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‘I think I’ve found something!’ Echo jabbed at the white sand with her shovel.


It felt like she’d been digging all morning in the blazing sun with nothing to show for it. Could this finally be the treasure they were searching for? Echo pushed her sweaty curls out of her eyes and crouched down to get a closer look. She had definitely hit something hard, but not solid like a stone. She turned her shovel over and scraped the sand away from the buried object to reveal the corner of something angular and brown.


‘What do you think, Gilbert?’ She stuck her head out of the hole to ask her little lizard, who was sunning himself on a nearby rock. He cocked a conical eye and then gave a tiny shrug of his golden-scaled shoulders before going back to sleep.


Echo glanced across the beach to where her mother, Lil, was digging. Lil’s dark curls were wrapped in a spotted kerchief and she wore the high buckled boots of a sky pirate, although she’d taken off her plumed captain’s hat and had left it lying on the sand.


‘Mother… I mean Captain!’ Echo yelled. ‘I think I’ve found something!’


‘What is it?’ Lil stuck the blade of her shovel into the sand and strode over.


‘Look.’ Echo pointed at the dark brown corner that stuck up out of the gritty sand. ‘Do you think it could be the treasure?’


Lil squinted into the hole. ‘Let me see.’ She extended a tanned hand to Echo and helped her out, then hopped down lightly. She scraped at the corner with the toe of her boot, then squatted and brushed the sand away with her hand.


‘Is it a treasure chest?’ Echo was breathless with excitement. Had she really been the one to find it? The crew had been digging for hours and had almost given up hope, but Lil had insisted that they try one more time. And Echo’s mother, Lil – Indigo Lil to most – had to be obeyed because she was the leader of the Black Sky Wolves, a crew of fearsome sky pirates, and captain of their airship, the Scarlet Margaret. Echo had grown up as a ward of the king of Lockfort, believing her parents had abandoned her on the castle steps. She had never stopped dreaming of discovering what happened to her mother though. And, when she finally did find her, she’d discovered that not only was Lil alive, but she was a famous sky-pirate captain. Echo still couldn’t quite believe it was true.


Now that they were together, and Echo was the newest member of the Black Sky Wolves, she was determined to prove herself as a brilliant sky pirate too. It hadn’t been easy so far though.


She held her breath in anticipation as Lil squatted down to examine whatever it was that Echo had found.


‘I do think it might be,’ Lil said, excitement rising in her voice. ‘Fetch me my shovel, please.’


‘Right away, Captain!’ Echo flushed with pride. She jogged across to the hole that Lil had been digging beneath the star-palms and heaved on the wooden handle until the blade slipped free of the damp sand. She ran back, with some trouble as the shovel was so heavy, and passed it down to Lil.


Lil began scraping sand away with the edge of her spade and Echo leaned in to get a closer look.


Her mother stood upright and stuck her head out of the hole. ‘Go and get the others. We’ll need their help.’


Echo raced off, the sand hot beneath her bare feet and her whole body tingling with excitement. Please say she’d found the treasure! Ever since she’d seen the map that Lil had won in a grog-fuelled game of flip-the-frog at the tavern in Sleepy Palms, Echo had been determined to be the one to find it. It had been three whole months since she’d joined the Black Sky Wolves and, despite their many hunts for booty, she still hadn’t seen a single real treasure chest. The haul of gold coins that was rumoured to be hidden in the salt caves of Tyger Island had proved to be a hoax. The legend of the Lake Lonesome diamond turned out to be just that. And even the Bonneville Hoard had slipped from their grasp when a rival clan of sky pirates, the Darkhearts, had beaten them to it, leaving only their signature heart-shaped token of black glass behind in the crypt.


In fact, from the strained conversations she’d overheard between her mother and Bulkhead recently, things were getting desperate. The Scarlet Margaret’s coffers were running low. But not for long! Not once she’d saved the day.


Echo pushed herself to run faster towards the other figures on the beach. Amberjack Bay was a skinny crescent of sand fringed with silvery star-palms. Their airship, the Scarlet Margaret, swayed gently in the air, tethered above the clear turquoise waters, its sails furled for the moment.


Up ahead, Echo saw the familiar profiles of the other Black Sky Wolves. Bulkhead, the Scarlet Margaret’s hulking first mate and chief navigator, was digging furiously. Slingshot, ship’s lookout, was sipping water from a pigskin, his shock of white hair standing on end as usual. Beti, the gap-toothed ship’s doctor, and Flora, the ship’s boy, despite being a girl, dug in tandem, flinging sand rhythmically in opposite directions as they sang a bawdy sky shanty.


‘Bulkhead, Slingshot!’ Echo yelled, as she got closer. ‘Flora! Beti! Come quick!’


The other sky pirates stopped digging and turned their heads.


‘What’s up?’ Bulkhead looked up, his great bald head glistening with sweat.


‘I’ve found… something…’ Echo put her hands on her knees to get her breath back. ‘Something large. I think it’s a chest. Mother… I mean Lil, I mean the captain is taking a look.’


The other four sky pirates downed tools and Bulkhead wiped his head with a purple handkerchief.


‘At last!’ Flora gave a huge grin as she hopped out of the hole she was digging and dusted the sand from her peg leg. ‘I hope it is treasure this time and not another old boot.’


Heat rose to Echo’s cheeks as she flushed, feeling silly for a moment. ‘It’s not a boot. Come and see!’


Bulkhead ruffled Echo’s hair. ‘Come on, mateys – let’s see what Echo’s got.’





It was all hands on deck when they got back to Lil. She scrambled out of the hole and swiftly set about issuing orders. Bulkhead and Slingshot were in charge of digging round the brown shape in the sand. Echo, Beti and Flora ferried buckets of water back and forth from the surf to soften the hard-packed grains. Lil stood and watched, a stern expression on her tanned face, her long, dark curls billowing in the breeze where they’d escaped from her kerchief.


Echo was grateful for the cool water on her bare feet and calves as she dunked her bucket into the foaming surf for the third time. She hurried back to the others.
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‘Watch out,’ she said, and sloshed out the water as Bulkhead and Slingshot stood back. The sandy layer dissolved to reveal a dark brown oblong covered in rusted metal studs. A chest! Echo felt almost dizzy with pride.


‘Will yer take a look at that,’ said Slingshot.


‘Aye,’ said Bulkhead. ‘She’s only gone and found it.’


Flora crowded in next to Echo. ‘She ’as as well.’


Real treasure! Echo couldn’t stop the grin from spreading over her face as she took in the lid of the battered old chest. She’d saved their skins!


‘We’ll ’ave a feast tonight!’ Flora turned to Echo and gave her a high five with one grubby hand, while Gilbert did a jubilant victory wiggle on Echo’s shoulder.


‘Stop that, you lot.’ Lil’s expression grew stern. ‘There’s no time for celebrating now. We’re vulnerable until we’ve got this haul on to the ship.’ She scanned the beach. ‘Bulkhead, go and fetch the ropes. Slingshot, you two, back to the Scarlet Margaret and bring her closer.’ She drew her cutlass. ‘Bring Spud and Skillet down too. I’ll stand guard.’


There was a murmur from the crew as they arranged themselves one behind the other along each rope. Echo positioned Gilbert securely across her shoulders and stood behind Bulkhead.


‘Ready, Black Sky Wolves?’ asked Lil.


Everyone grabbed the rope in both hands. ‘Ready!’ they all cheered.


‘HEAVE!’ yelled Bulkhead.


Echo braced her feet in the sand and pulled backwards with all her strength. In front of her, Bulkhead’s broad back strained as, hand over hand, slowly but surely, they pulled.


‘HEAVE!’


The rough rope burned Echo’s hands. She almost stumbled backwards, but managed to stay upright.


‘HEAVE!’


Echo could feel the coarse fibres tearing her skin. Her feet skidded and she landed on her bottom in the sand, but she kept hold of the rope, staggered back to her feet and gritted her teeth as she kept pulling.


‘Nearly there!’ yelled Lil. ‘Beti – now!’


As the brown lid of the chest emerged from the hole, Beti leaped forward, the many bottles in her long skirts clinking, and grabbed its handles with both hands. The crew gave one final heave and, with a thud, the chest tumbled out of the hole and tipped on to the sand.


Everyone dropped the ropes, which rippled out on to the shoreline with a slap. Echo held her breath as Lil crouched down to brush sand away from the lock. What treasures would there be inside? Silver? Gold? Diamonds? Echo’s mind spun with the possibilities.


‘How’re we gonna open it?’ Flora’s shrill voice cut through Echo’s daydream.


Echo jumped up, putting her hand to the hairpin she always wore. ‘I could pick the lock.’


‘No need for that,’ said Lil, brushing her aside. ‘Stand clear, everyone.’ She took a pace back and drew her musket from its holster, aimed and pulled the trigger. BANG! There was a crack of splintering wood as the chest disappeared in a cloud of gunpowder and smoke. When the air cleared, Echo saw that the lock had been blown clean off into the sand.


Lil wafted the last wisps of smoke away and strode forward. ‘Bulkhead, a hand.’


Bulkhead positioned himself before the chest and turned to Echo. ‘Come on – you too. It was you what found it after all.’


Echo grinned and raced forward to take her place between them.


‘On my count,’ said Lil. ‘One, two, three, HEAVE!’


The wood was warped and so swollen with salt water that the lid was tightly wedged shut, but as they jiggled it Echo finally felt it loosening. With a pop, the hasps unfastened and the chest sprang open.


‘Ready to see what you’ve found?’ Bulkhead looked at Echo with a grin.


She nodded.


Gilbert’s claws tightened on Echo’s shoulder as she squinted into the musty darkness inside the chest. But she couldn’t see anything. Where was the shining treasure?


Echo tipped the chest over and jumped back in alarm as a rather cross-looking octopus plopped out on to the sand.


It… it couldn’t be. The chest was empty.


There were disappointed cries from the rest of the crew, as everyone shuffled forward to see for themselves.


Echo stood apart, her arms folded across her chest. As she fought back the tears of disappointment that were threatening to spill, the octopus slip-slopped its way past them all and slid away into the water.




[image: Image]








[image: ] CHAPTER TWO



‘Disappointing.’ Lil kicked the chest with the toe of one battered brown boot and shook her head. ‘Well, that’s two weeks we’ve been searching Sleepy Palms and nothing to show for it. We’re just going to have to give up and move on.’


Echo nodded, biting her lip to stop it from wobbling.


As they turned to go back to the ship, Bulkhead’s kind brown eyes took in Echo’s dejected face. ‘Ah well, happens to the best pirates,’ he said, ruffling her hair again. He squinted up at the sun. ‘Nearly time to get your cousin from the aerodock,’ he said. ‘Wasn’t he arriving at midday?’


Horace! Echo’s disappointment dissolved into excitement at the thought of her best friend arriving. She’d been trying to persuade him to leave his studies and come to stay with her on the Scarlet Margaret for weeks until he’d finally agreed to pay a visit. At least he would be impressed by her tales of treasure hunting.


‘See you!’ she shouted over her shoulder to the others.





The town of Sleepy Palms was inland from Amberjack Bay, but to the inexperienced eye it was invisible as it was made entirely of tree houses hidden between the papery fronds of the trees. You heard it before you saw it, especially on market day. To get up or down, you needed to find a tree with footholds cut into the bark and climb up until your head popped through an opening and you could haul yourself up on to one of the rickety walkways that were strung between the palms.


Echo wandered over to the Sleepy Palms aerodock, a creaky platform of oiled boards where passenger airships landed. Gilbert nestled happily in the hip pocket of her breeches, with his head stuck out so he could snap at passing insects. Up ahead, Echo saw a small airship tethered in berth one and a scattering of people and suitcases waiting by the gangplank to board.


Echo checked Horace’s message, received by postal pigeon – one of the little mechanical birds used to send notes to one another. Since her wolf’s head hairpin had been stolen in the Violet Isles, Echo had recalibrated her pigeon to home to her mother’s pin and now she could receive messages wherever the Black Sky Wolves went.




Arriving tomorrow on the noon Zeppelin from Port Tourbillon. The professor says hello. See you soon! Horace





Echo wandered up to the ticket booth, which was manned by a small ginger-furred monkey wearing a bottle-green peaked cap. As she approached, the monkey sprang beneath the desk with a screech, then reappeared holding a card marked: Can I help you?


‘I’m meeting someone arriving on the midday from Port Tourbillon,’ said Echo.


The monkey blinked for a moment, then ducked beneath the desk again and popped back up with another sign.
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‘Er, I think that’s the wrong way up,’ said Echo, tilting her head.


The monkey slapped its forehead and spun the sign round. It read: Delayed.


It then took a pair of binoculars from the desk and scanned the sky, before letting out an excited shriek. Extending one long, hairy arm, it pointed to berth three.


Echo turned to look behind her and saw, with a burst of exhilaration, the silhouette of a mid-sized passenger airship in the distance. ‘Thanks!’ she said, racing off to the berth to wait, all thoughts of her treasure-hunting disappointment momentarily forgotten.





As the airship neared, Gilbert let out a gleeful chirrup and Echo made out Horace’s familiar blond head at one of the portholes. The ship descended, propellers whirring, to hover above the dock. As it came closer, Echo bounced up and down on her toes in anticipation. A crew of robots whizzed forward and lashed the airship’s ropes to the mooring posts of the aerodock. Finally, the gangplank unrolled like a huge, metallic tongue and the passengers disembarked.


Sleepy Palms was the furthest outpost of the Eastern Airship line, hundreds of miles from the city of Lockfort where Echo and Horace had grown up, and even from Port Tourbillon, where Horace had been working as an apprentice to the famous explorer Professor Daggerwing. Only a few passengers descended from the ship. Echo soon saw Horace stagger down the gangplank, with a satchel slung over one shoulder, a little suitcase in one hand and a large book in the other. He looked rather green, Echo noticed, but he never had been very good at air travel.


‘Horace!’ she shouted, waving.


‘Echo!’ Horace smiled weakly as he approached. He dropped his suitcase on the ground in front of her. ‘And Gilbert!’ He tickled the little lizard under the chin and Gilbert’s scales turned pink with pleasure. ‘You both seem really well. The sky-pirate life must be good for you! You certainly look the part,’ he said, taking in Echo’s indigo velvet breeches and frilled cream shirt.


‘Thanks!’ Echo beamed with pride and her heart swelled so much the buttons almost popped off her jerkin. ‘I don’t have my cutlass or tricorne hat yet, but I will soon!’


‘I suppose you have to earn them by doing something dangerous?’


Echo frowned, suddenly uncertain. How did she earn them? The other crew members all had a blade and a tricorne, even Flora, and she was younger than Echo. She shrugged, as if she didn’t care at all. ‘I’m not quite sure… How’s Lockfort anyway?’ she asked, grabbing Horace’s case. ‘I hope your father isn’t still making trouble?’


Horace’s father, Alfons, had been the king of Lockfort, and for years had kept the outside world a secret from everyone who lived there. In fact, Echo and Horace had grown up believing there was nothing at all beyond the city walls. King Alfons had been trying to protect the people of Lockfort, but instead had made the city into a prison. In fact, if an explorer called Professor Daggerwing hadn’t crashed his airship into Echo’s bedroom window one moonlit night, they might never have learned the truth at all.


Echo shook her head as she thought how easily she could still have been stuck there, studying embroidery and deportment, and knowing nothing about Port Tourbillon or Sleepy Palms or the Violet Isles or anywhere else. The world had seemed so small back then. She thrust her hands into the pockets of her breeches. No, a life of freedom and adventure was the life for her. She was born to be a sky pirate!


‘Father’s still father,’ said Horace, with a grimace. ‘But he’s stuck to his word and things are starting to change. The gates are open all the time now, and there’s even an airship route from Lockfort to Port Tourbillon. To be honest, I haven’t had to see too much of him since I’ve been in Port Tourbillon with the professor.’


After discovering the truth about the world outside Lockfort, Horace had jumped at the chance to leave and take up an apprenticeship with Professor Daggerwing.


‘We’re studying the evolution of the Lesser Spotted Stinkbeetle at the moment,’ he said proudly. ‘Would you like to see one?’


He reached into his satchel and Echo held her nose. ‘Er, no thanks,’ she said.


Horace continued to fill Echo in on all his latest research as they wandered back through Sleepy Palms, past the starfish market, the hammock shop and Persephone Pepperpot’s Fine Hats for Fine Fellows, where Echo paused for a moment to peer in at the window full of jaunty tricornes.


Gilbert twitched his snout as the delicious scent of barbecued meat drifted by.


Horace’s stomach rumbled loudly and Echo giggled. ‘Feeling hungry?’


‘Yes, rather,’ said Horace, flushing pink. ‘I was too sick to eat on the flight.’


‘Let’s get some lunch before we head back,’ said Echo. ‘Beatrix’s crab dumplings are the best!’


She led him off down a bouncing wooden walkway in the direction of the smell. Soon they were feasting on crab dumplings, sweet-chilli noodles and a spicy peanut broth at Skitterbrook’s Treetop Café – a cosy collection of sun-soaked bamboo tables, dressed with cheery pink tablecloths, nestled among the palm branches.


They ate in companionable silence, Echo pausing every now and again to offer a chilli noodle to Gilbert, whose scales flared bright red with every bite.


‘This is delicious,’ said Horace, leaning back in his chair and basking in the sunlight. ‘I do love working with the professor, but I must admit it’s nice to just relax sometimes. How long are we staying in Sleepy Palms?’


‘Another two days,’ said Echo, through a mouthful of dumpling. ‘Then we’re on to Trombones. There’s rumoured to be a ruined temple in the jungle there—’


There was a sudden flash of blue and a brilliant turquoise-hued beetle landed on the table before them.


Horace put down his fork. ‘How fascinating!’ he said, his eyes sparkling. ‘I do believe that’s a Pearlman’s Bl—’


With a snap, Gilbert sprang forward and devoured the little creature in one gulp.


‘Well, it was a Pearlman’s Bluenose,’ said Horace, looking slightly shocked before breaking into a grin. ‘I hope it was delicious.’


Gilbert bobbed his head as if to say, Exquisite actually.


Echo grinned back. She loved the sky-pirate life, but she had to admit it was good for the three of them to be together again.





After a dessert of creamy coconut-and-passion-flower ice cream, Echo and Horace meandered back through Sleepy Palms before descending from the treetop walkways to Amberjack Bay, where the Scarlet Margaret was moored.


Horace gazed up in wonder at the great floating airship swaying gently above the sand. ‘I still can’t believe this is your home!’ he said. ‘Doesn’t it feel weird sleeping up there all the time?’


‘Not really.’ Echo shrugged nonchalantly, but secretly her heart swelled with pride. ‘At first, I felt a bit airsick every now and then,’ she admitted. ‘But I guess I’m used to it now I’m a sky pirate.’


‘It must be good to finally spend lots of time with your mother,’ said Horace.


Echo shrugged. In truth, Lil had been so busy lately that Echo had barely seen her, let alone spent time with her. She brushed away the little wave of sadness that rolled over her and put on a smile. ‘It’s been great. Anyway, let’s get your suitcase onboard.’


She shouted up to Flora, who leaned over the side of the ship and flung down a rope. Echo swiftly tied the end to Horace’s luggage and gave a whistle to let Flora know to drag it up. The pair followed up the rope ladder.


Echo sprang over the side on to the deck. Horace came tumbling after her, landing face first with a clank.


‘Ouch,’ he said, retrieving a jar from his inside pocket. ‘I forgot. Professor Daggerwing sent this for you.’


‘How is the professor?’ asked Echo, examining the strange jar. ‘And the cats? And Mrs Milkweed? And what, exactly, is this?’


‘Pickled… er… something,’ said Horace, wrinkling his nose. ‘I wouldn’t eat it if I were you.’


They made their way down to the cabins and Horace unpacked his things.


‘Come and see the crow’s nest,’ said Echo, hauling him back up to the deck.


‘Are you sure?’ said Horace, craning his neck to gaze up at the mast top. ‘It looks very high.’


‘It’s perfectly safe,’ said Echo. ‘Just follow me. And don’t look down.’


She sprang on to the rigging and pulled herself upwards, hand over hand, on the rough ropes. At first, she’d found it almost impossible to climb all the way to the crow’s nest, but, as the weeks on the Scarlet Margaret had passed, it had become easier and easier. Now it seemed like the most natural thing in the world to be up there, the sea breeze blowing her hair, and breathing in salt brine and crisp, cool air.


She turned and looked down. Horace was still at the bottom of the rigging. ‘Are you okay?’ she shouted.


‘Y… yes.’ Horace took a wobbly step and clung to the ropes for dear life.


‘Just take it slowly and keep going – the view’s worth it!’ Echo scrambled up the last few metres of rigging and heaved herself into the crow’s nest. Gilbert sprang from her shoulder on to the wooden edge and peered down at Horace.


‘Just a little bit further,’ called Echo, as Horace grimly made his way, hand over hand, up to them. She pulled him in and he sat, panting, with his head between his knees.


‘See, it wasn’t so bad, was it?’ Echo grinned.


Horace got his breath back and stood. ‘Wow, what a view,’ he said.


‘There’s the aerodock,’ said Echo, pointing out the tiny landing strip where an airship hovered.


‘And is that a volcano?’ Horace waved at a squat mountain in the distance.


‘Mount Flameflux,’ Echo said. ‘We passed it on our way here. Almost singed our sails!’


Horace glanced down at the Scarlet Margaret’s sails, as if to check them for scorch marks, then he pointed down at Amberjack Bay.


‘What are all those holes in the sand?’ he asked.


‘Oh, that’s where we were digging for treasure,’ said Echo.


‘Treasure!’ Horace’s eyes widened as he goggled at her. ‘Really and truly?’


‘We didn’t actually find anything.’


‘But still – treasure hunting! You’re a real sky pirate, Echo!’


‘Not really.’ Echo flushed with pleasure and stared at her boots. ‘Come on,’ she said, after a moment. ‘We’d better get back on deck.’


But, as she climbed down the rigging, she couldn’t help smiling to herself. She might not have a cutlass or a tricorne like Flora, but Horace was right: she was a real sky pirate, or certainly on her way to becoming one soon.
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Echo and Horace clambered back down the rigging and jumped on to the deck of the Scarlet Margaret. They dodged Flora, who was busily sloshing soapy water across the wooden boards and mopping them vigorously, and wandered over to the stern of the ship, where Bulkhead could be seen in the captain’s quarters, hunched over a chart with his sextant.


‘How does the Scarlet Margaret float?’ mused Horace, as he looked down at the beach below. ‘I’ve always wondered. Professor Daggerwing’s ship had a balloon filled with lifting gas, and an engine, and so did the ship I came in on from Port Tourbillon, but this one just has sails.’


Echo followed his gaze. Horace had a point. How did the ship float? The wind made them sail along, but what kept them up?


She frowned. ‘I’ve never really thought about it.’


Gilbert squinted up at the sails himself and curled his tail into a question mark.


‘You two look confused,’ said Bulkhead as he emerged from the captain’s quarters. ‘Something got your tethers in a tangle?’


‘Horace was just wondering,’ said Echo, not wanting to admit that she didn’t know either, ‘how the ship floats.’


‘Simple,’ Bulkhead said. ‘Cloud ballast.’


‘Cloud ballast?’ said Echo. ‘What’s that?’


‘Ain’t you ever wondered what all that rumbling is down below decks?’


‘I… I thought it was the engines,’ said Horace.


Bulkhead shook his head. ‘Nope, we’re all wind-powered.’ He grinned. ‘Come on, me hearties. Follow me and see for yerselves.’


Echo and Horace looked at each other and shrugged, then ran after Bulkhead, who had grabbed a bunch of keys from the captain’s quarters and swung himself down the hatchway to below decks, his shiny brown head disappearing into the darkness.


Echo and Horace followed, clambering through the hatchway and along passage after passage. As they descended through the ship, the portholes grew smaller and the corridors darker. Echo passed her cabin and those of the rest of the crew, but they went even further down, past the galley, where Spud and Skillet, the kitchen boys, were stowing pans and sharpening knives, dancing round each other like two grubby white-clad ballerinas. Still deeper they went, to the very lowest level, where the barrels of food and grog were stored, past the locked copper door to the armoury, where weapons were stored and mended, and the infirmary where Beti stored her potions and tinctures.


In the three months she’d been aboard the Scarlet Margaret, Echo had explored every bit of the ship, or so she’d thought. Bulkhead opened a trapdoor she’d never noticed before and soon they were deeper in the belly of the Scarlet Margaret than she had ever been.


They were making their way through another gloomy, lamp-lit corridor when Bulkhead suddenly stopped.


Echo did too, and Horace bumped into her from behind.


‘Ow!’ They both yelped as they gave each other an electric shock.


‘Wow, I’ve never even been—’


‘Shh.’ Bulkhead turned and put a large finger to his lips. ‘Hear that?’


There was a rumbling in the boards beneath their feet, and Echo’s hair crackled with static. Gilbert’s tail stood on end.


Horace rubbed his arms nervously. ‘I have a bad feeling about this.’


‘What is that noise?’ whispered Echo.


‘That,’ said Bulkhead, ‘is the cloud ballast. Stand back.’ He dropped to one knee and drew back the bolt on a final trapdoor in the floor. He cocked his head and tapped his ear as a rumbling sound came from below, rattling the floorboards beneath them. All the hairs stood up on Echo’s arms and excitement fizzed through her.


Bulkhead pulled on the iron ring and flung open the hatch with a flourish. All three of them peered inside.


Beneath them, in the deepest recesses of the ship, the hold was filled with huge, writhing grey masses held in glittering nets. The grey things pulled and strained at the nets they were trapped in, as if trying to get free.


‘What d’yer think?’ asked Bulkhead, with a grin.


‘What are those?’ said Echo, leaning further in.


‘Stand back,’ said Bulkhead. ‘You don’t want to get singed.’


A sudden white zigzag of lightning fizzed across the chamber and lit Echo’s and Horace’s faces as they peered down. The air sizzled with electricity, and Echo breathed in the smell of ozone and burnt toast.


‘But… but they’re clouds,’ said Horace, whose blond hair was now standing up on end. ‘Wait, are they thunderclouds?’


‘Exactly,’ said Bulkhead.


‘Thunderclouds?’ That’s what the rumbling was? Echo’s mouth dropped open in astonishment.


‘Yep.’ Bulkhead put his hands on his hips and puffed out his chest proudly. ‘Caught by yours truly.’


Echo could do nothing but stare as the clouds, dark as bruises, boiled and roiled in their nets.


As she watched, another shard of lightning shot from one end of the chamber to the other.


‘It was Lil’s invention,’ said Bulkhead. ‘Clouds float, see, so if you catch ’em, and stash ’em down ’ere, they make the ship float. No need for lifting gas, and the thunderclouds generate electricity too. With a bit more work on the generator, we’ll be able to stop using coal altogether. Then there’ll be no running out of power in the middle of a chase for the Black Sky Wolves.’


Echo felt her heart swell with pride. Her mother’s invention! Lil was so clever to have thought of it. She glanced across at Horace to check his reaction, but he was frowning and still staring at the clouds.


‘But where do you get them from?’ he asked.


Bulkhead grinned, revealing a gleaming gold tooth. ‘From the sky, of course.’ He peered down into the hull at the clouds again. ‘Tell yer what – some of these are looking a bit thin. Either of you fancy going cloud-catching?’





‘How do you catch a cloud?’ asked Echo, her head still spinning with a mixture of pride and sheer amazement at the thought that the ship was cloud-powered. An entire hold full of thunder under her feet the whole time, and her own mother’s invention too! She shook herself and followed Horace and Bulkhead as they made their way back up through the airship’s corridors and ladders, holding their noses as they passed the infirmary where Beti was now grinding up some rather pungent green roots with her pestle and mortar, and dodging Flora and her mop, which she was now sloshing vigorously round the corridors.


‘And, if you need the clouds to make the ship float, how do you get up in the sky to catch them in the first place?’ added Horace, as they emerged blinking into the sunshine.


‘Ah, for that we use Cloudcatcher. She’s stored up here,’ said Bulkhead. He climbed up to the forecastle deck and opened a double-doored cabinet. ‘Here she is.’ With some effort and grunting, he dragged out a spindly metal contraption that looked like a two-seated bicycle with a horizontal propeller above.


‘This is what we fly in and these –’ he reached into the cabinet again and drew out a little bag – ‘are the nets we use to catch the thunderclouds.’


He flung open the bag with a flourish.


Echo peered inside. It was empty.


Horace looked inside too. He turned to Echo and shrugged.


Finally, Gilbert scuttled down Echo’s arm and inspected the bag, rolling his conical eyes around and curling his tail into a question mark.


Was this a joke? Echo looked at Bulkhead, baffled. ‘There’s nothing in there.’


‘No?’ said Bulkhead, with a grin. ‘Look again.’ He tilted the bag and, as the sunlight caught it, Echo saw something glimmer, a filament so fine and ghostlike it almost didn’t exist. She blinked and it was gone again.


‘Wait,’ she said. ‘I saw something. I did!’


Bulkhead grinned again. ‘Try touching it,’ he said.


Echo reached into the bag with one hand, scared of what she might find. Her fingers slid over a net of threads. It was like an unexpected cobweb brushing your face in the darkness. It was the sort of sensation that made all the hairs on the back of her neck stand up.


Horace reached in too, then looked up in wonder. ‘What are they?’ he asked.


‘Aethernets,’ said Bulkhead. ‘They’re woven by aether spiders from the Caves of Cape Cinnamo. Very rare, they are, but they’re the only nets fine enough to catch a cloud.’


He lifted out one of the invisible nets, folded it and tucked it into his pocket.


‘Right,’ he said, ‘I think we’re ready to go. Cloudcatcher’s made for two, but if yer both squash in we three’ll be fine.’ He clapped his hands together and beamed at them. ‘Who’s ready to go cloud-catching?’
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