped, lying splayed on the ground. A boot trampled his hand before Xavier pushed through the tangle of bodies and swept him up. ‘I’ve got you, Raff.’


Isabella looked back and saw water streaming through a newly opened crack. Cold rained down, creeping over everyone like a fog. Chunks of ice fell, slowly at first, until an avalanche of hail came crashing through.

Kids screamed and teachers barked orders.

The roof finally gave way.

The groaning of metal was followed by a sickening crack, as if the whole building was breaking. Water and hail flooded in like a burst dam.

Children slipped on the wet floor and stumbled over mounds of ice. The break in the ceiling split further, tearing it open like a tin can.

Isabella caught Griffin’s eye and didn’t need to say anything for him to run even faster.

They’d seen bad weather before, but this was different. The buildings in New City were weatherproof. They’d been tested in the most dangerous conditions and none had ever been damaged this badly.

Until now.

 

On a mountaintop nearby, protected by reinforced windows that offered a perfect view of the storm, a man in a royal blue housecoat handed his guest a warm drink.


‘Nothing like a hot chocolate to take away the chill of a wintry day. I had it made just as you like.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

The man sank into a leather lounge lined with a fur blanket and exhaled a deep, satisfied sigh.

‘Frightful weather.’ He wrapped his hands around the mug. ‘Luckily, we are here to help with the next phase of our plan.’

As the storm belted a path through the city, not far away, a flock of large winged creatures appeared from a thick, blustery cloud. They circled into a sharp swoop, before diving out of sight.











CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Unexpected Guests




‘Are you sure you’re okay?’

Jeremiah tucked blankets around Raffy and Griffin, who nestled on the lounge in front of a crackling fire. Raffy’s hand was bruised and wrapped in a bandage and an icepack was tied to Griffin’s sore and swollen knee.

‘We’re fine,’ Isabella said, which was almost true but none of them could stand how worried he looked.

‘Especially with me there.’ Xavier ruffled Raffy’s hair. ‘All in a day’s work, right, buddy?’

The storm had passed, but the noise and screams and the moment the storm crashed through the roof stayed with all of them.

‘The school domes are weatherproof,’ Raffy said quietly. ‘We’ve had ice tornadoes before and the school was fine.’

Bea hadn’t left his side. She rubbed his back, trying to calm him, but it wasn’t working.


‘This wasn’t just an ice tornado,’ Jeremiah said. ‘It was a polar vortex. A nasty one.’

Griffin was confused. ‘We studied those in class. They only happen in the North or South Pole.’

‘Ordinarily, yes,’ Jeremiah admitted.

‘What’s a polar vortex?’ Bea asked.

‘It’s a circling mass of freezing air,’ Griffin explained.

‘But this one came with a hailstorm.’ Jeremiah scratched his beard. ‘We’ve never had anything like it this far from the polar circles. The force of the wind and the weight of the ice on the roof was too much.’

Jeremiah’s phone vibrated. He gazed at the screen and Isabella caught a flicker of sadness.

She swapped a worried look with Griffin. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘It’s from the premier. It says, I’m sorry. Turn on the TV.’

Xavier switched it on. A live broadcast from the Halls of Government was beginning.

Premier Albright sat at a desk, his hands clasped in front of him and his sunny disposition replaced by a look of consternation.

‘Good evening. For many weeks now our city has been at the mercy of increasingly cold and dangerous weather.’ He took a deep breath. ‘As premier, it is my job to keep you safe and at that, I could do better.’

Isabella saw Jeremiah pick at the frayed edge of his jumper as if he knew what was coming next.

‘That is why we are shutting down the Bureau of Weather.’

‘What?’ Bea’s head spun round to a crestfallen Jeremiah. ‘They can’t do that.’

‘Once vital for our society,’ the premier continued, ‘it can no longer cope with our changing world. I would like to thank the staff and especially Jeremiah Pain, who led his team so bravely in extraordinary times.’

He forced a smile. ‘I want to assure the good people of New City that your safety is our priority and we will soon make a very exciting announcement to prove just that. Goodnight.’

Xavier switched off the television and they sat in a grim silence. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Of course.’ Jeremiah sat upright. ‘The premier is right and this way I can spend more time with you.’

‘You love your job,’ Griffin said.

‘Yes but this will be a chance to try something new.’


‘Like what?’ Isabella wasn’t buying his cheerfulness any more than the others.

‘Oh, there are lots of things, don’t you worry. Now, how about I stoke that fire and Griffin can read to us.’

 

Over the next few days the weather improved. Principal Galloway declared the Academy closed for a week while repairs and a thorough safety check of all buildings took place.

Jeremiah applied for jobs, but as soon as they realised he was that Jeremiah from the Bureau, they lost interest, until he was offered a position as a cleaner at the library. He insisted he loved it and didn’t miss the Bureau one bit, but at night, after everyone was sleep, he’d sneak off to his study, searching websites and making copious notes on weather patterns.

And trying to find out more about Ariella’s rescue eagles.

He and Griffin spent hours glued to weathercam footage and couldn’t find any sign of the robots. Not even a glimpse. If they were involved in the bad weather, they knew how to escape the cameras.

Despite his assurances that he was happy, Jeremiah’s cheeks became sallow and he found it harder to hide his glum mood.

And the more Raffy fretted.

That’s when Bea and Isabella decided they needed to spoil them with a lavish dinner with all of Jeremiah’s and Raffy’s favourites. Minestrone soup, spaghetti and meatballs, and sausages with mashed potato, lashings of gravy and extra tomato sauce. And they’d invite Fly and Charlie. They’d all be together, just like in Grimsdon.

On the night of the feast, Charlie perched on a stool beside Fly. Griffin thought he seemed smaller and thinner since he last saw him.

‘He’s depressed about not being a rescue eagle anymore.’ Fly stroked his chin. ‘We still train in the backyard when the weather is calm, but other times he stares out the window.’

Charlie raised his chin and let out a small squeak.

‘And he misses you all.’

‘That’s only natural,’ Xavier said. ‘We are pretty loveable.’

The house filled with delicious aromas, the table was set and the candles lit.

When they heard Jeremiah’s Armavan, Bea and Fly raced into the yard, took his hands and led him inside, where he was greeted with a warm huddle of hugs.

‘What’s the special occasion?’

‘You,’ Bea said as she and Raffy pulled out his chair.

‘Why me?’

Griffin poured juice into a tall glass. ‘Because we haven’t told you enough how much you mean to us.’

‘And how lost we’d be without you,’ Isabella added.

Charlie screeched.

Fly giggled. ‘Charlie thinks so too.’

Raffy flung his arms around Jeremiah and didn’t say a word.

‘You’re very welcome.’ Jeremiah stroked his head.

Raffy held him tight and Jeremiah looked as if he might cry when Xavier said, ‘Will this go on much longer because I’m really hungry.’

Charlie launched himself at Xavier and landed on his head.

‘Hey!’

‘I told you he’s missed you.’ Fly signalled with her hand and Charlie flew back to his stool.

In the light of flickering candles they told stories and jokes; actually it was mostly Jeremiah who told the jokes and they were mostly terrible, which made them laugh even more.

It was the first night in months that everything felt like it should, and they could forget about the weather and the ice storms and the Bureau.

It was during the dessert of chocolate cake with generous scoops of ice cream that Charlie raised his head and screeched.

‘What is it, Charlie?’

The faint growl of an engine rumbled in the distance.

Isabella hurried to the window and pushed aside the curtains. Knife-like beams of light cut through the night. ‘Armavans. Two of them. They’re heading straight here.’

Jeremiah and Xavier joined her, holding their hands against the blinding lights as the vehicles entered the drive.

Griffin drew Raffy and Bea beside him, while Fly tried to calm an unsettled Charlie.

‘What’s happening?’ Raffy asked.

Before anyone could answer, the Armavans came to a stop. Doors lifted and three figures emerged dressed in black and wearing masks.

And holding guns.


‘Oh dear.’ Jeremiah froze.

‘Get down!’ Isabella cried. ‘Now!’

A barrage of thuds pounded the house and slammed against the walls and windows.

Isabella locked the doors while Griffin scooted the twins beneath the table. Jeremiah scrambled after them, shielding them with his arms. Charlie screeched and flapped before Fly and Xavier could coax him to join the others.

The shooting continued. A savage battering from all sides that felt as if it would never stop. Bea heard her brother whimper and held him even closer.

As suddenly as it begun, it stopped. Shoes crunched into the snow and doors closed. The lights from the Armavans curved away and the engines faded into the night.

‘Is everyone okay?’ Jeremiah’s face was lit by the wavering light of the candles.

They nodded, unable to speak or even understand what had happened.

Jeremiah got to his feet and inched towards the door. He turned the key and slowly drew it open.

Isabella followed, with the others close behind. Her heart ached at what she saw. The home Jeremiah had built by hand and repaired after being abandoned for years, the home he promised would keep them safe, was splattered with great floods of red paint. Dripping from the roof and walls and sprayed across the snow.

And there was something else.

On the front door, written in an angry scrawl of red paint was one word.

Liar!











CHAPTER SIXTEEN

A Sneaking Suspicion




‘But why do we have to go there?’ Xavier stuffed clothes into his backpack.

‘Where else can we go?’ Isabella kept her voice low so the twins wouldn’t hear.

‘We could go to my place.’

‘Your mum is away. Who will take care of us?’

Xavier tightened the straps on his bag. ‘We never needed anyone in Grimsdon.’

‘Principal Galloway thinks staying with Aleksander will be safer.’

After calls to the Rescue and Emergency Force and Principal Galloway, guards drove Fly home with Charlie tailing them all the way, and it was arranged that the others would move in with Aleksander.

‘And it was very generous of him to agree,’ Isabella said with a glare, as if challenging him to say any more.


She turned to leave when Xavier grabbed her sleeve. ‘Promise me you’ll be careful.’

‘Of what?’

‘I don’t trust him.’

‘Maybe that’s because you’re jealous.’ She pulled away from his grip. ‘After years of being Grimsdon’s one and only hero, you have competition and you don’t like it.’

She left the room to join the others.

Griffin helped the twins finish packing and led them outside, where guards wearing headsets and carrying guns patrolled, eyes peeled for any suspicious movement.

Jeremiah crouched down and tied Raffy’s scarf. ‘It won’t be for long, I promise.’

‘Why can’t you come with us?’

‘It’ll be better if we stay apart, only for a little while.’

‘Are you in danger?’ Bea asked.

‘I’ll be fine.’

‘Please, Jeremiah.’ Raffy’s eyes glistened. ‘You said you and I were in this for keeps.’

Jeremiah looked stung. ‘We are … I …’

‘It’s temporary.’ Isabella drew Raffy close. ‘We’ll be together again soon.’


‘It’s time.’ The guard’s voice was cold and officious.

Bea and Raffy stole one last hug from Jeremiah before Griffin and Xavier helped them into the Armavan. Isabella waited until they were strapped in before whispering through her own hug. ‘It won’t be long, will it?’

Jeremiah held her tight. ‘Not if I can help it, but first we need to find out who did this and make sure it’s safe for you to be here.’

‘Where will you go? Can we visit?’

‘The government has arranged a safe house in the city. As it appears I am the target, it’ll be best if we don’t see each other for the time being.’

‘But I –’

‘We need to go.’ The guard’s voice had a chiselled edge, the kind you didn’t mess with.

Isabella climbed into the van and the door closed. As they drove away, they watched Jeremiah grow smaller and smaller before he disappeared into the blackness of the night.

 

Aleksander’s home wasn’t quite what they expected. At two towering iron gates, security guards checked the van before they drove up a long driveway into a vast estate.

‘This is where Wonder Boy lives?’ Lights along the drive lit up Xavier’s unimpressed face. ‘You never told us he was rich.’

‘He never said.’ Isabella seemed just as surprised.

‘How can he have this much money and not brag about it?’ Xavier muttered. ‘There is definitely something wrong with him.’

The Armavan stopped before a stone building that looked like an oversized gingerbread house with peaked roofs and snow gathered like thick layers of icing. They stepped out of the van into an icy breeze sweeping across the yard.

‘Welcome.’ Aleksander was waiting for them on the front steps.

Behind him was a man in a grey suit and waistcoat and a woman wearing a uniform and apron.

‘This is Maxwell and Cora. If you need anything, just ask. Maxwell also makes the best hot chocolates you’ll ever taste.’

‘We’re not staying long.’ Raffy stood his ground.

‘However long you need is fine by me,’ Aleksander said. ‘But hopefully you’ll have time to try out the waterslide in the indoor pool.’

‘A waterslide?’

‘Yep. You’re also welcome to try out the Armapod in the shed.’

‘You have your own Armapod?’


‘Purely for research purposes,’ Aleksander said with a smirk.

Raffy softened a little. ‘Okay, but after that we go home. Jeremiah and Snowy need us.’

‘Deal.’ Aleksander rubbed his hands. ‘How about those hot chocolates?’

The house was even more impressive inside. The foyer looked like a hotel and was bigger than their whole home. It was dominated by a winding marble staircase and lit by shimmering lamps.

‘Downstairs you’ll find the cinema, activities room and library. Upstairs are the bedrooms and study. On this level we have the dining, lounge and kitchen.’ He focused on Raffy. ‘The pool and slides are in the west wing, next to the indoor ski field.’

‘You have an indoor ski field?’ Raffy’s eyes widened.

‘Which you can use anytime you like.’

Aleksander led them into the kitchen, where Cora was stoking a fire and Maxwell poured hot chocolates.

‘Are Cora and Maxwell your parents?’ Raffy asked. Aleksander cradled his mug. ‘No, they’re my guardians.’

‘Where are your mum and dad?’

‘Raffy!’ Bea lowered her voice and said, ‘Maybe he doesn’t want to say.’


‘It’s okay. I lost them to the floods.’ Aleksander saw Raffy frown. ‘So why do I have such a big house?’

The twins nodded.

‘I have a sponsor. Some of the students in New City are looked after by wealthy benefactors and mine has been extremely generous.’

Xavier wasn’t buying it. ‘I’ve never heard of kids being sponsored.’

‘There are a few of us.’ Aleksander sipped his drink, holding Xavier’s gaze.

‘And you’re the only kid who lives here?’ Raffy was still taking it all in.

‘Yes, but I’d give it all away if I could have my family back again.’

The room fell quiet and it seemed as if he might cry.

Xavier slurped his hot chocolate noisily.

‘But most of you know what that’s like.’ Aleksander looked around the table, saving a last pointed glare for Xavier.

‘It’s late, Master Larsen.’ Maxwell stepped forward, hovering behind Xavier. ‘Shall I show everyone to their rooms?’

‘Yes,’ Aleksander said before finishing his drink. ‘Thank you.’











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

A Puzzling Find




Outside, snow fell in gentle waves, silently smothering everything as a quiet calm settled on the house.

Xavier lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. The ticking of a hall clock counted each second he couldn’t sleep. The longer he lay there the louder it became.

Aleksander was a fraud, he knew it. There was something fake about his sad parent act. Something that didn’t ring true. And now they were stuck in his mansion and who knows when they’d be able to go home.

He rolled over and noticed a soft glow of light beneath his door. He slipped out of bed and poked his head outside. The light came from a room at the end of the hall, along with a murmured voice. His feet sank into the carpet as he crept past the other bedrooms.

As he drew closer, he heard the unmistakable voice of Aleksander Larsen.


‘All of them except the one with the bird.’

Xavier stood as close as he dared.

‘That will be much easier now they’re here.’ After a brief pause Aleksander added, ‘Thank you.’

Nothing more was said. The light switched off and Xavier heard the soft fall of footsteps. He dashed into the shadows and ducked behind a side table.

Aleksander closed the door and returned to his room.

Xavier didn’t move. Not until he was sure Aleksander wouldn’t come back.

He rose slowly, scanned the hall, and slipped into the room. Bookcases rose to the ceiling and on a long desk in the centre, a bank of computers threw out an eerie, blue light. The screens were alive with 3D animating robots and reams of complicated coding.

Schoolbooks sat open in piles alongside notepads scribbled with ideas and plans. There were models of flying machines and hoverboards, wires and cables, motherboards and, somewhat unnervingly, robotic heads and hands.

Xavier tried to open the drawers but they were locked. He pushed aside the books and found a carved, wooden box. Inside, was a set of keys.

‘You need to be more careful, Wonder Boy.’


He searched through each one, careful not to disturb anything, when he opened the bottom drawer.

He saw a folder. On the front, in careful handwriting, was one word: Grimsdon.

There were newspaper articles, photos and pages of handwritten notes. He felt a stab of unease.

He flicked through reports about the barrier and the floods. He read about Jeremiah. His time as a Physical Oceanographer and his work trying to convince the government about the floods. And about throwing the shoe. A photo showed Jeremiah’s face twisted in anger as he was being dragged from the parliament.

There were interviews about their life in Grimsdon and how it changed after they were rescued. There were photos of them all, some from what looked like security cameras.

It felt as if every recorded moment of their lives over the last year had been gathered in one place.

But there was something else.

In the articles, Isabella’s words were highlighted or underlined. What she thought about her time in Grimsdon, the rescue, how she felt arriving in New City. A photo of her was circled multiple times in thick red ink.

Xavier placed the folder on the desk.

Also in the drawer was a black book marked private. He reached down and opened it. It was Aleksander’s. He began reading when he heard a voice behind him.

‘What are you doing in Master Larsen’s study?’

Cora stood in the doorway. Even though it was well after midnight, she was still wearing her uniform and apron.

‘Just out for a midnight stroll.’ Xavier gave her his most charming smile.

‘You should not be here.’

Charm didn’t work on Cora so he tried sympathy. ‘I couldn’t sleep. Not with the attack on the house and –’

‘You are not to be here.’

‘I thought if I read it might help me sleep.’

Cora took slow deliberate steps towards him. She took the book from his fingers and replaced it and the folder before turning the key. ‘You should leave.’

Xavier glanced at the locked drawer. He hated not knowing what was in that book. He pointed to the shelves. ‘Would it be okay if I read here for a while and –’

‘Now.’

Xavier left the room and as he walked down the hall, he heard the unmistakable click of a door being locked behind him.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

An Unforeseen Turn of Events




‘You don’t think it’s weird that he has a folder all about us?’

It was the next morning and Xavier was trying to get Griffin’s attention as the others taught Raffy how to ride a hoverboard in the activities room.

‘Sorry?’ Griffin kept an eye on Raffy as he flew higher and an even closer eye on Isabella and Aleksander, who gave each other a high five.

‘The folder,’ Xavier insisted. ‘With all that information about us.’

‘I think it’s weird you were searching through someone’s house,’ Griffin answered.

Bea cheered as she ran beside her brother. ‘Go, Raffy!’

This was the happiest he’d been in weeks. As if the old Raffy was finally back.

Xavier, however, wasn’t quite so happy. ‘Okay, but apart from that. It’s weird, right?’


‘I think it’s flattering he wants to know more about us. After all, he is the smartest –’

‘Kid at the Academy,’ Xavier said with a groan. ‘So everyone keeps saying.’

Isabella and Aleksander gave Raffy instructions as he flew into a series of smooth turns before making a perfect landing. Bea jumped up and down and smothered him in a hug.

Aleksander cheered and swung Isabella into the air, making Griffin’s heart jolt as if he’d tripped up a step.

Xavier moved in front of him. ‘But what about the book marked private?’

Griffin craned his neck and saw Aleksander whisper to Isabella. ‘The one you never read?’

‘Yes. Don’t you think it’s suspicious?’

‘Maybe it’s full of his private thoughts,’ Griffin snapped. ‘He’s allowed to have them.’

‘Or maybe he’s up to something.’

‘Or maybe he’s just a nice guy you don’t like.’

‘What about the phone call? What’s going to be much easier now we’re here? What’s he up to?’

‘Griffin!’ Aleksander cried. ‘Want to try?’

‘No,’ he answered before adding, ‘Thanks.’

‘You have to!’ Bea hurried over.

‘You’ll love it!’ Raffy’s cheeks glowed.


‘I’m not sure I –’

‘I think you should,’ Isabella said, joining them. ‘It might be your ideal sport.’

‘Because flying comes so easily to me?’

Isabella wore an expression Griffin had seen before. The one where she meant business. ‘Remember when I taught you how to skateboard?’

‘I remember falling down a lot.’

‘Yeah, but you thought you’d never do it and then you rode all the way down our street.’

‘That was a fluke.’

‘It wasn’t!’ Isabella wouldn’t let him play it down. ‘You just had to find your balance.’

Aleksander held out the hoverboard. ‘It’s all yours.’

Griffin stared at the determined faces of his friends and sighed. ‘Okay, but if I die it’ll be your fault.’

As he clipped on a helmet and Isabella explained the basics, Aleksander sidled up to Xavier.

‘Cora said she found you in my study last night.’

Xavier felt his skin bristle. ‘I couldn’t sleep.’

‘I don’t blame you. Not after everything that’s happened. Did you find anything interesting?’

‘I wasn’t there long.’


‘I’m sorry Cora asked you to leave. Sometimes she and Maxwell can be a little over-protective. You’re welcome to use the study anytime you like.’

Something about his offer made Xavier feel as if he’d been invited to hold a snake.

‘Go Griffin!’

Xavier turned around to see Griffin flying. It wasn’t the smoothest of flights, but he was doing it. And Griffin seemed more shocked than anyone.

Making a welcome escape from Aleksander, Xavier hurried to the others. ‘Go, Griffman!’

Griffin kept close to the ground, but he’d found his balance just like Isabella had promised. He even started to enjoy it. When he tried to land, he hit the ground with a thud and crumpled to his knees. Bea and Raffy flung themselves at him in a scramble of arms and cheers.

Isabella simply stood, arms crossed with a look that said I told you so. And Griffin’s heart tripped again.

A chime sounded from Isabella’s phone. She reached into her pocket and stared at the screen.

Griffin saw her face pale. ‘Is everything okay?’

Bea and Raffy saw it too. ‘Izzy?’

Isabella wasn’t sure what to say. ‘I … I …’


Griffin unclipped himself from the hoverboard and stumbled to his feet.

Isabella handed him the phone.

‘Oh,’ was all he said, as if wondering if it was true. But there it was, right in front of him.

Xavier stepped closer. ‘What does it say?’

‘Is it bad news?’ Bea asked.

Finally, he said, ‘They’ve found Isabella’s mum.’

Hearing it out loud, made Isabella flinch. She squeezed her hands to make sure she was awake. That it wasn’t another dream.

Griffin read on. ‘They’ve found a DNA match. In Switzerland. She’s on her way to New City now.’

When her mum had first left, Isabella would lay awake every night, convinced that she’d sneak into her room and say sorry for having disappeared and everything would go back to the way it had been. As the months passed and they heard nothing, she was angry with herself for being so ridiculous.

But now it really was happening.

‘How do you feel?’ Griffin worried Isabella looked as if she was about to be sick.

‘Good. Fine. A bit weird.’

‘What was she like?’ Bea asked.


‘She was funny.’ Isabella felt like she was describing a character from a book. ‘And she had this big laugh that filled the whole house. She liked dancing and would often drag my dad to his feet after dinner and dance him around the kitchen.’

‘Even though he was a terrible dancer,’ Griffin said.

‘But he’d dance anyway,’ Isabella remembered. ‘To make her happy. She was brave and smart and I wanted to be just like her.’

‘Well, you’re lucky there,’ Aleksander declared.

‘Because you are!’ Bea and Raffy cried.

‘It’s true.’ Xavier shrugged.

The others waited for him to say more, but he seemed as overwhelmed by the news as all of them.

‘She’s coming back, Griffin.’ Isabella’s eyes sparkled with tears.

A lopsided smile spread to the corners of Griffin’s face. ‘And she’ll see you’re braver and smarter than anyone we know.’

 

That night, Isabella couldn’t sleep. The harder she tried, the more awake she felt. She switched on her lamp and slipped the photo of her family from beneath her pillow. Her head filled with a wild buzzing of questions.


What would her mum look like now? Would she recognise her? And what if Griffin was wrong? What if her mum didn’t think she was brave and smart?

Griffin poked his head around the door. ‘Can’t sleep?’

‘Not even close.’

She shuffled over and he sat beside her. The bedside light spilled over her worried face.

‘What if she’s disappointed, Griffin? What if I’m not the kind of daughter she wants?’

‘Are you serious? You’re the kind of daughter every parent would want.’

‘But what if she left because of me?’

‘We don’t know why she left.’

‘We know I wasn’t enough to make her stay.’

Griffin saw the sadness of this one thought sink into her shoulders. ‘She’s going to love you.’

‘How can you be sure?’

He pointed a finger in the air. ‘Scientific deduction.’

Isabella frowned. ‘Based on what?’

‘Based on years of being your best friend and I can’t come up with one reason why she wouldn’t.’

‘That only proves you’re biased.’

‘I prefer to say an expert. Plus, I bet she’s just as worried and excited about seeing you.’


‘You think so?’

‘Absolutely,’ he said.

Isabella relaxed a little. ‘Can you be there with me when we meet her?’

‘I wouldn’t be anywhere else.’











CHAPTER NINETEEN

A Long Overdue Reunion




‘How do I look?’

It was a question Isabella rarely asked, and Griffin gave the same answer he’d given five times already. ‘You look perfect.’

Snow fell in great squalling tufts as Jeremiah drove the Armavan into the centre of New City where they would meet Isabella’s mum at the Clarion Hotel.

‘Not that it matters what you look like,’ Raffy reminded her.

‘It’s true,’ Bea said. ‘The second you meet, she’ll love you right down to your toes.’

‘Just like we do.’ Fly was invited too. Isabella wanted all her friends there.

‘You are pretty lovable,’ Jeremiah agreed.

‘How could anyone not love you?’ As soon as Griffin said this his cheeks turned bright red.

‘Oh, Griffman.’ Xavier held out his arms.


‘Don’t you dare.’ Griffin tried to move away but was trapped by his seatbelt and Xavier pulled him in for a hug.

‘Get off,’ he mumbled into Xavier’s jacket.

‘All right.’ Xavier let him go and Griffin smoothed down his hair. ‘But you’re just so cute.’

The others laughed and even though her stomach still churned, Isabella felt better.

Until they saw the hotel and her heart began beating out of time. ‘I feel sick.’

‘That will go away.’ Of all of them, Fly knew exactly how she felt. ‘And then you’ll feel amazing, because you have your family back.’ Her hand flew to her mouth. ‘I’m sorry it won’t be with your dad.’

‘You’re right.’ Isabella brushed Fly’s cheek. ‘It’ll be amazing.’

At the hotel, Jeremiah gave the keys to the valet and they stood by Isabella’s side. Porters bowed as they opened the doors, but she didn’t move.

‘We’re here for you,’ Bea said, sounding much older than nine.

‘Always,’ Raffy agreed.

Inside, the foyer was a luxurious display of gold-framed mirrors, twinkling chandeliers and rich velvet lounges. It bustled with guests who were fussed over by hotel staff wearing suits and holding out trays filled with cakes and sparkling drinks.

As they entered, Isabella’s shoe caught on a rug and she stumbled. Griffin and Xavier grabbed her hands. She was shaking. They’d never seen her like this before. She’d faced sea monsters and Sneddon and vicious thugs and she’d only ever been brave and determined.

Griffin offered a cheeky grin. ‘You just have to find your balance, remember?’

Her heart calmed. ‘Thank you.’

They were directed to a private room and told that Ms Charm would be down directly. It was cosy with plush lounges and a glowing fire, but none of it helped Isabella feel at ease.

She leapt from the lounge. ‘Maybe this is a mistake. Maybe we should go.’

Jeremiah took both her hands in his and fixed her with a steady gaze. ‘You’re going to be fine. I promise.’

‘Will I?’ Her voice shook.

‘I guarantee it.’

‘Isabella?’

She spun round to see a woman with long mousy curls and a flowing ice-blue dress, toying nervously with the tassels of a white scarf. There was something about her that made the room stop spinning and Isabella’s worries of not knowing her fall away. ‘Mum?’

‘My darling.’ The woman held out her arms. Isabella rushed into the perfumed folds of her dress.

Raffy held Bea’s hand and Fly snuggled closer to Griffin. Xavier did his best to blink away tears before anyone saw.

‘All these years and here you are.’ Isabella’s mum stepped back and cradled her daughter’s face. ‘I was so worried I wouldn’t recognise you but you’re even more perfect than I imagined.’

She noticed a young boy over Isabella’s shoulder. ‘Griffin? Is that you?’ She stepped towards him and lifted his chin. ‘You haven’t changed. I bet you’re still the same sweet boy you always were.’

‘He is,’ Bea said with a laugh.

‘It’s true,’ Raffy piped up.

‘The sweetest,’ added Fly.

‘I see you’ve brought your own cheer squad.’

‘This is Bea, Raffy and Fly,’ Isabella explained. ‘And Jeremiah, our guardian.’

‘It’s wonderful to meet you all. I …’ She began to cry. ‘I’m sorry.’ She pulled a hanky from her sleeve. ‘I promised myself I wouldn’t blubber.’


A waiter appeared with a trolley of cakes and a very large teapot.

‘Saved by the tea trolley.’ She dabbed her face. ‘Please, everyone, sit.’ The waiter laid the plates and cups on the table between them.

Isabella stared at the custard tarts and chocolate croissants. ‘You remembered?’

‘Of course. Our Saturday trip to the bakery was my favourite time of the week. We’d forget about schedules and schoolbags and lunches, which I was never very good at.’ She frowned before brightening. ‘There’s so much to talk about. I want to know everything.’

While plates were passed around and Jeremiah poured the honey tea, they stumbled over each other telling stories about Grimsdon. About their home and Griffin’s inventions and Xavier’s Aerotrope. When Isabella’s mum paled at the mention of a sea monster, they were careful about what else they told her, at least so soon after they’d met.

Bea sat forward, her chin cupped in her hands. ‘What was Isabella like when she was young?’

Isabella’s mum had a wistful look. ‘From the moment I first saw her, I knew she’d be strong. We learned soon after that she didn’t like following rules.’


Griffin snuck a sideways glance at Isabella. ‘We’ve noticed.’

‘And what was Griffin like?’ Fly asked.

‘Griffin was a serious young boy,’ she recalled with affection. ‘And he followed Isabella everywhere. I think partly to make sure she’d be okay.’

Bea giggled. ‘Nothing’s changed.’

‘That’s how they still are,’ Raffy said.

‘I’m glad to hear it.’ She took a sip of tea. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing your home.’

No one said a word. Jeremiah’s cup clanged against his saucer.

‘Is there a problem?’

‘There’s been a slight change …’ he began. ‘The children are temporarily …’

Griffin stepped in to help. ‘… staying with a friend.’

‘A friend?’ Her brow knitted in concern, before turning to Jeremiah. ‘Not your guardian?’

‘It’s not for long,’ Isabella said quickly. ‘Aleksander’s house is safe and –’

‘You weren’t safe before?’ She lowered her cup to the table.

‘We’re going home soon.’ Raffy had chocolate fondant on his cheeks. ‘Right, Jeremiah?’


‘Absolutely.’

‘I do sincerely hope so.’ Isabella’s mum curled her lip in disdain. ‘Well, it was lovely to meet you all, but I was hoping Isabella and I could spend the day getting to know each other again.’

‘Oh.’ Griffin glanced at Isabella to make sure this was okay and she nodded. He stood up and gathered his coat.

Jeremiah kissed Isabella on the head. ‘We’ll come back whenever you’re ready.’

‘That won’t be necessary.’ Isabella’s mum drew her daughter close. ‘I can arrange an Armacab. I don’t want to put you out, Mr Pain.’

As they left, Griffin looked back one last time, in case Isabella changed her mind and wanted him to stay, but they were already sitting in a close huddle. Even though the room was warm, he shivered, as if caught in a cold breeze. He closed the door without a sound.

Isabella’s mum reached into her pocket and took out three photographs. ‘These are for you.’

They were of her family. One at the beach, one on the day Isabella learned to ride a bike and another on her first day of school.

In all of them they were happy.


Like a family no one could ever break apart.

‘Why did you leave?’ Isabella asked quietly. ‘Was it because of me?’

‘Not at all!’ Her mother held her hands. ‘It had nothing to do with you. I was a young mum who didn’t know what I was doing and your father was a natural. You adored each other. I decided you were both better off without me.’

‘Did you miss us?’

‘Every day.’

‘Did you ever want to come back?’

‘I thought about it a lot.’

‘I kept hoping you would.’

‘I’m sorry it took me so long. I don’t expect to walk back into your life as if nothing happened. I know I have to earn your trust. The most important thing is for you to decide what happens. Okay?’

‘Okay,’ Isabella said, still finding it hard to believe she was really here.

‘Excellent.’ Her mum reached for her tea and settled back into the lounge. ‘Now, tell me everything. We have a lot of catching up to do.’











CHAPTER TWENTY

A Grand Celebration




Griffin heard voices downstairs. He’d been reading to Bea and Raffy who were curled up, sound asleep beside him. He laid the book on the table, inched his way out of bed and drew the covers over them both.

Once outside, he slowly pulled the door shut, only just stopping himself from screaming when he turned to see Xavier suddenly behind him.

‘She’s back.’

‘I can hear.’ Griffin breathed in deeply to steady his heart.

‘Can I go down with you?’ Xavier gazed at Griffin guiltily. ‘I think Isabella might be upset with me.’

‘What a surprise.’

‘I know.’ Xavier seemed genuinely shocked. ‘How could I upset anyone? She thinks I’m jealous of Aleksander.’

Griffin gave him a look of mock sympathy. ‘Outrageous.’


Isabella’s laugh floated up from the kitchen.

‘She sounds happy.’ A frown wrinkled Griffin’s forehead.

‘That’s not a good thing?’

‘Isabella’s mum left years ago without a word and hasn’t bothered with her since. I don’t want her being hurt again.’

‘You’re an old softy.’ Xavier wrapped his arm around Griffin’s shoulder. ‘Which makes you quite adorable.’

Griffin wriggled out of his hold. ‘And you’re quite annoying.’

‘But you love me, Griffman, I can tell.’

More laughter drifted up from below.

‘It’s natural she likes Aleksander,’ Griffin said. ‘Who wouldn’t?’

‘What? No way. You’re a million times better than Aleksander.’

‘You’re only saying that because you don’t like him.’

‘Maybe,’ Xavier admitted. ‘A bit. Mostly I mean it.’
 
‘But he’s so perfect and I’m …’ Griffin held out his puny arms ‘… not.’

‘Isabella is too smart to fall for someone like that.’

‘Someone good-looking and clever?’


‘You’re all that and more.’ Xavier jabbed him in the chest. ‘Come on, let’s see what all the fuss is about.’

 

In the kitchen, they found Isabella pacing and waving her arms, while Aleksander sat and listened, transfixed.

‘How was it?’ Griffin sat down.

Isabella struggled to find the right words. ‘It was amazing. Surreal.’ She laughed. ‘Seeing her again was everything I’d hoped it would be.’

Maxwell poured tea for Xavier and Griffin while Cora cut into a freshly baked cinnamon bun.

‘She used to be a mountain climbing guide but when the weather became too dangerous, she joined a rescue team in Switzerland.’

‘She sounds incredible,’ Aleksander said, awestruck. ‘But I’m not surprised, having met her daughter.’

‘A mountain climber?’ Something bothered Griffin about the story.

And Aleksander’s flattery.

‘And she gave me these.’ Isabella showed Griffin the photos. ‘We talked all day. It was like she’d never left.’

But she did leave, Griffin thought and bit into the bun to stop himself saying it out loud.


‘We’re going to have a special dinner here tomorrow night!’ Aleksander turned to Maxwell, who lurked in the background, wiping already clean benches. ‘Cora and Maxwell have offered to make a banquet so we can celebrate in style.’

‘Which will be our pleasure, Master Larsen.’ Cora’s tight smile reminded Griffin of a locked door.

Aleksander looked over the rim of his cup with a satisfied grin. ‘She came back. Just like you hoped.’

It seemed only now Isabella allowed herself to truly believe it. She sank into a chair with a kind of blissful exhaustion.

Ordinarily, seeing Isabella this happy would be enough for Griffin not to worry about anything. Isabella’s mum was back, something she’d wanted since she was a kid.

But how did Aleksander know this? Talking about their parents was something secret Griffin thought only he and Isabella shared.

He knew he should have been happy for her, but he couldn’t ignore a niggling feeling in his stomach warning him that whatever happened next, he needed to stay close.


 

The night of the feast, Isabella helped Bea and Raffy get ready. Bea had chosen her tiara and red satin gown and Raffy wore his best jumper with a superman cape slung from his shoulders.

As Isabella helped tie the cord on Raffy’s cape, he asked, ‘Do you think she’ll like us?’

‘She already does. Plus, I told her all about you and she can’t wait to get to know you better.’

‘Are you going to move to Switzerland?’

Isabella could hear the fear in his words. She looked him steadfastly in the eye. ‘I’m not going anywhere. Not without you.’

‘Really?’

Bea had been hovering in the background, listening to Isabella’s every word. ‘We wouldn’t blame you if you did. It’s natural you want to be with your mum. And we’ll be okay, won’t we, Raffy?’

‘We’ll be fine.’

Isabella could tell they’d rehearsed this speech, trying as hard as they could to look earnest and mean every word.

She leaned down and held Raffy’s shoulders. ‘But what would I do without you?’

‘So you’re not leaving?’ His eyes sparkled and his smile had an impish turn.


‘I’m not leaving.’ She pushed back his floppy fringe. ‘Especially not now we have Maxwell and Cora’s feast to enjoy!’

The doorbell rang.

Isabella jolted upright and smoothed down her already smooth dress.

The twins slipped their hands into hers. Bea threw back her red curls and took charge. ‘Ready, Ms Charm?’

Bea’s confident air made Isabella soften. ‘Ready.’

 

When they reached the foyer, Fly and Griffin stood on either side of a withdrawn Jeremiah, whose clothes hung from him in wrinkled waves. He’d brushed his hair and made an attempt to trim his beard, which stuck out in jagged bursts.

Xavier stood back with the air of a security guard, while he watched Aleksander welcome Isabella’s mum. ‘I’m Aleksander Larsen. It is an honour to meet you.’

Isabella’s mum stepped into the warmth of the foyer – she was impressed. ‘Thank you, Aleksander, and what a very fine home you have.’

Griffin couldn’t help notice that she seemed much more interested in the elegant surrounds than she was in them.


Her curls were swept back into a wispy ponytail and she wore a pink flowing dress and scarf, topped with a long white puffer jacket.

‘May I take your coat, Ms Charm?’ Maxwell stepped forward.

‘Why certainly.’ She wriggled out of her jacket with a look that said, I could get used to this. ‘And please, everyone, call me Lana.’

As if she suddenly remembered why she was here, she held out her arms for her daughter. Isabella dissolved into them. ‘It’s just wonderful to have my daughter with me again. And her friends,’ she added as an afterthought.

Griffin noticed she was nervous and skittish, as if she was desperate not to mess anything up.

Cora entered the foyer. ‘Dinner is served.’

On the way to the dining room, Isabella’s mum sidled up to Griffin and slipped her arm through his, holding him back from the others.

‘I wanted to say how happy I am that you and Isabella are still friends.’

‘We’ve tried to take care of each other.’

‘You were always so close.’ She gazed at him with a sugary sweet smile. ‘Alaric would be happy too.’

Griffin stared at her, wondering if she’d realised her mistake. ‘Isabella’s dad is Almaric.’


She tapped her forehead. ‘Of course it is. I’m so scatterbrained with everything that’s happening. I almost forgot my own name when I checked into the hotel.’ She squeezed his arm in exaggerated delight. ‘Let’s eat. I’m famished.’

The dining room glowed with a roaring fire and flickering candles lit up a grand feast. Shimmering copper dishes of curries and tandoori chicken sat beside plates of fluffy saffron rice, pappadums, raita, naan bread and golden samosas.

As they ate, Isabella’s mum regaled them with stories of her travels when she was younger and the weather wasn’t so volatile. She talked about safaris in Sri Lanka, climbing mountains in Japan and working at an animal shelter in Mozambique.

Griffin stabbed a potato and wondered why she didn’t seem sorry she’d had all these adventures without Isabella. Bea, Fly and Raffy peppered her with questions and Isabella was entranced. Aleksander was at his charming best, complimenting Isabella’s mum and looking equally fascinated by her stories.

Not for the first time that night, Griffin stole a glance at Jeremiah, who sat silently, picking at his rice and barely eating a thing.

‘And Switzerland is so beautiful.’ She stroked Isabella’s cheek. ‘I can’t wait to show you.’


Raffy turned to Bea, who took his hand beneath the table.

‘And Fly.’ Isabella’s mum switched her attention to the young girl. ‘You must be so happy to be with your family again.’

‘I am.’ Fly looked around at the others. ‘I love my parents and sister, but it’s like I have two families now.’

‘Yes, but it’s not quite the same, is it? I mean, not like a real family.’

Fly winced as if she’d been stung.

Griffin was annoyed that Isabella’s mum was being so careless. For three years they were as much a family as any.

More of a family than she’d ever been to Isabella.

Before he could say anything, Lana Charm raised her glass. ‘To my wonderful daughter and her friends, who have been through so much and are so brave. I am so proud …’ She touched her lips, trying not to cry. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.’

‘We had each other,’ Isabella replied.

‘But that’s just it, you’re children, you’re not supposed to be the ones doing the looking after.’ She wiped her eyes. ‘And now here’s Aleksander taking care of you too.’


‘I’m enjoying it,’ he said. ‘It’s a big house and it’s only until the police finish their investigations.’

‘The police?’

Aleksander sent Isabella an apologetic look. ‘They … I …’

‘It’s my fault.’ Jeremiah lowered his fork. His voice was scratchy and he sounded tired. ‘Until recently, I worked at the Bureau of Weather. Some people were unhappy about our work.’

‘And?’ Isabella’s mum asked, waiting for the full story.

‘Our house was paint bombed.’

‘Because of you, Mr Pain?’

‘No.’ Griffin’s temper flared. ‘Jeremiah’s a brilliant scientist and –’

‘The children were safe,’ Jeremiah assured her. ‘They left as soon as they could.’

‘I’m sorry, Mr Pain, but it doesn’t sound very safe. You’re meant to be their guardian and yet it seems to me that being with you put them in danger.’

Griffin silently fumed as he watched Jeremiah sink further into his chair.

‘Would anyone like more juice?’ Maxwell held a jug aloft and as he poured, Griffin couldn’t help but notice the smallest of smiles creep into his usually stony face.











CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

A Fateful Decision




Griffin lay in bed, long after the dinner was over.

Maxwell had served a chocolate mousse cake lit with fizzing candles and Aleksander gave a speech about how wonderful it was to celebrate Isabella and her mum being back together.

Isabella’s mum told more stories, but with each one, Griffin couldn’t help think she’d rehearsed them. Or made them up.

But what bothered him most was that she forgot Almaric’s name.

It left him with a small knot of fear in his stomach.

Throughout it all, Jeremiah had sat in miserable silence. After leaving his dessert untouched, he offered a muttered excuse and left. Griffin kept seeing him lift his hand in a weak goodbye and shuffle into the dark, snowy evening. His back hunched over as he climbed into the Armavan, as if he was carrying an invisible, staggering weight.


Griffin slipped out of bed and into the hall. It was dark apart from a faint light coming from Isabella’s room.

He knocked quietly, so he wouldn’t wake the others. Isabella answered, ‘Come in.’

Sitting up in bed, she held the three photographs. She slid over but Griffin perched instead on the end. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Good, I think. There’s a lot to take in.’

He peeked at each photo. ‘Is she how you imagined?’

‘In some ways. I always thought she’d be an artist or designer, not a mountain climber.’

Griffin knew he had to tread carefully. ‘It is odd. She was scared of heights when we were kids.’

‘Was she?’

‘You don’t remember when she rode the Ferris wheel at the Harrowgate Fair? She was screaming so loudly, they had to stop the ride.’

Isabella shrugged. ‘I guess she grew out of it.’

Griffin’s heart thudded. He felt as if he was stepping onto melting ice. ‘Did you ever talk to Aleksander about your mum?’

‘He asked about her.’

‘And did you mention your Saturdays together?’


‘Yes,’ she said with a laugh. ‘Why all the questions?’

‘It’s curious that after all these years, your mum remembered what you ate as a kid.’

‘Why wouldn’t she? You heard her, it was her favourite time of the week.’

Griffin stared at his fingers, which twisted in his lap. ‘You don’t think it’s strange she’s shown up now?’

‘No.’ Isabella eyed him carefully. ‘Why should I?’

‘You’ve had your information with the archives for over a year.’

‘Which I recently updated.’

‘And they suddenly found her.’

‘What are you saying, Griffin?’

‘That maybe it’s a bit coincidental they found her now.’

‘Our DNA matched,’ she snapped. ‘There’s nothing coincidental about it.’

‘Something doesn’t feel right.’

‘How can it? We haven’t seen her in years. We were little kids when she left.’

‘What about how she treated Jeremiah?’

‘She didn’t mean it, she’s worried about me.’

Griffin’s skin goosebumped with anger. ‘Jeremiah is one of the few adults we can trust and you didn’t stand up for him.’


‘My mum was right.’ Isabella frowned. ‘I know Jeremiah loves us, but it was because of him we were attacked.’

‘How can you say that?’

‘Because it’s true. Why can’t you be happy for me, like Aleksander?’

The flash of anger in her eyes felt like a blow to his chest. He looked away and noticed the wind-up toy on the bedside table. The one Aleksander had given her. He wasn’t sure why, but seeing it there made him furious.

‘I am happy for you but I don’t want you to get hurt.’

‘Why would I get hurt?’

Griffin took a deep breath, knowing what he was about to say might ruin everything. ‘On the way to dinner, your mum and I were talking about your dad and she called him the wrong name.’

Isabella froze. ‘You must have misheard.’

‘She said Alaric instead of Almaric.’

‘It was a long time ago, it’s natural she might get confused.’

‘About your dad’s name?’ Griffin had had enough of tiptoeing around. ‘What if it isn’t her?’

‘What?’ she spluttered. ‘You think she’s pretending to be my mum? Why would someone do that?’


‘That’s what I’ve been trying to work out.’

Isabella sat forward. ‘What if there’s nothing to work out? What if, after all these years, my mum has come back? What if it’s as simple as that?’

‘And what if it isn’t?’ Griffin raised his voice and instantly regretted it.

‘I’m going to sleep.’ Isabella turned away and slipped beneath the covers. ‘You can shut the door on your way out.’

Griffin stood up, angry with himself that their talk had ended so badly. He and Isabella rarely fought and the few times they had, Griffin felt as if the world had been tipped off kilter. Just before he closed the door, he looked back, wanting to make everything right, but she’d pulled the blankets tightly around her.

‘Is everything okay?’ Aleksander was in the hallway. ‘I heard shouting.’

‘Everything’s fine,’ Griffin snapped.

Seeing Aleksander reminded him of Isabella’s words. Why can’t you be happy for me, like Aleksander?

‘Sorry, I wanted to make sure you were all right. It sounded pretty rough.’

‘I said I’m fine.’ Griffin knew he was being unfair but he didn’t care.

‘You and Isabella have been friends for years.’


‘Since we were born,’ he said defiantly.

‘It’s normal to fight sometimes.’

‘Not for us.’

Aleksander put his hand on Griffin’s shoulder. ‘It’s going to be hard on Isabella for a while, especially after the years she’s lost with her mum. She needs our support.’

Griffin felt a fury rise in his chest. He’d spent his life standing by Isabella and here was Aleksander, telling him how to be a good friend. He slapped his arm away and was about to let him have it, when he heard a small voice drift down the hall.

‘Griffin?’

A sleepy Raffy stood behind him, clinging to a blanket. ‘Is something wrong?’

‘No,’ he said, forcing a smile. His hand stung where he’d hit Aleksander. ‘We were just saying goodnight.’

Bea joined her brother and they both seemed unconvinced.

Griffin glanced at Aleksander, warning him not to say anything, before turning back to the twins. ‘How about I read some more of our book?’

He ushered them to their room and looked over his shoulder to see Maxwell appear holding a tray of hot drinks and biscuits. Aleksander knocked on Isabella’s door and they disappeared inside.

Once the twins had nestled into bed, Griffin picked up the book when Raffy said, ‘It’s happening again, isn’t it? We’re going to be separated.’

‘We’ll go home soon,’ Griffin said with as much confidence as he could gather.

‘I miss being together like we were in Grimsdon, with no adults messing everything up.’ His face was wet with tears. ‘Don’t you miss it too, even a little?’

Griffin knew he shouldn’t, but tonight he didn’t feel like pretending. ‘I miss the library and the greenhouse.’

‘I miss our dinners,’ Bea said. ‘When we dressed up and pretended to be the royal family.’

‘I miss the Velocraft and the Aerotrope,’ Raffy added. ‘And Herman.’

Griffin shivered at the thought of the hulking sea monster. ‘Maybe not Herman. But I’m glad we found you both. Grimsdon wouldn’t have been the same without you.’

‘We are pretty special.’ Bea nudged her brother. ‘The best family there is.’

‘But Isabella’s mum said we’re not –’


‘She doesn’t know us.’ Griffin tried to keep the anger from his voice. ‘Once she does she’ll understand that she was wrong.’

Raffy grew serious. ‘Do you think Isabella will move to Switzerland?’

Being apart from Isabella was the one thing that terrified Griffin the most and he hoped his fear didn’t show on his face.

‘And leave us? Never. No matter what happens, Isabella will always be in our lives.’ He raised the book. ‘Now where were we?’

He started reading. He said the words out loud but didn’t take in a thing; instead he wondered if Isabella was going to leave and if it would be all his fault.

 

With the house long settled into sleep, a darkened figure snuck into the room. Standing in the shadows, he listened for the slow, rhythmic breathing of deep sleep. He took a small object from the bedside table and tucked it into his pocket.

Peeling off the blankets, he lifted the body easily, as if it weighed nothing.

After a final check of the corridor, he made his escape: down the stairs, into the foyer and out into the yard.


The night was silent. Flecks of snow swirled around them. He stole away from the house, far enough that the sound of the Armavan wouldn’t wake the others.

Once inside, he closed the door and drove away.











CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

A Terrible Discovery




Griffin woke with the sensation of being trapped. Of being pinned down and held against his will.

The room was dark and he found it hard to breathe. He began to panic until he realised his book was on his face and the arms and legs of Bea and Raffy were slung across him at all angles.

He’d barely slept and when he did, he had nightmares of fighting with Isabella, of her leaving. But the worst one was of Isabella falling, of Griffin trying to catch her and being too late.

Trying not to wake the twins, he untangled himself and sat on the edge of the bed.

He needed to apologise to Isabella. And to Aleksander for slapping his hand. As much as he hated to admit it, maybe he was right. Maybe Griffin should be more supportive of her. Maybe there was nothing suspicious about forgetting the name of someone you hadn’t seen in years, and he was worrying as usual when there was nothing to worry about.

He crept outside towards Isabella’s room and knocked. When she didn’t answer, he felt a stab of guilt and knocked again. ‘Isabella?’

‘She’s gone.’

Griffin spun round to see Maxwell standing uncomfortably close. He’d never noticed the dead look in the man’s eyes before.

Griffin stepped back. ‘Gone where?’

‘On holiday with her mother.’

‘Where to?’

‘She didn’t say. It was a surprise.’

‘When did she leave?’

‘An Armavan came for her early this morning.’ Griffin turned to see Aleksander climbing the stairs and holding a piece of toast. ‘It’s all in her note. She didn’t leave you one?’

Griffin felt as if the floor shifted. ‘No,’ he muttered. ‘Can I see it?’

Aleksander took it from his pocket. It was true. She’d gone away with her mum and wasn’t sure when she’d be back.

‘Why didn’t anyone wake me?’

‘Isabella didn’t want to disturb you.’


‘I think it’s sweet.’ Aleksander waved his toast. ‘They can spend time getting to know each other again.’

‘Breakfast is ready.’ Maxwell said in a lifeless drone before heading down the hall.

‘Brilliant.’ Aleksander beamed. ‘Maxwell has made pancakes. See you downstairs.’

Griffin was left alone, shivering in his pyjamas and bare feet, feeling as if the world was off kilter.

 

Isabella struggled to open her eyes. She’d never felt so tired, as if she could sleep for weeks.

When she tried to sit up, she realised she was on the floor. She sighed. It wasn’t the first time a nightmare had sent her tumbling out of bed.

Only this time was different. When she reached for the blankets, there were none. Dressed in pyjamas, she shivered in the chilled breeze that snaked through the room.

Everything was blurry. She rubbed her eyes, but that didn’t help. The room was full of vague odd-shaped silhouettes. She squinted against the dim light, falling in waves through the windows.

‘Hello?’ Her mouth was dry and her voice scratchy.


Pushing herself up, she felt something hard – her weather detector. The screen was cracked. She pressed the home button, but it was dead.

‘Griffin?’ Her voice rose in a hoarse cry. ‘Bea? Raffy?’

Her body felt heavy. She dragged herself to her feet but lost her balance and stumbled into a cabinet. Holding on tight, she fought back an overwhelming urge to be sick.

After a few steadying breaths, she felt her way along a wall towards the light. The floor was cold and damp and peppered with grit. Reaching a bay window, Isabella climbed onto the frayed cushions. The glass was missing and a wintry wind blustered.

Drawing aside the tattered curtains, she blinked a few more times, which helped her see more clearly and she realised where she was.

The ruined buildings, the sunken bridges and the blue-grey water which stretched to the horizon.

She was in Grimsdon.

In the Palace.

The home they’d lived in for three years.

She sank to her knees and shut her eyes tight. It couldn’t be true.


To check this wasn’t another nightmare, she hit her arm against the windowsill. The pain stung. It was real.

The bay window was where Fly once slept and drew in her sketchbooks, but the brightly coloured cushions were faded and torn, and the ledge was buckled from the rain.

Isabella turned slowly towards the room. She could just make out the spiralling staircase and the curved walls cracked and streaked with mould. The roof sagged and the floorboards were warped where the rain had poured in.

But there was something else.

In the centre of the dining table, stabbed into the dusty wooden surface, was the sword Isabella had used in Grimsdon, along with the wind-up toy Aleksander had given her. Beside these was a tablet.

It was only now Isabella realised she might not be alone.

Keeping her back to the window, she took a broken piece of glass from the floor, in case anyone decided to make a sudden appearance, and stepped gingerly towards the table.

The sword pierced a note, which read:


You have one new message




She pressed the home button on the tablet and flinched.

A bluish glowing hologram of a man appeared, hovering above the device.

A man she thought she’d seen the last of one year ago.

Her knees buckled and she gripped a chair to stop herself from falling. ‘It can’t be,’ she whispered.

It was Sneddon.

The wild and grubby man with a mess of tangled black locks now had a silver beard and hair swept back in a stylish wave. Wearing black-rimmed glasses, a suit and scarf, he looked more like a well-groomed bank manager than a calculating, murderous bully.

As she reached over to press play, she had the sensation of plunging her hand into a wasp nest.

The hologram flickered to life. Sneddon sat in a throne-like chair with the overblown manner of a king.


‘Dearest Isabella, sorry we couldn’t meet in person but I thought this hologram recording of me would be the next best thing. How do I look?’


He adjusted his scarf and toyed with his fringe, as if checking himself in a mirror.



‘It took me a while to get used to the glasses but they make me look distinguished. Don’t you think?’



Isabella could barely breathe. She felt trapped, as if the room was closing in on all sides.


‘Please accept my deepest apologies for your situation. I can only guess at how distressing it must be without your little friends.’


He stuck his bottom lip out in mock sadness.


‘You always were so fond of each other, but you’ll understand that after what you all did to me, it was right that I have my revenge.’


He let the word linger between them.


‘I’d worked for years gathering riches to pave my way back into civilised society and in one afternoon you tried to take it from me. You attacked my ship and left me for dead with those monstrous creatures.’


His lip curled up in disgust.



‘But, as you can see, I’m back and this time, there’s nothing you can do about it. Your scheme to destroy everything I had failed, and now it is my turn to destroy you. Your home and friends are far away and thanks to the skills of a very fine actress, no one is looking for you because they think you’re on holiday with your mother. By the time they discover the truth, you will be no more.’


Isabella slumped against the table. Her strength draining from her. Nothing made any sense.


‘Ooops, sorry. I probably should have said that more gently. It must be upsetting to know she isn’t your mother. I was told you got along famously, which makes me a bit teary.’


He lifted his glasses and dabbed the scarf against his eye, before he brightened, as if remembering a good joke.


‘Oh, and have you worked out who Aleksander’s sponsor is? Yes! Me! Did you guess? He’s a clever boy, and handsome like his father, wouldn’t you say?’



He struck a film star pose, peeking over the rim of his glasses.


‘I’d love to stay and chat, but the world awaits my genius. Enjoy your return to Grimsdon and the front row seat to your own destruction. Unlike last time, there’s no flying machine, no one to rescue you and no one who even knows you’re there. You are going to spend the last of your wretched days trapped and alone in a flooded city. Just where you belong.’


The hologram froze, Sneddon’s black eyes brimming with delight, until the image disappeared, as if it had never existed.

Isabella didn’t move. Even the wind was silent. As if the world had stopped.

She snatched the flying toy in her hands, gripping it so tightly the metal edges dug into her palms. Reaching back, she gathered as much strength as she could and threw it against the wall. It fell to the floor, its metallic wings and red coat lay buckled and out of shape.

A rising dread clawed into her. She sank into the chair. Her head hung limply, her skin clammy with fear.











CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

A Frightening Prospect




‘Raffy’s gone!’ Bea rushed into the lounge room, her body shaking.

Griffin sprang from his chair, tossing his book aside. ‘Gone where?’

Words spilled out in frantic torrents. ‘I don’t know. I’ve looked everywhere. All the places I can think of and I can’t find him. I’m worried that he …’

Aleksander knelt by her side. ‘When was the last time you saw him?’

‘About an hour ago.’ She twisted her hands. ‘He was really quiet when he found out about Isabella. I asked him if he’d like to do something together, but he said he wanted to be alone.’

Griffin caught sight of the snow outside, falling in stubborn waves. ‘Don’t worry, Bea. We’ll find him.’

‘How?’ Her voice trembled.


‘Come with me.’ Aleksander led them to a small room off the main foyer lined with a row of monitors.

Black and white images of the property flickered on each screen, changing every few seconds.

They watched in silence until Bea cried, ‘There!’

A single line of footsteps was etched into the snow in the backyard. They led to a stone fence, draped with material.

Aleksander froze the image and zoomed in. ‘He’s tied sheets together.’

‘What’s behind that wall?’ Griffin asked.

‘The forest.’

‘He’ll be cold,’ Bea said, fighting back tears.

‘What’s the best way to follow him?’ Xavier asked.

‘Snowmobile.’

‘You have a snowmobile?’

‘I have two.’

Xavier pursed his lips. ‘Of course you do. Tell me how they work.’

 

Outside the vehicle shed, Aleksander gave Xavier final tips on driving a snowmobile. ‘The brake is on the left, throttle on the right, lean in when you turn. It’s easy, just don’t push too hard on the throttle.’


‘Got it.’ Xavier looked to Griffin. ‘What did Jeremiah say?’

‘He’ll stay at the library in case Raffy turns up there.’

Aleksander checked his weather detector. ‘No warnings. He’s lucky so far.’

Xavier lifted the chin of a miserable Bea. ‘Don’t worry, Princess Bea. We’ll bring him back.’

He snapped down the visor of his helmet.

Bea and Griffin stood back as a flurry of snow kicked into the air and the snowmobiles sped through the back gates, following Raffy’s footprints into the forest.

Despite Aleksander’s advice, Xavier pushed the throttle hard, lurching forward and lifting into the air. He looked over his shoulder with a sideways smirk, which faded when he saw Aleksander easily catch up.

But not for long. Xavier pushed the machine even harder and swept in front of Aleksander, cutting him off and entering the forest ahead of him.

Xavier slowed as the trees crowded in on either side, keeping an eye out for Raffy as he navigated through twists and turns.

He looked behind him. Aleksander was metres away, zigzagging through tree trunks.


Mr Nice Guy, Xavier thought. What are you up to?

He turned back just in time to narrowly avoid crashing into a tree.

The path dipped and rose in sharp waves. Xavier’s hands tingled from the vibrations of the machine and his ears filled with the roar of the engine. His legs ached as he rode the waves of snow.

In the distance, through the trees, he saw Raffy. He stumbled as he walked. His red jumper stood out against the snow.

There you are, he thought, allowing himself a brief smile before pushing the throttle hard. Aleksander saw him too and increased his speed, but Xavier wasn’t having it. He wasn’t about to let Wonder Boy swoop in and be the hero again.

Xavier drove even faster, ducking and weaving through the trees, when he felt a hard thump into the back of his snowmobile.

His body was flung forward, wrenching the handles in a sudden twist. The machine slid sideways across the snow. He tried to straighten it out but was too late. The snowmobile careered up a bank before it slammed into a tree. Xavier was thrown into the air and landed with a heavy thud, his arm pinned awkwardly beneath him.


The air was ripped from his lungs. He struggled to take a breath as the pain tore through him.

Then everything went black.

 

The white Armavan with a red cross lumbered down the drive, away from Aleksander Larsen’s mansion.

‘I’m sorry I scared you.’ Raffy lay in bed, swaddled in blankets. The paramedic had declared him fine but that didn’t protect him from Bea’s anger.

‘You did scare me.’ Bea was trying hard not to yell at him. ‘And I should be really mad at you, which is my duty as your sister.’

‘Where were you going?’ Griffin asked.

‘I thought if I went to Jeremiah, he’d have a plan to bring us all together.’

‘So you walked into the snow, without a jacket and without telling me!’ Bea did yell a bit this time.

‘Sorry.’ Raffy looked sheepishly at Xavier. ‘And I’m sorry about your arm.’

Xavier had been sitting on a lounge, his broken arm in a cast and his temper frayed.

‘It’s not you who should be apologising,’ he fumed. ‘Aleksander deliberately ran into me.’

‘What?’ Griffin asked. ‘It was Aleksander who rescued you.’

‘I didn’t need rescuing,’ Xavier said. ‘At least not until he rammed into me.’


‘Why would he do that?’ Raffy asked.

‘To get back at me.’

‘For what?’

‘The first night we were here, I went into his study.’

‘Without asking?’ Bea said.

‘I think he’s up to something.’

‘But Aleksander’s been really nice to us,’ she argued.

‘It’s all an act.’

Griffin shook his head. ‘You don’t think you were driving too fast and crashed into a tree?’

‘No, I don’t. And what about the foul during Aeroball?’ Xavier asked.

‘It was just that.’ Griffin was getting exasperated. ‘A foul.’

‘Is everything okay?’ Aleksander appeared at the door.

‘No.’ Xavier sprang to his feet, sending a sharp pang into his arm. ‘It isn’t okay and you know it. You’re hiding something and I want you to tell us what it is.’

Aleksander held out his hands. ‘Why would I be hiding anything?’

‘You tell us!’


‘Xavier!’ Griffin glared, warning him to calm down.

Aleksander didn’t rise to Xavier’s fury. Instead, he sighed. ‘What have I done to make you so suspicious of me?’

‘Let’s start with the Aeroball foul and running into my snowmobile.’

‘What?’ Aleksander jolted, as if he was the one who’d taken a hit. ‘The foul was an accident and I was nowhere near your snowmobile. I went to rescue Raffy –’

‘What about the folders in your study?’

‘So you did find something?’

‘What folders?’ Bea asked.

‘He’s been collecting information about all of us.’

‘You survived for three years in a flooded city,’ Aleksander said. ‘No one does that.’

Xavier scoffed. ‘That’s all it is, curiosity?’

‘What else would it be?’

Aleksander’s innocent smile made Xavier even more furious. ‘What about the phone call I overheard on the night we came to stay?’

Aleksander laughed. ‘I thought my sponsor should know I have guests, since he’s paying for us all to be here.’


Xavier moved even closer. ‘You don’t get sick of this nice guy act?’

‘Why do you think I’m lying?’

‘It’s a feeling I have based on years of meeting some of the world’s worst creeps.’

‘That’s enough.’ Griffin hissed but Xavier held his ground, refusing to back down.

Suddenly, Aleksander sank onto a chair. His shoulders hunched in defeat.

‘You’re right. I have been hiding something.’

Xavier sent Griffin a victorious look.

‘After I lost my parents, it felt like everything had been ripped away from me. I was sent from one foster carer to another. Most of them were good people, but I was so angry, I lashed out. I yelled at them and tore up their homes. Pretty soon, no one wanted me. I’d won and I’d never felt so lonely.’

‘That’s what happened to us,’ Raffy said.

‘Until Isabella and Griffin found us,’ Bea added.

‘That’s why I wanted to know all about you. I’d heard lots of stories of survival after the flood, but there was something about what you’d been through that I felt connected to.’

‘How did you end up here?’ Griffin asked.


‘Luckily a teacher at the orphanage saw I had talent and recommended me to an Academy sponsor.’

Griffin crossed his arms and stared at Xavier. ‘You don’t think you owe Aleksander an apology?’

‘There’s no need,’ Aleksander said. ‘Xavier has every right to be doubtful. The last few years have made it hard to know what to believe. For all of us.’

Xavier shifted under his gaze, but said nothing.

Aleksander stood up. ‘It’s time for lunch. I’ll see if Maxwell needs any help.’

They watched him leave, a heaviness in each step.











CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

A Disturbing Realisation




Isabella gripped her sword and searched the Palace. She checked every room, looking under beds and opening cupboards and wardrobes to make sure she was alone.

The wind whistled through the building. Even though her feet were freezing and her pyjamas did nothing to keep out the cold, her chest felt as if it was on fire whenever she thought about what she’d learned.

About Sneddon and Aleksander.

And her mother. Or the person she thought was her mother.

She stopped, caught by another wave of panic. She rested her hands on her knees and waited for it to pass.

When she straightened, her eyes fell on the glass doors of the library. This had been one of their favourite places in the Palace. It was where she and the others would huddle on lounges and snuggle under blankets, while Griffin read stories. It was here they could forget everything – the floods, Sneddon and all they’d lost.

She pushed the doors open. A strong smell of mould drifted up from the sodden rugs. Wooden shelves bulged where rain dripped through cracked beams and books lay on the floor like dead fish, bloated and wrinkled.

She walked out, not bothering to close the door behind her.

At the end of the building, the glass roof and walls of the greenhouse were smashed and lay splintered on the floor. The plants were dead or overgrown with weeds. Water flooded planter boxes and birdbaths. Broken statues lay on their side.

There was one place left to check.

Isabella took a careful breath before entering her old bedroom. Everything was covered in a thick layer of dust and the roof gaped with fallen plaster. Ragged strips of curtains caught in the icy breeze.

Without the heat of Griffin’s inventions, the building was crumbling into decay.

She laid her sword on the bedside table, took a jumper, scarf and beanie from her drawer and slipped on a double layer of socks. She crawled into her old bed and pulled the blankets to her chin.

They’d survived in this place for three years. They’d fought off Sneddon and bounty hunters and thugs. They’d found a way to escape when they thought it was impossible.

And now she was back and only had herself to blame.

‘Aleksander Larsen,’ she said out loud. He felt no more real than a character from their books.

She now knew why he’d seemed so familiar when she first saw him. He had the same eyes, the same swagger and the same charming smile as his father.

Why hadn’t she realised before now?

She thought back to the night on the castle wall and Aleksander telling her there was no need to be afraid, that New City had never been safer. He’d helped Raffy with his Maths. He’d caught Griffin when he fell during Aeroball. He was there for them when their home was attacked.

When all along he was Sneddon’s son.

He’d lied to her.

And she believed him.

Xavier tried to warn her but she hadn’t listened.


And Griffin. He knew too. She replayed their last few moments together in her head.

‘What if, after all these years, my mum has come back? What if it’s as simple as that?’

‘And what if it isn’t?’

He’d tried to help her and she’d turned her back on him and asked him to leave.

He was the one person she could always trust.

And now she may never see him again.

The building groaned and creaked as the wind whistled in a low mournful wail, sneaking through the cracked walls and broken windows.

Isabella curled into a ball, buried her head beneath the blankets and fell into a deep, heavy sleep.











CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

An Old Foe Returns




‘Still nothing?’ Xavier entered the school hall beside Griffin, his broken arm cradled in a sling.

Griffin peeked at his phone. ‘Not yet.’

‘She’ll call.’ Xavier looked as if he was about to make a joke, but Griffin’s downcast look made him say instead, ‘You’ll see. She won’t be able to keep away from you.’

After being closed for a week, school had finally reopened. Students gathered in the hall for a special assembly along with teams of TV crews. Griffin and Xavier took their seats next to Bea and Fly, who sat on either side of a very glum Raffy. He’d barely slept the night before, hounded by nightmares.

‘Will you and Charlie sleep over tonight?’ Raffy asked Fly.

Even though she’d already answered, she said, ‘Of course, we’re looking forward to it.’

On stage, a weary Principal Galloway showed men and women in suits to a row of chairs. One of them was Premier Albright accompanied by the effervescent Ariella Frost.

Principal Galloway approached the lectern. ‘Welcome esteemed guests, teachers and students.’

She seemed tired and Griffin was surprised that her usual poise and confidence was missing.

‘How wonderful to see you all again. Now that the damage caused by the recent storm has been repaired and the Academy thoroughly checked, we are safe to continue our studies. And what better way to resume than with an exciting announcement. To tell us more, please welcome Ariella Frost.’

With her glistening orange bob, Ariella strode across the stage, making sure to smile at the cameras as she passed.

‘For too long, the world has been at the mercy of increasingly unpredictable weather, but –’ she paused ‘– all that is about to end. We believe the weather can not only be predicted but controlled.’

‘Is that even possible?’ Xavier asked.

‘I guess we’re about to find out.’ Griffin watched Ariella play to the crowd as if she was on a home-shopping channel.

‘It is known as climate engineering and uses various ways to control weather over a long period of time.’ Her smile was blissful. ‘But we have technology that will stop dangerous weather in its tracks.’

The hall burst into applause, led by Principal Galloway and Premier Albright.

‘Our tests have been so successful, we are conducting a live demonstration tomorrow for all the world to see,’ Ariella declared with triumph in her voice. ‘From now on, Future World Solutions and the government of New City will have the power to keep you safe.’

The crowd again erupted in applause.

‘Monumental advances like this can only be achieved with great leadership and a fierce dedication to making this world a better, safer place. Future World Solutions is lucky to have such a leader. It is with great pleasure that I introduce Mr Phineas Snowden.’

Ariella led the applause as a man in a slim grey suit emerged from the darkened wings. He wore a trimmed silver beard and silvery hair with a white silk scarf dangling around his neck.

Griffin turned to Xavier. ‘Please tell me it’s not him.’

‘It can’t be.’ Xavier shook his head. ‘He’s … dead.’


Phineas Snowden waved and took in the adoration with a humble bow.

No matter how much Griffin tried to deny what he was seeing, he knew it was true.

It was Sneddon.

He was alive and he was back.











CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

A White Lie




As Sneddon spoke, Griffin felt as if he was drowning.

He talked about protecting the future and how all he wanted was to make the world safe again. ‘Especially for our children.’

This infuriated Griffin the most.

Sneddon stood before them as a hero, a saviour in times of trouble, when he was partly responsible for the trouble they were in.

Gone was the coiling sweep of knotted black hair, the dirt creased into every wrinkle on his face and hands. He was clean, he was refined and looked every inch a respectable man.

But Griffin had no doubt he was still the snake he was before.

He seethed as Sneddon finished his speech. With his hand on his heart, he gave a modest bow, like a kindly, generous uncle.

In the waves of cheering that followed, Fly noticed Griffin had paled. ‘Is everything okay?’


He was too stunned to lie. ‘It’s … Sneddon.’

Her head snapped back to the stage. ‘That’s Sneddon?’

Because he was afraid of water and never left his ship, Bea, Fly and Raffy had only ever heard stories about him.

‘The one Jeremiah threw his shoe at?’ Bea scowled at the elegant man shaking hands and smiling for the cameras. He was nothing like the toothless monster she’d imagined.

‘And who tried to kill Isabella.’ Raffy shuddered.

‘Why is he here?’ Fly asked, bewildered.

‘I don’t know.’ Griffin saw the fear on their faces. ‘Maybe he’s changed.’

None of them, including Griffin, believed that for a second.

The bell echoed around the grounds. A much brightened Professor Galloway wished everyone a grand first day back and students began filing out of the hall in an excited babble.

‘I thought he went down with his ship.’ Bea stared as if she was seeing a ghost.

‘So did we,’ Xavier said.

‘Do you think he’s here because he’s mad at us?’

There were times when Fly seemed able to read Griffin’s thoughts.


‘No.’ This time the lie came easily. ‘He’s probably forgotten all about us and is here to make his fortune.’

‘I bet that’s it,’ Xavier snarled. ‘He’s a thief, remember, his main aim in Grimsdon was to steal as much as he could.’

‘You mean make us steal for him.’ Bea shot Sneddon a cold stare.

He was escorted from the stage by a parade of adoring adults.

‘We’d better go to class.’ Griffin ushered them away. ‘And don’t worry, everything’s going to be fine.’

He knew he had no right to promise this, especially now Sneddon was back.

In the foyer, Bea and Raffy joined the line of students entering the glass walkways to class. Fly hung back. ‘You won’t do anything silly, will you?’

‘Me?’ Griffin jabbed a finger into his chest. ‘I’m the sensible one, remember? Now go on. We’ll meet you here after school.’

Fly lingered a moment before heading to class.

‘How is he back?’ Griffin couldn’t move as students flooded by. ‘I thought he was gone forever.’

‘You and I saw him,’ Xavier said. ‘He was bitten by his own tiger snake before the ship was rolled by sea monsters.’


Griffin flinched at the memory. The tossing of the boat, back and forth, until water spilled onto the deck and dragged it down. ‘There’s no way he could have survived.’

As if to prove him wrong, Sneddon appeared in the foyer. He was flanked by fawning Academy staff and politicians, falling over themselves to praise him. And Ariella Frost was by his side, keeping perfect step.

Griffin’s suspicions from the last few weeks had felt like a jumbled mess, until now.

‘It’s him. Everything that’s happened. The crash. The paint bombing. It all makes sense.’ He gripped Xavier’s sleeve. ‘Do you think he had anything to do with Isabella?’

‘How could he?’

Griffin felt a surge of anger. ‘Because he’s Sneddon and he almost killed her once before.’

Sneddon climbed into a waiting Armavan. Ariella was about to join him when she waved to someone in the distance. Griffin followed her line of sight to Aleksander.

‘He should be in prison for what he did, not welcomed back like a hero.’ The injustice of it engulfed Griffin like a wave. He’d hurt so many people. He’d had the chance to save their home and did nothing. ‘I’m going to see him.’


‘And do what?’

‘Ask what he’s up to. And what he knows about Isabella.’

Xavier was wary. ‘You do remember he almost killed us too?’

‘I don’t care.’ Griffin’s mind was made up. ‘I’m going.’

Xavier smiled. ‘Not without me you’re not. When should we leave?’

‘Now.’

‘I was hoping you’d say that.’ The last of the students and teachers were disappearing into the maze of Academy buildings, including Aleksander. ‘And I know just how to get there.’











CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

A Clever Escape




‘How did you convince Aleksander to lend you his Armapod?’

Xavier and Griffin sat in the cabin of the self-drive vehicle, heading towards Future World Solutions.

‘He didn’t exactly lend it to me. I borrowed it.’

‘You stole it?’

‘No, I accidentally bumped into him, causing him to drop his bag, which I helped him pick up, when my hand accidentally slipped into his jacket pocket and took his phone, which has the app that operates the Armapod.’

‘So you stole his Armapod and his phone?’

‘Not stole, borrowed, like I said. I’ll give them back.’

‘How do you know how to operate it?’

Xavier curled his lip. ‘Our first lesson in Vehicle Science was all about Wonder Boy and his genius machine, which annoyed me at the time but turns out, it was quite handy,’ Xavier said, pleased with himself, until he noticed Griffin’s hands twisting in his lap. ‘What are you going to say to Sneddon?’

‘I haven’t worked that out yet.’

‘When you do, I’ll be there.’

 

‘We need to see him now.’ Griffin glared at the receptionist in the foyer of Future World Solutions.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said in a pompous tone that must have taken years to perfect. ‘As I’ve explained, that won’t be possible. He can’t see just anyone, he is a very important man.’

‘And we are old friends.’ Xavier leaned closer, his voice low and threatening. ‘I wouldn’t like to be you when he finds out you kept us from seeing him.’

‘As true as that may be, I …’ A quiet beeping sounded and he jabbed a button. ‘Reception, how may I help you?’ His supercilious air withered and his head spun round to the security camera behind him. ‘Yes, sir. Of course, sir. Right away, sir.’

He adjusted his headset. ‘Mr Snowden will see you now. He’s on the –’

‘Let me guess …’ Xavier tapped his chin, pretending to be puzzled. ‘The top floor?’

Beside the lifts, two guards stood with their hands on their holsters. Griffin’s heart raced as their eyes burned into them, watching their every move.

Once inside, Griffin slumped against the wall.

‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m having trouble deciding whether to pass out or throw up.’

Xavier laughed. ‘You’ll be fine.’

‘Will I? I’m about to meet a madman who once tried to kill my best friend.’

‘Until we saved her.’

‘This time we might not be so lucky.’

‘Remember when I taught you judo in Grimsdon? What did I tell you about being tough?’

Griffin did remember. It was the nicest thing Xavier had ever done for him. ‘The most important thing about being tough is acting tough.’

‘That’s right. It’s fifty per cent bluff.’ He threw out his chin. ‘Now let’s go show Sneddon just how tough we are.’

Griffin felt a little better when the elevator came to a stop and they were greeted by a blissful Ariella Frost. ‘Xavier and Griffin, how lovely that you are here. Please come this way.’

Her high heels snapped against the marble floor.

Expensive works of art crowded the gold walls and ornate French cabinets were topped with statues and ancient Chinese vases. It was gaudy and tasteless and seemed to say, look how fantastically wealthy I am.

Ariella stopped before a set of gold doors, which she opened with a flourish. ‘Please, enter.’

Griffin tried to ignore the feeling of being invited into a lion’s cage.

‘Ah, I was wondering when I would see your smiling faces.’

A jolt of panic surged through Griffin. It really was Sneddon. Framed against a large glass window that looked over the heart of New City, he held a teacup in his gloved hands.

His superior grin spurred Griffin’s resolve. ‘Where’s Isabella?’

‘Isabella?’ Sneddon stroked his beard as if trying to remember. ‘Was she the feisty one who was good with swords but terrible at holding her temper?’

‘The one you made walk the plank,’ Xavier said before adding, ‘And survived.’

Sneddon didn’t take the bait. ‘Has something happened to her?’

‘She’s missing,’ Griffin hissed.

‘Oh dear.’ Sneddon put his cup and saucer on the desk and sat in his oversized chair, feigning concern. ‘How awful. I do hope she’s okay.’


‘How are you even here?’ Xavier spoke through gritted teeth. ‘You were bitten by a tiger snake.’

‘And like naive children, you thought I was doomed, and yet –’ his face puffed up with pride ‘– here I am, the picture of perfect health.’

‘We saw the ship sink.’ Griffin stared at his unflinching black eyes.

‘That is sadly true. My home of three years was dragged to the bottom of the harbour by those hideous creatures. And when the vial of snake antivenene was broken in the chaos caused by your trespassing, I was indeed in trouble.’ He leaned forward like a sailor enjoying the thrill of an old tale. ‘Luckily, I was prepared. So prepared that I would have made quite the boy scout.’

His chuckle made Xavier’s heart sink. ‘You had a second vial,’ he guessed.

‘Clever boy! No wonder you go to that fancy academy. I quickly administered the second vial, which counteracted the effect of the poison and saved me from what would have been an excruciating death.’

‘Which is why you didn’t drown.’ Griffin didn’t bother hiding his disappointment.

‘Not even close.’ Sneddon’s once yellowed teeth were now gleaming white and immaculately straight. ‘This is where it gets really exciting. With those monsters rocking the ship, I had time to reach for a life jacket, and in one particularly powerful push, the ship was tipped so far, I simply stepped over the side. As you know I am not a fan of water, but this was my chance to escape and I took it.’ Sneddon snatched at the air dramatically. ‘I looked back long enough to see the ship dragged under the waves before swimming away. Turns out I’m braver than I thought.’

Sneddon gave Xavier a particularly mirthful look. ‘Do you remember my last words to you?’

Xavier clenched his jaw, refusing to answer.

‘Shall I remind you?’ Sneddon savoured the moment. ‘I said, I am going to take my rightful place back in civilised society with the jewels you’ve been collecting for me over the years.’

‘The jewels,’ Griffin realised. ‘They would have gone down with the ship.’

‘Dear boy.’ Sneddon’s voice dripped with condescension. ‘The ship wasn’t the only place I stored my riches. That would have been foolish. What if something happened? What if sea monsters attacked my ship? You remember I had two associates.’

Tyran and Mouse were thuggish buffoons, who’d forced them to steal for Sneddon, or face the consequences.


‘Not the brightest stars in the universe but very useful nonetheless. They made regular deposits to a bank vault I owned. What I lost on the ship was mere small change. Of course when I got there, I realised they’d been stealing from me all along. Humans,’ he sniffed in disgust. ‘So untrustworthy.’

Griffin was still trying to piece it together. ‘But how did you leave Grimsdon?’

Sneddon’s eyes shone with delight. ‘The bank was near the State Library. A grand and magnificent building, I really should have gone there more often, and you’ll never guess what I found inside.’

Xavier felt winded. ‘The Submariner.’

It was Jeremiah’s way of navigating Grimsdon.

‘Is that what you called it? Ingenious little vessel. Part boat, part submarine. I had a very pleasant view of Grimsdon as I sailed away. When I reached the edge of the floodwaters, I abandoned ship for the long and difficult walk to New City. Once I was there, I paid a few enterprising gentlemen in possession of all-terrain vehicles to take me back to Grimsdon to retrieve my vast wealth. And voila!’ He threw out his arms like he was on stage. ‘Here I am, one of the city’s greatest success stories.’

Griffin’s stomach twisted at the sight of Sneddon’s glee.


‘Which is only fair, because I was on track to becoming this country’s Prime Minister before those wretched floods came.’

‘Which Jeremiah warned you about,’ Griffin snarled.

‘Jeremiah?’ A smile slithered into Sneddon’s lips. ‘The dotty old scientist who lost his mind and was sacked from the Bureau? Which, of course, had to happen. We can’t have a weatherman who can’t predict the weather. I mean, it is his main job.’

Griffin felt sick. His suspicions were right. ‘It was you.’

‘Sorry?’ Sneddon sipped his tea, staring innocently over the rim of his dainty cup.

‘Your robotic eagles have been creating the snow and ice storms. You’re the reason Jeremiah’s modelling didn’t work. You destroyed his life once and now you’re doing it again.’

‘The weather has been erratic for quite some time.’

‘And has become worse.’

‘Because of me?’ Sneddon faked confusion. ‘Why would I do that?’

Xavier shouted, ‘Because you’re a snake who’ll do anything to get what you want.’


One of the guards moved towards Xavier, but Sneddon held up his hand and he stepped back.

‘I’d be very careful about saying things you can’t prove.’ He gestured towards Xavier’s broken arm ‘I wouldn’t want anything else to happen to you.’

He lowered his cup. ‘How is Jeremiah? Is he okay after his crash and that terrible business with his house? Do give him my best.’

Griffin burned with rage as Sneddon toyed with them.

‘The planet’s weather is broken and I have the technology to fix it. Countries all over the world are desperate to buy it, which will make me rich beyond my wildest dreams. And those dreams are wild, I can assure you.’

‘We’ll tell everyone about you,’ Xavier warned.

‘You can try, but I employed some very clever people to remove any unsavoury stories about Mr Sneddon, who died tragically in Grimsdon. Whereas Phineas Snowden is a humble innovator, who loves children and animals and wants to safeguard the future of our planet.’

‘Rather than a criminal who wants to destroy it.’ Griffin’s fingernails dug into his palms.

‘Ah, but you see, some say criminal, others say survivor. We’ve all done things that haven’t been completely honest. It’s nothing more than you did in Grimsdon.’

‘It’s nothing like what we did in Grimsdon.’ Griffin leapt forward but the guards seized his arms and dragged him away from the desk. ‘We were trying to survive.’ He wrestled in their vice-like grip. ‘To look after each other. You were looking after yourself. You still are!’

The iron grip of the guards remained firm. Griffin refused to show how much it hurt. Sneddon gave a small nod and they let him go.

‘Sorry about that, they can be a little over-protective.’

Ariella knocked on the door. ‘Excuse me, Mr Snowden, it is time.’

He rose to his feet with renewed gusto. ‘Sorry I can’t stay longer. There is much to do before tomorrow’s demonstration, which will be broadcast live, all over the world. Be sure to watch, won’t you?’

He stared at his reflection in a mirror and smoothed his already perfect mane of silver hair. A frightful grin twisted his face. ‘It has been fun catching up on old times. We really must do it again. Now off you go, back to school so you can work hard on your little planet-saving projects.’

Ariella helped him into his coat.


‘Oh, and I hope your friend is safe. Esmerelda, is it?’

‘Isabella.’ Griffin wanted to smash things. To leap across his desk and push Sneddon into his gold walls.

‘It would be a terrible shame if something happened to her. Or you.’

His eyes lingered on them both. The threat that lay beneath his words was unmistakable.











CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

A Sneaky Plan




‘It’s true.’

As Xavier sat in Aleksander’s Armapod, he scrolled through another story of Phineas Snowden’s brilliance. He read articles about his plans for creating a safer, greener world all for the sake of the children. ‘It’s like Sneddon barely existed, while this Snowden guy is a saint.’

He looked up and saw Griffin staring at his phone. ‘Still nothing?’

Griffin shook his head. He’d called Isabella again. Every time he heard her voice telling him to leave a message, his heart leapt. ‘We have to let the world know who Sneddon really is.’

‘How? He’s deleted everything bad ever written about him and made it clear he’s dead.’

‘He hasn’t deleted everything,’ Griffin said with a sly smile. ‘There’s the parliamentary papers Jeremiah brought from Grimsdon.’


Xavier’s eyes lit up. ‘The ones he handed to the government when we first arrived?’

‘And prove he was to blame for the floods. Jeremiah will help us get them back.’

‘Destination, Jeremiah.’

After Xavier programmed the address into Aleksander’s phone, the Armapod navigated through the narrow streets to the edge of the city and into a series of gloomy alleyways crammed with identical grey buildings.

Griffin stared at the dismal apartment covered in graffiti with metal shutters across the windows. ‘Is this where he’s living?’

Xavier checked his phone. ‘That’s the address he gave me.’

They entered the foyer, which was littered with broken toys and furniture and bags of rubbish. They climbed the dingy stairwell to Jeremiah’s flat and knocked. Heavy footsteps scraped across the floor and the door opened a crack.

Jeremiah clutched Snowy to his chest. His face broadened into a wide smile, before it came crashing down. ‘You shouldn’t have come.’

He lifted the chain from the door and hurried them in, checking the corridor. His beard was knotted and his hair stuck out in wild clumps. ‘It mightn’t be safe.’

He turned several locks before noticing Xavier’s broken arm. ‘What happened?’

Griffin shook his head, warning Xavier not to say anything.

‘It’s nothing,’ Xavier said. ‘Sports accident.’

‘How did you get here?’

‘Wonder Boy lent us the Armapod.’

‘That’s very generous.’

‘He’s my hero,’ Xavier sneered.

Griffin’s heart fell at the state of the flat. The windows were taped with cardboard and a dim single light bulb lit up a few mismatched chairs and an old picnic table crowded with papers and a computer. Dishes were piled high in the sink beside half-eaten tins of baked beans. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Sure, we are.’ Jeremiah stroked the bear’s cheek. ‘Aren’t we, Snowy?’

Griffin swapped a worried look with Xavier.

Jeremiah moved piles of books and clothes from chairs. ‘Please sit. Can I get you something?’

A cockroach scrambled over the dishes. ‘No thanks.’ Xavier tucked his good hand in his pocket.

Jeremiah looked frail and nervous and Griffin worried their news wouldn’t help. ‘Sneddon’s back.’


He frowned as if Griffin had spoken another language. ‘But he was on the ship … he …’

‘Didn’t drown after all,’ Xavier said. ‘Don’t worry, we’re disappointed too. And he’s changed his name to Phineas Snowden.’

Jeremiah pushed his hair from his eyes and it fell back in a floppy wave. ‘How do you know it’s Sneddon?’

‘We went to see him.’

‘You shouldn’t have.’ Jeremiah clutched Snowy even tighter. ‘You have to stay away from him. He’s very dangerous.’

‘We think he had something to do with Isabella going missing,’ Griffin said.

Jeremiah frowned. ‘But she isn’t missing. She’s with her mother.’

‘That’s just it,’ Griffin insisted. ‘I don’t think it’s her mother.’

Jeremiah riffled through papers on the table until he found his phone. ‘She sent this.’ He showed them a picture of Isabella with her mother at a mountain resort. ‘Her weather detector confirmed she’s in a village called Monthaven.’

Griffin stared at the photo of Isabella and her mum in matching jackets in the snow. He was so certain her mother wasn’t real. ‘So she’s safe?’


‘Luckily, yes.’ Jeremiah’s shoulders slumped. ‘Which is more than we can say for New City now that Byron Sneddon is here.’

Griffin’s temper flooded back. ‘We found out something else. He created the ice storms, which is why your modelling couldn’t predict them.’

Jeremiah sank onto a stool and gave the bear a weak smile. ‘You were right, Snowy.’

Xavier had never been very patient when it came to Jeremiah’s stuffed toy. ‘He’s been manipulating the weather so he can sell his climate engineering technology and become everyone’s new favourite hero.’

‘Climate engineering,’ Jeremiah said with a sad shake of his head. ‘We didn’t guess that, did we, Snowy?’

Griffin pulled up a chair and sat in front of the old man, trying to keep him focused. ‘He’s planning a demonstration tomorrow. We need to show the world he can’t be trusted.’

‘How?’

‘Two ways.’ Xavier grinned. ‘With the papers you brought from Grimsdon and proof he created the ice storms.’

‘You found proof?’ Jeremiah asked.


‘Not yet,’ Griffin answered. ‘But we will.’

‘How?’

‘We’ll have a friendly chat with Wonder Boy.’ Xavier smiled at the thought. ‘He might know something from when he worked at Future World Solutions.’

‘Defeating Sneddon will be hard. Dangerous even,’ Jeremiah warned. ‘He doesn’t take kindly to those who interfere with his plans.’

‘Oh, we know.’ Xavier grabbed Jeremiah’s coat and held it out for him. ‘That’s why spoiling his plans the second time is going to be even more fun.’

‘Will you help us?’ Griffin asked.

Jeremiah placed Snowy on the table. ‘Give me five minutes to tidy myself up and then let’s get him.’











CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

A Trip to the Haggle




Isabella woke to a sharp bolt of sunlight streaming through the window. She had no idea how long she’d slept or where she was, but it only took moments for her to remember.

She was in Grimsdon.

And it was because of Sneddon.

She didn’t know why or how she’d got there, but what she did know was this – he’d tried to kill her once and failed, just like he would this time.

Throwing off her blankets, the creeping cold jolted her awake even further. Sifting through her old drawers, she swapped her pyjama pants for jeans, zipped into a pair of boots and buttoned up her coat. She tucked her sword into its sheath and buckled it around her waist.

She had to get back to New City. For that, she needed Raven.

Raven was the leader of the Haggle, a vast warren of scavenged goods in the ruins of the old Parliament House. When Isabella and her friends left Grimsdon, Xavier gave his Aerotrope to Raven. If she could reach him, she could use the Aerotrope to get home. Or at least beyond the floodwaters.

To get there, she’d need something else.

Xavier had kept his Velocraft tied to a balcony outside the Palace. It was a covered pedal-powered rowboat. If Isabella was lucky, it might still be there and she could use it to sail to the Haggle.

She took a deep, hopeful breath and raced downstairs to the lower levels, where the floodwaters lapped against the building. Please, please, please be there, she whispered as she ran. At the window, she stopped, making a final wish before she climbed onto a metal fire escape.

The Velocraft was gone.

The rope was still there, tied to the railing and wavering in the water like a sea snake. After a year of storms and sneaker waves, there was nothing left. As if it never existed.

Fine, Isabella thought. If I can’t reach the Haggle by water, I’ll find another way.

She scanned the street. Barnacles clung to the water’s edge and creepers climbed the walls and balconies, all the way to the top.


The rooftops, she thought and quickly scrambled back inside.

Xavier’s room had always looked like a bomb had exploded and today was no different. Isabella picked through his clothes that lay on chairs and cupboards, she opened his trunk and wardrobe until her boot stubbed against something hard under a pile of blankets on the floor. She peeled them aside and saw a spear gun. ‘I should have looked here first.’

Isabella slung the holster strap over her head, tightening the buckle so the spear gun sat snugly against her back. Making her way to the top of the building, she stepped onto the roof’s edge.

Murky waters swirled far below. If she slipped or the rope broke or she landed badly, she’d fall. If she was lucky, she’d hit the water and not be too winded. If luck was against her, she wouldn’t survive.

Pushing those thoughts away, she fixed her gaze on the building opposite, took aim and pressed the trigger.

A multi-pronged spear attached to a rope flew across the gap and caught on the lip of the roof. She gave a brief nervous laugh. Tugging to check it was secure, she took a steadying breath and jumped.


Her body swung through the air. Her boots bounced twice against the wall before she hoisted herself onto the fire escape and used the rope to pull herself to the top. Using the spear gun wouldn’t be as fast as the Velocraft, but if she chose the right buildings she could be there before dark.

Isabella aimed for balcony railings or bars on windows. She ran through abandoned banks and apartments, up stairs into attics and belfries and swung across alleyways and wide avenues.

During her next jump, her boot slipped and she slammed into a stone wall, tearing the breath from her lungs. Her grip on the rope loosened and she slid, before managing to get hold again. Isabella held on tight, annoyed that she’d been so careless, and managed a few short breaths before climbing through the nearest window.

Once inside, she lay on the floor, nursing her injured shoulder. Pain surged in waves but she had to keep going. She had to get home.

Favouring her good arm, she swung from one building to another. Focusing carefully on every jump.

As she climbed onto another rooftop, she saw it. Parliament House.


It sat like a sea dragon with a long spiky body and a tall clock tower for a neck and head, and at the top, a gleaming clock face like an unblinking eye.

Only a few more buildings and she’d be there.

With a renewed burst of energy, she concentrated on every move, extra cautious not to mess up, not when she was this close. But when she stood on the building opposite parliament, she knew this last jump would test her strength.

And the length of the rope.

She judged the distance and knew it would be close. With both boots firmly planted on the edge, she pulled the trigger and the spear hurtled through the air.

Isabella held her breath. She watched the rope unwind, wishing it to be long enough, when, just as she thought it wouldn’t reach, it landed on a balcony. She let out a cheer. Pulling it towards her, the prongs hooked onto the railing.

She pumped the air with her fist, before tightening her grip on the rope and taking a deep breath. She jumped, launching herself into the air. The cool breeze rushed past her cheeks. Her boots landed against the ancient stones, just above the waterline.

Using the rope to scale the building, she scrambled up and over a series of balconies until she reached the one with the hook. With her good arm, hoisted herself over. Withdrawing the rope, she tucked the spear into its holster and stepped over the fallen doors.

Gripping her sword in front of her, Isabella made her way along the darkened corridors. Sickly streams of light drizzled through the broken windows and bloated portraits of men hung crookedly or had fallen to the floor. The dank carpet stung her nose and the walls and floor were streaked with mud.

An ominous quiet lurked in the halls interrupted by a cold, snivelling wind. At the end of a series of corridors, she reached the double doors that guarded the Haggle.

They were unlocked. She held her sword high, pushed them open with her boot and was met with a scene of desolation.

No one was there. And hadn’t been for a long time.

There was almost no furniture and what had been, she guessed, was now ash in the bottom of blackened fire drums. The floor was streaked with swirls of dirt, and toys, books and clothes were strewn everywhere. Grubby mattresses and cushions were pushed against walls, alongside sagging blankets that were once homemade forts.


Raven had never fit in with the regular world before the floods, so he chose to stay with the kids in the Haggle, but he knew they’d have to leave one day.

Isabella saw a yellowed sheet hanging limply from the wall. She smiled. Raven’s code. She lifted a corner and read them out loud.

‘No theft among traders. A fight won fairly is a fight won. All unresolved disputes will be settled by Raven.’

When she’d first met Raven, he ruled the Haggle with a firm but gentle hand. The group of lost kids he looked after were his family. Hurt them, and he wouldn’t hesitate to hurt you.

A loud bang sounded behind her. She spun round, sword ready to fight off attackers, but there was no need. It was a loose shutter buffeted by the wind. She was utterly and completely alone.

Just as Sneddon had planned.











CHAPTER THIRTY

An Unlikely Hero




‘I’m sorry, Mr Pain, but I’m not authorised to do that.’

The balding man shifted awkwardly, as if someone had left a tack on his seat. He wore a badge on his cardigan, which declared, Albert Strum, Chief Archival Officer. ‘It’s against the rules since you …’ he lowered his voice. ‘No longer work for the government.’

Jeremiah, Griffin and Xavier were in the basement of the Halls of Government where they kept the Archives. They stood before a counter that was shrouded in yellow light.

‘I understand, Bert.’ Jeremiah nodded. ‘It’s important to follow the rules.’

‘It is, yes.’ Albert dabbed his hanky against his forehead. ‘If we didn’t follow the rules where would we be?’

Griffin stuck to the plan they’d made in the Armavan. Jeremiah would play the good guy while Griffin and Xavier got what they wanted. He was also secretly pleased he could quote Isabella. ‘But don’t you think, Mr Strum, rules deserve to be broken when they don’t make any sense?’

‘Or when lives are at stake?’ Xavier added.

‘Sorry?’ Albert eyed Xavier as if he’d heard incorrectly.

‘What if we were to tell you …’ Griffin leaned forward, causing Albert to do the same. ‘That the future of New City depended on getting those files?’

Albert’s face pinched with worry. ‘It does?’

‘Not only that –’ Xavier glanced over each shoulder ‘– but the safety of you and everyone you love is at risk and you could save them.’

‘Me?’ Albert, it was safe to assume, had never thought of himself as someone who could save people.

‘I always knew you had it in you.’ Jeremiah poked the air, smiling knowingly.

‘You did?’ His chest puffed up.

‘Absolutely. You’re as good a man as any I’ve met, but I also understand that it’s important to do your job.’

‘It is …’ Albert wavered, not sure what he was agreeing to.

‘But we are facing an impending tragedy,’ Xavier reminded him.


‘We are?’

‘Sadly, yes,’ Jeremiah added, his voice grave.

‘Then we must do something,’ Albert declared.

‘Spoken like a true hero,’ Griffin said to Jeremiah. ‘You were right about him.’

Xavier rubbed his chin and frowned. ‘But how can Albert help the world while not breaking any rules?’

‘Strictly speaking,’ Griffin said. ‘The rules say Jeremiah can’t enter the archives, but you can, Mr Strum.’

‘That is true,’ Albert considered.

‘And who’s to say –’ Xavier was at his most charming ‘– that when you retrieved those files you left them on the counter, not knowing someone would borrow them, until they brought them safely back?’

Albert was uncertain. ‘Lives at risk, you say?’

‘I’m afraid so, Bert.’ Jeremiah nodded.

‘What do you need?’

 

In a dimly lit room at the back of an empty cafe – with its doors locked and shutters closed – Jeremiah, Griffin and Xavier sat opposite a disguised Premier Albright. Wearing a high-collared trench coat and false glasses, he read through documents, while two security staff stood guard. His face darkened the more he read.

‘Sorry about the setting.’ Albright was about to lean on the table when he noticed how dusty it was. ‘But you understand I couldn’t meet you at the Halls of Government, not after everything that’s happened.’

‘I understand.’

Griffin saw Jeremiah flinch, which made his temper flare.

‘And you’re sure Phineas Snowden and Byron Sneddon are the same man?’

‘Sneddon bullied us for years, Premier,’ Griffin said. ‘I’d know him anywhere.’

‘Sir,’ Xavier said. ‘Those documents prove you have to stop Sneddon.’

‘All these documents prove is that he was once sceptical about the threat of a changing climate, like many people.’

‘He wasn’t just sceptical, he campaigned against it for years. Despite being told the facts.’

‘He knew the floods were going to happen,’ Griffin insisted. ‘But instead he ruined the reputations of Jeremiah and the other scientists and turned the government against them. And he’s doing it again.’


Albright was defensive. ‘The Bureau wasn’t doing its job.’

‘Because Sneddon has been interfering with the weather!’

A guard approached Mr Albright. ‘’Scuse me, sir, we must go.’

Albright rose from his chair.

Griffin panicked. They couldn’t let him leave. Not yet. ‘What will you do, sir, about Sneddon?’

‘Maybe he is trying to make amends for his past.’

Xavier curled his lip. ‘He’s not the amends-making kind of guy.’

‘So you want me to stop the man who can control dangerous storms that have plagued us for years?’

‘Yes,’ Griffin said. ‘Because he’s the one who has been making them worse.’

‘Do you have proof?’

‘Not yet, but we’ll get it.’

Albright fixed his gaze on all three of them. ‘We have been working with Future World Solutions for over a year. We have no reason to distrust them.’

‘What if we give you a reason?’ Xavier asked.

‘Let me know the second you find hard proof.’

Griffin smiled. ‘It will be our pleasure.’











CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

A Close Call




Isabella climbed the creaking staircase to the roof of the Haggle. She had to use the full force of her good shoulder to ram the door open, which was bloated and warped from rain.

That’s when she saw it. Among the puddles and rusted air-conditioning units was Xavier’s Aerotrope.

The knot in Isabella’s throat hardened. Her whole body ached with disappointment. She knew, of course, what she would find, but that didn’t stop her hoping it would be different.

The flying machine’s strong bat-like wings were now mangled, rusty frames, the material long torn away. The wheels were deflated, the cargo box destroyed and the cover had snapped off and dangled like a broken mast. It looked more like a dying praying mantis than a once elegant invention.


She’d never told Xavier but the machine had been sheer brilliance. He’d built it from scraps and based it on plans drawn by Leonardo da Vinci.

And now it was a useless relic.

Isabella sat cross-legged on the ground and looked over the city. The floodwaters were still littered with upturned cars and buses and the sunken Grimsdon Eye, which poked out of the water like a giant bicycle wheel. But there were more trees and creepers than when they left, as if nature was slowly overtaking what humans had abandoned.

From this height she could see the silver peaks of the Flood Barrier, like half-submerged knights ready for battle. For years it had protected the city while she and Griffin went to school, rode bikes, played soccer and never dreamed life would ever change.

And within one day, it was all gone. Everything and everyone she’d ever known was taken from her. Except Griffin.

The Aerotrope creaked in the breeze.

It had been her last hope of returning to New City.

She wouldn’t panic. She wouldn’t cry. She refused.

Instead, she got to her feet and tightened the belt on her coat. There had to be another way.


Back in the Haggle, she hunted through the rooms and the piles of machinery parts, bicycles and skateboards.

Which is when she heard it.

The familiar sound of water gathering speed in the distance.

A sneaker wave.

Isabella raced to the window and saw it careering towards her, crashing into buildings, growing with each second into a monstrous tsunami. It stormed around her, murmuring and rolling, cracking like thunder.

It was much bigger than any she’d seen before and it was only seconds away.

She turned and ran.

The wave hit and began pouring through the windows. Groaning and roaring, it felt as if the building had suddenly come to life.

Isabella headed for the stairs, pushing herself to run faster, but she was too late. The freezing wave pounded into her, sweeping her off her feet, tossing her like a ragdoll, before it slammed her into a wall.

The pain tore through her body as the water washed into the Haggle, gathering everything into a giant whirlpool. Her lungs ached and the salt burned her throat. She forced herself to swim upwards through the churning flood until she thrust her head high enough to take a deep breath. Relief filled her whole body and she greedily took another gulp of air, when the wave started to fall away.

Water began emptying from the building. Spilling out the broken windows and doors – and taking Isabella with it.

Desperate to get hold of something, anything, she struggled against the speed of the floodwater. She was swept onto a broken balcony and only just managed to grip the doorway, saving her from plunging into the turbulent waves below.

Isabella held on tight as the water crashed over her. A bitter cold sank into her skin. Her hands were raw and her eyes stung. As the last of the water rushed past, she loosened her fingers and collapsed to the balcony floor.

She’d been caught in a sneaker wave and survived.

Lying face down, her boots dangled over the edge where the railing had long rusted away. She turned on her side, drew her knees to her chest and curled into a ball.

Isabella tried to catch her breath, while every part of her ached. She closed her eyes against the pain and cold, when she felt the balcony shift beneath her. It was a tiny movement, but she knew, in only seconds it would break away.

In one quick move she got to her feet, but it was too late. The balcony splintered from the wall. Isabella reached for the building but she missed and fell, tumbling through the icy air into the churning Grimsdon Harbour.

The slap of the river hit Isabella hard. Her breath was snatched from her as she plunged beneath the waves. She tumbled over and over in the pitch black. Desperate to take a breath, she fought against the swirling current, trying to find her way out, but, dizzy and with little energy left, her body went limp and she was pulled into the darkness.

She had one thought.

Griffin.

Again and again as she drifted down.

I’m sorry.

The waves calmed. It was quiet.

In slow motion, her body floated until it came to rest.

When the ground began to move.

Water rushed by, faster and faster, as if she was flying. Maybe it was another sneaker wave, lifting her up before it dumped her in one colossal crash. Curled up tight, she prepared for the impact, when she realised she’d breached the surface. Drawing in a deep gulp of air, coughing and spluttering, she was floating on the waves. She hadn’t drowned.

Her thoughts scrambled and her head spun. But how?

Looking down, she knew …

The emerald fur, the cosy nook and the gentle groaning that vibrated through her bones. A long, shimmering neck rose into the air, dripping great streams of water from a thick black mane.

‘Herman?’ Isabella’s spirits lifted as the head of the sea monster swung round to face her. His long lashes fluttered around deep black eyes rimmed with red. He nudged her gently, pushing his snout softly into her. She patted his face. ‘It’s good to see you.’

He let out a low groan.

‘We’ve all missed you, especially Fly.’

Herman used his nose to push her higher up his back. He swung his head forward, raised his two glistening wings and brought them down in one majestic sweep. Isabella gripped Herman’s fur as his powerful body glided through the river and, in mere seconds, he began to fly.

Isabella nestled close, snuggling into his back as they climbed higher. The warmth of his body helped drive away the cold. Grimsdon sailed beneath them with its snaking river, swirling around buildings and palaces, spilling into churches and cathedrals.

And Isabella was safely above it all.

She laughed and lay there, catching her breath, soothed by the sea monster’s rhythmic breathing and the rise and fall of his wings. Herman flew on, riding the bursts of wind, then turned into a steep dive. Isabella clung on tighter as he sailed downwards, drew back his wings and landed with barely a jolt.

Isabella raised her head to see the statues of horses, knights and a water dragon. They were on the rooftop of the Palace.

Herman brought his face close to hers.

‘You remembered?’ She patted his cheek. ‘You knew I was back, didn’t you? You’ve probably known ever since I arrived. Fly always said you were smart.’

He purred, which sent vibrations through his body, tickling into Isabella.

‘Thank you.’ She threw her arms as far around his neck as she could. ‘I don’t know if you can understand me but I’m in trouble, Herman. I need to get to New City. Sneddon’s back and he’s going to cause trouble. I just know it.’


Herman lifted his chin to the sky and growled.

‘What if I draw a map? Fly drew all the time, maybe that will make more sense.’

Isabella slid down Herman’s back and raced downstairs for one of Fly’s sketchbooks and pencils. She changed into dry clothes, buckled her sword around her waist and slipped the spear gun holster over her head, before climbing back to the roof.

‘This is where we are now, in Grimsdon.’

She drew the Palace and the buildings nearby. She sketched Parliament House, the Grimsdon Eye, all the way to the flooded edges of the city, into the muddied wastelands and all the way to New City.

‘This is where we live.’ She pointed at the map. ‘I need to go home to Fly and the others. Can you take me?’

Herman sniffed and cocked his head. He released a soft growl as he raised his wing and tucked it around her to block the cold wind.

‘It’s okay,’ she said and rubbed his snout. ‘If Fly was here you’d understand. I’ll find a way.’











CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

A Wretched Betrayal




‘There he is.’ Xavier and Griffin snuck back into school, trying to avoid any questioning teachers, and found Aleksander huddled over books in the library. Xavier was ready to march over when Griffin grabbed his sleeve. ‘We’re here to get information, but he won’t say anything if you annoy him.’

‘When have I ever annoyed anyone?’ Xavier pulled away, and despite Griffin’s warning, he sat beside Aleksander and immediately annoyed him. ‘What do you know about the demonstration Ariella spoke about?’

Aleksander’s face creased in anger. ‘What do you know about my Armapod being stolen?’

‘It’s not stolen, it’s in the vehicle bay where you left it.’ Xavier took a phone from his pocket. ‘But we did find this.’

Aleksander snatched his phone. ‘You have a really bad attitude sometimes.’


‘Sometimes? I was aiming for all the time.’

Griffin sat on the other side of Aleksander to take his focus off Xavier. ‘We think Future World Solutions caused the recent ice storms and we’re worried they’re planning something even more dangerous.’

Aleksander turned back to his books. ‘Why are you telling me?’

Griffin was about to answer but Xavier got in first. ‘Because you’re the genius who worked with them on your special project.’

Griffin glared, warning him to stop talking. ‘We thought you might have seen or heard something while you were there.’

He turned a page, trying to look disinterested. ‘What makes you think they’re planning something dangerous?’

Xavier scowled. ‘Because it’s run by a lying madman who destroyed our home.’

Aleksander pointed his pen dagger-like at Xavier’s face. ‘Mr Snowden is working hard to save the planet.’

‘He’s working hard to make himself rich and is destroying the planet in the process.’

‘You don’t even know him,’ Aleksander hissed through clenched teeth.


Students nearby began to stare.

Griffin leaned in, lowering his voice. ‘We know him really well. Phineas Snowden isn’t who you think he is. His name is Byron Sneddon. He forced us to steal for him in Grimsdon and when we refused, he had Fly kidnapped and he tried to kill Isabella.’

Aleksander’s confidence seemed to fade. ‘Mr Snowden?’

‘Sneddon,’ Xavier said. ‘And yeah, he’s a real charmer.’

‘We need proof that he created the recent ice storms and to find out what he’s up to before he does something worse.’

‘I can’t help you,’ Aleksander snapped, turning away. ‘I’ve never even met him.’

Griffin saw his fingers whiten as he gripped his pen.

Xavier stood to leave but Griffin hesitated. ‘Have you heard from Isabella?’

He didn’t look up. ‘Not since the note.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Griffin said quietly. ‘You were right. I should have been more supportive. Isabella and I have known each other since we were kids and this is the longest we haven’t spoken. She’s angry with me, I know, but it’s strange she hasn’t called. Could you tell me if you hear from her?’


‘Sure,’ Aleksander muttered. He kept his eyes focused on his books, but snuck a surreptitious look over his shoulder as Griffin and Xavier left.

 

The pounding on the door was met by Ariella.

‘Aleksander, what a lovely surprise.’

‘I need to see my father.’

‘Of course.’

On a long dining table set for one was a grand feast. Roast turkey, a generous tray of baked potatoes, mushy peas and a steaming dish of broccoli dripping with cheese sauce and sprinkled with bacon. And a jug of gravy, of course. All for one man.

‘Ah, Aleksander.’ Sneddon held up a turkey leg. ‘Ariella, please set another place.’

‘I’m not hungry. What are your plans for the demonstration?’

Aleksander’s curt reply did nothing to dampen his father’s mood. ‘You seem a little on edge.’

‘I need to know what you’re planning.’

Sneddon took one more bite of his turkey before laying it on his plate and dabbing his mouth with his napkin. ‘We’re going to prove to the world that we have the technology to control the most severe weather.’ His eyes flooded with excitement. ‘So I am going to create an ice storm and tame it while broadcasting it to the entire world.’


He sat back in his chair, delighting in his plan. ‘There’s a simple beauty to ice and snow but its power to destroy is remarkable.’

Aleksander felt a tremor of dread. ‘The storm at school when the roof collapsed. Did you do that?’

‘I needed the city to pay attention, and what better way than a direct threat against their best and brightest.’ He held out an inviting hand. ‘You really should join me, the food is delicious.’

Aleksander wouldn’t budge. ‘That’s why you wanted to see me that day.’

Sneddon swiped his fork through the mushy peas. ‘I couldn’t have my own son hurt.’

‘But you were happy to hurt others.’

He gulped down the peas. ‘Not happy, no, but if there were injuries, that’s an unfortunate side effect …’

‘Side effect?’ Aleksander shouted.

‘I don’t understand why you are so angry.’

‘Because you lied to me.’

‘I never lied,’ Sneddon blustered.

‘You said you wanted to save the planet and instead you’re helping destroy it.’

Sneddon’s fork clanged against his plate. ‘I don’t want to destroy the planet, just mess with it a bit so we can make our fortune.’ Sneddon closed his eyes briefly and took a calming breath. ‘I needed to create extreme conditions to make people realise how much they need us. And when I begin my demonstration, I’d like you by my side so I can finally introduce the world to my son and heir.’

There was a time when this would have been Aleksander’s greatest wish, but now all it did was make him feel sick. ‘You really believe I’d go with you? After everything you’ve said?’

‘We’re a team, Aleksander. Now is the time for us to be strong.’

‘You think this is being strong? You think you’re the kind of human this planet needs?’

Sneddon sprang from his chair. ‘I am exactly the kind of human we need. Look around, Aleksander, the world is over. We have at best only decades before the whole thing collapses. Before the polar icecaps melt, the world’s reefs are destroyed and animals wiped out by extreme heat or cold.’

‘The world is over only if we give up.’

‘Oh, my son. You’re a bright boy, you must be able to see the facts.’ Sneddon stepped towards him and took him by the shoulders. Aleksander stared back, resolute.


‘The world is in a terrible state and much of it is lost. The brightest of us need to look after ourselves.’

Aleksander felt as if he was seeing his father for the first time. ‘I should never have agreed to spy on Isabella.’

Sneddon spun away in fury. ‘She attacked me. She sent those monsters to sink my ship. She tried to kill me!’ He slammed the table, sending his plate crashing to the floor and splashing peas and gravy on his face and suit.

‘You tried to kill her! You kidnapped Fly and ordered thugs to threaten them for years.’

Despite his efforts to stay calm, Sneddon couldn’t hide his contempt. ‘So you will believe a liar over your own father?’

‘I’ll believe a friend over a crook.’ Aleksander threw it out like a challenge, holding his father’s stare. ‘Isabella is loyal and stands up for her friends. Everything you’ve done is for yourself.’

‘And you,’ Sneddon insisted.

Aleksander lowered his head, as if he was suddenly tired. ‘At school, I used to tell kids you were too busy to visit because you were working for the government. When we had to write essays about our hero, I’d write that you’d died trying to make the world a better place –’


He took a breath and asked the question he feared the most. ‘Isabella’s not on holidays, is she?’

‘Now you’re getting it.’

‘And that woman isn’t her mother.’

‘She’s an actress who, it turns out, did a very fine job.’

‘But the photos of her family and the note?’

‘It’s amazing what technology can do if you know how.’

‘Where is she?’

‘Somewhere far away.’ There was venom in Sneddon’s voice. ‘Where she can’t get in the way of our plans.’

His ruffled hair fell in his eyes, which were bloodshot and wild. Aleksander turned away.

‘If you walk out of this room, you will lose everything,’ Sneddon yelled. ‘Do you hear me? Everything!’

Aleksander clenched his jaw and kept walking.











CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

An Uneasy Farewell




‘Isabella isn’t on holiday with her mother.’

Aleksander whispered urgently to Griffin and Xavier in the activities room, while Fly and the twins were training Charlie.

‘How do you know?’ Griffin snuck a quick glance at the others, making sure they couldn’t hear.

‘I have contacts inside the government.’

Xavier was already suspicious of Wonder Boy and this didn’t help. ‘Why would the government know about Isabella?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Aleksander said, looking away.

‘What about the note she left?’ Griffin asked. ‘It was in her handwriting.’

‘It’s a clever copy.’

Xavier was confused. ‘She sent Jeremiah a photo and a message saying she was in the mountains. Her weather detector confirmed it.’


Aleksander winced. ‘The message and photo are fake and her detector must have been hacked.’

Griffin’s skin ran cold. ‘Where is she?’

‘I don’t know,’ Aleksander said. ‘I was told she was somewhere far away.’

‘What about your security cameras?’ Xavier asked.

‘They only store vision from the last twenty-four hours.’

‘Why are you all whispering?’ Bea appeared behind them.

Griffin spun round. ‘We … Aleksander …’ He saw her pleading face and couldn’t lie. ‘Isabella’s missing.’

‘She’s not on holidays?’ Fly held Charlie on her arm.

‘Is she lost?’ Raffy stood beside them looking small and anxious.

‘We don’t know.’ Griffin felt his back stiffen. ‘But we’re going to bring her home.’

‘How?’ Raffy asked.

Charlie ruffled his wings and screeched.

Griffin turned to Fly. ‘Do you think Charlie can find her?’

‘Of course he can,’ Raffy said.

‘He’s Charlie!’ Bea boasted.


Fly stroked the eagle’s back. ‘He’s out of practice and the snow will make it hard, but he can do it.’

 

Fly carried Charlie onto the veranda. She held out her arm and he stepped onto the surrounding stone wall. The snow was falling in sheets against the black night.

‘Good boy, Charlie.’ Fly spoke quietly and tickled him under the chin.

Griffin handed her a beanie of Isabella’s. Fly held it under Charlie’s beak. ‘We need you to find Isabella. She’s missing.’

Charlie nuzzled into the woollen hat.

Bea raced from the house. ‘We cut his food into tiny pieces, just like you asked.’

Bea handed over a small leather pouch. Inside were morsels of meat and on the front was written, Charlie’s dinner. Fly took out a piece and Charlie gulped it down. She tied the pouch around his neck. ‘When you find Isabella, she’ll feed you the rest.’

Charlie raised his beak and his screech echoed in the snowy air.

‘And we can track him?’ Griffin checked.

Fly took out her phone and began typing. ‘Charlie still has his microchip from his time as a rescue eagle. When I enter his identity number into this location app, we’ll see him. There!’ She pointed to a red dot on a map of New City. ‘We can watch from the computer too.’

‘What if he doesn’t find her?’ Raffy couldn’t hide his worry.

‘Of course he’ll find her,’ Bea said, trying to buoy him up. ‘He’s Charlie. He found me when I was lost in the snow and saved Isabella when she was caught in a blizzard. He’ll do it again, you’ll see.’

Griffin wanted to believe Bea but this was the second night Isabella had been missing and it was snowing heavily and they had no idea where she was. He leaned close to the eagle. ‘Please bring her back, Charlie.’

Fly held out her arm and Charlie hopped onto her sleeve. ‘You can do this.’ She stroked his feathery cheek.

With one quick spring of her arm, Fly launched him into the air. His grand wings plunged and he soared into the night sky. Within moments, he’d disappeared.

 

In the warmth of his study, Aleksander loaded the app onto his computer and Fly entered Charlie’s number. The red light of his microchip appeared on a map.


The small group watched nervously as the eagle navigated away from the mansion.

‘He’s moving to the outskirts of the city.’ Griffin clenched his hands against his chin.

‘How long do you think it’ll take to find her?’ Raffy asked.

‘It depends on where Isabella is.’ Fly tried to sound reassuring. ‘But Charlie is New City’s best rescue eagle, remember? He’ll find her.’

They all monitored the red dot, except Xavier, who sat behind them on a lounge, his eyes fixed on Aleksander. ‘Who told you Isabella wasn’t on holidays?’

Aleksander sat deathly still for whole seconds before he said, ‘Sneddon.’

‘Sneddon?’ Xavier jerked forward. ‘You said you’d never met him.’

Aleksander stood up from his chair and backed away. ‘He’s my benefactor.’ He took a deep breath, shoving his hands in his pockets. ‘And my dad.’

There was a heavy silence that quickly filled with a sense of foreboding.

‘You don’t have a dad.’ Griffin chose his words carefully. ‘Your parents died in the floods.’

‘I said they were lost to the floods.’

‘So you lied!’ Xavier lunged towards him but Griffin stood up and held him back.


‘Let’s hear what he has to say.’

‘I was told my dad died in the floods. But one night, about a year ago, I got a message at my boarding school from someone claiming to be him. I thought it was a joke the other boys were playing on me, until he turned up. He told me everything that had happened since the floods. Living on the ship, trying to survive with two friends, how sad he was when his ship sank and they drowned.’

‘Sad?’ Bea asked as if she’d misheard.

‘About Tyran and Mouse?’ Raffy sniffed.

‘He never cared about them while they were alive,’ Griffin explained. ‘I doubt he cared after they were dead.’

Xavier glared at Aleksander. ‘He didn’t mention destroying our city, kidnapping Fly and making Isabella walk the plank. She would have drowned if we hadn’t saved her.’

‘He never told me any of that.’ Aleksander began pacing. ‘He said you were the ones who tried to kill him.’

‘Us?’ Bea was indignant. ‘He’s a bully.’

‘And you lied about your name too,’ Xavier said.

‘No I didn’t. My mother’s name is Larsen. My dad lived in the city to be closer to parliament. He came home so rarely that when my mother and I left, he didn’t notice for a week. After that, my mum dropped his name, so I became Aleksander Larsen.’

He frowned, as if there was something else. ‘And you’re right, Griffin. He created the ice storms, including the one that destroyed the school roof.’

‘He could have killed someone,’ said Bea, exasperated.

‘I know, I told him that.’

‘What’s his plan for the demonstration?’ Griffin asked.

‘He wants to create a storm and then bring it under control.’

‘And you’ve known this all along?’

‘Not exactly. He said he wanted to make up for not doing more in Grimsdon.’

Xavier eyed him pitifully. ‘And like the dutiful son you believed him.’

Anger seared across Aleksander’s face. ‘Why shouldn’t I? He’s my dad.’

‘Who asked you to spy on us and keep us out of the way while he made his comeback.’

‘He was worried you’d blacken his name, when all he wanted was to help the planet before it was too late.’

‘Too late to claw back all he’d lost. He told you a bunch of lies and you fell for it.’


Aleksander threw himself at Xavier. They hit the ground with a heavy thud, Aleksander gripping Xavier’s jumper in his fists.

Bea and Fly sprang from their chairs, nestling Raffy between them.

‘You believed him because you wanted it to be true,’ Xavier wheezed. ‘You wanted to have a father who was a hero.’

‘What’s wrong with that?’ Aleksander’s chest heaved and his eyes flared.

‘Because I think you knew it was a lie!’ Xavier lay on the floor, struggling for air.

Aleksander squeezed Xavier’s jumper even harder, before his fingers weakened. He let go and slumped against the wall. ‘I thought he’d be different this time.’

Bea and Raffy helped Xavier up. ‘Turns out you were wrong.’

‘That woman isn’t her mother, is she?’ Griffin asked, barely able to breathe.

Aleksander shook his head.

‘And you knew?’ Griffin eyed him with a rising fury.

‘No,’ he insisted. ‘Not until today.’

‘Who is she?’

‘An actor. A very good one.’


‘Poor Izzy.’ Fly’s hand flew to her mouth.

‘The files,’ Xavier said. ‘That’s why you were gathering information about Isabella.’

‘I didn’t know that’s why he wanted them.’ Aleksander dragged himself from the floor, pleading, ‘I would never do anything to hurt Isabella. You have to believe me.’

‘We don’t have to believe anything you say,’ Griffin said in disgust. ‘All we have to do is find our friend.’

‘Which will come as a surprise to you because friends are something you know nothing about.’ Xavier shoved Aleksander in the chest, daring him to make a move.

Griffin’s mind ran through the last few months. ‘And the attack on our home. Did you know about that?

He nodded. ‘My dad said Jeremiah was crazy and he was worried about you living with him. The robots were programmed to be careful.’

Griffin and Xavier swapped confused looks. ‘Robots?’

Aleksander swallowed hard. ‘Yes, my dad thought it would be safer to send in his guards.’

‘His guards are robots?’ Bea asked.

‘Over-protective,’ Xavier muttered, remembering what Sneddon had said during their meeting. Something Aleksander had also said. ‘Are Cora and Maxwell robots too?’

‘My dad says they’re more reliable than people, that’s why he surrounds himself with them.’

‘Even Ariella?’ Raffy asked.

‘Especially her. He wouldn’t trust anyone that high in his company who was human.’

‘She seems so real,’ Bea said.

‘That’s the beauty of modern robots. They’re programmed to learn our behaviour, so the older they are, the more human they seem.’

‘So she’d remember everything she’s ever learned?’ Raffy asked.

‘It’s stored in her memory chip, and cameras behind her eyes record everything she’s seen and heard.’

Raffy turned to Griffin. ‘If we can access her memory, we can get proof of what Sneddon’s been up to.’

‘Raffy, you’re a genius.’

‘Griffin.’

He turned to see Fly staring at the screen. The blinking red dot was growing faint.

‘What’s happening?’ Bea asked.

‘Is Charlie okay?’ Raffy squeezed in beside her.


‘He must be too far away,’ Fly answered. ‘Or it’s the bad weather, or he …’ She couldn’t say any more.

The red dot blinked one more time before it disappeared.











CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

A Fiendish Act




Griffin stared at the computer, willing the dot to come back before he spun round to the others.

‘Aleksander, who has access to Ariella’s memory chip?’

‘My dad and Professor Singh. She created her.’

‘Is it hard to download the data?’

‘It’s easy once you have access, but I’d have to convince the professor first.’

‘You’re a charmer,’ Xavier said snarkily. ‘You’ll work out how.’

‘I need you to get that information to Albright and as many people as you can.’

‘How about Pinkerton?’ Raffy said. ‘She loves breaking news.’

‘And she loves Aleksander,’ Bea added.

‘Perfect!’ Griffin took charge. ‘Raffy, you go with Aleksander. You can tell people who Mr Phineas Snowden really is and what he did to destroy Grimsdon.’


‘Xavier and Bea, you stay here in case Isabella comes back and keep an eye on things for all of us.’

Xavier was miffed. ‘I think it’ll be better if I have a more … central role.’

‘With a broken arm? Not this time.’

He was about to argue but Griffin had already turned to Fly. ‘You and I are going to find Isabella and Charlie. You okay with that?’

‘Try to stop me.’

‘Oh, one last thing,’ Griffin said to Aleksander. ‘How do I operate the Armapod?’

 

It didn’t take long for Aleksander to download the app for the Armapod to Griffin’s phone and explain how it worked. ‘These icons allow you to choose speed and mode of transport – manual, self-drive or trekking. It has a satellite GPS to take you wherever you want to go and allows us to keep track of you too. Will you be okay?’

‘Sure.’ Griffin wasn’t sure at all, but he had to try.

‘A medical kit and the hoverboards are in the back in case you need them,’ Aleksander said before adding, ‘And I’m –’

‘Sorry,’ Griffin snapped. ‘I know.’

Cora and Maxwell packed food and water while Bea and Raffy ran across the yard with blankets. ‘In case Izzy’s cold when you find her.’

They all stood in the snow, ready to wave goodbye, when Xavier clapped his good arm around Griffin’s shoulder and pulled him aside. ‘You were really impressive back there.’

‘Thanks. I feel a bit sick, though.’

‘That’s natural, even for me and I’m good at this rescuing business.’ Xavier grinned. ‘You can do this, Griffin.’

‘You called me Griffin.’

‘I thought it was time,’ Xavier said before becoming serious. ‘Bring her back. I miss her too.’

Griffin climbed into the cabin and the door hissed closed.

‘This could get dangerous, Fly. You can stay here if you want.’

‘No chance.’ Fly was resolved. ‘We need to find them. Plus, you’re my hero, remember?’

‘You don’t want to choose another one?’

‘No way.’ She poked her chin out. ‘I’m sticking with you.’

‘Buckle up then and let’s go find them.’

Griffin typed the location where Charlie was last spotted, chose the mode of transport and the Armapod came to life. He and Fly gripped the seats as the metallic legs sprouted from the side, like an awakening spider. Rising and falling through the freezing air, the machine manoeuvred through the snow in long, smooth strides.

The others huddled together, waving goodbye as the Armapod melted away into the inky black night.

 

Raffy and Aleksander sat in the Armavan as Cora drove through the outskirts of New City. They were quiet, each wrapped in their own thoughts, until Raffy asked, ‘Is it true you didn’t know Isabella’s mum wasn’t real?’

Aleksander nodded. ‘I was happy she’d come back. I knew how much Isabella wanted to see her again. I also meant what I said about wanting you on my side. Do you believe me?’

Raffy thought about it. ‘Yes. I’m sorry about your dad.’

‘Me too.’

The Armavan pulled up in front of a squat metallic house. It was late and it took a few moments after they knocked before the door opened.

‘Aleksander?’ Professor Singh squinted against the streetlights, cradling Mathilda on her hip. They both wore matching nightcaps and slippers. ‘Is something wrong?’

‘This is my friend Raffy and we need to ask you a favour.’

‘Of course,’ she said, waving them inside. ‘Come in, come in.’

Her house looked more like a lab than someone’s home. Chairs and tables overflowed with books and papers, and parts of robots lay on benches and shelves. Along the wall were multilayered banks of computers and 3D printers.

Professor Singh held Mathilda even closer as Aleksander and Raffy told her everything. About Sneddon’s true identity, his previous life in Grimsdon, using the robotic eagles to cause the ice storms and Isabella going missing.

‘Is she okay?’ Her eyes ballooned even more behind her glasses.

‘Our friends are looking for her now,’ Raffy said.

The professor stroked Mathilda. ‘When Mr Snowden asked me to work for him, he said I’d be part of a bold new plan to save the planet.’ Her whole body slumped. ‘I’ve suspected for some time that wasn’t exactly true, but he and Ariella can be so … convincing.’ She flinched. ‘And now he’s using my beautiful eagles to harm people.’


‘We have to stop him before he hurts anyone else,’ Aleksander said. ‘But we need your help.’

‘What can I do?’

‘We need evidence he caused the ice storms and we were hoping to access Ariella’s memory chip to get it.’

Professor Singh held Mathilda closer. ‘It would mean breaking the rules of my contract and risk making them very angry.’

Raffy worried she was going to refuse when she hurried across the room, placed Mathilda on the table and pushed up her sleeves. ‘Let’s do it.’

Her fingers flew across the keyboard. Scrolling green data filled the screen as Raffy stared in awe. ‘It’s like watching someone’s thoughts.’

‘Yes,’ the professor said proudly. ‘When the robots recharge at night, their data is automatically backed up for safekeeping. All I have to do is access her databank and we’ll have her most up-to-date memories.’

Her face was tinged with sadness. ‘Mr Snowden said my robot eagles would be used to calm bad weather, not cause it.’ She pulled Mathilda into her arms. ‘When used correctly and ethically, robotic technology is our key to a better world, but in the wrong hands …’ A tear fell down her cheek onto Mathilda’s fuzzy head. ‘Oh these annoying …’ She looked at Raffy for help. ‘What are those things we feel?’

‘Emotions?’ he guessed.

‘Yes, those.’ She pulled a hanky from her pocket and blew hard.

A small ping sounded from the computer. 

‘Transfer complete.’ She handed Mathilda to Raffy, who cuddled her to his chest. ‘Now all I have to do is enter a few key search words and we will find out what Ariella knows about those storms.’

 

Snow fell all night, covering everything in an icy stillness. It was early, and a dull glow of morning light began to drive away the darkness.

Fly and Griffin sat in the warmth of the Armapod as it climbed over the bleak outskirts of the city, across snowy plains with a few scattered houses lying tilted and half buried.

Gently rocked by the machine’s rhythmic steps, they sat in silence. Fly looked hopefully at her phone, willing Charlie to reappear. Griffin had sent Isabella another message, and he waited anxiously for her reply.


‘Still nothing?’ Fly asked.

He shook his head.

‘We’ll find them soon,’ she said. ‘I know it.’

 

Xavier rubbed his face with his good hand, bleary from not sleeping.

Bea sat beside him, in the icy blue light of the computer.

‘If you want to sleep, I can keep watch.’

‘No thanks.’ Bea tied back her curls. ‘I’m staying right here until everyone is back. Besides –’ she pointed at his broken arm ‘– you might need some backup.’

Xavier laughed. ‘You can be feisty when you want, Princess Bea.’

‘It’s from years of living with Isabella. It rubs off after a while.’

‘She’s rubbed off on all of us.’ Xavier’s face fell.

They turned back to the screen, hoping the red dot would reappear and for Isabella and Charlie to come back.

 

Professor Singh ejected the chip from her computer and handed it to Aleksander. ‘This should be more than enough to prove to the world that Snowden, I mean Sneddon, shouldn’t be trusted. And …’ She paused. ‘If I’ve been in any way responsible for this, I am truly sorry.’

‘Sneddon is a bully,’ Raffy said and buttoned the chip into his jacket pocket. ‘And we’re going to make sure he never hurts anyone again.’

Raffy and Aleksander thanked Professor Singh and climbed into the Armavan. Raffy told Cora their next destination, while Aleksander held his phone to his ear. ‘Madeline Pinkerton. It’s Aleksander Larsen. I’m sorry it’s so early, but I have some breaking news I think you’ll want to hear.’

There was a pause. Raffy crossed his fingers before Aleksander replied. ‘We’ll be right there.’

 

In the luxury dining room of a mountaintop mansion, Byron P Sneddon sipped his tea and prepared to tuck into a sumptuous breakfast of eggs, bacon, toast and a fluffy stack of pancakes with strawberries and maple syrup.

‘Mr Snowden, may I come in?’

Sneddon felt a brief flash of irritation. Can’t a man have a minute’s peace on such a momentous day?

‘Make it quick.’ He swiped a piece of toast through a gooey egg. ‘I have a lot to think about.’


Ariella approached the table and held her device for him to see. ‘The drones are in place for today’s demonstration and they have captured this.’

On her screen was aerial footage of the flooded city of Grimsdon. Golden rays of early morning sun painted everything in an orange glow.

Sneddon held his fork aloft and stared at the sunken buildings and watery streets. He regretted being irritated. Seeing the wretched city one last time before it was destroyed was the perfect way to start the day.

Until he noticed something else.

‘Zoom in there,’ he said, pointing.

Ariella did as she was instructed. Sneddon dropped his fork and pushed his plate away. On a lone rooftop was what looked like a large sea creature cradling a young girl. A thin stream of smoke rose from an open fire.

He shuddered. It was one of the monsters that had tried to kill him.

‘Increase the chemical dosage for the storm.’

‘It’s already very high, Mr Snowden. Ample enough to create a blizzard of great magnitude.’

‘Increase it!’ He struck his fist on the table. ‘I don’t want that girl getting out alive.’

‘Very well, sir.’


‘And send an attack squadron of eagles to make sure, but don’t tell Singh. This can be our little secret.’

Ariella smiled. ‘Certainly, sir.’

 

‘It’s Charlie!’ Fly saw the red dot appear on her screen. She wondered if she’d wanted it so badly she’d made it up. ‘He’s slower but he’s moving.’

Griffin entered Charlie’s location into the Armapod and programmed it to go faster. ‘We’re coming, fella.’

Thick, grey clouds bulged overhead and the snow became heavier, turning the landscape into a lumpen world of white.

Griffin tried to ignore his fears but they kept pushing their way back into his thoughts. How could anyone survive in this weather? What if we don’t find her in time? What if she’s already …

He looked up and focused on the ground ahead.

The snow deepened. The Armapod surged on.











CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

A Deadly Storm




‘It’s started.’ Xavier texted Griffin as the live broadcast of Sneddon’s demonstration began from the Halls of Government. ‘Are you watching?’

Griffin began typing on the screen in the dashboard. ‘Got it.’

His stomach jolted to see Sneddon standing beside Premier Albright, who was shovelling praise on him and declaring him the man who would save the world.

‘He looks even more smarmy than usual,’ Griffin groaned.

‘He’s had a lot of practice,’ Fly added.

Government officials, dignitaries and celebrities applauded with wild admiration. Sneddon held his hand over his heart, pretending to be humbled. Dressed in a long grey coat with a gold satin cravat, he was the picture of a trustworthy, upstanding human.


Ariella was by his side, perched before a computer. Behind him was a vast white screen, emblazoned with the logo of Future World Solutions and the line: Saving Our Planet.

Sneddon raised his hand to silence the crowd. ‘We humans have a responsibility to take care of this planet and each other, and I have made it my mission to do just that.’ His black eyes swept over the audience.

‘With our highly advanced robotic eagles, we can create rain in areas of drought, and snow during crushing heat waves. We can reduce the power of storms and hurricanes. We will have ultimate power over the weather.’

After the cheers and applause died down, Sneddon continued. ‘So let’s begin. For today’s demonstration, we’ve sent drones to capture the flock’s work in action.’

On the screen behind him, footage appeared of eagles flying over an abandoned, snow-covered neighbourhood. ‘We have lost so much. Whole suburbs and cities have become wastelands. But with our new climate engineering technology, we will protect what we have left.’

The eagle-like machines soared above ruined homes and clogged streets, their powerful wings propelling them forward.


Griffin leaned closer to the computer. ‘That place looks familiar.’

The snow gave way to shimmering water flooding between houses, factories and apartments.

Griffin’s body jolted with a cold panic. ‘It’s Grimsdon.’

Fly watched as their old home appeared. ‘There’s the library and the Grimsdon Bridge.’

‘Somewhere far away,’ Griffin said, remembering Aleksander’s words. ‘What if he sent Isabella there?’

Fly’s grip on her phone tightened. ‘And now he’s going to destroy it.’

‘Here, sadly,’ Sneddon continued, ‘we have one of those wastelands. A once great city that is now an irredeemable ruin. I am going to demonstrate how I can control the weather to save cities like this in the future. So now,’ he said, beaming in anticipation, ‘sit back and enjoy.’

The drones filmed the eagles as they turned in a sudden upward climb, until they disappeared into the thick, cloudy sky.

 

Isabella poked another piece of furniture into the fire on the roof, when Herman’s long neck rose into the air, his head poised, as if he sensed danger. Her hand flew to her sword, ready for battle. ‘What is it, Herman? What can you hear?’


Before she could say any more, the temperature plummeted and a bitter wind bustled into them.

Herman growled. He opened his claws and lifted Isabella into the air, placing her on his back, so she nestled between his shoulderblades.

The sea monster bent down until his face was level with Isabella. He growled again and nudged her head with his snout.

‘It’s okay.’ Isabella rubbed his face. ‘I’ll hold on.’

He stretched his wings and brought them down in a rapid stroke. Isabella held on tight as the rush of air pushed into her. With only one more flap, Herman’s long slender body lifted from the roof and he flew.

Peeking between Herman’s shoulders, Isabella raised her head and saw the purplish grey eye of the storm. It frothed and churned, pinwheeling in the sky, sending out waves of snow-filled clouds.

Herman swooped into a sharp turn. Isabella almost lost her grip. She ducked down and held tight to his fur. The wind blew fierce and cruel and the sea creature strained against the increasing gale.

They sailed between bruised, roiling clouds, buffeted this way and that. Herman tore through the sky, his wings beating furiously, as the city sailed beneath them.


Isabella looked over her shoulder. She squinted against the ice and snow, which lashed the city, smothering it in white. The storm front struck like a bulldozer, tearing into everything. Buildings swayed and cracked, falling into each other, crashing into the river like a collapsing house of cards.

The snow melted on her skin. Ice-cold rivulets of water dripped into her eyes, making it hard to see. She released one hand from Herman’s fur and wiped her sleeve across her face, just in time to see the clock tower above the Haggle crumble like it was nothing more than a sandcastle.

She nestled in closer and gripped his fur tight. Herman flew faster, to the edges of the city, over rows of sunken houses, and half submerged football stadiums.

Isabella felt the sea monster’s heart quicken and his muscles tense. A long, low growl vibrated through his body.

The storm was getting worse. No matter how fast Herman flew, it was gaining on them, tearing at Isabella, making it harder to hold on and forcing her to slip down Herman’s back.

A blast of wind stampeded into them. They were flung through the air like a toy, swept away in a violent current of snow. Herman fought against the tornado-like winds, the blistering cold and the jagged shards of ice.

Dizzy and afraid, Isabella hunkered even lower and only just heard Herman’s roar as he struggled to gain control. He pushed against the force of the storm, his powerful wings battered like a kite in a cyclone.

Isabella saw Griffin’s face. Heard him say her name. For the smallest moment she felt safe, as if she was drifting. Rolling. Awash in a sea of noise, with no idea which way was up or down.

A fierce updraft of wind pushed Herman’s chest and snout upwards, like he’d been hit, when another blast bent his wing. He let out a pained wail and fell backwards.

They toppled over and over. Isabella’s head pounded. Her fingers loosened and she slid down Herman’s back.

The sea creature roared.

‘Herman!’ she screamed into the wind. ‘I can’t hold on.’

Isabella drifted even further. The barest tuft of fur was gripped in her fingers.

The last strands slipped away.

And she fell.











CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

The Grand Finale




Sneddon watched with glee as Grimsdon was destroyed. The city that caused his downfall would be ruined forever. Erased from the world like a bad dream.

And with it, Isabella Charm.

He could not have been happier.

After years in that wretched place, his return to civilisation would be complete, just as he planned.

He stood on stage and gave Ariella a victorious nod in full readiness for his big finale. ‘The robotic eagles will release a powerful cocktail of chemicals that will reverse the wild weather, bringing it to a safe and quiet calm.’

Although battered by the wind and snow, the drones followed the eagles as they swooped into formation and entered the very heart of the storm.

‘Any minute now,’ Sneddon said. ‘You will see the results of years of hard work and ingenuity.’

 


The Armapod marched forward. Griffin and Fly watched the broadcast on the dashboard as the city that was once their home was destroyed. As snow and ice blasted it in a blanket of white and building after building tumbled into each other. As the Grimsdon Bridge crumbled and what was left of the Royal palace simply fell apart.

Griffin glanced at Fly’s phone, watching the red dot, which was headed straight for the storm. He sat silently, his fists clenched. Fly reached over, uncurled his fingers and slipped her hand into his.

 

The audience in the Halls of Government were becoming uneasy. Heads turned and concerned whispers began to rise like the hum of insects. On the giant screen before them, buildings crumbled and glass high-rises shattered in a hail of splinters. The dome of a sports stadium flew across the sky.

The storm was getting worse.

Confused murmurs spread among the dignitaries. Premier Albright sidled up to Sneddon. ‘Everything okay, Phineas?’

‘Of course,’ Sneddon answered, his voice wavering. ‘It won’t be long now.’


Sneddon’s confidence withered and his face grew pale. ‘Sometimes it takes time, especially with a storm as large as …’

He stopped. His mouth hung open.

A robotic eagle plunged from the clouds, a broken wing dangling by a cable.

‘Ariella,’ Sneddon hissed through a fake smile. ‘What’s happening?’

‘Everything’s going as planned, sir,’ Ariella replied with her usual buoyant air.

‘This isn’t the plan,’ he spat, his words like poison.

Another eagle fell and another, like space junk falling from the sky. The drone footage began to shudder until it spiralled downwards and plummeted through the coiling, icy squall.

And the screen went black.

Sneddon’s jaw clenched in fury as Ariella beamed beside him.

 

Inside a squat, metallic house that looked more like a lab than a home, a wiry-haired professor with large red glasses cradled a small robotic dog and wept.

The eagles were one of her favourite creations and her proudest, apart from Mathilda, and they’d been destroyed right before her eyes.


And it was all her doing.

She wiped her sleeve across her cheeks and with Mathilda nestled on her lap, she threw back her shoulders and continued to type.

In front of her was scrolling green data that, to the untrained eye, would look like a mess of letters and numbers. Professor Singh knew it well. They were coding commands, which she’d just rewritten, programming Ariella Frost to destroy her eagles.

But there was one last change she needed to make.

 

Isabella woke to a warm breeze. Curled into a ball, she blearily opened her eyes and found herself nestled in a rounded hollow lined with emerald green fur.

‘Herman?’

The sea monster purred, blowing hot air from his nostrils. ‘We made it? How?’

She patted his snout to make sure he was real.

‘You caught me.’ She sat up and reached her arms around his neck. ‘You’re good at this rescue business. Where are we?’

She pulled herself up between his shoulders and poked her head over his back. The sight hit her like an ill wind. A deathly quiet settled over everything and snow continued to fall. Waves of a frozen landscape rippled around them. Snow-covered houses were tilted and half-sunk, like frosted, lopsided cakes, alongside shapes of cars and trucks piled against bent lampposts.

They had escaped the storm but to where?

A low, pained growl rose from Herman, and Isabella noticed his wing lay at an awkward angle.

‘You’re hurt.’

His breathing was raspy and shallow.

‘I’m sorry.’ She stroked his back. ‘It’s my fault you’re here.’

Her clothes were wet and her hip hurt from where she’d been lying on her sword. She felt lightheaded from the cold and lack of food. She sank back into the warmth of Herman’s curved body.

‘I’ll think of something. I promise.’

But what could she do? She didn’t even know where they were.

The wind hissed and whined.

There was something else. A faint cry. Isabella held her hand up against the falling snow and looked towards the sound. The silhouette of a bird drifted above them. Its movements were unsteady, as if it was only just managing to stay in the air. ‘Charlie? Is that you?’


Isabella slid down Herman’s back, waving her arms. ‘Charlie! I’m here!’ She jumped up and down, the spear gun banging against her back.

The eagle screeched and turned into a slow dive.

‘It’s really you.’ Isabella pushed away her sodden fringe and laughed, until she noticed a dark object appear through the clouds above him.

And it was moving fast.

‘It’s a rescue eagle,’ she said. ‘Herman, we’re going to be okay.’

But as the robot flew closer, she noticed it torpedo towards Charlie, descending in a deadly nosedive, poised to attack.

Isabella cupped her mouth and shouted, ‘Charlie!’

But it was too late. The robot struck Charlie’s wing and he was thrown sideways, tumbling through the air. The mechanical eagle flew past, circled back and prepared for another strike.

It was definitely not here to rescue them.

Charlie struggled to keep flying. His wings staggered. He was losing height. If the robot struck again, he’d never make it. Another blow would knock him from the sky.

Reaching back, Isabella ripped the spear gun from its holster. Charlie flew faster, darting and turning, trying to escape the robot, who was closing in from behind.

Isabella aimed the spear gun, hoping it would travel far enough and desperate not to miss.

Or hit Charlie.

She pulled the trigger and the spear catapulted up, tearing through the air, heading straight for them.

It struck with a hard blow.

Isabella gasped.

The robot eagle was thrown backwards. The spear had dislodged its wing, which now dangled lifelessly. The machine rolled through the sky and crashed in a puff of snow.

Isabella retracted the spear and tucked the gun into its holster as Charlie fluttered towards her. He pulled his wings back to slow his fall, reached his claws forward and landed with a hard thud.

‘Charlie!’

Forcing her way through the snow, Isabella fell to her knees and scooped him into her arms. His body shook and his chest rose and fell in bursts.

‘It’s okay, Charlie,’ Isabella said. ‘You’re safe now.’

She got to her feet and trudged back to Herman. ‘I have the perfect place to rest.’


She lifted the eagle onto the sea monster’s back and nestled him into a warm nook. Herman raised his good wing and blew warm air onto them both.

Isabella smiled when she saw the leather pouch around the eagle’s neck marked Charlie’s dinner. ‘Fly takes good care of you.’

Her eyes filled with tears thinking he might not make it.

Charlie lifted his head and pecked at the food, taking in small bites. ‘That’s it. Keep eating. Fly needs you back.’

His breathing began to calm.

The sea monster purred.











CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

A Sudden Appearance




Fly kept her gaze fixed on her phone, following Charlie’s red dot, while the Armapod marched on.

‘He’s stopped.’

‘Do you think he’s found Isabella?’

‘I don’t know but he’s not far.’

They searched the horizon, scanning the snowy landscape, when Griffin spotted something in the distance. ‘Over there.’

Fly followed his pointed finger and her heart leapt. ‘Is that Herman?’

They saw glimpses of emerald green against the white landscape. As they trekked closer, it became clearer. The sea monster was curled in the snow.

‘It is!’ Fly said. ‘He must have Charlie.’

Griffin brought the Armapod to a stop. It lowered to the ground and the legs folded against its sides. He and Fly gathered water and blankets and jumped from the cabin into the snow, which rose above their knees.

‘Herman!’ Fly’s voice drifted on the icy air.

The sea monster raised his head. Snow rained from his long neck and he let out a weak cry.

A head poked up from beneath his wing.

‘Isabella!’ Griffin cried, pushing even harder through the snow.

Isabella slid from Herman’s back and waded towards him. She threw her arms around Griffin and squeezed him so tight he almost couldn’t breathe.

‘Griffin,’ was all Isabella could say, before her throat seized.

‘You’re okay.’ Griffin’s voice was muffled by her hug.

Fly squeezed herself between them. ‘You made it.’

‘Charlie and Herman saved me, Fly.’

‘I knew they would.’ Fly let go and ran towards the sea monster, climbing onto his back. She huddled beside the quivering eagle beneath Herman’s protective wing. Charlie’s body shook and he found it hard to hold his head upright. She ran her hands over him, checking for injuries. ‘Nothing’s broken,’ she said, relief filling her voice.

She wrapped him in a blanket and nestled him against Herman’s skin. ‘I’m here now, Charlie.’


As much as she could, she folded her small arms around Herman. ‘It’s good to see you.’ When Fly laid her head against his neck, fear spilled over her. His breathing was uneven and faint.

Isabella and Griffin appeared behind her. ‘How are they?’ Griffin asked.

‘Cold and weak,’ she said. ‘If Herman’s out of water too long, he won’t make it.’ Her voice cracked with a sob.

Isabella fought against tears and held out the blankets. ‘Help me with these.’

Fly and Isabella brushed off the snow and covered him as best they could in blankets while Griffin sent a message to Xavier.

 

Found Isabella & Charlie. And Herman. Need rescue team & Armaflyer. FAST.

 

Xavier texted back.

 

U R MY HERO!

 

Fly held out a capful of water to Charlie, while Griffin lifted a bottle to Herman’s mouth. Fly noticed him lean away as Herman drank. ‘He won’t bite,’ she assured him.


Griffin was about to answer when he spotted something in the sky. In the distance, he saw tiny specks emerge from the clouds.

‘Rescue eagles,’ he said with relief.

Charlie became jittery, throwing off his blankets. Screeching and fluttering.

‘Charlie?’ Fly stroked his back. ‘What’s wrong?’

Isabella watched as a flock of eagles turned into a downward swoop and sped towards them. ‘They’re not here to rescue us. One attacked Charlie earlier, until I stopped it with my spear gun.’

The robots flew closer.

‘Run to the Armapod,’ she ordered. ‘Quick!’

Fly bundled Charlie into her arms and they ran. The snow made it hard to move and their feet sank into it with each step. Griffin looked up, worried they’d never make it.

He helped Fly and Charlie inside, when he felt a hard blow to his head and dropped to the ground.

‘Griffin!’ Isabella helped him up, while the eagle swerved away, preparing for another strike.

Looking back, she saw the rest of the squadron inching closer. She slammed her hand against a large button, which closed the doors, and the robots veered away, missing them by mere seconds.

‘Are you okay?’ Fly and Isabella asked at once.


‘Yes,’ Griffin lied. His head rang and his vision blurred, but at least they were safe. He secretly hoped the eagles would lose interest, when they heard a pained roar.

Fly looked out the window. ‘They’re attacking Herman!’

Herman roared and snapped at the eagles, who took turns to batter him, landing blow after blow. The sea monster cried out, using his good wing to swat them away.

‘Herman!’ Fly said with a whimper.

‘Don’t worry. We’ll stop them.’ Griffin had no idea if that was even possible, when another eagle rammed into Herman and he bellowed in pain.

Griffin turned to Isabella. ‘We need to distract them.’

‘They’re fast,’ Isabella said. ‘And it’s hard to move in the snow.’

‘The hoverboards!’ Fly cried.

‘Perfect! How do you feel about flying?’ Isabella asked Griffin.

‘I’ve had one lesson.’ He did his best to appear confident. ‘I’m almost a pro.’

While they strapped the remotes to their wrists, Isabella reminded him of the basics. Griffin found it hard to concentrate, focusing instead on trying to breathe. He wondered if he’d been wrong not to let Xavier be here. Even with a broken arm, he was sure he’d be much better at fighting deadly eagles.

A robot ploughed into Herman’s wing, bending it back. The sea monster’s cry was more of a weak, surrendered groan.

Fly looked at Griffin, her eyes welling with tears. ‘They’re going to kill him.’

Griffin felt his back stiffen. ‘No, they’re not,’ he promised, wiping her eyes with his hand. ‘Isabella and I will make sure of it. Stay here and keep Charlie safe.’

He and Isabella adjusted their goggles and strapped on their helmets. He opened the door and they jumped into the snow.

‘Be careful,’ Fly pleaded.

‘Always.’ Griffin did all he could not to look terrified.

As they clipped their boots into the boards, he counted the eagles. Five, he thought. You can do this. Get rid of those and your friends will be safe.

Isabella handed him her sword while she ripped the spear gun from its holster. ‘Reach for the stars, Griffin Fletcher.’

‘Go forth and be great, Isabella Charm.’


Jets of air blasted from beneath the hoverboards, lifting them above the snow. Isabella rose swiftly, calling out and waving her arms to get the robots’ attention. One of them took the bait and headed straight for her.

Griffin’s start wasn’t so smooth and he lurched upwards. He tilted left and right, staggering in leaps until he slowly found his balance and evened out.

‘Go, Griffin!’ Fly cheered before the door of the Armapod closed.

Isabella quickly gained height, surfing the wind, ducking and weaving. With the robot close behind, she flipped into a forward somersault. The eagle flew by and she righted herself, took aim and pressed the trigger. The spear struck it hard, sending it into a lifeless nosedive, until it hit the snow in a crunch of metal.

‘Oops,’ she said. ‘Sorry.’

She retracted the rope.

Just when Griffin thought he’d mastered keeping upright, he saw an eagle barrelling straight at him. He felt his energy drain and he worried he was going to faint, when a violent surge of wind pushed him backwards. He tumbled into a full circle, almost dropping his sword, while the eagle flew above him.

‘Nice move!’ Isabella cried.


Griffin offered her a weak smile, not exactly sure what had happened, but shuddered at what he saw behind her.

‘Watch out!’

Isabella looked round to see a robot careering towards her. She twisted out of the way, missing the attack, only to see another one lining up to do the same.

This time, she didn’t turn away, instead she flew at the machine head-on. She held her spear gun out, jousting style, and rammed it into the oncoming robot. It rebounded back, straight into the path of the first attacking robot.

The crash was stunning. Electricity sizzled and the robots fell to earth in a stream of dazzling sparks.

‘Woo hoo!’ Griffin yelled into the wind.

‘Three down,’ Isabella called, ‘two to go.’

Griffin gripped the sword as a robot flew directly at him. It was fast and each time he glanced back, it was even closer. He knew he couldn’t outfly it and in seconds it would slam into him, knocking him from the sky.

He had a plan. He wasn’t sure it would work, but the eagle was coming fast, so he had to try.

Tucking the sword into his belt, he began taking off his coat. With the eagle closing in, the jacket got stuck on the remote. He grunted and ripped it hard, finally managing to slip it off. Griffin took the sword and threaded it into a sleeve, holding it beside him, so it looked like a billowing scarecrow.

Griffin hoped the machine couldn’t tell the difference between a human and a flying coat.

He waved the jacket, feeling like a matador, when the robot rammed into it, so that the coat covered the entire machine.

Unable to see, it became disoriented and wavered through the air, before it sailed downwards and crashed at full speed.

‘Ha!’ Griffin laughed in disbelief. He’d done it. He’d fought a robot eagle and won.

On a hoverboard!

He spun around to celebrate with Isabella, just as an eagle rammed into her shoulder. She was thrown backwards, gripping her arm, wincing in pain.

Griffin sped towards them. The robot quickly returned and hit her again. This time the blow was harder. She bent forward, losing height as the machine circled to finish her off.

Isabella doubled over. The robot was seconds away, hurtling towards her like a missile. Isabella was defenceless. If Griffin didn’t reach her in time, she’d never make it.


He veered into a sharp turn, aiming directly between them. He had to intercept the robot before it struck again.

When he was almost between them, he drew the sword back with both hands and swung the blade with everything he had. It slammed into the robot, which jerked sideways with the force of the blow. The clang of metal on metal rang in the air and sparks sizzled as the deadly machine fell from the sky. Griffin’s body vibrated and his wrist stung with the impact, as he watched the almost graceful dive, before the robot landed far below as a useless piece of junk.

‘That’s what happens when you hurt a friend of mine.’

He turned to Isabella, when he saw her body become limp and she began to fall.

‘No,’ Griffin whispered, as he saw her tumble.

He threw the sword away and pressed hard on the remote. Leaning forward, he willed the hoverboard to go faster.

The icy air bit at his face. He grit his teeth.

Please, please, please.

He held his breath. He had to make it. There was no other option. Isabella couldn’t die.


He flew fast, his eyes flicking between the ground and Isabella. It’d be close but he had to get this right. One misstep, one tiny mistake, and she wouldn’t make it.

He was gaining on her. Drawing closer. He held out his arms. He leaned further forward.

And he caught her.

The wind was knocked from his chest and his arms ached, but he did it. They made it.

Fly leapt from the Armapod and Griffin heard her shout. ‘You did it! Griffin is my hero!’ She jumped around in the snow, while Griffin slowed to a careful stop, Isabella safely in his arms.











CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

A Hasty Escape




Sneddon’s demonstration finished with hostile questions shouted from the audience. He’d tried to weasel his way out with an explanation, but he had none. What should have gone so well had failed. And he had no idea why.

He scurried from the stage and disappeared into the shadows, leaving Ariella to face the furious audience.

As he scarpered down the fire stairs, he ripped his phone from his pocket and summoned his Armavan. He pounded his fist against the emergency exit, stopping briefly to cradle his wounded hand, when he heard angry shouts echoing in the stairwell above. He tried to run, but his coat caught on the handle. The voices got louder. He cursed and wrenched the jacket, tearing it, before slipping into his waiting Armavan. He ducked low to avoid being stopped by the guards and ordered the robot to take him home.


As he fled the scene, winding through the streets towards his mansion on the mountaintop, his mind jammed with the same thoughts.

How did it all go so wrong? Everything was in place. We’ve been testing for months.

The questions buzzed in his mind, over and over, until he entered his driveway and drove into the underground garage.

He fled the vehicle and ran inside. Apart from his gasping breaths, his house echoed with silence.

His mouth was dry. He leaned over the kitchen sink and drank huge gulps from the tap. Water dribbled down his chin and onto his expensive suit. Struggling to breathe, he ripped his shirt collar. Buttons spilled to the floor. He threw open the balcony door and a bitter wind helped cool his blood-red face.

His phone vibrated with non-stop messages. He scrolled through them. They were from ministers and journalists demanding he call them and from potential clients who wanted nothing more to do with him or his company.

He was about to toss the phone aside when another message appeared. His spirits lifted to see Aleksander’s name.

 

I know what you did to Isabella. Never contact me again.

 


Attached to the message was a video. He pressed play.

It was a special Breaking News edition of Pinkerton Tonight. Sneddon sank against the wall and slid to the ground.

Aleksander was on set with one of the younger kids from Grimsdon. They showed vision from Ariella’s databank of him planning the ice storms and the collapse of the school roof and sending robots to attack Jeremiah’s home. They played the video of Jeremiah throwing his shoe, but this time included what happened just before that – his speech imploring the government to save the city before it was too late and Sneddon’s mocking reply, ridiculing him, calling him fake and untrustworthy.

The young boy was almost in tears as he spoke. ‘Jeremiah Pain is reliable and trustworthy. He’s a great scientist and an even better guardian. The best a kid could ever have.’

Pinkerton spoke about the failed demonstration and the danger this one man posed to society.

The final word came from his own son. ‘It’s Mr Sneddon we can’t trust.’

Aleksander called him Mr Sneddon. As if he was a stranger.


Time seemed to stall. Sneddon stared at the phone as snowflakes melted on the screen. He was on the brink of having it all and he’d lost everything in a matter of hours.

He threw the phone across the balcony and it struck the tile floor with a sharp crack.

‘Ariella!’ It took a moment for Sneddon to remember he’d abandoned her at the Halls of Government.

He saw the gates of his driveway open and Armavans ambling towards his house. Sneddon scrambled to his feet, crouching low, retreating inside as an angry crowd spilled out of the vans, shouting and shaking their fists.

He turned and ran, tearing through the house and downstairs to the garage. He opened the door to see Ariella flanked by his guards.

‘Mr Sneddon, sir.’ Ariella beamed her usual broad, gleaming smile. ‘We need you to come with us.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Get out of my way.’ He tried to push past her, but she reached out and seized his wrist. He squirmed in pain.

‘I’m afraid I can’t do that, sir. There is somewhere else we need to be.’











CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Coming Home




During the long trip in the ambulance to New City, the paramedics checked Isabella over, while Fly and Griffin caught her up on all she’d missed.

Tripping over each other to remember everything, they told her about Sneddon returning as Phineas Snowden, who was working with Ariella at Future World Solutions, and Griffin and Xavier confronting him and visiting the archives with Jeremiah, and the failed demonstration and Sneddon being as mean as he ever was and hopefully, now that the world knew who he really was, he’d never bother them ever again.

Isabella struggled to take it all in and had so many questions but for now she simply said, ‘You’ve all been busy.’

‘What else were we going to do without our best friend.’ Fly beamed, while Charlie nestled in blankets on her lap, having a long, well-deserved sleep.


Along with the ambulance, the REF had arrived with an Armaflyer. Even as weak as Herman was, Fly coaxed him onto a large piece of material that was winched upwards and the Armaflyer took off, with the sea monster swinging beneath it. The sight of Herman swaying through the sky was something none of them would forget for a very long time.

Apart from a few grazes, a touch of hypothermia and dehydration, plus a very badly bruised shoulder, Isabella was fine. Especially after all she’d been through.

A tussle of hugs and welcomes smothered Isabella at the door of Aleksander’s home. After a long hot bath, prepared by Bea and Xavier, she was led to the lounge room, where they continued to fuss as they fluffed cushions, stoked fires and Jeremiah served cups of honey tea.

Herman was taken straight to the saltwater pool. It took a while to convince the vet they had a real sea monster, but when they described him, she couldn’t stay away. He was weak from being out of water and even though the vet had never worked with a sea monster before, she said his vital signs were good and with no serious damage to his wings, he should be able to fly again in time.


While Fly retold the story of Griffin and Isabella’s battle with the rescue eagles, the others were glued to her every word. Even Xavier, who admitted that it did sound impressive.

‘Impressive!’ Fly cried. ‘It was magnificent! Griffin is the bravest person I know!’

‘Principal Galloway thinks so too,’ Jeremiah said to Griffin. ‘She says you’re in line for the Academy’s highest bravery award. And I have a message from Mr Mallet.’

Griffin spluttered, almost choking on his tea. ‘For me?’

‘He said you’ve proven yourself magnificently, as he knew you would, and he’s looking forward to seeing you at Aeroball.’

‘He is?’ Griffin let out a nervous laugh.

Isabella raised her cup. ‘To Griffin, rescuer, friend and future Aeroball champion.’

The others joined in. ‘To Griffin!’

‘I still think I should have been there,’ Xavier sulked.

‘Isabella and Griffin were fine without you,’ Fly said.

‘Yeah,’ Bea added. ‘But imagine how much more incredible the story would be if Xavier had been there too.’


The others giggled.

Isabella pointed at Xavier’s broken arm. ‘Been doing your own rescuing?’

‘Wonder Boy and I had a slight mishap.’

‘Where is Aleksander?’

‘Making himself scarce.’ Xavier sipped his tea. ‘He’s smart enough at least to know when he’s not wanted.’

‘He’s not that bad,’ Raffy said. ‘Without him, we couldn’t have accessed Ariella’s databank or organised the interview with Madeline Pinkerton. Plus, he’s sad about his dad.’

Xavier took a noisy sip. ‘I still don’t have to like him.’

‘What was Grimsdon like?’ Raffy asked Isabella. ‘Before the storm hit?’

‘It was in bad shape, Raff,’ she said. ‘And the Palace was a mess without us to take care of it.’

‘Okay,’ he said, as if he finally accepted that Grimsdon was gone forever. It was somewhere they once lived, with wonderful, terrible, exciting memories, nothing more.

Isabella was still confused. ‘How did I get to Grimsdon?’

‘Sneddon programmed Maxwell to kidnap you,’ Raffy said. ‘He even had him leave a note, faking your handwriting. The hot chocolate he gave you the night you disappeared knocked you out so he could drive you to Future World Solutions, where they flew you to Grimsdon in an Armaflyer. We found it all on Ariella and Maxwell’s databanks. Both robots have been sent back to the factory to be erased and reprogrammed.’

‘Where is Sneddon now?’

‘In an orange jumpsuit, I think,’ Xavier said with a smirk.

‘Jumpsuit?’

‘He’s in jail,’ Jeremiah explained. ‘Premier Albright issued a warrant for his arrest and Professor Singh programmed Sneddon’s own robots to capture him.’

‘Which was only right,’ Bea declared.

‘Especially after what he did to you, Isabella,’ Raffy said, with his old spark well and truly back.

Jeremiah’s phone rang. It was Premier Albright. He held it out for everyone to see. ‘Good evening, sir.’

‘Sorry to interrupt.’ Albright looked uncomfortable. ‘I wanted to see how the patient is doing.’

‘Fine,’ Isabella said. ‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Good to hear,’ he said. ‘I also wanted to thank Xavier and Griffin for letting us know about Snowden.’ He shook his head. ‘I mean Sneddon.’


‘That’s okay, sir.’ Xavier tapped his brow. ‘I was simply doing my duty to protect this city in every way I could.’

Fly and the others stared at him.

‘Oh, and Griffin helped too.’

‘I’m sorry for not believing you when you first told me about him.’

‘He fooled a lot of people,’ Griffin said.

‘Yes.’ Albright winced. ‘His work was so exciting, we never believed he’d use it against us. We’ll use some of his methods, but the work of the Academy is still very important.’ He paused. ‘As is the work of the Bureau. My deepest apologies to you, Jeremiah. You’re a fine scientist and if you’ll accept, we’re reopening the Bureau and we’d like you to have your old job back.’

Griffin smiled as Jeremiah did his best not to cry. ‘I’d be honoured.’

‘Phew!’ Albright sighed in relief. ‘I was so hoping you’d say that. I’d better go and give everyone the good news. Thank you all again.’

‘Jeremiah Pain,’ Bea announced.

‘Chief Climatologist at the Bureau,’ Raffy said with a flourish.

‘As it should be.’ Fly led the applause.


There was a knock at the door. ‘Can I come in?’ Aleksander asked sheepishly.

Griffin looked at Isabella. ‘Is it okay with you?’

She nodded.

Jeremiah kissed Isabella on the head. ‘Welcome home. You leave quite a big hole when you’re not around.’

Xavier was about to leave when he asked, ‘The foul during Aeroball and the snowmobile crash, they were deliberate, weren’t they?’

Aleksander gave a resigned sigh. ‘I was angry with you. My dad said you and Raven attacked him and that you were the reason he was bitten by a poisonous snake and nearly died.’

‘All true.’

‘Plus, you can be annoying.’

‘Why do people keep saying that?’

Bea grabbed Xavier’s good arm and led him outside. ‘Because even though we love you, sometimes it’s true.’

Griffin glared at Aleksander. ‘I’ll be just outside.’

Aleksander plunged his hands in his pockets. ‘I’m glad you’re okay.’

‘Me too.’ She eyed him carefully. ‘Although if it wasn’t for Griffin and the others, I wouldn’t be.’


‘I’m sorry for –’ he struggled to know what to apologise for first ‘– for … everything.’

‘When we were teamed up in robotics,’ Isabella said. ‘It wasn’t the Academy’s choice, was it?’

Aleksander hung his head. ‘My dad ordered Professor Singh to include you in her class. He wanted me to keep you out of his way while he unveiled his plan to stop dangerous weather. He said you’d nearly killed him once and might try again. I didn’t know he wanted to hurt you.’ Aleksander looked pained. ‘He also said he wanted us to be a real father and son again but that was a lie too. I was just another tool to help him return to power.’

‘You deserve a much better dad.’

Aleksander blinked away a tear.

‘Are you going to stay here?’ Isabella asked.

‘Principal Galloway has found another sponsor, so I’m moving back to the school boarding house.’

‘Won’t you miss all this?’

‘Not really,’ he said. ‘Having you all here made me realise how lonely it is. It’ll be nice to have other kids around. And you?’

‘Jeremiah said we can go home tomorrow. You’re welcome to visit. The house is small, there’s only one bathroom and it gets really noisy over breakfast, but it’s home and we love it. Jeremiah has made sure of that.’

‘He’s a good man.’

‘The best.’

‘When I started reading about you,’ Aleksander said, ‘I instantly admired you. I still do. Even more. I think you’re amazing, Isabella Charm.’

The door swung open and Griffin stumbled inside, only just catching himself from falling. ‘Everything okay in here?’

Isabella laughed. ‘Perfectly fine.’

‘I’d better go,’ Aleksander said. ‘Cora is cooking up a welcome home feast. She’s gone a bit overboard. I hope you’re hungry.’

‘I’m famished!’ Isabella said.

‘I’ll make sure she’s got plenty for seconds.’

As he left the room, Griffin shot him a disgruntled stare.

‘He’s okay, Griffin.’

‘It might take me a while to believe that.’ Isabella toyed with the edge of her blanket. ‘It’s okay if you’re angry with me too.’

‘Why would I be angry with you?’

‘Because I yelled at you and refused to listen when you were looking out for me.’


Griffin sat beside her. ‘Maybe I was a little annoyed, but I was never angry. I wish I’d been better at convincing you that that woman wasn’t your mum.’

‘I wouldn’t let you, even though I knew you were right.’

‘You did?’

‘I had a feeling that it wasn’t her but I –’ a sharp breath caught in her throat ‘– I wanted my mum back so badly.’

A tear fell down her grazed cheek.

Griffin wiped it away with his sleeve. ‘She was pretty convincing.’

‘To everyone except you.’ Isabella sighed. ‘She’s never coming back, is she, Griffin?’

He wanted to tell her she was wrong. That there was still a good chance her mum would be back one day. But he couldn’t.

‘You’ve always been there for me, Griffin, and I treated you so badly.’

Griffin threw back his shoulders. ‘I can take it.’

‘Fly’s right. You’re the bravest person I know.’

‘Me?’

‘Who else has swum through a harbour with sea monsters, braved sharks and sneaker waves and fought off robotic eagles on a hoverboard?’


‘My best friend was in danger.’ Griffin shrugged. ‘You spend your time being brave and courageous and I follow you everywhere to make sure you’re okay.’ He gave her a cheeky smile. ‘Even though it’d be nice if you could tone down the bravery and we could get back to doing homework and reading stories at night.’

‘That sounds perfect.’

‘What should we read next?’

‘The Lord of the Rings?’

Griffin winced. ‘Maybe something with a few less orcs and murderous battles.’

Isabella laughed. ‘Okay. What about Heidi? Or Bambi? Or Charlotte’s Web?’

‘As long as we read them together.’

‘It’s a deal,’ Isabella said. ‘Because I’m not planning on going anywhere without you.’











About the Author




After completing a teaching degree, Deb went to Africa where she was caught in a desert sandstorm, harassed by monkeys and thrown in jail … twice! She produced and wrote a national kids’ TV show before leaving to write twenty-six books, including her cranky climate change trilogy, Grimsdon, New City and Final Storm. Teresa A New Australian was inspired by her dad, who was born in a cave during one of the heaviest bombing raids of WW2. The Stupendously Spectacular Spelling Bee and The Most Marvellous Spelling Bee Mystery have been published to great acclaim here and in the US. Her picture book Wolfie: An Unlikely Hero was chosen to be part of Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library. She is a proud ambassador for the Premier’s Reading Challenge, Room to Read and Books in Homes. Deb’s won awards for her books but mostly hopes to be as brave as her characters.

deborahabela.com











Acknowledgements




This is the third of my cranky climate change novels. They began with Grimsdon and New City and were inspired by my crankiness that governments around the world weren’t doing enough to combat climate change. Ironically, I thought by the time these books were published we would have tackled the major issues and the books may even be irrelevant, but I think getting cranky about climate change is more important now than ever. We’re better now, and really exciting things are happening, but lots more still needs to be done. My first shout out goes to all the kids around the world, including Greta Thunberg, who’ve taken the brave step of standing up and demanding change of our leaders. You are my heroes.

I write my novels in an attic at the top of our house, with a window on the world when I get stuck or need to daydream. But books find their way into the world because of all the other hardworking people in that novel’s orbit who care for it and lovingly see it into print.

Firstly, I would like to thank Penguin Random House, who have been my publisher since my very first novel, Max Remy Superspy: In Search of the Time and Space Machine in 2002. I have been UBER lucky to work with publisher extraordinaire, Zoe Walton, who always has a smile and a head coach attitude when it comes to listening to my ideas and making sense of the mess they sometimes are.

There are not enough words to thank Brandon VanOver, who has been my editor for more books than I can remember. You have made me a better writer and person. Huge thank you to Mary Verney, who fearlessly and wonderfully took over the editorial reins on this book. Your patience is astounding.

The publicity and marketing team at PRH are stellar! Special thanks to Dot Tonkin and Zoe Bechara, I couldn’t hope for a more dedicated, talented and fun-to-party-with team.

Thank you to Monica Hawton for your writer’s eye and for taking these characters to your huge heart. I look forward to reading your books and watching your films one day.

Thank you to my uber-talented and ever-lovely friends at SCBWI, especially Susanne Gervay, Marjorie Crosby-Fairall, Margaret Roc, Jodie Wells-Slowgrove, Sue Whiting and Sarah Davis.

To the incredible teachers and librarians I have met over the years, who champion books like kids’ lives depend on it … because they do! And the tens of thousands of kids I have met over almost twenty years of writing.

To my dear friend Carol, who is always my lead cheerleader in writing, to Tara who tells me to never give up and Poz, who has reminded me for decades to ‘keep swimming’. Thank you to Brian and Shirley Decker, my unofficial managers, and for Shirl’s sharp proofreading eye.

And to the beautiful Todd, who never loses faith in me. You simultaneously anchor me and brighten my world. Thank you.










Deborah Abela and Room to Read



Deborah Abela is a writer ambassador for Room to Read, a global non-profit organisation which has transformed the lives of over 16 million children in low-income communities by focusing on literacy and gender equality in education.

Founded in 2000, Room to Read believes World Change Starts with Educated Children®.

Deb says, ‘Every child has the right to an education and to the joy of reading. By helping to educate the world’s poorest, we are not only creating better communities, we are helping build a better, brighter world. It is that fundamental.’

roomtoread.org

[image: image]








[image: image]

Praise for Grimsdon:

‘A new Deborah Abela novel is always something to be excited about and this one does not disappoint.’

Australian Bookseller and Publisher

‘Grimsdon is a rollicking adventure … Highly recommended.’

Magpies

Praise for New City:

‘An exciting story for mid-upper primary readers.’

Magpies

‘I loved this story! It is perfect for 9- to 12-year-olds who love adventure mixed with a little mystery.’

Sunday Mail Adelaide





Books by Deborah Abela

Grimsdon

New City

Final Storm

The Stupendously Spectacular Spelling Bee

The Most Marvellous Spelling Bee Mystery

The Remarkable Secret of Aurelie Bonhoffen

Max Remy Superspy 1: In Search of the Time and Space Machine

Max Remy Superspy 2: Spyforce Revealed

Max Remy Superspy 3: The Nightmare Vortex

Max Remy Superspy 4: The Hollywood Mission

Max Remy Superspy 5: The Amazon Experiment

Max Remy Superspy 6: Blue’s Revenge

Max Remy Superspy 7: The Venice Job

Max Remy Superspy 8: Mission in Malta

Max Remy Superspy 9: The French Code

Max Remy Superspy 10: The Final Curtain

Jasper Zammit Soccer Legend 1: The Game of Life

Jasper Zammit Soccer Legend 2: The Striker

Jasper Zammit Soccer Legend 3: The Finals

Ghost Club 1: The New Kid

Ghost Club 2: The Haunted School

Ghost Club 3: A Transylvanian Tale

Wolfie: An Unlikely Hero






PUFFIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
 India | New Zealand | South Africa | China

[image: image]

Penguin Random House Australia is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

First published by Puffin Books, an imprint of Penguin Random House Australia Pty Ltd, in 2019

Copyright © Deborah Abela 2019

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, published, performed in public or communicated to the public in any form or by any means without prior written permission from Penguin Random House Australia Pty Ltd or its authorised licensees.

Cover illustration by Sebastian Ciaffaglione
 Cover design by Astred Hicks/Design Cherry
 Internal design and typesetting by Midland Typesetters, Australia

[image: image]


ISBN 9780143794479


penguin.com.au





  
  
    [image: Penguin logo]

  

  
    [image: Penguin logo]

  

  Sign up to Read More and discover new favourites



  Visit penguin.com.au/readmore




OEBPS/Images/brand.jpg
Penguin
Random House
Australia





OEBPS/Images/tp.jpg
FINAL STORT

AAAAAAAAAAAA





OEBPS/Images/i.jpg





OEBPS/Images/322.jpg
T

Room to Read®





OEBPS/Images/NLA.jpg
M A catalogue record for this
AZZESIL ook s available from the
NATIONAL

National Library of Australia






OEBPS/Images/PRHA.jpg
Penguin
Random House
Australia






OEBPS/Images/logo_small_mono.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo_small.jpg





OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Book



		Title Page



		Contents



		Dedication



		Griffin’s Diary



		Prologue



		Chapter One: A Broken Rule



		Chapter Two: The Academy



		Chapter Three: A Special Demonstration



		Chapter Four: A New Alliance



		Chapter Five: Aeroball



		Chapter Six: A Small Gift



		Chapter Seven: A Grand Unveiling



		Chapter Eight: A Curious Incident



		Chapter Nine: An Unfortunate Encounter



		Chapter Ten: A Warning



		Chapter Eleven: A Wild Ride



		Chapter Twelve: A Quiet Fear



		Chapter Thirteen: An Uncertain Promise



		Chapter Fourteen: A Race Against Time



		Chapter Fifteen: Unexpected Guests



		Chapter Sixteen: A Sneaking Suspicion



		Chapter Seventeen: A Puzzling Find



		Chapter Eighteen: An Unforeseen Turn of Events



		Chapter Nineteen: A Long Overdue Reunion



		Chapter Twenty: A Grand Celebration



		Chapter Twenty-one: A Fateful Decision



		Chapter Twenty-two: A Terrible Discovery



		Chapter Twenty-three: A Frightening Prospect



		Chapter Twenty-four: A Disturbing Realisation



		Chapter Twenty-five: An Old Foe Returns



		Chapter Twenty-six: A White Lie



		Chapter Twenty-seven: A Clever Escape



		Chapter Twenty-eight: A Sneaky Plan



		Chapter Twenty-nine: A Trip to the Haggle



		Chapter Thirty: An Unlikely Hero



		Chapter Thirty-one: A Close Call



		Chapter Thirty-two: A Wretched Betrayal



		Chapter Thirty-three: An Uneasy Farewell



		Chapter Thirty-four: A Fiendish Act



		Chapter Thirty-five: A Deadly Storm



		Chapter Thirty-six: The Grand Finale



		Chapter Thirty-seven: A Sudden Appearance



		Chapter Thirty-eight: A Hasty Escape



		Chapter Thirty-nine: Coming Home



		About the Author



		Acknowledgements



		Deborah Abela and Room to Read



		Praise



		Books by Deborah Abela



		Imprint



		Read more at Penguin Books Australia











OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
fAL§





