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DEDICATION

To Michael and Catherine. 

And to Paul, for the floodles.
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If you are a regular reader of the Weekly Weathervane, you will know that any article the magazine prints with a large red warning symbol should only be read with extreme caution, while wearing a pair of flame-retardant gloves. You will also know that any features in the most recent edition, concerning a dreadful tragedy at the Canadian Exploratorium for Extremely Chilly Weather, should be hidden away inside a locked drawer, along with the Weathervane’s dangerous recipes for spicy chicken custard, and only read by a fully qualified lightning catcher.

Reports of the calamity at the Canadian Exploratorium had reached one lightning catcher, Principal Delphinia Dark-Angel, several days before the article had appeared. But she studied the Weekly Weathervane now, as she sat at a table in the Frog’s Bottom Bakery.

Glacier Cave Collapse Causes Chaos in Canada

A series of ancient glacier caves, discovered over fifty years ago in a rare blue-ice glacier, have collapsed without warning. The caves, situated close to the Canadian Exploratorium, had recently passed a series of rigorous pickax safety checks and meltwater tests and were being used at the time for emergency cold weather survival training.

Delphinia Dark-Angel stared at the dreadful pictures that accompanied the article. A deep open wound snaked its way through the glacier, showing where the caves had once stood. The chasm was now filled instead with enormous slabs of cracked ice that looked thick enough to slice through solid rock. The line underneath the photos, however, contained the most alarming news of all.

Three second-year lightning cubs, who were visiting the Exploratorium during their Christmas break, were tragically killed in the incident. Their identities have since been confirmed as Angus McFangus, Dougal Dewsnap, and Indigo Midnight.

Dark-Angel sighed heavily inside the long black coat she was wearing, feeling a sudden flare of anger. All her careful plans for the McFangus boy had now come to nothing. Every hour she’d spent arranging his future, every effort she’d made to ensure that he was being steered along the correct path, had been a total waste of her valuable time. He had carelessly lost his life on a ridiculous jaunt through the hollowed-out entrails of a dangerous glacier, and now, the future looked very grim indeed.

She snapped the magazine shut, pulled her hood down over her closely cropped white hair—hiding a mole on her left cheek—and hurried out the door of the bakery. She headed straight across the cobbled square toward Crevice and Sons, the fine-bone merchants, thankful that the day was dull and miserable and the square almost deserted.

The shop did nothing to lift her spirits. Dank and dreary, it was filled with jars of powdered bone and an assortment of rare animal skeletons. The smell of ancient dust made her nostrils tingle unpleasantly as she finally reached the shop counter. Mr. Crevice, one of the owners, stood behind it. White haired and skeletonlike, he was waiting for her with a sour expression on his sunken face.

“Mr. Crevice,” Dark-Angel began tartly. “I have warned you repeatedly not to call me into your shop during daylight hours. It is far too risky. If anyone from Perilous should see us talking . . .”

“This won’t take long,” Crevice said in a curt manner. “Dankhart wants to know if the story about the Canadian Exploratorium is true.” He nodded toward his own copy of the Weathervane lying open on the counter.

The principal frowned. “Why on earth wouldn’t it be true?”

“It’s easy enough to fake an accident,” Crevice said. “Dankhart wants proof that those lightning cubs are dead. He had big plans involving his niece and the McFangus boy, and now, if what the Weathervane says is true, those plans will have to change.”

“I am not a magician, Mr. Crevice. I cannot simply produce evidence out of thin air just because Scabious Dankhart wants it. Besides, it happened in Canada.”

“Dankhart doesn’t care where it happened.” Crevice leaned across the counter and pressed his withered face close to Dark-Angel’s. “He says if you’re unwilling to hand over some proof, I’m to remind you of the special arrangement you have with him.”

Dark-Angel hesitated for several moments, glaring at the bone merchant. Then, with some reluctance, she took a trampled pair of small round glasses from her pocket, along with the remains of what looked like a silver lightning moth. She laid them carefully on the counter.

“These belonged to Dougal Dewsnap. They were recovered from the scene of the accident and sent to Perilous late last night so I could return them to his father, Aloysius.”

Crevice picked up the glasses and inspected them carefully. “What about McFangus and the Midnight girl? Where’s the proof that they’re dead?”

Dark-Angel shivered, but she placed a badly scuffed belt buckle shaped like a bolt of lightning tarantulatis, and a battered copy of The Dankhart Handbook next to the other objects. Indigo’s name was scribbled on the inside page of the book. “If Dankhart requires further proof that the accident was real, he should consult the Canadian newspapers. Aloysius Dewsnap and the Midnights have been informed of events, naturally. It goes without saying that they are beyond consoling.” Dark-Angel paused for several seconds, swallowing hard. “I was on my way to return these personal items to them when I received your note.”

“Aloysius and the Midnights will have to wait. Scabious will want to see these things for himself.” Crevice reached out a bony hand to scoop up the evidence laid out on the counter, but Dark-Angel was too quick for him.

“Not so fast, Mr. Crevice.” She grabbed him by his scrawny wrist and held it tightly. “There is the small matter of my payment first. I have heard nothing from Dankhart since I delivered the fire dragon scales. Please tell him that if he requires any further help from me, we must discuss the promises he made first. Until then, these items will remain with me.”

“Have it your own way.” Crevice yanked his wrist free. “But you’ll be paid when Dankhart’s ready. At the moment he’s got more important things to think about than what he owes you.”

With one last bad-tempered glance, Crevice turned and shuffled his way into a small office behind the counter, closing the door with a snap.

Dark-Angel left the shop swiftly. She hurried back across the cobbled square with the battered belt buckle, the pair of smashed glasses, the remnants of a lightning moth, and a handbook weighing extremely heavily in her pockets.
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Several hours later, Angus McFangus, who definitely wasn’t dead, hurried across the same cobbled square with his uncle Maximilian Fidget and his two best friends, Dougal Dewsnap and Indigo Midnight. They gave the bone merchant a wide berth, sneaking instead past the Horrible Endings Bookshop and down a small dingy side street, stopping only when they reached the cover of Christow’s All-Weather Supplies shop.

Uncle Max shuffled everyone swiftly inside. He closed the door and locked it securely behind them. Before anyone could speak, there were sounds of a sudden scuffle in the darkness.

“Oh no!” Angus wailed. “Not again!”

A light flicked on overhead. Angus stared down at a tiny, mechanical, squidlike creature that had crawled up the inside of his coat sleeve and attached itself to his wrist, its tentacles flailing wildly.

“Get this thing off me!” he said, trying to shake it loose, but the strange creature held fast.

“Stop struggling. It’ll only grip tighter.” Indigo pushed Dougal aside and attempted to pry the squid loose with her fingernails.

“Ow! Watch it, will you? That’s my skin you’re trying to peel off!”

“Sorry. But it—just—won’t—let go.” Indigo gritted her teeth, pushed her hair—the color of horse chestnuts—out of her face, and gave it one last tug. “Got it!”

The creature released its grip suddenly. It slipped through Indigo’s fingers, soared gracefully through the air . . . and landed on top of Dougal’s head.

“Argh! I’ve got a tentacle up my nose!” Dougal shrieked. “It’s trying to suck my brains out!”

“If you will allow me?” Uncle Max swooped in front of Indigo, took a firm hold of the squid by its tentacles, twisted clockwise, and then pulled hard.

Squelch!

Dougal staggered away, breathing heavily.

“Is everyone all right?” Uncle Max asked, inspecting the tentacle burns on Angus’s wrist and the nasty red welts that were already appearing on Dougal’s nose.

“Yeah, absolutely fantastic,” Dougal mumbled angrily. “I always like to finish off the afternoon with a tiny squid stuck up my nostril.”

“Perhaps everyone should check their coats and personal possessions before we go any farther. If any more squids have stowed away inside our clothing, it might be best to deal with them now,” Uncle Max said, sounding excited. And then he plunged his hands into his pockets without a single ounce of concern.

Angus checked his own coat more carefully, almost jumping out of his skin when his fingers brushed against a smooth pebble he had in his pocket. The spring-loaded, self-propelling, stick-o-squids, Uncle Max’s latest invention, had escaped from his uncle’s workshop at the Windmill in Budleigh Otterstone three days after Christmas. Shaped like tiny octopi, they were capable of launching themselves through the fiercest of storms and sticking to any surface with the aid of their suction cups. There, they could monitor even the worst weather without slipping, sliding, or losing their grip. Unfortunately, the squids seemed to prefer attaching themselves to lightbulbs, doorknobs, and the remote control for the television. For three whole days it had been impossible to leave any room in the Windmill without suffering several painful tentacle burns. Angus had accidentally trodden on an infestation of the stick-o-squids in his slippers, which had caused his feet to swell to the size of melons.

The dangers caused by the squids, however, were nothing compared to the hazards Angus, Dougal, and Indigo had faced at the Perilous Exploratorium for Violent Weather and Vicious Storms, where they were training to become lightning catchers. They were extremely lucky, in fact, to have made it halfway through their second year following some dramatic encounters with scarlet sleeping snow, rancid rain, and murderous stinging fog, which had almost squashed the life out of Angus. The chances of their completing the rest of their training without serious lightning burns or whirlwind whiplash scars were extremely slim, especially since Angus was a storm prophet. His talents had already brought him dangerously close to some extremely odd and aggressive weather. But there was nowhere else on the entire planet that he would rather be, and he couldn’t wait to return.

Dougal, who was a dedicated bookworm, was far less keen on some of the more risky aspects of life at Perilous. With short black hair, round glasses, and a rather pudgy build, he was much happier surrounded by books, apart from the ones that contained vicious booby traps. He also had a talent for solving very tricky word puzzles and weather mysteries and had recently won third prize in Cradget’s famous Tri-Hard Puzzle Competition.

Indigo, on the other hand, thrived on danger. She had already saved Angus from a number of hazards, including falling coconuts, an exploding Farew’s qube, and some treacherous icebergs. But she had shown the most courage of all when she’d finally come face-to-face with her villainous uncle, Scabious Dankhart. Indigo had refused to crumble under his kidnapping threats or the glare of his sinister black diamond eye. Unfortunately, she had also made the horrible discovery that she bore the distinctive mark of the Dankharts on her hand. There was nothing she could do to rid herself of the telltale pattern and she kept the bleckles covered up beneath the sleeves of her coats and sweaters as often as she could.

It was far too stuffy in Christow’s All-Weather Supplies shop, however, to keep bundled up inside their thick winter coats for long. And once Angus was sure there were no squids hiding in his hood, he unbuttoned his coat and glanced around the shop for the first time.

It was much smaller than any other shop he’d visited in Little Frog’s Bottom, and it appeared to contain twice as many goods. Every available inch of floor, wall, and ceiling space had been filled with wet-weather clothing, camping equipment, and protective lunar goggles, leaving only a narrow path for them to walk on.

“What are we doing in here?” Angus asked, trailing behind his uncle, who had now set off through the tightly packed shelves.

“As an old friend of Gabriela Christow, I have my own set of keys, which I am free to use at any time to collect supplies.”

“So we’re here to buy something?” Angus asked. “But I thought we were supposed to head back to Perilous.”

He stared at a massive display of rubber boots as they hurried past it. The boots came in sickly pink, luminous green, tartan, rainbow, and lightning. Did his uncle need to stock up on winter boots and woolens? Or had he brought them here to find a tub of storm repellent to help protect the bushy halo of white hair that sprouted from his head, his eyebrows, and both his nostrils?

“Fear not, my dear nephew. You shall return to the Exploratorium before the day is done,” his uncle said cheerfully. “I must warn you, however, that Christow’s is one of the most dangerous shops in the whole of Little Frog’s Bottom, and I would advise extreme caution as we make our way through the shelves.”

“All the shops in Little Frog’s Bottom are dangerous,” Dougal said, lowering the hood on his long coat.

“Ah, but Christow’s is the only place where you are at great risk of being struck by mechanical forecasting flies,” Uncle Max said.

Dougal’s face fell. He inched closer to Angus and Indigo for safety, searching the ceiling for any buzzing swarms as they walked in single file through a long thin corridor lined with wobbling, sun reflector mirrors.

Angus smiled at his own bizarre reflection, distorted by the surface of the reflectors. His pale gray eyes had both shrunk to the size of peas. His head had gone to a point, forcing his mop of brown hair into a tufted peak. The lobes of his small bear-shaped ears had stretched and were now dragging along the floor behind him like an extra pair of stringy arms.

“Nice,” Dougal said, standing beside him. “We should ask if we could have one of these in the lightning cubs’ living quarters. It might make Percival Vellum look less like a gargoyle.”

Angus smiled. It was a relief to finally return to Imbur Island and Little Frog’s Bottom. They had arrived too late in the day to visit Cradget’s, which sold dangerous self-destructing puzzles, or to stop for a quick prune and cuttlefish pie at the Frog’s Bottom Bakery, although he wasn’t sure his digestive system could cope with any more experimental cooking. Uncle Max had made several batches of chewy curry-flavored toffee over the holidays, and Angus was still picking it out of his teeth.

The holidays had been surprisingly normal, considering the dangers the whole of Perilous was now facing. Angus, Dougal, and Indigo had spent the entire first week discussing the dramatic appearance of an enormous lightning tower above Castle Dankhart at the end of the previous term. They’d also stayed up long into the early hours of the morning whispering about Principal Delphinia Dark-Angel’s treachery and the fact that she had betrayed every single lightning catcher and cub on the planet, by stealing some golden fire dragon scales and handing them over to Scabious Dankhart. It was a secret they had sworn to keep from everyone else until Jeremius McFangus, Angus’s other uncle, could decide how to act. Dankhart and his monsoon mongrels now intended to combine these powerful scales with lightning storm particles, captured with the lightning tower, to produce storms of cataclysmic power. A dark cloud was literally hanging over the future of Perilous and every Exploratorium around the globe.

The weather in Devon throughout the last two weeks had been unusually calm, however, with nothing but some light drizzle and chilly easterly winds. Christmas, therefore, had gone ahead without interruption and with all the usual carol singing, tree decorating, and mince pie eating. Angus had found it extremely difficult to enjoy the festivities with thoughts of Dankhart, the lightning tower, and his parents suddenly creeping into his consciousness when he was eating Brussels sprouts or playing a game of charades. There had been no cards or presents from his mum and dad, as they were spending their second yuletide trapped in one of the dungeons at Castle Dankhart. And Angus had never feared for their lives more.

When the day to return to Perilous had finally arrived, Uncle Max had taken them to catch the early morning ferry. As soon as they’d reached the Isle of Imbur, he’d bundled them into long hooded coats and shepherded them onto an open-topped steam-powered coach that had dropped them off at the edge of the square in Little Frog’s Bottom. He had then brought them straight to Christow’s without a single word of explanation. And he was now hurrying them through the cramped shelves, checking his watch several times a minute.

“Come along, my dear Angus, there is no time to dawdle,” Uncle Max said.

“Hang on a minute.” Dougal stopped to look up at the ceiling. “Why’s it raining in here?”

A canopy of umbrellas popped open automatically above their heads, protecting them from the surprise downpour.

“We’ve just walked into an umbrella testing section,” Indigo said, pointing to a notice.

Some of the umbrellas were triangular, and others were musical or had tiny fish swimming in water between layers of plastic. But some were leaking like sieves.

“Hey!” Dougal yelled, ducking swiftly as a furry yellow umbrella with fangs snapped shut just inches above his head. “Watch out for that one with molars. I think it might be carnivorous!”

It took a further fifteen minutes to battle their way past chaotic shelves filled with foghorns, snow scoopers, and an automatic snap-shut picnic basket that was, quite frankly, dangerous. When they finally climbed a set of dingy stairs at the back of the shop and emerged through a doorway at the top, Angus was surprised to find himself standing outside on a flat section of roof.

“Whoa!”

The whole of Little Frog’s Bottom came into view before them, as they’d never seen it before. In the cold afternoon gloom it looked still and deserted. The statue of Philip Starling and Edgar Perilous peered straight over their heads toward the darkening horizon. In the distance, tall and impressive and sitting high above the town, was Perilous.

“Look.” Angus nudged Indigo and then pointed.

He was extremely pleased to see that the Exploratorium had survived the holidays in one piece. There were no dangerous storms lingering above its towers or skulking close by. Lights were already twinkling through its many windows. He could just make out the glass-domed roof of the library and felt his heart leap inside his chest. Everything looked perfectly normal, as if they could saunter straight into one of Miss DeWinkle’s spectacularly boring lessons on fog and pretend nothing had changed. But this term, Angus knew, life at Perilous would be very different. Dankhart and Dark-Angel had seen to that.

“Why has your uncle brought us up to the roof?” Indigo asked, shivering beside him in the wind.

Uncle Max was now watching the skies overhead with keen interest.

“You don’t think he’s spotted some of those mechanical forecasting flies, do you?” Dougal said. “Maybe we should go back inside and grab some insect repellent, just in case? Or some flyswatters?”

Angus was just about to question his uncle when he felt it. The roof beneath his feet began to tremble gently. At the exact same moment a peculiar, rhythmic throbbing reached them on the breeze.

“What’s making that noise?” Dougal said, looking even more nervous.

It sounded remarkably like a storm vacuum sucking up giant hailstones, and Angus had heard the distinctive noise only once before.

He turned quickly and studied the horizon. The afternoon had remained overcast and dull, with a thick layer of gray clouds sitting over the whole island. One of the clouds, however, was now scudding its way across the rooftops of Little Frog’s Bottom toward them in a very odd manner.

Angus felt his stomach lurch. It could mean only one thing: the dirigible weather station was approaching Christow’s at top speed.
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“What’s going on?” Indigo yelled above the throbbing, which had now reached earsplitting volume.

The cloud screeched to an abrupt halt, directly above Christow’s, and hovered. But before Angus could explain anything, the wisps of gray parted with a sudden breeze, and they each caught a glimpse of a huge ship, shaped like an old Spanish galleon, hidden inside. Impressive white sails billowed in the breeze. An anchor was just visible on the starboard bow and a large balloon floated above, keeping the whole vessel airborne.

“Your uncle Jeremius has come to take you the rest of the way,” Uncle Max shouted over the deafening sound.

“But wouldn’t it be easier just to catch a steam-powered coach?” Dougal asked, looking extremely apprehensive as the loading doors of the weather station opened above them and a wicker landing basket was lowered.

“Jeremius will explain everything once you are aboard,” Uncle Max bellowed, holding onto his bushy white hair as it flapped around his face. “I must bid you and your friends a fond farewell for now, young Angus.”

Only a minute later Angus, Dougal, and Indigo were being hoisted up into the large vessel. Dougal instantly turned pale; he kept his eyes firmly shut and clung to the ropes above his head as the landing basket swayed worryingly in the breeze.

Indigo peered over the side, waving as Uncle Max and Christow’s shrank away beneath them. Angus fixed his gaze on the weather station, feeling extremely glad that it had now been five hours since they’d eaten lunch.

Clunk!

The loading doors closed beneath them, and the wind dropped away suddenly. The landing basket settled on the floor. Two seconds later Angus felt the whole weather station lurch forward. It was already on the move again.

“Welcome aboard!” a familiar voice said.

Angus clambered out of the basket and raced over to greet his other favorite uncle, Jeremius McFangus. Jeremius was tall, with broad shoulders, and a rugged, weather-beaten appearance that came from spending long hours in the underground snow chambers at the Canadian Exploratorium for Extremely Chilly Weather. He also enjoyed trekking across dangerous ice shelves and chasing rogue storms and monsoon mongrels around the globe. It felt like months since Angus had last seen his uncle’s familiar gray eyes and small bear-shaped ears, features that never failed to remind him of his dad.

“I’m glad to see you’ve all survived Christmas at the Windmill.” Jeremius pulled Angus into a brief hug. He smiled broadly at Dougal and Indigo.

“Yeah, no thanks to the squids,” Dougal said, the color slowly returning to his cheeks.

“Why didn’t you come to Devon for the holidays?” Angus asked, suddenly feeling impatient for answers.

Jeremius had promised to join them for the festivities. But a hastily scribbled card had turned up on Christmas Eve, canceling his plans, and they’d heard nothing from him since.

“I’m afraid I had something important to arrange instead,” Jeremius said, scratching the stubble on his chin.

Angus frowned. “So, why didn’t you just meet us back at Perilous?”

“We’re not heading back to Perilous. Look!” Indigo pointed out the nearest porthole as the weather station executed a slow turn and began moving away from the Exploratorium.

“What’s going on?” Dougal stared anxiously at the changing view.

“Yeah, where are we going now?” Angus asked.

Jeremius shook his head and smiled. “I’d forgotten just how many questions you three like to ask. I’ll need reinforcements if I’m going to explain this properly. You’d better come with me.”

He turned and led them straight into a dark, narrow passageway. The ship’s timbers creaked and groaned as the weather station continued to pick up speed. Angus peered through one of the portholes. He could see nothing but whiffs and puffs of thick gray cloud in the growing gloom. On the inside, the weather station seemed strangely deserted.

Jeremius took them down a short flight of stairs and into a small cozy cabin. It was brightly lit with cheerful brass lamps set around a large wooden table. It was also occupied.

“Ah, Angus, how nice it is to see you, Miss Midnight, and Mr. Dewsnap again.” Aramanthus Rogwood smiled kindly at all three of them as they entered. “I trust you have spent your holidays wisely, eating far too many slices of your uncle’s excellent Christmas icicle cake and engaging in some very noisy pillow fights?”

Angus smiled. Aramanthus Rogwood was one of his favorite lightning catchers in the whole of Perilous. His amber, owl-like eyes twinkled in the flicker of the lamps. His toffee-colored beard was braided down the middle to keep it out of his way.

Rogwood was not alone. Catcher Sparks stood beside him with a very steely expression. Her hair was pinned into a tight bun, and her arms were folded across her leather jerkin, which had been reinforced with several shiny new buckles and metal studs. Angus felt his smile slip slightly. Catcher Sparks was not the kind of lightning catcher to ask about pillow fights. She was far more likely, in fact, to send them off to clean something revolting, like swamp-filled rubber boots or snot-repelling handkerchiefs. She had never come to meet them as they returned for a new term at Perilous before, and he wondered what she was doing here now.

“Aramanthus, Amelia, and I have just come back from a series of high-level discussions at the London office,” Jeremius explained, closing the door behind them. “We’ve been meeting with the most senior lightning catchers from around the globe.”

“Is that why you couldn’t come to the Windmill for Christmas?” Angus asked.

“It’s one of the reasons, yes.” Jeremius glanced briefly at Rogwood. “We’ve been debating how to deal with any storms that Dankhart might throw at us and drawing up some emergency plans. Two of our smallest Exploratoriums are already on high alert after some unusual cloud formations have been spotted in their skies. Dankhart hasn’t struck yet, but it’s only a matter of time.”

“His ultimate aim, of course, is to destroy the lightning catchers, our entire network of Exploratoriums, and everything we have fought to achieve over the last three hundred and fifty years,” Rogwood said.

“With the lightning catchers out of the picture, there would be nothing to stop him from covering the planet in terrible storms and holding the rest of the world to ransom,” Jeremius added.

Angus shivered and tried hard not to imagine it. Upon closer inspection, under the soft glow of the brass lamps, all three lightning catchers were showing definite signs of fatigue and strain, with dark circles under their eyes.

“Some of us believe, however, that we cannot simply wait for the worst to come,” Rogwood said. “We have been discussing ideas of the best way to destroy the lightning tower.”

“But what if the tower is too powerful?” Catcher Sparks asked sharply.

“As I was just about to explain, Amelia, before we stopped off at Christow’s, Edgar Perilous and Philip Starling made detailed plans of the original lightning towers that were built in London prior to the Great Fire of London in 1666.”

Rogwood took several sheets of ancient-looking parchment from a shelf under the table and unrolled each of them with great care. Angus, Dougal, and Indigo edged closer as he weighed the corners down with three empty mugs and a sugar bowl. The plans were obviously very old and fragile, and they had crumbled to dust in several places.

“Those aren’t the original drawings, are they, sir?” Angus asked.

“Indeed they are, Angus. I have been allowed to borrow them from one of the artifact rooms in the Inner Sanctum of Secrets on the strict understanding that I will return them without stains or additional rips or tears.”

Angus studied the parchment with interest. A series of technical-looking illustrations clearly showed the lightning tower design from every angle, giving detailed dimensions.

“I believe our best chance of success is to destroy the tower with a storm to rival that which started the Great Fire. We must force history to repeat itself,” Rogwood said. “I have been studying these plans for almost two weeks now, and have identified a number of weak spots in their construction, which might be used to our advantage.”

Jeremius nodded. “It won’t be easy. As lightning catchers our expertise lies in defeating the weather, not producing deadly storms of our own. And Dankhart and Swarfe will have improved upon the design of these original towers. But Delphinia has already agreed that we must try to create our own storm and is keen to drive our plans forward as quickly as possible. She has put the entire Lightnarium, Valentine Vellum, and his team of experts at our disposal.”

“Pr-principal Dark-Angel knows what you’re planning?” Angus asked surprised. “Er . . .” he added, glancing pointedly at Catcher Sparks and wondering how much he should reveal in front of her.

“Ah, let me assure you, Angus, Catcher Sparks knows everything that we do about Dark-Angel’s treachery,” Rogwood explained calmly. “All lightning catchers have now heard that some fire dragon scales have been stolen from the tomb of Moray McFangus in the Perilous crypt. But the six of us in this room are the only ones who know the true identity of the thief.”

“What about Felix Gudgeon?” Angus asked, wondering why the gruff lightning catcher wasn’t on the weather station with them.

“Gudgeon likes to speak his mind,” Jeremius said. “And as he also works directly for Delphinia, I believe he would find it more difficult than most to feign loyalty if he knew what she had done. We have decided to keep it between ourselves for the time being at least.”

“Catcher Sparks showed no hesitation in joining us when Jeremius and I asked for her help,” Rogwood added. “You may speak freely in front of her.”

“Er, thanks, sir,” Angus said, glancing warily at the stern lightning catcher all the same. “But won’t Principal Dark-Angel just tell Dankhart everything she knows about your plans?”

“Yeah, wouldn’t it be easier just to get rid of her instead?” Dougal asked.

“Now is not the time to try to convince everyone of Delphinia’s treachery, especially as we have no solid evidence to back our claims,” Jeremius said. “The last thing we need is to suddenly find ourselves in total disarray and without a leader. We’d be handing over Perilous on a plate to Dankhart. The lightning tower is a far more pressing concern.”

Angus stared at his uncle, shocked. He’d half expected Rogwood and Jeremius to have a brilliant plan to remove Dark-Angel from Perilous before she caused even more damage. He also had some serious concerns about Valentine Vellum. Was he assisting Dark-Angel in her treachery? And if so, wasn’t he the very worst person to help the lightning catchers create a storm to destroy the lightning tower?

The weather station banked hard to the left suddenly, causing mugs to slide across the table. Angus caught a brief glimpse of snowcapped mountains through one of the portholes.

“Are we heading toward Mount Maccrindell?” he asked, surprised.

Jeremius nodded. “We wanted to get a proper look at the lightning tower before returning to Perilous. We’ve been receiving daily reports and updates at the London office, of course, but things can change very quickly above Castle Dankhart. After that, we’ll be taking you, Dougal, and Indigo straight to Perilous.”

“None of the other cubs have returned yet,” Catcher Sparks added. “The Exploratorium will be as empty as it’s ever likely to be, give or take a dozen lightning catchers, giving us the ideal opportunity to get you three inside without being spotted.”

Angus frowned. “Why does it matter if anyone sees us?”

Jeremius exchanged awkward looks with Rogwood. “There is another reason why I couldn’t come back to the Windmill for Christmas,” he said. “I had to return to the Canadian Exploratorium to organize something important.”

“It might be easier just to show them, Jeremius,” Rogwood said kindly. He took a rolled-up copy of the Weekly Weathervane from a deep pocket in his leather jerkin and placed it facedown on the table.

Jeremius hesitated for a second and then turned the magazine over. Angus looked at the front cover.

“There’s been an accident at the Canadian Exploratorium?” he asked, shocked.

Jeremius nodded. “Read the feature on page five, and then I will explain everything.”

Angus turned to page five and quickly scanned the article, which spoke in detail of the glacier caves’ collapse.

“Hang on a minute. What’s this bit at the bottom?” Dougal said, tracing the words with his finger as he read the final passage out loud.

“‘Three second-year lightning cubs . . . killed in the incident. Their identities have since been confirmed as . . . Angus McFangus, Dougal Dewsnap, and Indigo Midnight.’”

Angus gripped the edges of the table, suddenly feeling unsteady on his feet.

“But none of us have ever even been to the Canadian Exploratorium!” Indigo blurted out.

“Yeah, the Weathervane must have got its facts wrong,” Dougal said, looking startled. “I mean, we’re definitely not dead.” He glanced down at his hands and feet, as if to confirm the fact.

“The Weathervane is only printing what it believes to be true,” Jeremius said calmly. “After everything that happened with Dankhart in the bone merchant’s, Rogwood and I felt it was only a matter of time before another attempt was made to kidnap any one of you, or worse.”

“S-so you’re trying to make everyone think we’re dead?” Indigo said.

“And you made a whole set of ancient glacier caves collapse on purpose?” asked Angus, stunned by the news that his life had come to a dramatic, icy end.

“A minor accident in the underground snow chambers wouldn’t have convinced anyone,” Jeremius said. “It had to be something big and sensational, where lives could have been lost.”

“Then we set about leaving a false trail of evidence behind as proof that it had actually occurred,” Rogwood said. “Just as Dankhart did with the weather vortex when he was trying to hide the lightning tower.”

“Before I left for Canada I managed to obtain an old pair of Dougal’s glasses from Aloysius, and a belt buckle to match the one your parents gave you, Angus,” Jeremius explained. “Catcher Sparks let herself into Indigo’s room in the lightning cubs’ living quarters and took a copy of The Dankhart Handbook with Indigo’s name scribbled inside it.”

“After the ice caves collapsed, Jeremius made sure these items were sent directly back to Delphinia with a detailed accident report, so she could be in no doubt that you three perished,” Rogwood said.

Jeremius nodded again. “If Delphinia believes you’re dead, it will be much easier to convince everyone else. And if she’s still in league with Dankhart, this proof, or news of it, will reach him very quickly.”

“But what about my mum and dad?” Indigo asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.

“I gained full consent for my plan from your parents before I journeyed to Canada,” Jeremius reassured her quickly. “Needless to say, Aloysius was more than happy to play along,” he added, turning to Dougal. “They know you are both safe and well. Sadly, it was too risky to get word to Alabone and Evangeline. It might seem cruel, but for the time being at least, it is better for them to believe the accident truly happened.”

Angus swallowed down a sudden wave of nausea, which had nothing to do with the turbulence the weather station was now flying through. Had his mum and dad already heard the tragic news? Had Dankhart raced down to their dungeon with a copy of the Weathervane, to rub salt into their wounds?

“But if everyone thinks we’re dead, how can we return to Perilous?” Angus asked.

Jeremius grinned. “Rogwood and I have a plan.”

“Obviously, the fact that you have now perished will require some changes to your curriculum.” Rogwood smiled at them through his beard. “Catcher Sparks will explain more when we reach Perilous. But I guarantee that you will not be bored.”

All conversation was halted suddenly as the weather station flew into a bumpy patch of turbulence, which sent Dougal toppling sideways across the room. Angus held on to the edge of the table with one hand and his stomach with the other, hoping he wasn’t about to vomit over the ancient lightning tower plans.

“We are approaching Castle Dankhart,” Rogwood said, glancing out the nearest porthole as soon as the turbulence had passed. “I think you three would be more comfortable in the passenger observation lounge while we carry out our aerial inspections.”

The passenger lounge was totally deserted. Angus, Dougal, and Indigo chose three seats at the front, which were firmly bolted to the floor. Great whirls of clouds rolled past the large viewing windows, which stretched all the way across the roof, giving the impression they were flying through a thick no-way-out fog.

As the weather station drew closer to Castle Dankhart, the weather took a serious turn for the worse. Terrible gusts of howling wind shook the timbers beneath their feet and rattled the windowpanes, trying to force their way inside. Angus fidgeted nervously in his seat as the weather station hit yet more pockets of unstable air, and he wondered if stories of their deaths might not have to be fake, after all.

For the next five minutes he was flung violently around in his seat, accidentally kicking Indigo in the shins, twice. “Sorry! Sorry!”

“I think I’m going to be cloud sick,” Dougal moaned, turning an unnatural shade of green.

The weather station banked hard to the right . . . and then to the left . . . and to the right again, as if it was being put through its paces on a special airborne slalom course. And then suddenly, the shaking stopped.

“What’s happening now?” Indigo asked, brushing her hair out of her face.

The clouds cleared, the wind dropped, and a range of snowy mountains came into view up ahead. Dark and foreboding, Castle Dankhart sat like a giant ugly spider in the middle.

“Look!” Angus stood up and pressed his face against the window, trying to see the stone building from every angle as the weather station flew closer and closer. He’d seen photos of the castle in the Weathervane and he’d spent hours poring over detailed floor plans in The Dankhart Handbook, but in real life, the castle was far larger and more brutish than any pictures could convey. Soot-black turrets pierced the sky; grimy windows stared blankly at them as they soared past; ugly gargoyles seemed to sneer at their presence. And looming over everything, so vast and frightening it made his stomach churn, was the lightning tower. Angus stared at the enormous skeletal structure as they flew past it. Metal struts and stairs ran through the heart of the pyramidal form.

“I don’t believe it,” Dougal said, suddenly pointing down to the very bottom of the rock upon which the castle sat. “Dad was right about the crocodiles in Dankhart’s moat. I can see them swimming about.”

Angus stared at the tiny specks floating in the glinting water and shivered. Everything about the castle was sinister and spooky, from the black, gnarled icicles that dangled over every doorway to the strong smell of sulfur that seemed to swirl in the air, seeping in through the viewing windows above their heads. Even the weak wintry sunshine was doing its best to avoid shining upon its walls and turrets.

“Do you think my uncle Scabious can see us?” asked Indigo, swallowing hard.

“Yeah, I bet he’s watching us right now,” Angus said. It was the closest he’d been to his parents in eighteen months. He stared hard at the castle windows, wondering if his mum and dad had already spotted the weather station. Or could they perhaps hear the powerful engines? He fought down a mad urge to open one of the viewing windows wider and yell his parents’ names as loudly as his lungs would allow, or to send a scribbled message on a paper airplane sailing through one of the castle windows.

“We’re going in for a closer look,” Indigo said.

Angus held his breath as the weather station altered course and began to circle in slowly toward the upper reaches of the castle and the lightning tower. This tower bore little resemblance to the original drawings Rogwood had just shown them, or to the towers Angus had seen with his own eyes through the retrospectacles in London. It was much bigger and stronger, with thick metal supports and gleaming crossbeams. Indigo watched in silence as they flew around it again, looking sick at the very sight of it.

“The lightning catchers are never going to destroy that with a single lightning storm,” Dougal said.

A swirling vortex of weather surrounded the top of the tower, with violent flashes of lightning, and storm clouds the color of pitch. The weather station nudged its way into the outer reaches of the eddy. The skies instantly darkened to an angry, thundery black.

“I don’t believe it. We’re heading inside the vortex,” Dougal said.

Hailstones battered the windows as they drew closer and closer to the lightning tower, circling it for a third time.

“Why’s the weather so much worse inside the vortex?” Angus asked, trying to take his mind off the churning inside his stomach.

“The lightning tower’s pulling all the weather that’s passing over the island toward itself and spinning it up into a dangerous whirl,” Dougal explained. “It’s forcing normal, ordinary storm particles to clash together and change, transforming them into something much more violent.”

“I think we’re picking up speed,” Indigo said anxiously.

Angus could feel the center of gravity shifting beneath his feet as the weather station completed yet another rotation. He was also starting to feel dizzy. There was a sudden lurch to the right.

“Whoa!” Angus slipped sideways in his seat.

The weather station, caught by the vortex, was being dragged toward its core.

“We’re too close! We’ll never get out again!” Dougal yelled, staring around the observation lounge in a panic, as if hoping an emergency exit might suddenly appear.

“Hang on to something!” Angus shouted. The weather station creaked and groaned as it was flung around inside the whirling cloud. There was another violent pitch to the right. The passenger lounge began to roll, tilting sideways at a very precarious angle. Angus felt his whole body suddenly slide out of his seat. He grabbed wildly at anything that would stop him from plummeting through the air as the weather station turned all the way onto its back and came to a halt upside down.

“Is everyone all right?” he asked, his legs swinging uselessly beneath him as he clung to an armrest.

He glanced urgently to his left. Indigo had somehow managed to hook her feet under the edges of the bolted-down seat and was now hanging like a bat. He twisted round to the other seat beside him and felt his insides heave. Hanging on by one hand, his legs flailing wildly in midair, Dougal was now dangling directly above one of the large open viewing windows. If he fell, he would plunge straight through the opening, slide around the edge of the huge balloon, which was now hanging beneath them, and then tumble hundreds of feet to a very sudden death at the foot of Castle Dankhart.

“I c-c-can’t hold on!” Dougal yelled. His glasses had fallen off his nose and were now hooked around his left ear.

“Here, take my hand!” Angus said, trying to hold his own weight with his right hand while reaching out to grab his friend with the other.

“I can’t reach! My fingers are slipping! I’m going to fall!”

“Hold on!” Indigo shrieked as the weather station gave another lurch. “I think it’s going to right itself!”

The great airborne galleon rolled without warning. Dougal tumbled sideways with a strangled yell.

Angus felt his body fall back into his seat at a very awkward angle, his knees colliding with his ears.

“Ooof!”

Indigo was already clambering over his tangled arms and legs in an effort to reach Dougal, who was lying in a crumpled heap on the floor.

Bang!

The door at the back of the passenger lounge sprung open. Jeremius charged toward them, his clothes disheveled, as if he’d just sprinted through every section of a weather tunnel. Rogwood and Catcher Sparks were hard on his heels.

“Is everyone all right? Was anyone injured?” Jeremius asked urgently.

Dougal sat up and shook his head several times as the entire party reached him. He looked extremely pale and dazed.

“I’ve got a horrible feeling,” he said with a gulp, “that pretending to be dead is going to be even more dangerous than being a lightning cub.”
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Dougal sat wrapped in a blanket for the rest of the journey, sipping a hot mug of cocoa to calm his nerves, and by the time they finally reached Perilous, darkness had fallen. Docking lights twinkled on the roof as the weather station powered down its engines, released its landing ropes, and came to a gradual standstill. Jeremius and Catcher Sparks bundled Angus, Dougal, and Indigo quickly along the narrow passageways and out through a small door. They walked hastily across the roof before any other lightning catchers could spot them.

“Is it my imagination or do things look a bit different since the last time we were up here?” Angus said quietly.

All weather experiments, glass storm jars, and measuring equipment had been cleared to make way for dozens of storm vacuums, which had been turned to face Castle Dankhart. Several makeshift lightning shelters, which looked like tiny circus tents, had been put up. There were cloud-busting rocket launchers and mountains of large steel storm nets piled on top of one another like giant stacks of holey pancakes. Angus swallowed hard. Perilous was getting ready to defend itself. He took a fleeting look at an enormous machine with extendable ladders and grappling hooks as they hurried past it.

“What do the lightning catchers need grappling hooks for, miss?” Dougal asked Catcher Sparks.

“That’s none of your business, Dewsnap. And watch where you’re walking!” she added as Dougal almost tripped over the end of the weather cannon. “We
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