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The storm had come out of nowhere. Huge waves crashed over the side of the Leaky Battery. The ship rocked back and forth, and the crew clung on for dear life.


“Reef that sail and batten down the hatches,” cried Captain Clockheart. The hand of the clock in his chest whirled around. “This storm will drag us over given half the chance. Then we’ll all be in the drink, for sure.”


“Och aye,” replied Gadge. “Tin-pot Paddy, Loose-screw, you’re with me.”


The mechanical pirates climbed up the rigging expertly but the ship suddenly tilted to the side and Loose-screw lost his footing. Before the pirate could fall, Gadge grabbed him using the hook attachment on his adjustable arm.


He hauled Loose-screw back as the ship righted itself.
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“Quickly now,” cried Captain Clockheart. “If any of you metal marauders fall in that ocean, you’ll sink faster than a bucketful of cannonballs! Now, let’s get this ship in order.”


“Click, you heard him,” shouted First Mate Mainspring. “Tick, tie everything down. Tock, secure the ship.”


“Captain, the chances of surviving this storm…” Quartermaster Lexi’s words were cut off by a wave hitting the deck. When the water drained away, it left a flapping fish caught in the word-wheel on Lexi’s head. “Help me! Get it out! I don’t like it…”




[image: ]





Captain Clockheart flicked the fish back into the ocean with the tip of his cutlass as another enormous wave came down on top of them. Gadge climbed down the rigging and dropped on to the deck. “The sails are reefed, Captain.”


“Click, everything is secure,” said First Mate Mainspring.


“Then it’s time we got down below and sat this one out,” said Captain Clockheart.


The Steampunk Pirates hurriedly followed their captain below deck.


“Oh dear, oh dear,” said Quartermaster Lexi, holding his hand to his mouth.


“There’s no need to worry, Lexi,” said Pendle the cabin boy.1 “The Leaky Battery has survived worse than this.”


“I know that,” said Lexi, “but all this rocking is making me feel rather queasy.”


“I didn’t know you lot could even get sick,” said Pendle.


“It’s the oil and the water getting mixed up together,” replied Lexi. “Oh dear.” He ran to a corner and sent a stomachful of oily water into a bucket.


“Better out than in, laddie.” Gadge chuckled and patted Lexi on the back.


“Is everyone accounted for?” asked Captain Clockheart.


“I think so,” replied Pendle, “although I haven’t seen Twitter in a while.”


Hearing his name, the mechanical bird fluttered down from the rafters and landed on Pendle’s shoulder. “Safe and sound!” he squawked. “Safe and sound!”


The storm raged against the ship for several hours, but as the sun was setting in the blood-red sky, the wind calmed down and the rain eased off. Captain Clockheart opened the hatch and led the others up on deck. He gazed at the torn sails and broken crossbeams. The ship’s wheel was hanging on by a thread.


“Oh dear, oh dear,” said Lexi, looking at the mess.


“The old Battery has taken quite a battering,” said Captain Clockheart.


“Click, we must repair her. Tick, if we hit another storm in this state, tock, she’ll be the Sunken Battery,” said First Mate Mainspring.


“We’ll need to find new wood to repair her properly,” said Pendle.


“Och, then it’s a safe port to drop anchor that we’ll want,” said Gadge.


“Aye. Now, where are we?” Captain Clockheart shielded his eyes and surveyed the horizon.


“Maybe that albatross will lead us to land,” said Pendle, peering through a telescope.


Lexi’s word-wheel turned and a card clicked into place. “Albatross,” he said. “A large seabird. If shot down, it is believed to bring bad luck to sailors.”


“Click, it’s coming this way,” said First Mate Mainspring. “Tick, I’ve never seen a bird catch the sunlight like that. Tock, it’s almost as though…”


“It’s made of metal,” said Pendle.


“Metal?” Captain Clockheart snatched the telescope off Pendle. “Why, I believe you’re right, lad.”


“Shoot it down!” squawked Twitter.


“It’s in range.” Gadge selected his rifle attachment.


“Lower your weapon, Mr Gadge. Let’s find out what this shiny seabird wants,” said Captain Clockheart.
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1. Pendle the cabin boy was the only human crewmember of the Leaky Battery. She was unlike most cabin boys for two reasons: a) She had a flair for engineering. b) She was a girl.
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The mechanical bird’s large wings allowed it to glide elegantly through the air. Twitter watched jealously as it flew down, leaving a white trail of vapour in its wake. It landed gracefully on the side of the ship.


“Blimey, am I glad to find you lot! I’ve been flying for weeks. Do a bird a favour and give us something to nibble on, would you?” said the albatross.


Captain Clockheart popped open his stomach, pulled out a piece of glowing coal and threw it into the air. The albatross jumped up and caught it in its beak. “Ah, that’s better. Thanks. The name’s Coleridge, but me friends call me Ridgey.”


Twitter hopped along the rail.


“All right, little fella. Admiring the old wingspan, are you? That’s three metres of wing right there, that is.” Ridgey stretched out his huge wings.


“Show off!” muttered Twitter. “Show off!”
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Pendle leaned forward to inspect the bird. “A steam-powered albatross. Who made you, then?” she asked.


“The same geezer that made this lot. Old Swifty of course,” responded Ridgey.


“Mr Richmond Swift?” said Pendle.


“Our creator!” gasped Gadge.


“That no-good scallywag,” snarled Captain Clockheart. “He made us as servants for the king. If it hadn’t been for Pendle, we’d still be carrying trays of party food and washing dishes.”


“Ah, but without him we wouldn’t have our lives at all,” said Lexi. “Ours is a complicated relationship, similar to that between—”


Captain Clockheart whacked Lexi on the back of the head, shutting him down. “I don’t like complicated things.” He turned to Ridgey. “So why did he make you, then?”


“I was a guard bird at the Tower of London.”


“You’re a long way from London now,” said Pendle.


Ridgey looked at the cabin boy meaningfully. “So are you, chum.”


“We’re not talking about me,” Pendle replied quickly. “Why are you here?”


“I’m here for the same reason as the rest of you,” said Ridgey. “Freedom.”


“Click, how do you know about us?” asked Mainspring.


“Know about you? Swifty used to go on about you lot all the time. He was furious when you took off. As an apology to the king, he created me to guard the crown jewels.”


A jet of steam escaped from Captain Clockheart’s head as he moved closer to the albatross. “Say that again.”


“What? The crown jewels?” said Ridgey.


There was a fluttering noise as Lexi came back to life and his word-wheel started up again. “The crown jewels,” he said. “A collection of valuable items owned by the King of England.” He looked around, confused. “I say, I really wish you wouldn’t switch me off like that.”


“Never mind that,” said the captain. He turned back to the albatross. “Tell me more about this treasure.”


“It’s all kept in a room at the top of a big tower surrounded by armed guards,” replied Ridgey. “No one in their right mind would think of stealing it… That is, unless they knew someone who could get them inside. Someone like me.”


“We like the sound of a room full of treasure, don’t we, lads?” The captain’s clock hand whizzed around excitedly.


The crew cheered but Lexi looked concerned. “The Tower of London is the most well protected place in the whole of England.”


“Which means they’ll never expect it,” said Gadge.


“What about the damage from the storm?” asked Pendle. “Shouldn’t we get the ship in working order first?”


“We’ll repair her on the way,” said Captain Clockheart. “Quartermaster Lexi, plot a course for England.”


“Aye, sir, although with a broken rudder and torn sails it may take longer than it should,” replied Lexi.


First Mate Mainspring sighed. “Click, and so our captain puts us all in danger again. Tick, sailing a broken ship into a potential death trap. Tock, when will he learn?”


“Don’t listen to old clickerty-tick-tocks,” said Ridgey. “You’re Captain Clockheart, ain’t you? Them crown jewels are as good as yours.”


The captain patted Ridgey then fed him a handful of wood shavings from his pocket. “Twitter, you could learn a lot from this albatross. Now, let’s get some wind in those sails, lads. We’re off to England!”


Twitter flew up to the crow’s nest to sulk while the captain ordered the crew to work.


Pendle followed Lexi to the ship’s compass. Like everything else on the ship it had been badly damaged by the storm.


“I don’t like this one bit,” said Pendle. “I don’t trust that albatross and this ship needs a lot of work before it can outrun one of the duke’s warships.”


“I quite agree,” said Lexi. “But you know what the captain is like once he gets an idea in that tin-pot head of his.” The wheel on his head clicked as it turned. “Even if it is an idea that will most likely get us all melted down … dismantled … killed.”
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