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    For every child who ever stared at the horizon and wished for something more.

For every crew—messy, chaotic, perfectly imperfect—who chose each other.

And for anyone who's ever been told that efficiency matters more than joy:

You're wrong, and this book proves it.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The treasure was never in the chest.

It was in the hands that helped you dig,

the voices that cheered when you found it,

and the laughter that echoed long after

the gold was spent and forgotten.
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The Sky-Ship and the Stowaway
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Not a remarkable Tuesday, no lightning splitting the sky, no earthquakes rumbling beneath the cobblestones, no mysterious strangers arriving with cryptic warnings. Just an ordinary, gray-skied, washing-on-the-line sort of Tuesday in the harbor town of Driftwood Bay, where the seagulls argued over fish heads and the tide came in like clockwork, reliable as breakfast.

Tilly Bramble, however, had never been fond of ordinary.

She stood at the end of Rickety Pier (which was, true to its name, extraordinarily rickety), her boots planted wide, her brass telescope pressed to one eye, scanning the horizon for anything—anything—that might transform this dull Tuesday into an adventure worth writing about in her leather-bound Explorer's Journal.

The journal, tucked under her arm, was already half-filled with observations:

Page 47: The Migration Patterns of Harbor Rats (Conclusion: They migrate toward Mrs. Pembleton's bakery)

Page 63: Why Seagulls Always Steal the Best Chips (Hypothesis: They have a sixth sense for vinegar)

Page 89: Seventeen Ways to Climb the Lighthouse Without Being Caught (Update: Mrs. Pembleton caught me on attempt eighteen)

Tilly was eleven years old, small for her age, with a wild tangle of copper-colored hair that refused to be tamed by any number of ribbons or hairpins. Her grandmother said she had "adventure in her blood and mischief in her bones," which Tilly took as the highest compliment, even though Gran usually said it while shaking her head and sighing.

"Nothing," Tilly muttered, lowering the telescope. "Absolutely nothing interesting is happening anywhere in the entire world."

She was, of course, spectacularly wrong.

Because at that very moment, approximately three thousand feet above her head, something extremely interesting was indeed happening.

A ship was falling.

Not sinking, mind you—that's what ships do in water. This ship was falling through the air, which is an entirely different matter and generally frowned upon by the laws of physics, common sense, and anyone aboard at the time.

The ship in question was a peculiar vessel, cobbled together from what appeared to be the contents of a dozen shipwrecks, a junkyard, and possibly someone's garden shed. Its hull was patched with wooden planks of seventeen different colors. Its sails were stitched from old flour sacks, fishing nets, and what looked suspiciously like someone's grandmother's curtains. Barrels and crates and mysterious brass contraptions were lashed to every available surface, and from its mast flew a flag that might have been a skull and crossbones, if the skull had been drawn by someone who'd never actually seen a skull and the crossbones looked more like crossed spoons.

The ship was held aloft by an impossible tangle of balloons—some large as houses, others small as beach balls, all of them patched and re-patched and tied together with rope that had definitely seen better days. They bobbed and swayed in the wind, keeping the ramshackle vessel floating against all reasonable expectations.

And it was, without question, about to crash directly into Rickety Pier.

"BARNACLES!" roared a voice from the ship's deck, a voice like gravel mixed with seawater and possibly some rum. "BARNACLES AND BILGEWATER! Someone check the altitude-ometer! Are we going up or down?"

"The what-ometer?" squeaked a different voice, high-pitched and distinctly parrot-like.

"The thing that tells us if we're going UP or DOWN!"

"Oh, THAT thingy. It broke last Tuesday."

"Which Tuesday?"

"All of them!"

Tilly heard none of this, of course. She was too busy staring at the horizon, willing something interesting to appear, completely unaware that something interesting was plummeting toward her head at an increasingly alarming speed.

The ship's shadow fell across the pier.

Tilly looked up.

Her eyes went very, very wide.

"Oh," she said, in the small, quiet voice one uses when one realizes that perhaps being bored wasn't so bad after all. "Oh my."

The ship was enormous up close, all groaning wood and flapping sails and spinning propellers that whistled as they cut through the air. It was beautiful in the way a thunderstorm is beautiful—chaotic and powerful and absolutely not something you wanted to be standing under.

Tilly did the sensible thing.

She ran.

Her boots hammered against the rickety planks as the ship descended, its shadow swallowing the pier, the dock, half the harbor. Wind whipped around her, smelling of rain and rust and something spicy, like cinnamon mixed with danger. Behind her came crashes and shouts and the distinctive sound of seagulls fleeing for their lives, which is always a bad sign.

"BRACE FOR LANDING!" roared the gravelly voice.

"We don't know how to brace!" squeaked the parrot voice.

"THEN BRACE FOR NOT-QUITE-CRASHING!"

Tilly dove behind a stack of fish crates just as the ship made contact with the pier. There was a tremendous CRUNCH, a sound like a hundred wagons hitting a hundred walls, followed by the musical tinkling of breaking glass, the thud of falling barrels, and someone shouting, "WHO PUT THAT PIER THERE?"

Then, silence.

Tilly peeked out from behind the crates.

The ship had landed—if "landed" was the right word for what had just happened—at the end of Rickety Pier, which was now significantly more rickety than before. The vessel sat there, tilted at a jaunty angle, balloons still bobbing overhead, looking rather pleased with itself despite having just terrorized an entire harbor.

A gangplank crashed down.

Tilly held her breath.

The first figure to emerge was a woman built like a barrel, wearing a chef's hat at a dangerous angle and an apron covered in stains that might have been food or might have been evidence of various explosions. She carried a wooden spoon in one hand and what appeared to be a stick of dynamite in the other, which seemed concerning.

"LAND!" she bellowed, kissing the pier's planks enthusiastically. "BEAUTIFUL, WONDERFUL, NOT-MOVING LAND!"

"It's moving a bit," observed a man who appeared behind her, clutching the ship's railing with white-knuckled fingers. He was lanky and nervous-looking, with eyes that darted everywhere at once. "I can feel it wobbling. Is it supposed to wobble? Land isn't supposed to wobble."

"That's because you broke it, Dave!" squawked a bright blue parrot, swooping down to land on the nervous man's head. The parrot wore a tiny tricorn hat and had an expression of profound irritation. "You and your terrible navigation skills broke the entire pier!"

"I wasn't navigating! I'm the deckhand! Deckhands don't navigate!"

"Well, someone should have been navigating, and since I'M the captain—"

"You're not the captain!" This came from a new figure emerging from below deck, and Tilly's breath caught in her throat.

He was the most magnificent disaster of a pirate she'd ever seen.

Captain Barnacle—for this could only be Captain Barnacle—stood roughly six feet tall and appeared to be constructed entirely of beard. A vast, gray, barnacle-encrusted beard that covered most of his face, chest, and possibly several other crew members if they weren't paying attention. His coat had once been red but had faded to the color of old roses. His boots were mismatched. His hat—a proper captain's hat with a somewhat bedraggled feather—sat askew on his head, held in place by what looked like fishing line.

And he was sneezing.

"ACHOO!" The sneeze was tremendous, rattling the ship's timbers. "Blast and bother! Which one of you scallywags brought gold aboard again?"

"Not me, Captain!" said Dave quickly.

"Wasn't me!" squawked the parrot.

The woman with the dynamite looked thoughtful. "Does gold-colored paint count?"

"YES!"

"Then possibly me. But only a little bit. On the nice plate we use for special occasions."

Captain Barnacle sneezed three more times in rapid succession, each one more explosive than the last. "I'm allergic to gold! You know this! How many times must I explain that PIRATES DON'T KEEP GOLD IF THEIR CAPTAIN SNEEZES WHENEVER HE'S NEAR IT?"

"It does seem counterproductive," Dave agreed nervously.

"Counterproductive! HA! The lad understates like a poet! It's downright CATASTROPHIC!" Another sneeze, this one so powerful it made his beard swing like a pendulum. "Mabel, you'll have to toss that plate overboard."

"But Captain," Mabel protested, clutching her dynamite protectively, "it's the only nice thing we own!"

"Then we'll own nice things that don't make me sneeze! Like... like..." He paused, thinking hard. "What are nice things that aren't gold?"

"Friendship?" suggested Dave.

"Too abstract!"

"Revenge?" offered the parrot hopefully.

"Too time-consuming!"

"Explosions?" said Mabel.

Everyone turned to look at her.

"What?" She shrugged. "Explosions are nice."

Tilly, still crouched behind the fish crates, was writing furiously in her Explorer's Journal, trying to capture every detail of this extraordinary crew. Pirates! she scrawled. Real ones! Or possibly imaginary ones? Must investigate further. Note: Check if allergies to gold are common among pirate population.

She was so focused on writing that she didn't notice the blue parrot swooping toward her hiding spot until it landed directly on her shoulder.

"STOWAWAY!" it shrieked.

Tilly yelped, dropped her journal, and tumbled backward out of her hiding place, landing in an undignified heap on the pier.

Four pairs of eyes swiveled to stare at her.

"Well, well, well," rumbled Captain Barnacle, his beard quivering with interest. "What have we here? A small person with copper-colored hair and the look of someone who asks too many questions."

"I don't ask too many questions," Tilly said automatically, climbing to her feet and brushing herself off with as much dignity as she could muster. "I ask exactly the right amount of questions, thank you very much."
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