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RAINING NEWTS AND FROGS
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If you have ever tried to find the Isle of Imbur on a map of the world, then you’ll know by now that it simply doesn’t exist. You will not find it tacked on to the end of Italy, or nestling under the armpit of the Antipodes, or even skulking off the coast of Mexico, disguising itself as a humpback whale. And even if you spread your map across the entire kitchen table and study it through a magnifying glass, you will find nothing in the empty spaces of the map but a few melted chocolate stains and some dead flies.

Yet it is precisely in one of these empty spaces that the Isle of Imbur lurks, quietly minding its own business, growing its own potatoes, fooling the rest of the world into believing that it is nothing more than an accidental smudge. And that is exactly the way the islanders wish to keep it.

One islander in particular had gone to extraordinary lengths to conceal its existence from the rest of the world. Her name was Principal Delphinia Dark-Angel. She was a practical, businesslike woman at heart, with closely cropped white hair and a stubbly, neatly trimmed mole on her left cheek that resembled one of the Galapagos Islands. She wore a long, yellow weatherproof coat, buttoned all the way up to her chin, and she did not like surprises.

Unfortunately, a rather large one had been delivered to her office at precisely ten past six that morning, along with a pot of hot tea. The principal shot a furtive glance at this surprise, which was sitting in the middle of her desk and took the form of a photograph. The photograph showed showers of newts and frogs raining down on the Houses of Parliament in London. They tumbled from the skies in a blur of webbed feet.

Principal Dark-Angel picked up the photo and turned it over with a sigh. She read the note on the back for the tenth time that morning, hoping that she might have misread it on the previous nine occasions.

 

Dear Principal,

 

A weather warning has just been issued for Buckingham Palace, Westminster Cathedral, and the Glow Worm Café on Hyde Park Corner. The risk of heavy amphibious showers falling in all three locations is extremely high and will remain so for the next few hours. Anyone venturing outside is being advised to watch where they’re putting their feet and to wear hats, boots, and safety goggles.

Luckily, climatologists are blaming this sudden invasion of flying amphibians on global warming. They’re predicting the problem could become far more serious in the future, eventually leading to heavy showers of bison, followed by prolonged downpours of sheep.

Please advise immediately.

 

Yours sincerely,

Trevelyan Tempest

 

Principal Dark-Angel put the photograph down and turned away from her desk with a frown. It was not that she was particularly shocked by showers of frogs. On the Isle of Imbur, last Tuesday at lunchtime, a small shower of tadpoles had been rapidly followed by a torrential downpour of newts, and so it had continued, raining newts and frogs, until no one on the isle dared leave home without an umbrella.

What really troubled the principal was the reason the showers had started in the first place, why they appeared to be getting worse, and why, according to Trevelyan Tempest—one of her most trusted colleagues—they were now falling in places where they simply shouldn’t exist. If her suspicions were correct, it had absolutely nothing whatsoever to do with strange atmospheric disturbances or global warming, as London’s top meteorologists had proclaimed. It did, however, have quite a lot to do with an eleven-year-old boy called Angus McFangus.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a brisk knock at the door.

“Fresh pot of tea, Principal?” A plump woman with soft brown curls entered, carrying a tray. “I’ve already strained it for tadpoles.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Stobbs.” Principal Dark-Angel sank gratefully into the chair behind her desk. “And could you please tell Felix Gudgeon that I need him to deliver an urgent message as soon as possible?” she added, setting a small sheet of blue writing paper on her desk and scribbling down the words that would change the life of one boy forever.





[image: images]  1  [image: images]

THE WINDMILL
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If you met Angus McFangus in person, you would not find any extraordinary mysteries stuffed up his left nostril, or nestling under his armpits, or even skulking under his eyebrows, disguised as bat-shaped birthmarks. And even if you studied his face closely through a magnifying glass, you would find nothing exceptional upon it, except a few stray smudges of raspberry jam. Nor would you discover the slightest trace of the great secret that had been lurking about his person since the day he was born.

Angus himself had known nothing of this secret until a few weeks before, when he’d suddenly started having nightmares. A huge dragon with claws and a thick armor of fiery scales had begun forcing its way into his dreams, causing him to wake up abruptly in a cold and clammy sweat. He had no idea why this glittering, combustible creature kept bothering him, almost every night. And he couldn’t seem to shake it off, no matter how many hot milky drinks he sipped before bedtime.

He knew nothing about the Isle of Imbur, of course, or how that extremely secretive island was about to affect his life. At the moment, he was free of nightmares, fast asleep, snoring gently in one of the bedrooms at his uncle’s old windmill in Devon. His pale gray eyes closed fast against the morning sun, his short brown hair flattened across the tops of his small bear-shaped ears. Even the scattering of freckles across his nose had a sleepy sort of look about them as he snored.

This slumber was about to be shattered, however, by a series of loud bangs and explosions, the first of which would wake Angus with a start and cause Mrs. Mavis Fish-Hook, in the nearby village of Budleigh Otterstone, to drop a teapot on top of her husband’s head.

BOOOOOOOOOOOOMMMMM . . .

Angus sat bolt upright in bed, his eyes instantly open. The floorboards in his room shook as if something large and heavy had just collided with the side of the Windmill and then settled again. He held his breath, listening for any nasty cracks, snaps, or thumps that might follow. Then he jumped swiftly out of bed and stumbled around his bedroom, quickly pulling on a T-shirt and jeans before—

“ARRRGGGGHHHHHHH!” A strangled yell suddenly came up from the kitchen below; it was followed by an ominous smash!

Angus flung his bedroom door open and raced down the spiral staircase. Loud noises first thing in the morning always meant that Uncle Max was in big trouble.

Uncle Max was a brilliant inventor who built highly volatile machines that often went up in smoke, shattering the peace of the countryside. And so far that summer, the peace had been shattered twenty-seven times already—twenty-eight if you counted this very latest explosion.

“Uncle Max?” Angus called urgently, skidding to a halt outside the kitchen. “Is everything all right?”

There was no answer. Angus opened the door cautiously, sticking his head all the way inside the room and—THUD! He was instantly knocked off his feet by something resembling a large copper-colored washing machine. It scuttled quickly past him, across the hallway, and into the room beyond, trailing several pots and pans behind it, as well as the plug from the kitchen sink.

Angus picked himself up quickly and darted into the steam-filled room. “Uncle Max?”

“Ah, good morning, good morning, dear nephew!” came his uncle’s cheerful-sounding voice in reply, and Angus found him under the kitchen table.

Uncle Max had large amounts of bushy white hair sprouting in great tufts from both his eyebrows, the ends of his nostrils, and the insides of his ears. This morning his face was also shining like a boiled lobster; the arms had been ripped violently from his coveralls and were trailing on the floor behind him like a pair of soggy blue pythons.

“Er . . . is everything all right?”Angus repeated, kneeling on the floor beside him. “Do you want me to call out the fire brigade again?”

“Everything is quite under control, my dear Angus.” Uncle Max beamed. “Just a few minor hiccups with my latest invention.”

Angus glanced nervously over his shoulder. What Uncle Max referred to as “a few minor hiccups” often resulted in dangerous explosions, sudden fires, and broken bones. Just last summer, an arctic ice smasher had broken Angus’s arm in two places, and he’d spent weeks in a cast. And this summer was already proving to be much more perilous.

“What was that thing that knocked me over, anyway?” he asked warily as the sound of splintering furniture drifted across the hallway.

“That was the automatic steam-powered blizzard catcher,” Uncle Max said, smoothing out his singed eyebrows. “And it’s one of my more brilliant inventions, even if I do say so myself.”

Angus frowned. “But . . . why’s it gone running off?”

“The blizzard catcher has been programmed to forage for its own fuel,” Uncle Max explained with the air of a proud dog owner talking about his favorite wolfhound. “Unfortunately, it’s already consumed a large quantity of hot tea this morning, not to mention my best pair of slippers, and it now appears to be letting off some excess steam. I would appreciate it if you didn’t mention this to your mother,” he continued, showing signs of real concern for the first time. “After what happened with the arctic ice smasher last summer . . . well, she may never speak to me again if she hears that another one of my inventions is causing trouble.”

Angus grinned. “I promise I won’t tell her anything.”

Luckily for Uncle Max, Angus’s mum and dad, Alabone and Evangeline McFangus, both worked in London and only visited him at the Windmill during the school holidays and on the occasional weekend. He had never been entirely sure what his parents did for a living, except that they worked for some big government department, and their jobs involved large amounts of boring paperwork. Although once, in the middle of a very wintry January, his mum had arrived at the Windmill with severely sunburned kneecaps. Her shoes had also left a mysterious trail of golden sand behind her wherever she went, and when Angus had pointed this out she’d tried to convince him—rather shiftily—that the exotic-looking grains had merely come from the sandbox in the local park.

They’d also given him some extremely odd Christmas presents over the years, including a pair of reindeer antlers from Lapland and some hairy camel’s-milk chocolates. All of which had made Angus wonder, more than once, if there was something his mum and dad weren’t telling him.

The arrival of his eleventh birthday present, on the fifth of August, had done nothing to dispel his suspicions. Posted in Iceland, and wrapped up tightly in sheep’s wool and straw, it had turned out to be a large chunk of black volcanic rock. Angus longed to quiz his mum and dad in person about which volcano this impressive rock had come from. But it had been more than three weeks since their last letter, and Angus had started to worry.

They’d never gone this long before without visiting or phoning to check that Uncle Max was feeding him enough brussels sprouts. They’d never forgotten to ring him on his birthday, either, and he still felt a sting of disappointment whenever he thought about the fact that this year, the phone had remained silent.

An ominous clatter of pots and pans interrupted his thoughts at that precise moment, and he spun around to see the blizzard catcher scuttling back into the kitchen. Large jets of hot steam were now belching out of its pipes, as if dozens of kettles were all coming to a boil at once. Angus backed away from it speedily, before it could poach him like an egg.

“Bother!” Uncle Max exclaimed, grinning and not looking in the least bit bothered. “I think the time may have come to ask the Budleigh Otterstone fire brigade for their assistance after all, if you wouldn’t mind telephoning them, my dear nephew.”

“Oh . . . right, yeah,” Angus said, trying to sneak past the blizzard catcher without attracting its attention.

“It might also be a good idea to mention that it’s something of an emergency,” his uncle added, his excited face just visible through the thick clouds of steam. “Judging by the smells it’s now making, I’d say the blizzard catcher has been guzzling down cold tomato soup, chocolate liqueurs, and wooden matches and is in imminent danger of exploding.”

Angus abandoned all attempts at creeping quietly and flung himself across the kitchen, hoping to reach the telephone in the hallway before his uncle’s invention went into total meltdown. He’d barely managed to grasp the doorknob, however, when—

BOOOOOOOOOOOOMMMMM . . .

Somewhere in the village of Budleigh Otterstone, Mr. Wilfred Pyke tripped and fell into a wheelbarrow full of manure. Angus was blasted off his feet and thrown clean across the kitchen, where he landed with a thump, feeling like he’d just been flattened by a herd of buffalo. He sat shakily on the floor, with large purple blobs dancing before his eyes, and for a split second, he even caught a brief glimpse of the fire dragon that kept nudging its way into his dreams.

He shook the lingering image from his head and stared around the devastated room. Cold tomato soup dripped from the kitchen walls like an eruption of volcanic lava. The pantry door had been ripped violently off its hinges.

“Now that is what I call a highly successful morning,” Uncle Max declared, crawling out from under the wreckage of the smoldering table, his hair now a shocking shade of orange.

 

Angus spent the rest of the day knee-deep in tomato soup, helping Uncle Max scoop great bucketloads of the stuff off the kitchen walls. It also took ages to pry the melted blizzard catcher off the floor, to which it had attached itself like a limpet, and he didn’t get to bed until well past eleven o’clock that night.

He was awakened by the doorbell ringing downstairs. Angus blinked groggily at the luminous alarm clock on his bedside table and frowned—it was ten past five in the morning.

The sound of muffled voices came drifting up the stairs. Angus heard a door opening directly beneath his bedroom, and then the conversation faded. He hesitated, wondering if Uncle Max was in trouble with the Budleigh Otterstone fire brigade for causing yet another explosion and if he might be in need of some help. There was only one way to find out.

He crept quietly out of bed, crawled across the floor on his hands and knees, and lifted the edge of the rug that covered the bare boards beneath. Several years ago, one of Uncle Max’s other inventions (a self-inflating portable bathtub) had exploded in the middle of the living room, creating a small hole in the ceiling directly below Angus’s bedroom. So far, Angus had only used this spy hole twice—once to discover what his mum and dad had bought him for his birthday, and another time to see the end of a scary film about flesh-eating zombies that Uncle Max had refused to let him watch . . . although afterward, in the long dark hours of the night, Angus wasn’t sure this had been such a good idea.

He eased the rug back again now, being careful not to make any noise, and pressed his eye to the hole. Uncle Max was standing directly beneath him dressed in a pair of red flannel pajamas and a purple-spotted bathrobe, both of which clashed horribly with his soup-stained hair. And hovering in the doorway, wearing a long, weatherproof yellow coat and black rubber boots, was the most astonishing person Angus had ever seen in his life.
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THE FERRY WITH NO NAME
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The stranger was the same height as Uncle Max, his straggly beard a stony, marbled gray; he was also completely bald and appeared to be wearing a single silver earring—shaped like a snowflake.

“Come in, Felix, come in!” Uncle Max boomed, in a manner that made Angus think the two men had known each other for years. “If I’d known you were going to be in this neck of the woods, I would have made one of my famous fish-and-raspberry-jelly stews for supper.”

“I’m still recovering from that disgusting muck you made me eat the last time I was here,” the stranger growled in a deep, gravelly voice. “What was it again—snail-and-seaweed pie?”

“I’ll have you know my snail-and-seaweed pie has won first prize at the Budleigh Otterstone village fair for the last two years,” Uncle Max said, his eyes twinkling with pride.

The stranger snorted loudly. “First prize for what, though?”

He then positioned himself by the fireplace, forcing Angus to shift all his weight onto his left shoulder and wriggle himself around on the floor until he could see both men properly again.

“So, to what do we owe this unexpected pleasure, old friend?” Uncle Max asked jovially.

“I’m not here to enjoy myself,” the man barked. “I’ve come to deliver an important message from Principal Dark-Angel, in person.”

He took a crumpled piece of blue paper from one of the pockets in his yellow coat and handed it to Uncle Max.

“Ah.” Uncle Max frowned. “If this concerns the delivery of the automatic steam-powered blizzard catcher, I think I ought to warn you that there have been one or two unexpected complications—”

“It’s got nothing to do with any of your crackpot inventions,” the stranger interrupted rudely. “This concerns the boy, Angus.”

Angus felt his left foot twitch suddenly at the mention of his own name.

“Angus?” Uncle Max sounded equally surprised. “Why, my dear Felix, I don’t quite understand—”

“Then you’d best hurry up and read that letter. I haven’t got time to sit around this drafty windmill, explaining myself to you. The boy’s in danger, and I’ve come to take him away.”

Angus gulped. What could he possibly be in any danger from—other than one of his uncle’s inventions? And he cast a nervous glance over his shoulder, just in case the blizzard catcher was on the prowl again. But there was nothing sinister lurking in the shadows of his room, and he pressed his eye back to the spy hole.

Uncle Max unfolded the letter. Instead of reading this mysterious message, however, he thrust it straight into the glowing coals of the fire, promptly setting it alight. Angus quickly stifled a gasp. But Uncle Max waited patiently until the flames had burned themselves out before calmly rescuing the only scrap of paper to have survived the inferno. He read it carefully. It was several moments before he spoke again.

“It would seem, Felix, that the situation is far more serious than I realized,” he said, sounding slightly shell-shocked. “I’ve seen the news reports, naturally, but . . . you agree with Principal Dark-Angel that Angus must go tonight?”

The stranger nodded solemnly. “The principal feels the boy’s no longer safe at the Windmill. I’ve got a taxi outside waiting to take us both to the ferry port. And I’ve brought a couple of these with me, just in case we run into any trouble on the way.” He took a small glass ball from his pocket and held it up to the light, where it glittered and sparkled impressively.

“Storm globes?” Uncle Max said, surprised, still clutching the charred letter tightly in his hand. “But surely such measures won’t be necessary. . . .”

“Necessary or not, I feel happier knowing they’re in my pocket. And the boy’s to be told nothing, mind, until Principal Dark-Angel’s had a chance to speak to him herself.”

“But you cannot simply bundle Angus onto a ferry without a single word of explanation,” Uncle Max protested, running a hand through his bushy orange hair. “He knows nothing about storm globes, or the real reason we’re being bombarded with these ridiculous showers of frogs. Alabone and Evangeline have been most careful to keep the truth from him.”

“You mean the boy still thinks his parents work for some boring government department?” the man asked, sounding mildly surprised.

Uncle Max nodded. “And I’m not convinced he’d believe the truth, even if we explained it to him.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that.” The stranger grunted. “The boy’s bound to start asking questions sooner or later. He won’t have heard from his parents in weeks now, and he’ll be wanting to know why—unless he’s got snail-and-seaweed pie for brains. He’s old enough to know the truth, I say.”

Angus swallowed hard, his pulse beginning to race. The truth about what? Why had his parents been lying to him? And how did the stranger even know that there’d been no word from his mum and dad in weeks?

“You’d best go and wake him up.” The man glanced impatiently at his watch. “The two of us have a ferry to catch. It’s the only sailing this week, so it’ll be packed to the portholes. But Principal Dark-Angel wants the boy brought to her tonight, and that’s final.”

“Oh, very well.” Uncle Max sighed. “But I absolutely insist that you join me in a cup of tea first, and I won’t take no for an answer. I want to hear everything you can tell me about this alarming situation. . . .”

They were still talking as they disappeared into the hall a moment later, closing the door behind them.

Angus sat back on his heels, his mind racing. He sprang to his feet a second later, struck by a sudden thought. Uncle Max and the stranger were planning to wake him up as soon as they’d finished their tea, which meant he now had only a few minutes to grab anything he wanted to take with him on this mysterious journey.

He found a large canvas bag lurking at the bottom of his wardrobe, which he quickly began to stuff with as many socks, underpants, T-shirts, and sweaters as he could find. As an afterthought, he also grabbed the last letter from his mum. He tucked it safely inside a spare pair of jeans and shoved the whole hastily packed bag under his bed. He glanced anxiously at the hole in the floor, hoping that he’d covered it up again properly, then jumped back under his covers and waited. And just a few seconds later . . .

“And the boy’s in here, you say,” a deep voice growled in the hallway outside his room.

The door burst open suddenly. A dark shape came striding in and flicked on the overhead light. Angus sat bolt upright in bed . . . and gulped. Close up, the stranger looked even more unfriendly than he’d appeared through the hole in the ceiling. His black eyes gleamed darkly, staring down at Angus with an extremely disappointed look on his face, as if he’d been expecting to find someone taller or far more intelligent looking.

“You’ve got five minutes to get yourself packed and dressed, boy, or you’ll be leaving this windmill in your pajamas,” he growled.

Before Angus could respond to this extraordinary statement, however, Uncle Max also entered the room, looking thoroughly out of sorts.

“My dear Felix, Angus will not be going anywhere until you’ve introduced yourself properly. I absolutely insist—”

“We’ve already wasted enough time drinking tea.” The man folded his arms stubbornly. “I haven’t got time for introductions.”

“Then I must make them for you.” Uncle Max sighed wearily. There were dark circles under his eyes, which somehow made his hair look even more orange. “Angus, I would like you to meet a very old friend of mine, Felix Gudgeon.”

“Er, h-how do you do, Mr. Gudgeon?” Angus said, smiling as politely as he could.

Gudgeon did not smile back.

“Felix has just arrived with some rather unexpected news,” Uncle Max continued, hovering awkwardly at the foot of Angus’s bed. “It seems your parents are quite unable to visit, so you must go to them instead. Gudgeon will see to it that you come to no harm along the way,” he explained, not quite meeting his nephew’s eye. “It’s far too dangerous for you to stay here any longer—”

“Dangerous?” Angus gulped. What was so dangerous about the Windmill all of a sudden? Nobody had ever worried about him being here before, not even when the arctic ice smasher broke his arm. “But . . . Uncle Max, what’s going on?”

“You’ll find out what’s going on when I decide to tell you, boy,” Gudgeon snapped, his snowflake earring flashing dangerously. “But until then, I won’t be answering any questions, so don’t waste your breath asking any. Understand?”

Angus didn’t understand anything; he nodded quickly, however, swallowing down at least a dozen questions that had just gotten stuck in his throat like fish bones.

 

By the time they reached the ferry port, twenty minutes later, Gudgeon had already made it crystal clear that he’d rather hold a conversation with a bucket of slugs than chat with Angus about any subject, including the weather. And as Gudgeon paid the driver, Angus clambered out of the taxi and stood shivering on the chilly pier, trying to work out what was going on.

He stared around the bustling port, searching for any clues that might give him the slightest hint about their destination. The large ferry looming up in the darkness ahead didn’t even have a name.

To make matters more confusing, Gudgeon had insisted that Angus put on a long gray coat before they left the Windmill. It was made of thick, soft wool, with a deep velvet-lined hood that fell so far over his face Angus could barely see where he was going. He wondered if they were heading somewhere cold, perhaps, like Iceland or Norway?

“Right, boy, follow me.” Gudgeon appeared by his side, clutching two ferry tickets. “And keep that hood pulled down low. That face of yours could get us into serious trouble if anyone gets a good look at it.”

Angus frowned. What was wrong with his face? It had never gotten him into trouble before, at least not that he could remember.

He trotted nervously along behind Gudgeon, the strong smell of engine oil and gutted fish making his eyes water. They’d barely gone more than a dozen steps, however, when Gudgeon came to a halt.

“Hold your horses, boy,” he growled. “There’s trouble coming our way.”

Angus turned, half expecting to find an escaped rhinoceros charging through the early morning toward them, and peered anxiously into the gloom. Halfway along the pier, an angry fish seller had just kicked over an entire bucket of wriggling eels. Then he saw them. Beyond the eels, two figures emerged, heavy coats with upturned collars making them look like sinister shadows.

“I’ve been expecting those two mongrels to show up somewhere,” Gudgeon informed him, a note of satisfaction in his gruff voice.

“But . . . who are they?” Angus asked, watching as the two shadowy figures cut swiftly across the street toward them.

“Nobody you need to worry about, boy. And by the time I’ve finished with the great useless pair, they’ll be wishing they’d picked another ferry port to go prowling about in!”

Gudgeon took a small glass ball from his pocket, clutching it tightly in his weathered hand. Angus recognized the glittering storm globe instantly. It was the same one he’d seen through the spy hole in his bedroom floor, and he felt his pulse quicken.

“Keep that hood pulled down low,” Gudgeon warned again. “And stick close to me. This isn’t going to be pretty.”

Suddenly the ferry’s whistle blew, making Angus jump, and all along the pier passengers began to dash toward it. At the exact same moment, Gudgeon raised his hand high above his head . . . and smashed the storm globe hard on the ground, where it shattered into a hundred tiny pieces.

Angus leaped back as a thin curl of gray mist rose instantly from the broken sphere. The mist snaked its way upward, gathering swiftly into a small, fluffy-looking cloud, which hovered twenty feet above Gudgeon’s bald head. The cloud grew thicker and darker until it looked as if it was about to burst, and then . . . Angus almost jumped out of his skin as a small rumble of thunder echoed around the quayside. He stared up at the cloud in disbelief—not even his uncle had ever made it thunder before.

“That should keep those two mongrels busy for a bit!” Gudgeon growled, grabbing Angus by the elbow and marching him hastily toward the ferry.

Ten seconds later, the cloud finally burst, releasing a spectacular, monsoonlike deluge. Huge, angry drops of rain bounced off the ground with a deafening noise, like a bag of marbles being dropped from a great height.

People scattered in all directions, running headlong into one another as they slipped and skidded, desperate to escape the vicious storm. And the two shadowy figures disappeared from view, swallowed up in a wet and dizzy blur.

Angus stared over his shoulder, wondering if he was in the middle of an extraordinary dream. Nobody could create their own weather. Nobody could whip up a thunderstorm just because they felt like it. It was totally impossible. . . .

“Stop gawping, boy, and get on that boat!” Gudgeon barked in his ear, forcing him up the gangway between the last of the stragglers.

Angus was jostled along the ferry’s deck, his feet sliding hopelessly on the wet wooden boards, and he groped around for something to hold on to. Somebody shoved him from behind, and he lurched sideways.

“Watch it, boy!” Gudgeon yelled, making a wild grab for his arm, but it was already too late.

Angus tripped on the hem of his own coat and fell headfirst, his skull making extremely painful contact with a solid-looking post—

CRACK!

And suddenly everything went dark.
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DARK-ANGEL
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“And the boy’s been unconscious since you left, you say?”

“Haven’t heard a peep out of him, Principal. He’s been twitching like a rabbit, tossing and turning, mumbling some nonsense about dragons.”

“Dragons?”

Voices drifted toward Angus like a whispered story on a cool evening breeze. He’d been having the most amazing dream: he’d been riding a dragon over monstrous gray waves, swaying groggily as the fiery creature soared and plummeted with a violent pitching motion. He was now lying perfectly still, however, and his head was aching like he’d just been hit with a baseball bat, several times.

“Well, Doctor Fleagal isn’t overly concerned.” Somewhere close by, the voices started talking again. They sounded impatient. “He says Angus will wake up in his own time, but this really is most inconvenient, Gudgeon. I had hoped to talk to the boy as soon as he arrived. . . .”

Gudgeon? Angus had a sudden vision of a gruff-looking stranger dressed in a yellow coat and black rubber boots, and the glorious dream faded in a flash.

He opened one eye warily and blinked. He was lying on an old sofa with the long coat thrown over him like a blanket. Gudgeon towered above him with a face like thunder. Standing next to him was a woman with short white hair, pale skin, and a bristly mole on her left cheek. She was dressed in a yellow coat identical to the one Gudgeon was wearing. It was buttoned all the way up to her chin.

“Looks like the boy’s waking up now, Principal,” Gudgeon grunted, noticing that Angus had his eyes open. “And about time too.”

The woman turned toward him, smiling faintly. “Ah, Angus, you’ve had us all quite worried. I’m afraid you’ve been unconscious for some time.”

Angus sat up slowly, feeling a hard lump on his forehead. It was the size of an egg and throbbed painfully.

“What happened?” he asked as the room swayed dizzily before him. “Where am I?”

“I will answer all of your questions in a moment, but first Doctor Fleagal has prepared a special tonic to help you feel better,” the woman said, handing him a tall glass. “You must drink it all while I have a quick word with Gudgeon.” And with one last look, Gudgeon followed her out of the room, closing the door behind them.

Angus took a sip of the tonic. It tasted like black cherries and cinnamon, and he drank the rest of it down greedily. The last thing he remembered was being frog-marched onto the ferry by Gudgeon, but they could have been at sea for hours, or days even, while he’d been unconscious and dreaming of dragons. So where was he now?

Angus stared around the room, looking for clues, but it didn’t give much away. It was sparsely decorated, with a single desk sitting in the center. The stone walls were covered with dozens of weather charts and maps of the world. He stood slowly, testing out his legs, a nervous buzzing in his ears. Staring back at him from the other side of the solitary desk was a long row of pickling jars, and inside each jar—Angus blinked and edged closer for a better look—inside each jar there appeared to be collections of newts, frogs, toads, or tadpoles, all suspended in a briny-looking liquid, with wide eyes bulging.

“Please allow me to introduce myself properly, Angus.” The woman’s voice came suddenly from behind him, making him jump. She had returned to the room alone. “I am Principal Lightning Catcher Dark-Angel.” She shook his hand firmly as she reached the desk.

“H-how do you do, Principal.”

“How are you feeling now? A little better, I hope?”

Angus nodded. Thanks to the tonic, the throbbing pain in his forehead was slowly beginning to ease.

“Good. I trust your uncle Maximilian is also well?” she said, sitting down behind her desk and signaling that he should take the chair opposite.

“You . . . you know my uncle?” Angus asked, almost missing his seat in surprise.

“Certainly. Maximilian has produced many magnificent machines for us over the years. In fact, we were expecting him to deliver his latest invention this week, the automatic steam-powered blizzard catcher, I believe it’s called. Perhaps you have seen him working on it during your stay at the Windmill?”

“Er . . .” Angus thought of the temperamental machine that had knocked him off his feet and that was now sitting in his uncle’s workshop, a twisted blob of melted copper and pipes. He wondered how he could answer without getting Uncle Max into trouble. He was saved from having to explain anything, however, by the principal’s next question—which took him completely by surprise.

“Forgive me for asking something so personal, Angus, when we’ve only just met. I’m sure you have many questions of your own, but there is a small matter that I wish to clear up first, if I may.” She gave him a faint smile, which looked rather forced and unnatural. “Have your parents sent you any letters through the mail lately?”

Angus twitched in his chair, the cogs turning slowly inside his befuddled brain. There had been the letter from his mum . . . and he remembered that he’d stuffed it into the jeans he’d packed before leaving the Windmill. His bag was now lying on the floor, next to the principal’s desk. Angus looked away from it swiftly. There had been nothing remotely unusual or interesting about the letter. Plus it had been addressed to him, not Principal Dark-Angel. Who had yet to explain why he’d been dragged from his bed in the middle of the night. Or what his mum and dad had to do with any of it.

“They—they haven’t sent me anything in ages,” he lied, swallowing guiltily.

“And you are quite sure of that?” The principal’s gaze settled upon him like an extremely bright searchlight, making the hair on the back of his neck tingle. “They haven’t sent you any messages or maps of any kind? Perhaps you have accidentally opened an envelope meant for your uncle? Think carefully, Angus. It is most important that you remember.”

Angus concentrated hard on the principal’s left earlobe, then shook his head, hoping that his face wouldn’t give him away.

“I see.” Principal Dark-Angel deflated like a punctured balloon. “That is a great pity. I’ve been expecting something important from your parents, but it seems to have gotten lost in the mail. It had occurred to me that they may have sent it to the Windmill by mistake. But please, forget I even mentioned it,” she said, waving the matter aside. “We have far more important things to discuss now that you have arrived here safely.”

Angus got the distinct impression that there was nothing the principal wished to discuss more. He shifted uneasily in his chair.

“Arrived where, exactly?” he asked. “Are my mum and dad here? Can I see them now?”

“We will come to the matter of your parents shortly, Angus. But to answer your other question, you have been brought to the Isle of Imbur.” She opened a large map and spread it across her entire desk.

The map showed an island in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. It was shaped like a kidney bean, with a sandy shoreline and a long range of snow-capped mountains to the west.

[image: images]

Angus frowned. The only thing in the middle of the Atlantic on his uncle’s maps back at the Windmill was some dead flies. He’d definitely never heard of any island called Imbur before.

“Imbur is extremely unusual,” the principal continued. “You will not find it marked on any normal map of the world. Indeed, few people have even heard of it, and that is exactly the way we wish to keep it. For almost three hundred and fifty years, we have allowed the rest of the world to believe that our precious little island sank into the ocean after a terrible storm, and was lost forever. But as you can clearly see, that is not so.”

Angus swallowed. An island that was supposed to have sunk into the sea—no wonder he’d never heard of it before!

“The history of our island is long and complicated, but I will try and explain it to you as best I can.” Principal Dark-Angel paused for a moment as if gathering her thoughts. “I am sure that you must have heard of the Great Fire of London?”

“Er.” Angus floundered, wondering what the Great Fire of London had to do with anything.

“It occurred in the year 1666, of course, and swept right across the city, destroying thousands of homes and other grand buildings in its path. You have also been told, no doubt, that this fire was started accidentally in a bakery on Pudding Lane, by a man called Thomas Farynor. But this is not true.”

Angus gulped and stared at the principal.

“The Great Fire of London was in fact started by a group of men, among them Edgar Perilous and Philip Starling. They lived in a time of amazing scientific revolution, Angus, a time when fascinating new ideas about the world were being put forward by remarkable men such as Galileo. Starling and Perilous joined a group of scientists who had begun to experiment with the explosive forces of lightning, to see if it could be controlled and harnessed. They called themselves lightning catchers, and they constructed many lightning towers across the city of London in order to carry out daring experiments. As you can see from the picture behind me, these towers were an impressive sight, and the people of London were fearful of their power.”

She pointed to a picture on the far wall of her office. Up until that moment, Angus hadn’t even noticed it; it was painted in dark, earthy colors and showed a London of olden days, with a great muddy river snaking its way through the middle, its skyline dominated by dozens of towers shaped like pyramids. Each tower had a large lightning rod poking straight up into the clouds and a treacherous set of steps and ladders running through the heart of its open, skeletal frame. Angus felt dizzy just looking at it.

“These experiments quickly got out of control,” the principal continued. “Philip Starling himself wrote a diary of his near-fatal dealings with this vicious force of nature. He was in favor of taking down the lightning towers and ending all experimentation. Unfortunately, before he could convince the rest of the lightning catchers, there was a terrible storm. One of the lightning towers was struck and caught fire. The fire quickly swept its way across London, killing many people and destroying a large portion of the city.”

“But why doesn’t everyone know about Edgar Perilous, Philip Starling, and the lightning catchers?” Angus asked, amazed.

“Because the Great Fire brought London to its knees, Angus, and the truth would have finished it off completely. It was far safer to convince everyone that the fire had been started quite innocently, in a bakery on Pudding Lane. The rest, as they say, is history. All evidence of the lightning towers was destroyed in the fire itself, and their existence has been conveniently forgotten over the years.”

Angus thought of the history books he’d read at school, all of which had gone into lengthy detail about the unfortunate baker on Pudding Lane, and felt his head spin.

“Having convinced everyone that the fire was an accident, London’s leaders were keen to remove any remaining lightning catchers from the capital to prevent another catastrophe. Philip Starling, Edgar Perilous, and their followers, therefore, were secretly offered refuge on Imbur, a remote island that few had ever heard of. The story that
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