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THE DARK CASTLE
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If you have ever been chased to the top of Mount Maccrindell by an abominable snowstorm, you will know that it is the best place on the whole Isle of Imbur from which to see Castle Dankhart. It is also an extremely dangerous spot to linger. And unless you are a fully qualified lightning catcher, you should make a hasty retreat the instant you’ve chipped the icicles off your eyebrows, taking a solemn vow never to return.

If you are a lightning catcher, however, fleeing from an abominable snowstorm, then you would be well advised to take a different route. Follow a concealed path until you reach a deep crevice in the mountainside that leads to a secret cave. Inside the cave you will find two of your fellow lightning catchers, Azolla Plymstock and Morton Knapp, discussing the weather patterns over Castle Dankhart.

Catcher Plymstock had just completed a long two-week stint on observation duty, making notes on every temperature change, cloud formation, and shower of rain that had fallen over the dark castle in that time. Catcher Knapp had arrived twenty minutes earlier to take over.

“I’m happy to report that the last fourteen days have been remarkably calm and quiet,” Catcher Plymstock said, pulling a coat on over her stout frame and buttoning it all the way to the top.

She was now heading back to the Perilous Exploratorium for Violent Weather and Vicious Storms for a hot bubble bath and an evening with her favorite book about cake baking.

“There has been no sign of the icicle storms returning?” Catcher Knapp asked, studying the neat chart that Catcher Plymstock had already handed over.

Catcher Plymstock shook her head. “There were several abominable snowstorms on Tuesday morning, followed by a brief scattering of pale pink snow at 1:15 p.m., but it didn’t last long. We have run out of chocolate cookies again, I’m afraid, so you’ll have to make do with plain for the time being.”

She pointed to a neat desk at the back of the cave stacked with weather sample canisters, spare candles, and a cookie tin. A small fire was burning in a log stove next to an armchair. The camp bed had been freshly made.

“There’s also a herd of wild mountain fog yetis camping close by, so I’ve left you some earplugs in case they start howling in the night.”

“Thanks for the warning,” Catcher Knapp said, making a swift note of it. “There’s nothing worse than a late-night yeti yodeling session. I’ll try to—”

BOOOOOM!

A powerful shock wave suddenly rippled through the walls of the cave.

“What in the name of Perilous—” Catcher Knapp toppled over sideways with a startled expression, twisting his ankle as he fell. Catcher Plymstock stood her ground, feeling the floor of the cave shake violently beneath her feet. She waited for the worst of the vibrations to stop, then dashed to the cave entrance, where a sturdy pair of binoculars was kept at all times. The binoculars, however, were completely unnecessary. She stared at the calamitous sight before her, with her heart thumping hard against her rib cage.

Castle Dankhart, which had been sitting benignly in the sunshine all morning, had now disappeared beneath a huge, tumultuous cloud, an explosion of weather so thick and threatening it had obscured all turrets, gargoyles, walls, and the very rock upon which the dark castle sat. The cloud began to spin in a treacherous whirlpool of lightning bolts, unstable blizzards, and what looked like violet rain. Azolla Plymstock gulped. It was the most violent weather vortex she’d ever seen.

“Azolla, what is it? What’s happening?” Catcher Knapp asked, hobbling across the cave to join her.

“There’s no time to explain!” Catcher Plymstock sealed the crevice in the mountainside hurriedly with an inflatable doorstopper before the weather could force its way inside. “We must send a message to Delphinia Dark-Angel immediately! If we launch one of the clockwork messenger pigeons from the south entrance, it might just make it back to Perilous without being pulverized.”

She hurried to the back of the cave and flipped open a wicker basket where a row of feathered mechanical messengers stood waiting. She grabbed the largest pigeon, lifted its wing, and extracted a small canister nestling underneath that contained a slip of paper.

“Prepare the pigeon for flight!” She thrust the fat bird at Catcher Knapp. “I must compose a message.”

“But, Azolla, what on earth is going on?”

Catcher Plymstock thought hard for several seconds before scribbling her message with a shaking hand: “Urgent! Castle Dankhart explosion. Total weather catastrophe!”
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THE STARLING MUSEUM OF STORM SCIENCE
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Many miles away, on the busy streets of London, the weather was behaving in a perfectly normal manner. A heavy shower of rain had just begun to fall on fleeing tourists, shoppers, and nonmechanical pigeons. Angus McFangus, however, had already escaped the downpour. He was standing instead in a gift shop at the Starling Museum of Storm Science, staring at a row of very odd teacups. Each of the cups came with a tightly sealed lid and was decorated with lightning bolts, storm clouds, or snowflakes.

Angus picked up the first cup warily and read a label dangling from the handle: “From the famous storm-in-a -teacup range, this is Dewdrop. Drink tea while you watch delicate drops of dew form on the rim of your cup and listen to the sound of gentle rain without the need for rubber boots.”

The cup next to it, Summer Squall, promised a “sudden sparkling downpour with a genuine rainbow, buzzing bees, and a lingering scent of meadow flowers.” And then there was Snowflake: “Set your teeth chattering with this frosty cup of freezing winter.”

Angus grinned. He’d only ever seen a genuine storm in a teacup once before, at the Perilous Exploratorium for Violent Weather and Vicious Stormson on the secret Isle of Imbur, where he was training to become a lightning catcher. On that occasion the encounter had led to a hair-raising incident with some silver lightning moths and had almost landed him in serious trouble. But maybe this time . . .

Angus glanced over his shoulder. The gift shop was empty apart from one bored-looking shop assistant slouching behind the register. He reached out and picked up the last cup on the shelf. “Lightning bolt boneshaker. Drink tea in fear for your life with realistic lightning flash and thunder rumble sugar stirrer.” The cup rattled ominously. Angus dug his fingers under the lid, opening it warily and—

FLASH!

A thin streak of orange lightning shot past his left ear, singeing his hair.

FLASH!

Another lightning bolt whizzed across his left shoulder, and struck a tall display of paper snowflake lanterns behind him, instantly starting a small fire. Angus thrust the cup back onto the shelf. He yanked off his sweatshirt in a panic and quickly used it to smother the smoldering sparks before the whole display went up in smoke. He grabbed a thick book on hurricanes, and wafted away any lingering smell of smoke. A tinny rumble of thunder echoed around the gift shop.

The shop assistant was now watching him with a scowl. “All breakages, floods, and fires must be paid for!” he warned.

Angus hurried away from the lanterns, pretending to study a harmless-looking wall chart until the assistant turned away from him at last.

He pulled on his slightly singed sweatshirt, zipped it up the front, and breathed a sigh of relief. As a trainee lightning catcher at Perilous he encountered dangerous weather on a daily basis, although he still didn’t have a clue how to deal with most of it! Perilous, in fact, was one of the most exhilarating, dangerous, and unpredictable places on the planet. Angus now found it impossible to imagine his life without storm vacuums, deadly lightning bolts, and cold-weather survival lessons where he’d learned how to build an igloo, boil up an emergency survival stew, and indulge in a spot of accidental iceberg hopping.

When he and his two best friends, Dougal Dewsnap and Indigo Midnight, eventually became fully qualified lightning catchers, they would help protect humankind from the worst ravages of the weather across the globe, just as the secret organization of lightning catchers had done for hundreds of years now.

He walked around a large table full of cuddly clouds, wondering when he’d see Dougal and Indigo again. At the end of the previous term Principal Dark-Angel, the head of the lightning catchers, had sent all lightning cubs home for two weeks so the Exploratorium could be thoroughly decontaminated after some violent ice-diamond storms. Two weeks, however, had somehow stretched into the entire month of June, which had then extended all the way through the summer holidays without a single word as to when it would be safe to return. Angus had missed Perilous and his friends terribly.

He glanced around the gift shop, trying to decide if he should buy them each a present. He could see a stack of fascinating books about storm science that Dougal would kill to get his hands on. Indigo would be thrilled if he bought her a Pop-Up Iceberg Obstacle Course; she was far braver than any other lightning cub he’d ever met and never flinched in the face of danger.

“Angus?”

Angus spun on his heels. His uncle Jeremius stood in the doorway behind him.

“If you’ve finished messing about with teacups, we’ve got an appointment with Trevelyan Tempest, and I don’t think he’d be too impressed if you flooded the gift shop.” Jeremius nodded toward the teacup, which had finally stopped rumbling. It had now created a large wet puddle on the shelf where it sat.

“Oh, right, yeah.” Angus hurried away from it. “Who’s Trevelyan Tempest anyway? And why are we meeting him?”

“Trevelyan is someone I’ve known for many years,” Jeremius said.

“So he’s a friend of yours?”

Jeremius grinned. “I wouldn’t exactly call him that.”

Jeremius McFangus was a lightning catcher from the Canadian Exploratorium for Extremely Chilly Weather. Angus had met him for the first time just a few short months ago. Before that, he’d had absolutely no idea that his dad even had an older brother. Jeremius was tall and broad with rugged features and a deep, jagged scar across his chin. He enjoyed spending his days trudging across glaciers in ferocious blizzards, camping out in subzero temperatures, and trekking to the North Pole to collect deep-snow samples. He also had the same gray eyes, small bear-shaped ears, and brown hair as Angus, making it obvious that they both came from the same family. Angus liked his new uncle immensely . . . except when he was being cryptic and refusing to explain things like why they were meeting someone called Trevelyan Tempest. Still Angus was certain he’d heard the name somewhere before.

He followed Jeremius into the museum foyer, where several groups of visitors were milling about, studying floor plans and brochures. The tiled floor and thick stone pillars had an impressive air of age and grandeur. The glass domed roof above was magnificent. Angus twisted his head around, staring straight up through it, trying not to bump into anyone as they made their way through a heavy set of double doors and down a corridor.

“Where are we going?” Angus asked, not really expecting an answer.

“According to the directions I’ve been given, we’re heading over to the far side of the cloud gallery. The last time I visited the museum this section was full of ice sculptures if I remember rightly.”

“You’ve been here before?”

“Many times.” Jeremius smiled. “They’ve got one of the best collections of fossilized hailstones in the world.”

“But I don’t understand,” Angus said, jogging down the corridor after his uncle. “What have hailstones got to do with anything?”

Jeremius didn’t answer.

Angus sighed. It had been the same all summer. Ever since Jeremius had taken him back to the Windmill at Budleigh Otterstone, Devon, he’d been refusing to answer questions about anything remotely interesting.

Angus had spent much of the previous eleven years living at the Windmill with his other uncle, Maximilian Fidget, while his parents, Alabone and Evangeline McFangus, worked away at Perilous. Angus had been told about the exciting secret life they’d led only a year ago. He still found it impossible to imagine his normal, ordinary parents winning Lightning Catcher of the Year awards or thundering through the celebrated fog tunnels of Finland. He was desperate to ask them every little detail about their adventures.

Unfortunately Scabious Dankhart, the most notorious villain on the Isle of Imbur, had kidnapped them and trapped them in a dungeon beneath his castle, so Angus hadn’t seen or heard anything from them in over a year. The only evidence he had that his parents were still alive was a secret message sent to his uncle Jeremius and an amazing three-dimensional picture, called a projectogram, that had been taken in their dungeon. Angus had spent many hours staring at the projectogram over the holidays, studying their pale, hollow-cheeked appearances, desperately hoping that someday soon they would be rescued.

He’d spent the rest of the holidays helping his uncle Max, who possessed an extraordinary talent for creating dangerous weather machines. His latest invention, an instant icicle slicer, had deliberately cut the legs off every pair of pants Angus owned, forcing him to wear his pajama bottoms for several days instead.

His twelfth birthday, on the fifth of August, had come and gone without much fuss. Uncle Max had baked him a special beet and corned beef birthday cake, which Angus had continued to burp up for several days afterward. Jeremius had bought him a brilliant ball game with springy elastic tentacles and tiny bats, which they’d played together on the lawn in the hot summer sunshine. For the first time ever there had been no card, present, or phone call from his mum and dad.

The rest of the holidays had been uneventful, give or take the odd explosion bursting out of Uncle Max’s workshop, until this morning. Jeremius had woken him early with news of a surprise visit to London, immediately after which they would finally be returning to Perilous on a late-evening ferry. Angus had packed hurriedly, stuffing as many socks, sweaters, and pants into a bag as he could carry. Then they’d caught the first train from Exeter and emerged from a packed station some hours later into a wide tree-lined square called Thunderbolt Plaza. From there it had been a brisk ten-minute walk to the huge Starling Museum of Storm Science with its impressive pale stone facade and domed glass roof.

It was only when Jeremius had left him in the gift shop, muttering something mysterious about “confirming arrangements,” that Angus had become suspicious about the real purpose behind their London trip.

He followed his uncle nervously as he pushed through another set of heavy doors at the end of the corridor . . . and froze.

They’d walked straight into a thick, swirling foglike substance. It was exactly like stumbling through the middle of a no-way-out-fog on the Imbur marshes.

“What’s happening?” Angus asked, accidentally swallowing a mouthful of cold, damp air.

“According to the museum guide, this is supposed to be what it feels like to walk through the clouds,” Jeremius explained, appearing close beside him.

Angus wasn’t sure he liked it. The soggy surroundings made him feel mildly claustrophobic. He stared down at his feet, hoping there was something solid beneath them. Thankfully, he was standing on a wide walkway with tiny lights on either side to guide him further into the gallery.

The haze thinned after a few paces to reveal a large room beyond. Giant wobbling cloud exhibits surrounded them on all sides with names like cumulus, stratus, and cirrus. Each cloud was remarkably soft and fluffy-looking, almost as if it’d been caught fresh that morning and dragged inside. Angus reached out and stuck his finger through something called a castellatus cloud as they passed it; it was castle shaped, with turrets, and felt strangely sticky, like cotton candy. He wiped his hands on his jeans, hoping nobody would notice the finger-shaped hole he’d just poked through one of the fluffy turrets.

At the far end of the gallery, Jeremius led the way through yet another set of heavy doors and into a deserted corridor.

“Angus.” Jeremius turned to face him at last. “Late last night I received a message from Principal Dark-Angel.”

“Oh,” Angus said, feeling slightly nervous. Messages from Dark-Angel didn’t always bring good news.

“She has asked me to escort you to the Starling Museum today so that you can learn more about being a storm prophet.”

“Oh,” Angus said again, suddenly understanding.

In his early days at Perilous, he had made the startling discovery that the fire dragon he’d been seeing in his dreams meant he possessed a rare gift for predicting when dangerous weather was about to strike.

Unfortunately, this strange ability had attracted the attention of Scabious Dankhart and his chief monsoon mongrel, Adrik Swarfe, who had tricked Angus into reviving a powerful lightning heart, created in the Great Fire of London. In doing so, Angus had experienced new levels of storm prophet strangeness, which nobody had explained to him yet.

Principal Dark-Angel, however, had promised him some answers and that this would involve a small “detour” before he continued his training as a lightning cub. It was obvious now that this detour had brought him to the Storm Science Museum.

“There is no need to worry,” Jeremius said, spotting the anxious look on his face. “I have Delphinia’s solemn promise that you are simply here to learn about the storm prophets and nothing more. That is why we are meeting with Trevelyan Tempest. There will be no tests, projectograms, or angry weather to deal with; you will be perfectly safe.”

Angus nodded gratefully. Jeremius had already saved him once before from some rigorous storm prophet tests, conducted by Doctor Obsidian, which had involved his being attacked by violent weather projectograms. Principal Dark-Angel had been extremely unhappy about this intervention. Angus, on the other hand, was convinced it had saved him from serious injury or worse.

“Ready?”Jeremius asked.

“Y-yeah, I think so.”

Angus took a deep breath. Did one of the exhibition rooms at the museum have a display about storm prophets perhaps? Was that why Jeremius had brought him here? Would there be life-size replicas of fire dragons to poke and prod and fake storms to test his skills against? But Jeremius strode to the darkest end of the corridor instead and stopped before a very plain-looking door concealed in the shadows.

He pressed a yellow button on what looked like an intercom beside it.

“Yes, can I help you?” asked a crackly voice on the other end.

“This is Jeremius McFangus from the Canadian Exploratorium. I’ve got an eleven o’clock appointment with Trevelyan Tempest.”

Angus could hear the sound of papers being shuffled. And then:

“Please answer the following security questions,” the voice asked. “Who wrote the Pocket Book of All-Season Weather Words?”

“Cecil Doldrum,” Jeremius said, pronouncing the name clearly.

“Name three different types of lightning,” the voice asked.

“Skyrocket lightning, tidal lightning, and lightning tarantulatis,” Jeremius answered without hesitation.

There was another short pause.

“Password?” the voice asked in a polite but firm tone.

“Snowballs.”

For several seconds nothing happened. Then: click!

The door swung open, and without another word Jeremius disappeared through it. Angus hesitated for a second, then followed.
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A LIGHTNING TOUR
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The door closed itself behind them. They had entered a long, narrow corridor lit by a series of dim, flickering lightbulbs.

“What is this place?” Angus whispered as they took a left turn and continued down the dingy passage.

“This is the London office.”

“Seriously?” Angus almost tripped over his own feet in surprise.

Dougal had mentioned the existence of a London office during the previous term. Angus had imagined a vast Exploratorium hidden under Hyde Park. But he definitely hadn’t expected a gift shop, a Lightning café, and tourists.

“But how long has the London office been inside the weather museum?” he asked, hurrying to catch up with his uncle.

“That’s a very good question.” Jeremius glanced over his shoulder and smiled at Angus as the corridor took a sharp right turn and continued downward at a steep angle. “The lightning catchers have owned this grand old building for over two hundred years now, and in more recent times it has become a very popular museum. Last year I believe it was fifteenth in the top twenty visitor attractions in London.”

Angus stared at the back of his uncle’s head as they continued down the featureless corridor, wondering why he’d never heard of it or visited it before.

“Such a splendid old building has given us a perfect opportunity to teach visitors about the science of storms, of course. But it also stops people from asking awkward questions about what else might be happening behind its doors.”

“So what else is happening?” Angus stared around, half expecting to see evidence of dangerous weather experiments or escaped thunderstorms, but the bare corridor gave nothing away.

“The main purpose of the London office is to coordinate lightning catcher movements across the globe,” Jeremius explained. “There are now hundreds of lightning catchers living in dozens of different countries, and if three teams from different Exploratoriums turn up to tackle the same storm, it’s a huge waste of our time and resources. And the London office also monitors the worldwide weather situation and advises Principal Dark-Angel on the best way to tackle any rogue weather fronts or problems. Although she has the final say on any decision made here, of course, since she’s head of the lightning catchers worldwide.”

“But what if someone accidentally finds the entrance?” asked Angus, looking back over his shoulder toward the door they’d just come through. “I mean, it’s not exactly hidden, is it?”

“As I understand it, anyone entering through the door without the correct password is automatically diverted into an empty cupboard with an extremely smelly drain. I believe most people leave very quickly.”

Angus was still digesting this information when the corridor finally ended in a set of stone steps that led down into a large cellar. The crumbling vaulted ceiling, stone pillars, and damp, musty, atmosphere were in stark contrast with the splendor of the museum that sat somewhere above it.

“Welcome to the London office,” Jeremius said, smiling at the shocked look on Angus’s face.

Untidy desks, filing cabinets, and shelves were arranged in a haphazard fashion along one side of the room, where busy lightning catchers were hidden behind tall stacks of papers and box files. On the other side, the stone floor sank by several feet, creating a large rectangular pit where an enormous, highly realistic map of the world had been laid out. Miniature mountain ranges rose up to show the Himalayas and the Alps, with a long chain of mountains whose name Angus had forgotten stretching through South America. There were vast blue oceans with tiny waves crashing against rocky shores, and shifting sand dunes in barren deserts. Angus was convinced he could also make out the Great Wall of China, the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, and the Sydney Opera House in Australia.

It was obvious to Angus, as he followed Jeremius across the room for a better look, that the map showed the exact location of Imbur Island, Perilous, and every other Exploratorium around the world. There was a large structure in India; in America there appeared to be a huge Exploratorium hidden in the middle of a desert. In Africa one had been built beneath a dried-up lake.

“Excuse me, but are you two from the Brazilian team?” A woman with mousy-colored hair, dressed in a neat blue skirt and white blouse, suddenly appeared behind them, looking hopeful. “We were expecting you over an hour ago.”

“I’m Jeremius McFangus from the Canadian Exploratorium.” Jeremius shook the woman’s hand. “This is my nephew, Angus. We’re here to see Trevelyan Tempest.”

“Ah, yes, Trevelyan’s waiting for you.” The lightning catcher turned to one of the younger-looking workers scuttling past them with an armful of files. “Charlie, please tell Catcher Tempest that his guests have arrived, and then do find out what’s happened to the Brazilian team. They’ve got some extremely important decisions to make about the situation in the rain forest. I suggest you search the new interactive glacier exhibit in the museum first; we had three lightning catchers from Hawaii last week who had to be rescued from a very awkward ice fracture.” The woman turned back toward Angus with a friendly smile as the other boy scurried away. “You’ve caught us on a bad day, I’m afraid. It’s absolute pandemonium at the moment. Well, you can see for yourselves.”

She pointed to the map, and for the first time Angus noticed that among the mountain ranges, rain forests, and rolling hills there were countless pairs of tiny rubber boots, which were clearly being used to pinpoint the exact whereabouts of all lightning catchers at any one time.

“We’ve got teams on the banks of the Amazon sorting out a freak snowstorm,” the woman explained, pointing to the rubber boots in Peru, which were grouped around a large, glittering snowflake symbol. “We’ve got half a dozen of our most experienced lightning catchers chasing the tail of a stubborn electrical storm in China. And as for Tasmania . . .” She nodded toward a confusing collection of symbols situated close to the city of Hobart, which included more rubber boots than Angus could shake a stick at. “As you can see, we’ve got the most enormous problem with a giant—”

“Sorry to interrupt, Celia.”

Before she could tell them exactly what was occurring in Hobart, another lightning catcher raced over, frantically waving a piece of paper at her.

“We’ve just had an emergency weather flash from Greenland and an urgent request for immediate help!”

The woman frowned. “But I thought we’d sorted that whole catastrophe out last night.”

“The blizzard cluster has changed direction and is now heading straight for the capital city of Nuuk. And if all the blizzards fall where we fear—”

“Yes, yes, I see.” The woman took a deep breath and rolled up her sleeves. “Then we must contact the Canadian Exploratorium immediately. They’ve got a team of experts visiting from Greenland, so they’ll understand the local conditions. Ask Captain Frobisher on the dirigible weather station to transport as many snow plows, inflatable snowshoes, and instant emergency weather shelters as she can carry to the area. And for goodness’ sake, somebody talk to the most senior lightning catcher at the Nuuk Exploratorium and tell them not to attempt any foolish heroics!”

Jeremius pulled Angus safely out of the way as a frenzy of activity broke out all around them. Telephones began to ring like a flock of shrill-sounding birds. Several lightning catchers hurried across the map, moving yet more rubber boots into position around a sparkling blizzard symbol.

“Ah, Trevelyan, at last,” the woman said, staring over Angus’s shoulder. “We’ve got another Greenland emergency I’m afraid.”

Angus turned around to see a tall lightning catcher striding toward them. He wore a smart tailored suit with a green silk handkerchief tucked into the top pocket of his buttoned vest; his hair was blow-dried to perfection in short, wavy curls.

“You are contacting the weather station and the Canadian Exploratorium?” Catcher Tempest asked.

The woman nodded. “I’ll have to speak to Delphinia Dark-Angel, of course. We’ll need her approval before we can deploy the emergency blizzard team.”

“Might I also suggest that you get an urgent message to Isadora Sleet at the Exploratorium in Alaska?”

Angus instantly recognized the name. Isadora Sleet had written The Subzero Survival Guide, which all the first year lightning cubs had used the previous term in the Rotundra.

“She can offer some expert advice on the course the blizzard might take. Mention my name, and she’ll be more than happy to help. I will return as soon as I’ve finished with my guests.” The lightning catcher continued. “McFanguses, if you will follow me, please . . .”

Catcher Tempest led them briskly to the far side of the room. Dodging several frantic lightning catchers, he bundled them through a small door and slammed it shut before Angus could take one last glance over his shoulder. The sudden silence of the empty corridor made his ears ring.

“Jeremius.” Catcher Tempest shook Jeremius by the hand. “How nice it is to see you again.”

The corners of his mouth twitched with the effort of a forced smile, and Angus got the distinct impression that he was anything but pleased by their presence.

Jeremius nodded once. “It’s been a long time, Trevelyan. This is my nephew, Angus.”

“H-how do you do, Mr. Tempest?”

“Hmm . . .” The lightning catcher studied him for several seconds. “Principal Dark-Angel has instructed me to give you a quick tour of lightning catcher London. She seems to be under the impression that you need a proper understanding of our earliest history.” He gave Angus a very skeptical look. Angus stared back, blinking.

“As you have already witnessed, you could not have picked a worse time for your visit.”

“We didn’t exactly choose it on purpose, Trevelyan,” Jeremius pointed out. “We’re here at Delphinia’s request.”

“Nevertheless, my expert knowledge will be required if Greenland is to avoid a major incident.” He took an ornate-looking weather watch on a gold chain from his pocket and studied it. “I suggest we make an immediate start.”

“Not exactly friendly, is he?” Angus whispered as the lightning catcher shot ahead of them and disappeared around a bend in the corridor.

“That might have something to do with the fact that I accidentally trampled on his favorite antique weather watch some years ago. He’s never quite forgiven me.” Jeremius smiled as they followed at a safe distance. “But he knows more about the history of the lightning catchers and the storm prophets than almost anyone else. And London is where it all began.”

Angus swallowed hard. What was he about to discover about the storm prophets? What if he didn’t like it, or it made him dangerous, too dangerous to be around Dougal and Indigo? He’d tried his best for a solid year to act as if he were just a regular lightning cub. But after what had happened with the lightning heart, he could no longer pretend, even to himself. The time had come to find out more.

They emerged through another door a few minutes later, and stepped directly into the noisy museum foyer, which was now even more crowded with chattering visitors. Angus glanced through the door of the gift shop as they hurried past it and almost choked. Several members of museum staff were trying to contain the same storm in a teacup that he’d opened earlier. It had now gone completely berserk, firing lightning bolts in all directions.

“Quickly, move those cuddly clouds before the whole display goes up in flames!” the tallest staff member shouted as the others jumped on top of the cup, which was starting to erupt with even greater force.

Angus raced after Jeremius keeping his eyes fixed straight ahead of him, his head bowed low. He darted through a revolving door that led directly to the street outside and—

“Ooof!”

He’d plowed straight into the back of Catcher Tempest. The lightning catcher glared at him with obvious contempt before stomping off into the rain.

But instead of leading them through the soggy streets of London, as Angus had expected, he headed swiftly around the side of the museum, through another door, up a steep spiral staircase, and suddenly, they were standing on a balcony that ran around the outside of the museum’s vast glass dome.

London, immense and bustling with life, stretched out before them. Angus gazed at the incredible scene as Catcher Tempest guided them along the narrow balcony. He could clearly see the Houses of Parliament in the distance, the river Thames, which snaked its way through the center of the city, and the top of St. Paul’s Cathedral.

Catcher Tempest stopped abruptly and turned to face them, blocking the view.

“The extremely valuable pair of retrospectacles that I’m about to give you is normally reserved for important foreign visitors and senior lightning catchers,” Catcher Tempestsaid, taking an odd pair of ancient goggles from his pocket. The goggles were thick and chunky with misty-looking dome-shaped lenses on the front and a wide rubber headband. There were several knobs and dials on the side. “A lightning cub has never been allowed to wear them before, and I am letting you to do so today against my better judgment. You will kindly treat them with extreme care and if they are returned to me with any damage—”

“Angus isn’t planning to trample them, Trevelyan,” Jeremius said, sounding annoyed.

The lightning catcher sniffed. “That remains to be seen. If you will please take the retrospectacles and put them on . . .”

Angus wiped his hands on his pants, took the heavy goggles, and snapped them into place over his eyes. The headband dug into his scalp, pinching his skin. Two flaps extended downward, covering his ears.

London lay before them, magnified to several times its normal size, grand and impressive even in the rain. He could now see the famous towers of Battersea Power Station and the flag flapping in the wind above Buckingham Palace. He swung his head around and twisted the lens at the front with his fingers; the retrospectacles zoomed in, allowing him to count the cracks in the pavement outside the Houses of Parliament and every pimple on the faces of the young policemen guarding the entrance.

“Now, observe if you will.”

Catcher Tempest bent down, adjusted the lens, and flicked a knob on the side. The image blurred for a second until it came back into focus again and—

“Wow!” Angus gasped. The Houses of Parliament had disappeared along with every other building he recognized. All skyscrapers and office blocks had vanished. There were no neon lights, cars, airplanes, or telephone wires. But a large city lay beneath them still; it had a strange hazy look about it now as if an old painting had been brought to life. A familiar dark river ran through the middle.

“What’s happening?” Angus asked, unable to tear his eyes away from the incredible scene.

“What you can now see is the great city of London as it would have appeared over three hundred and fifty years ago. These images have been superimposed over the present-day skyline, giving you an accurate historical layout.”

Angus felt his stomach lurch as he suddenly understood. He was looking down on a living, breathing London just as it had been in 1666. He could smell woodsmoke as it drifted on the breeze; the cloying stink of city grime hung heavy in the air. Every modern city sound had faded away completely, thanks to his earflaps. All he could hear now was a pack of dogs barking in the distance.

Angus gulped. Instead of construction cranes and helicopters, he could see a collection of vast lightning towers. They were much bigger than he’d imagined. Skeletal and pyramid shaped, they dominated the old city skyline like a collection of giant leafless trees.

“If you look to the left and follow the green arrow you see on the lens in front of you,” Catcher Tempest instructed, “it will guide you to a narrow cobbled street called Lightning Mews, where we will begin our tour of London.”

A flashing green arrow appeared as he said it. Angus allowed the arrow to direct his gaze across the city and then down into a narrow lane with higgledy-piggledy dwellings on either side. The arrow stopped outside an ancient-looking house with crooked timbers, sagging plaster, and tiny windows.

“This is the house where Philip Starling was born,” Catcher Tempest explained. “It is also the spot where, many years later, he was introduced to Edgar Perilous by a mutual acquaintance, and they quickly become firm friends. According to journals and letters written at the time, it was here at number forty-two that the earliest lightning catchers met to discuss their groundbreaking ideas and experiments and where the first lightning towers were designed.”

Angus stared at the house, flabbergasted. A candle burned low in the grimy window. He was certain he could see shadowy figures moving behind the rippled glass. Was he looking directly at Philip Starling, a strange distant shadow of the past?

“Is the building still standing, Trevelyan?” Angus heard Jeremius ask behind him.

“It survived the Great Fire, but ironically, it was destroyed some years later after a lightning strike. Now, if you would follow the green arrow once again, you will note that many streets and grand houses in London were also named after the lightning catchers and their brave experiments. Indeed, many of these locations still exist to this day.”

The green arrow took Angus on a convoluted tour down a short street called Storm Tower Alley and then into a tree-lined avenue with a large dwelling called Edgar Perilous House. There was Thunderbolt Snicket and a poky-looking inn called The Lucky Lightning Strike, where the green arrow settled and finally disappeared.

“Now, if you will allow me to make a small adjustment.” Catcher Tempest twiddled a knob on the side of the goggles so that Angus could once again see the whole of seventeenth-century London before him, with the lightning towers stretching up to the sky.

“All reference to the towers was forbidden after the Great Fire by the rulers of London and systematically removed from those books that had mentioned them. All paintings and pictures depicting the towers were destroyed or were burned in the fire itself. A heavy fine was imposed on anyone disobeying. All trace of the towers was extinguished, in fact, until Edwin Larkspur’s important discovery.”

Angus remembered it well. Edwin Larkspur, an archaeologist, had uncovered some twisted scraps of metal beneath an old paint factory, the only remains of a lightning tower ever found. Unfortunately, the remains had then been stolen by Adrik Swarfe in order to revive the lightning heart. Angus suddenly recalled where he’d heard Catcher Tempest’s name before. Tempest had been sent to the museum where Edwin Larkspur worked to quiz him for details about the theft.

Angus zoomed in for a better look at the lightning tower closest to him. Complicated metal struts and stairways ran through the open structure. A large lightning rod reached straight up into the clouds to attract any stray electrical storms. The whole thing looked incredibly real.

“As you can see, the lightning towers were a masterpiece of engineering and vision. They were built soon after Starling and Perilous joined a group of scientists who had begun to conduct some revolutionary experiments to capture the explosive force of lightning, to use it for the good of all humankind. As they quickly discovered, however, these forces were violent and unpredictable and could not be controlled. The whole experiment ended with the Great Fire of 1666.”

Angus swallowed hard. The skies suddenly darkened to an early-evening gloom.

“What you are about to observe is a reconstruction of the fateful night that London was destroyed,” Catcher Tempest said. “Watch carefully as the storm approaches from the west. The images that follow are based upon accurate reports and observations from the time but have been sped up for your convenience.”

There was a sudden rumbling of thunder and a streak of golden lightning to the west. Angus swung his head around to the left and fiddled with the goggles until a full panoramic view of London emerged before him again. An immense storm was gathering in the distance and moving rapidly toward the outer edges of seventeenth-century London. He was about to witness the terrible events that had led to the Great Fire and the destruction of the lightning towers.

He watched, transfixed, as bright lightning lashed out, illuminating ancient houses, church spires, and lightning towers in the distance. He could almost feel the dangerous quiver of ancient electricity in the air. He could sense the mighty storm approaching, even though he knew that it wasn’t real, that it had happened hundreds of years before he’d been born.

CRASH!

One of the tallest towers had been struck! The flames took hold quickly, spreading to the structures around it, and then: Angus held his breath as the Great Fire swept rapidly across London with an intense glow like a blazing orange sunset. He watched in horror as everything before him was consumed by the frightening inferno that leaped and tore its way through the helpless city.

Angus gasped as several fire dragons suddenly soared above the rooftops. He twiddled the lens on the retrospectacles, quickly zooming in to see the creatures close up. There was a flash of red, a brilliant swoop of burning yellow, a glimpse of shimmering scales.

“I can see fire dragons!” he said, shocked, unable to take his eyes off the dazzling display. “But I don’t understand. Nobody else can see mine. I thought they were just a vision, a warning of danger.”

“The dragons are not real.” Catcher Tempest reminded him tartly. “You are simply seeing a series of images, created by the retrospectacles, giving you an idea of the events that occurred on that fateful night.”

Angus knew that this was what Catcher Tempest had brought him here to see: the beginnings of his own history, the very earliest days of the storm prophets, when their fire dragons had soared high above the ruined city. Each one was larger and more impressive than his own, each one unique with its own distinct colors and form. For one brief moment the dragons lingered, wings blazing in the dark sky above the flames, before they swooped down and disappeared into the fires below. He felt a strange, uneasy stirring in his chest, a twitchy feeling in his fingers and toes, as if some hidden part of him that he’d never even felt before had suddenly stirred at the sight.

And then, in the blink of an eye, it was over. The burned city, devastated, smoldering in a choking haze, lay before him.

“Angus?” Jeremius was gently trying to loosen his grip on the retrospectacles. “It’s over now.”He lifted the goggles carefully off Angus’s head.

Angus rubbed his eyes and blinked, staring out across the city. He was extremely relieved to see that modern-day London was still standing exactly where it had been just a few minutes before. There were no burned ruins or charred lightning towers, no leaping fire dragons. He’d been looking at a phantom of the past, nothing more.

“I hope you realize how extraordinarily lucky you are to have seen this,” Catcher Tempest said, staring down his nose at Angus.

Angus wasn’t convinced that “lucky” was the right word. The startling images of a fire-ravaged city had been burned into his memory as if he’d witnessed it with his own eyes, as if he’d stood at the top of the tallest lightning tower in the middle of the very storm that had transformed London into a blackened carcass. His heart was still pounding inside his rib cage.

“You have witnessed the earliest beginnings of the lightning catchers and the storm prophets, just as Principal Dark-Angel requested. Now, I really must go and help sort out Greenland,” Catcher Tempest said, glancing impatiently at his weather watch. “Good day to you both.”

He disappeared around the curve of the domed roof without a backward glance.
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