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CHAPTER 1
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Of all the alehouses in Barbary Bay, The Slurring Mariner was the most dangerous, dirty and downright disgusting. Mrs Smellgrove’s ale was strong, dark and served with a dead rat floating in it.1 Her rock-hard pies had more chance of escaping unharmed than the customers who dared eat them. But the four metallic men who stood at the bar had no interest in beer or food.


“Four tankards of your crudest oil, if you’d be so kind, landlady,” said Captain Clockheart.


“Just water for me, actually,” said Quartermaster Lexi.


Some landladies would have been confused by this unusual order, but Mrs Smellgrove simply poured out the three tankards of unrefined oil and one glass of extremely murky-looking water. Quartermaster Lexi paid her and the Steampunk Pirates took their drinks.


“What brings you here to Barbary Bay tonight then, gents?” she asked.


“Click, to trade. Tick, looted goods. Tock, for gold,” said First Mate Mainspring.


Captain Clockheart downed his oil and slammed the empty tankard back on the bar. The clock in the middle of his chest ticked loudly and steam gushed from his ears.
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“Trading goods, eh?” said Mrs Smellgrove.


“Yes,” Captain Clockheart replied. “We picked up some valuable items on our last few raids. We’re here to exchange them for gold and coal.”


“Why gold and coal?” asked the landlady, mopping up some dribbles of oil with a grubby cloth.


“We want gold to replace our rusting iron parts.” The word-wheel in Quartermaster Lexi’s head spun round as he spoke. “Coal is fuel, energy … food.”


“Aye, lassie. Gold for our parts, coal for our hearts,” agreed Gadge.


“Click, not all of us care for coal,” said Mainspring. “Tick, I run on clockwork.”


“Don’t we know it, you overgrown pocket watch!” said Gadge.


“Tock, what did you call me?”


Mainspring was reaching for his cutlass when the whole alehouse fell silent. A black-bearded man entered. He wore a large three-cornered hat with two small holes cut into the material, as though he had a pair of eyes on top of his head. He glanced around the bar, brandished his cutlass and shouted, “Good news, you washed-up sea dogs! Old Inkybeard and Nancy are recruiting again. If you want adventure and riches, step forward now and join us.”
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“Join you?” shouted one drinker. “I heard you set fire to your last ship.”


“It wasn’t even yours to sink,” said another.


“And your crew was still on board when it went down,” said a third man.


“Now, Nancy, don’t listen to the nasty men.” The pirate removed his hat to reveal a squid sitting on his head, with its tentacles wrapped around his neck and shoulders. “For those of you who are unfamiliar with my wife, this is Nancy.”
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The squid blinked.


“Evening, Inkybeard,” said Mrs Smellgrove. “A bowl of mussels for Nancy, is it?”


“That’d be smashing, Mrs Smellgrove,” he replied. “But it’s the Dread Captain Inkybeard, if you don’t mind.”


“Oh yes, of course. Sorry,” said Mrs Smellgrove.


“Hey, laddie, why have you got a squid on your head?” asked Gadge.


Inkybeard caressed a tentacle draped over his right shoulder. “Old Nancy’s black ink helps keep my beard from going grey, don’t it, girl? Now, we don’t need to ask who you are. The ocean is awash with rumours of you metallic marauders. What will they think of next, Nancy?” Inkybeard walked around the Steampunk Pirates, inspecting them carefully. He reached out to touch the spinning wheel on Lexi’s head. “What’s this for, then?”


“My word-wheel allows me to access information,” replied Lexi. The wheel spun round and Inkybeard quickly withdrew his finger. “The Dread Captain Inkybeard,” said Lexi. “Wanted in twelve countries for various crimes, including piracy, pillaging and stealing salmon.”


“Nancy is partial to a bit of salmon, aren’t you, girl?” said Inkybeard, stroking the squid.


“Inkybeard also has a reputation for betraying his crew and sinking his own ships,” continued Lexi.


“You don’t want to believe everything you read. So you’re the brains – there’s no need to ask who’s the brawn.” With the tip of his cutlass, Inkybeard lifted up Gadge’s barrel-like forearm and inspected it. It twisted around and a dagger attachment sprung out. Inkybeard moved away and turned his attention to the key slowly revolving in First Mate Mainspring’s back. “What happens if I wind this up, then?” he asked.


“Click, give it a try. Tick, and find out,” said Mainspring.


Captain Clockheart stepped in front of Inkybeard, steam shooting from his head. “I’m the captain and you’ll leave my officers alone, if you know what’s good for you.”


“It’s one thing to call yourself a captain. It’s another to be one.” Inkybeard waved away the steam gushing from Clockheart’s head and turned back to the others. “If you lot have any sense, you’ll get rid of this bucket of steam and find a real captain for your vessel. As luck would have it, Nancy and I are currently in need of a ship.”


“You won’t set foot on the Leaky Battery while I have fire in my belly,” said Captain Clockheart.


“And what if someone was to put out that fire?” threatened Inkybeard.


“Click, if anything happened to him. Tick, we’d replace him with one of our own,” said Mainspring. “Tock, not a soft skin like you.”


Inkybeard smiled at First Mate Mainspring. “Ah, is that ambition we detect? Nancy and I like a bit of healthy ambition.”


“I suggest you walk away now.” Captain Clockheart drew his cutlass and his clock hand whizzed round and round.


Mrs Smellgrove had seen enough fights break out in her alehouse over the years to know the signs. She threw the filthy dishcloth over the pile of pork pies and took cover behind the bar.
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1 A live rat was available for an extra penny.




















CHAPTER 2
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The Leaky Battery was tied to a rotten old signpost at the end of Barbary Bay’s pier.
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The Steampunk Pirates’ ship was not the only vessel tied to the rickety pier, but it was the only one that boasted a steam-powered engine at its heart.


Pendle the cabin boy paced up and down the pier. She was listening to the sounds from the mainland and trying to pick out the captain’s voice in the hubbub.


Twitter fluttered down and landed on the railing in front of her.


“Something to eat! Something to eat!” squawked the mechanical bird.


“Hello, Twitter.” Pendle held out a broom handle for the bird to nibble. “It’s rosewood, your favourite.”


Twitter pecked happily at the end of the broom handle and Pendle stroked the feathers glued to his metal body.
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Pendle had created the steam-powered bird back when she was still known as Penelope Fussington and Twitter had always had a thing for rosewood.2


Twitter swallowed a couple of splinters then hopped along the rail. “No parrots!” he said. “No parrots allowed here!”


“I know. It’s not fair, is it?” said Pendle. “Parrots aren’t allowed and yet the most dangerous pirates in the world are. They’re all armed with swords, cutlasses and pistols and, so long as they pay the harbour master for docking, they can do whatever they want. I don’t like it.”


The harbour master’s house stood at the other end of the pier. Heavy iron chains hung below a balcony, holding an open treasure chest where visiting pirates placed their docking fees. It was always overflowing with stolen goods and glistening treasure.


“Where’s everyone else?” asked Twitter.


“They’re down in the hold,” said Pendle. “Old Tinder is serving up a batch of charcoal. I’m keeping lookout while Blower grabs something to eat.”


Pendle looked for approaching metal in among the constant stream of ragged pirates arriving and departing. She couldn’t help but worry about Captain Clockheart. He was more than capable of looking after himself, but he didn’t always think things through properly. The loose valve sending steam to his head made him hot-tempered and unpredictable.


“I wish the captain would hurry up!” Pendle sighed.


“Back soon!” squawked Twitter. “He’ll be back soon!”


“I hope you’re right,” said Pendle. “I’ll be glad when we can leave this place.”


Twitter flapped his wings and went soaring up into the evening sky.


“I only hope the captain’s not getting into trouble,” Pendle said to herself.




2 If you’d like to know more about Pendle creating Twitter, the author politely suggests you pick up a copy of The Leaky Battery Sets Sail, the first of the Steampunk Pirates’ adventures.
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WANTED

DEAD OR ALIVE!

(or smashed into little bits
and delivered in boxes)

The crew of the Leaky Battery
the STEAMPUNK PIRATES
for piracy, looting and treason.

Sixteen scurrilous scallywags in (otal,
including their four officers

CAPTAIN CLOCKHEART
Hot-headed leader of
the Steampunk Pirates.
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dangerous on account of
a loose valve sending 00
much steam to his head.
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Operated by clockwork, he
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QUARTERMASTER LEXI
Fitted with a catalogue
of information, he is
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MR GADGE
His various arm attachments
include all kinds of devilish
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equipment.
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To keep our fires alight.
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