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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







AUTHOR’S NOTE


As you will see, the world of this book is very like ours – and also, it isn’t. Names may be familiar – or weird. Some may be authentic old names you might find in a history book – others may be like games played with existing names. All the places (almost) that are mentioned can be found on a world atlas … even though the names aren’t quite what you expect. But some are in slightly different geographical positions.


So, this isn’t exactly a historical novel – but it’s not exactly a fantasy either. And it takes place in a time we never had …


In our world too, of course, it was the French who had a Revolution first – England not only didn’t, she went to war with the French because of it. However, the equivalent battle of Trey Falco did happen, with more or less the same results, at least to the French navy.


Lastly, the song of the Purple Foxglove is printed here with the deepest apologies to Baroness Orczy and the ‘The Scarlet Pimpernel’. While the Festival of Burning Time is to be found in Brighton, not Venice.




Some secreted Island, Heaven knows where!
But in the very world, which is the world
Of all of us – the place where, in the end,
We find our happiness, or not at all!


French Revolution XI: 140
William Wordsworth




The action of this novel takes place in a closely parallel world, beginning in the year 17[image: images]5 (Seventeen-Fivety) – approximate, in our dating, to 1805.




FIRST SCENE


Piratica’s Daughter




PIRATICA’S DAUGHTER


Finally Art Blastside went upstairs to see her child. She had been putting this off. Outside the windows of the big house on the Fire Hills, green buds were breaking on several of the trees. In the little orchard pink blossoms fell. Something always ended as something else began, Art thought.


The nursery door stood open.


In the nursery Nanny Anny was watching as the tiny child waddled about.


Art had named her Africa, for the coast of Africay, off which she had eventually realized she was pregnant.


Africa Phoenix. She was just above a year old. She could walk – totter – and sometimes say things. Felix Phoenix her father said he understood every word. Art didn’t.


Standing in the doorway, Art looked at her child.


‘Oh, good day, Missus,’ said Nanny Anny, smiling rather falsely.


Nanny A refused to call Art simply Art, though by now most of the other servants did so without a blink.


‘Yes,’ said Art. ‘How is she?’


‘Your daughter is very well. She did a lovely little tootle-poo after her brekky, and she is such a clever-wever iddy packet – isn’t she, my precious bunny?’ The child looked at Nanny Anny and gave a big friendly smile. ‘Say good-morrow to your missus mama.’


Art braced herself, storm-tossed by the icky-sicky dotty nonsense Nanny A always talked about the child – even when the child wasn’t there. For example at the child’s bedtime, reporting to Art with ‘The poppet bunny is upsy in its ittle nesty-west, Missus.’


‘Hi, Afra,’ said Art.


The child glanced at Art coolly.


For a moment mother and daughter stared down or up, eye to eye. Afra’s reaction now was one of slight disdainful surprise. WHO’S this person? Afra seemed to be thinking.


Just as Art, gazing back, was grimly thinking it too. Who is she? She’s mine – but what has she to do with me?


After the door had closed, and Art’s brisk booted step died away down the stairs, Nanny A pursed her mouth. ‘She is unnatural,’ muttered Nanny A.


But ‘Atrul,’ muttered the child next, to her toy rabbit. And Nanny A thought to herself that after all she had better watch her tongue.


It had been so much easier with the horse. At first, when Art came back to England, Bowspirit had refused to remember her, shaking his black mane and swishing his black tail as if she were a fly. But she won him round with apples and words of approval. She hadn’t been able to ride him, of course. She had been heavily pregnant in the early spring of seventeen-fourtenty.


Now in the spring of seventeen-fivety she sprang into the saddle and clucked the horse’s sides with her heels.


They took off over the park and along the tree-clad heights of the hills.


Below to the south the sea sparkled like blue champagne. Bubbly birds swirled through the air.


When Art galloped past the first round lookout tower, the soldiers waved and saluted her. Everyone knew Art Blastside, Piratica, Queen of the Seas. Besides none of the lookouts along the Free English coast was as nervous as it had been. The war fleet of monarchist France and Franco-Spania had been wiped out at the Battle of Trey Falco. And although the war with France had not, disappointingly, ended at once (as had been expected), a French invasion by sea was now thought most unlikely. There had been news the French king had remarked: ‘My fleet? It’s nothing to lose it. My armies still exist. Rather than the Channel, the stupid rebel English should watch their skies.’ After which rumours spread the French were planning to invade instead by means of hot-air balloons. But the panic soon settled. France was All Mouth and No Wowsers, they said. By summer the last land fighting would be over, England the victor, and France set free of her king.


Art and Bowspirit galloped.


Her dark brown hair blew out behind her. The orange streak on the right side, caused by long-ago cannon blast, flicked like a flame in the sunlight. She thought, What is wrong with me? She thought, Molly – Ma—


Art was sure her own mother had been perfect – both as a woman and as a mother. Molly, as Art knew from her own memory, had never glared or stared into the face of her child (Art), gloomily puzzled.


The gallop eased down to a trot. No good trying to outride the problem. It hadn’t been left behind at the house, but had as always come out too, sitting in Art’s mind, kicking at her.


Because Art did not feel any pleasure in her daughter. Art didn’t like her, let alone love her – this tiny creature who had been named for Africa.


And yet … she was such a pretty – no, a beautiful child. Afra had all Felix’s marvellous looks. From him too she had inherited the black hair (hers curling) he had had before it turned white in his childhood, at sorrow and hardship. Afra had gorgeous eyes like Felix; in her they were grey – the colour of Art’s eyes. But Art’s eyes were like steel, and Afra’s eyes – there was the faintest hint in them of green. Molly, Art’s mother, had green eyes. Afra therefore showed all these physical features of the two people Art loved the most. Wonderful dead Molly, and Art’s fabulous living husband Felix. And yet Art … couldn’t bear the child.


Couldn’t stand her. Worse – almost – hated her.


Why? Why?


‘What is the matter with me, Bowspirit? Am I unnatural the way that bloody Nanny says, when she thinks I can’t hear her? I just want to be a pirate captain and nothing else – and so I loathe my kid because she keeps me away from the sea? Is that what it is?’


No, Art thought. It’s not as simple as that. I don’t know what it is—


The horse stopped. They poised there among the oaks. The sun was westering now, going over to the right-hand curve of the sea.


When the time had come last year for Art’s baby to be born, Art was both excited and impatient to see it. Also frankly to be released from the physical burden of carrying it. Art had known it must be a girl. As she had been Molly’s daughter. Just like that.


The act of birthing was difficult, painful, and took a long time. When at last the child was released into the world, Art had been too tired to think much about her. But she held out her arms and into them was placed the white-wrapped bundle, warm, and crying in a little mouse-voice, and all the women cooed. Felix had been there too, now staring at both Art and the baby with a look of pure delighted joy. And Art squinted into the baby’s small face – and suddenly a wave of something unnamed – unnameable – but completely awful – swept through her. So she handed the bundle right back to the nearest woman. Who seemed affronted by Art’s doing that. But Felix said quietly, ‘My wife means me to hold our child. Please give the baby to me.’ And he took the baby and gazed into her face, and his look of delighted joy got bigger, like fire in his eyes. Art had slept. She put it all from her. But waking again, when everyone wanted so for her to take the baby in her arms, feed it, cuddle it, adore it – she could only pretend. Exactly two days later she had another woman take on the feeding. And when Art was up and about again, she found a million and one excuses never to hold the baby for more than a moment.


Then potty Nanny Anny was brought in and everything was out of Art’s hands – and arms – at last.


Felix hadn’t understood, but he had tried. ‘It was hard on you. It’ll get better, Art, you’ll see. As you get stronger, as she grows older, and you can see more the sort of person she’ll be – already is—’ and he launched into another song of praise to his amazing daughter Afra. Then choked it back. ‘But you don’t want to hear that now,’ he quietly said. ‘We must give you time, sweetheart.’


‘I don’t need time,’ Art had snapped, ‘I need a different heart.’


Which must be true, for the child was over one now, beautiful and quite quick for her age, and everybody worshipped her.


Everybody but one.


Art dismounted. She stood stroking the neck of her horse that she had named for the bowspirit of a ship. She watched the sun break gently on the edge of the sea, then sink like a glorious burning vessel.


They walked back, the horse and she, through the dusk along the hills.


When Art reached the slope above the house, she paused to look down at it. It had never felt like home. But then, only her ship, the Unwelcome Stranger, had ever felt like that.


The Unwelcome, shipwrecked on the coast of Africay, lay now in the Black Land of Khem, where Ancient Egypt had been remade, and Ebad Vooms, her adopted father, and once the only true love of Molly, ruled as Pharaoh.


Shipwrecked. Landlocked.


My ship. Me.


The house was all lights by now, gold candlelight in windows, a couple of torches burning at the front. Even some of the surrounding statues had lamps.


It was like a lighted theatre, all ready for the play.


There was a sound behind her.


Art turned swiftly.


A man, unknown, was running along the hill out of the woods, towards her.


Seeing her, he raised his hand.


Art put her own hand on the knife in her belt. She was used, even now, to not taking chances.


But as he came up he called, ‘Bringing you a letter, Mrs P. Here ’tis, by the Anchor’s Undies.’


She waited while he pulled the letter, which had a big wax seal, from his coat. She didn’t need to ask. She could see already it was from Landsir Snargale at the Admiralty in Lundon. A pang of interest went through her. But probably it was nothing. There hadn’t even been a dinner invite for eight months. Lundon, all England, had gone right off pirates, even those like herself and her men who’d fought at Trey Falco.


Instead of the knife Art gave the messenger a coin.


‘Blessings on ye, innit,’ said he and flew around and off again back into the black woods.


Art and Bowspirit picked their way down towards the house, until they came to a classical statue of Apollo, the sun god of ancient Greece. He had a lamp, which shined up his white marble enough Art knew she could read the letter in its glow.


Reading by stone-light … the letter was very short. If to the point.




I regret, Madam, I must warn you that, pirates now having dropped so far from fashion, an order has been made to take your mansion from you and your husband Felix. Apparently, they say, they want it for the war-effort. Expect this unfortunate robbery – for such it is – in a day at most. Meanwhile I am, I fear, now powerless to help you. A shadow from the past has fallen on me, and my only hope is to leave England instantly. By the hour you read this I shall already be far north, travelling to my estates in the Kingdom of Scotland. Should you and your family wish, Art, to seek me there, you will be most welcome. For now this swift note must do. Once again, my regrets.


Yours in utmost haste.


your true friend,


     Snargale, Landsir of Clashgale.





A bell-like noise sounded below.


Art’s head went up from the peculiar letter.


There in the porch of the about-to-be lost house stood Felix Phoenix, just returned from Hurrys Town. And running unsteadily out to meet him was the child, helped along by Nanny Anny. All three laughed with happiness. And Felix, gracefully stooping down, caught up Afra in his arms, hugging her there in the golden light. But at that very instant the flame in Apollo’s lamp went out. In the dark then Art stood alone, and watched the scene of joy she could not join.




ACT ONE


Audition




ONE


1. The Inn Crowd


‘So I can absolutely swear to you, heart-face, there are no fleas. And the food’s good. We have checked the place out.’


Thus spoke Dirk. Whuskery smiled his black moustache encouragingly.


The Hurry-To-Arms pub lay up a cobbled lane at the top of the town. The rest of Hurrys stretched beneath, neat as a drawing, with fishing boats and sea at its edges.


Three rooms had been taken for Art and Felix at this inn, a parlour and two bedrooms. But the nanny had had to be dismissed with all the other servants – there was no real money any more. The enormous amounts Snargale had gifted Felix two years before had mysteriously recently been removed from the bank. As Whuskery had commented, they were left with ‘Six farthings and a kipper – just like Dirk and me after the government closed our theatre, forsooth. Now we can only live from crust to grist, by the Duck’s Oboe.’


‘Never say die,’ said Dirk. ‘Oops – I said it.’


Upstairs now Felix and Glad Cuthbert wandered through the cramped inn rooms, which were mostly stuffed with two canopied beds and a dining table. The child sat on the travelling chest, quietly bouncing her toy rabbit.


‘Must be hard on her, poor little tiny thing,’ said Whuskery.


Art held back a grimace, but Dirk didn’t. ‘We’ve all been there, dearie,’ he announced. ‘All been kids. We all grow out of it. Or,’ he added meaningly, ‘some of us do.’


The servants had been upset, most of them, at seeing Art and Felix suddenly evicted, penniless, from their home. Some sobbed, perhaps only at losing a decent job.


Plunqwette had refused capture. She had flown off into the woods, letting fall as she went her own unseasonal snow of parrot poo on the furious heads of Free English soldiers come to help throw everyone out.


Only one soldier was any use. He belonged to the nearest lookout tower. He politely drew Art aside and asked if he could mind Bowspirit. ‘I’ve got good stabling. You wouldn’t want to see him misused.’ The man, one of those who had always waved when they rode by, was already feeding Bowspirit an apple. You could see he knew horses. He had told Art months ago of growing up with them on his father’s farm. And Bowspirit, turning his fly-flicking tail to Art, ate the apple and nuzzled the soldier.


Art saw horse and man look at each other in a loving way. She bit back her bleak rage at everything and inquired if he would care to buy Bowspirit from her, cut-price. The arrangement was soon made. Off the soldier went, riding Bowspirit – looking happy as a king. Both of them.


But the money had come in handy.


‘Er, well, maybe see yer downstairs for some dinner,’ said Cuthbert now uneasily.


‘Yes, give you time to get your bearings,’ added Whusk.


‘Bearings?’ quipped Dirk. ‘Unbearable I’d say, dear.’


The three men went out.


Felix said, ‘Art, don’t fret. We’ll get this straightened. And I’ve not yet been paid in full for the two canvases from the battle – we’ll have that. Or are you worried over Plunqwette? She’ll come back. She’s just missing Maudy.’


Art went to the window. She stared at the town and the sea.


Behind her the child made a slight sound.


In the window-glass Art saw Felix instantly forget anything else, striding over to pick Afra up. ‘All’s well, darling. How’s Rabbit?’


Outside on the wall of the Hurry-To-Arms was a large printed notice:




Ahoy all sailors!


Here we serve


Hurrys Curries – hot from the Inde!


 


ONE SURE WAY TO CATCH THE WIND!


some wit had scrawled underneath.





However this hadn’t put off Dirk, Whuskery or Glad Cuthbert, who were scanning the menu-board greedily, ready to drown the sorrow of lost ships, theatres, wives and houses in spicily red-hot food.


‘Look, Missus Cap’n,’ cried Cuthbert, ‘this dish – ‘tis named for you!’


Art peered at the menu.


‘Pira Tika Masala,’ she read, faintly.


‘Get it? Pira Tika – Piratica Masala.’


‘Fine.’


Beer, the ‘Old Hurrys Harmful’ had cheered Art’s crew. Felix had been left, calm and smiling upstairs, guarding Afra as she slept.


Art, downstairs, looked about dejectedly. Cuthbert, Dirk and Whusk had come from Lundon to find her, arriving at the very moment she had got into the hired carriage bound for the inn. She sensed they thought she’d suggest something they could all now do. But what? To act any more pirate plays would be out of the question given England’s current mood, but a ship was even less likely. Plus they had lost their protector Landsir Snargale along with everything else.


So now what? Steal a vessel perhaps? But all that was presently down at the harbour arm was the local fishing fleet.


Besides which, Afra and Felix weighed Art to the shore like two stone anchors. Felix had made it very plain, long ago, more wild adventures at sea were out of the question.


Before the curry came, they ate what the inn called poppy-dooms. Spiced out on this, Cuthbert grew depressed and started to complain about his wife Gladys, who’d deserted him the previous year, according to the message she left in their lodgings. She was off to the sea he thought was ‘so cool’. ‘I misses her,’ Cuthbert said. ‘Where’s she gone?’


Then Dirk got depressed too, and Whusk started on about the Honest Liar who – unseen by any of them for over six months – had apparently ‘invented this gadget for easing stubborn corks out of wine bottles – and shaped like a parrot. You shove the beak in the cork and turn the screw in the bird’s tail and out the cork flies. It’s called the Squawk-Screw.’


‘And Honest’s got Maudy,’ mourned Cuth, worse depressed. ‘Poor old Plunqwette. She misses that white Maudy-parrot o’ Jack’s. And Jack—’ mourned on Cuthbert, ‘poor Jack. D’you remember his fishy stew À La Poison?’


They sighed. Feasty Jack, Unwelcome’s excellent cook, killed at Trey Falco. As he had known he would be, since it was predicted for and to him in the Inde, years before.


(Suddenly the idea of Indian Curry seemed less tempting. But the order had gone through. Already they could smell and hear a vat of it brewing in the kitchens.)


‘I wonder where Walt and Pete are?’


‘They’re over there, in the doorway,’ said Art.


‘Oh sure, ha ha, by the Flag’s Flappity—’


Art pointed.


And there, just entering the inn, were brothers Peter and Walter Salt, their red heads glowing in the end of a spring sunset.


‘Why ’tis a miracle!’


Cuthbert and Whuskery rose to their feet booming, and Pete and Walt rushed to the table. Pete: ‘We got word of what was to happen – Arty and Felix slung from their choice abode!’ ‘Butters,’ agreed Walt. Walt had grown taller and sterner since Art last met him. But a feather was caught on the collar of his coat – Lucinda, the pet chicken? And what had become of Jack’s crocodile egg, which Lucinda had been mothering?


‘Have a seat, mates,’ cried Cuthbert, jollied up. ‘Good ol’ curry on its way.’


‘What’s the news? Any word of the others?’


‘All gone astray. Flotsam on the sea of life,’ moaned Peter. ‘Larry, Grug and Taz had a shop in Fleet-of-Free-England Street, selling genuine Pirate Memorabilious. But when this great crackdown on pirateness happened – they lost the lot.’


‘Like our business, Parrot Pigeons – Letters by Flutters,’ added Walter disgusted. ‘There’s a new transatlantic message service now. They’ve trained eels to carry letters in weather-proof pouches—’


‘Eel-Mails. Yeah.’


Beer gushed to glasses. The sun slunk from the world.


Aside from their busy table, the HTA was mostly empty. Those who saw Art and co. in there seemed to change their minds about coming in too, while a couple of fisher chaps already present had finished their drinks, glumly nodded at Art, and gone off. No one it seemed much wanted to be seen with pirate-kind now, even with a celeb like Art the pirate privateer, veteran of Trey Falco.


Felix was sketching his daughter as she slept.


But his mind was on Snargale.


What had happened to Snargale? His note to Art had seemed to say he had had to escape from Lundon. A ‘shadow from the past’ had caused him danger – and disgrace? What in God’s name could it be? Something so bad a rich, respected, useful and powerful and decent fellow like Snargale must take flight to Scotland, where Free English law wasn’t recognized, and so couldn’t harm him.


Felix thought also of the two huge canvases he had painted after Trey Falco, now on show in the Republican Gallery, that lay just across from the newly built Trey Falco Square. One painting, Triumph, showed the thick of the battle, the curling clouds of cannon-smoke, yellow, grey and crimson, the fighting ships, with England’s flagship Triumphant towering at the centre. The second picture described the sinking of the French flagship, Chevalier (the Knight) already blasted apart, a burning black skeleton, dead but still beautiful. Knight-Fall had attracted even more praise than Triumph. ‘Mr Phoenix depicts the tragic and awe-inspiring gallantry of the French,’ had remarked the Lundon Tymes, ‘who, despite their king-keeping fault, fought like lions. Would their French king had honoured their bravery with half our own Mr Phoenix’s generosity.’


The dire thing was that now Felix was far more concerned with the payment still owed him, than any achievement in the painting. (He’d thought this afternoon regretfully of the figurehead from Art’s wrecked ship. They had given that away to a charity for orphans. A nice act at the time. But now – it might have brought in a shilling or two.)


Afra slept peacefully. As she usually did.


They hadn’t needed a nanny. Her father could look after her just as carefully, even if her mother would not.


He frowned.


He mustn’t give in to his anger against Art.


She couldn’t help her feelings. That her dislike of – allergy to – her child seemed to him horribly connected to her craving for the sea, her insane steely codes and fighting instinct, was a problem beyond his solving. Probably too beyond her own. He’d left Art once before. And believing her dead, had wanted nothing else in the world but death for himself. It seemed they were bound together for good or ill.


Felix spoke very softly to Afra, ‘She’ll love you one day, baby. Till then, I love you enough for two. For twenty-two.’


Downstairs there came music, roars of laughter. The inn must be revving up for evening business.




‘Pirate coffee is the brew!


’Tis the only drink for you!


Lundon Bridge is falling down –


Coffee turns yer teeth all brown!’





Glad Cuthbert was playing his hurdy-gurdy and the present crew of Unwelcome were singing songs of their long-ago experience of coffee-advertising.


‘Hey, did you hear, Mr Coffee, our sponsor back then – he’s gone into glue instead.’


‘’Twill make him a fortune, if he sticks to it.’


‘Who’s that come in? Looks like a landsir from the Orient.’


The hurdy groaned to quiet as Cuthbert took the squeeze off it. They gawped at the door of the inn. A carriage had halted outside and the carriage’s occupant now entered the HTA. He wore a silk coat sewn with beads, and a scarlet turban. His face was pale and round and it wore an honest smile. (From an upper pocket of the coat poked the white head of a parrot, like a feathery hanky.)


‘Honest!’ ‘The Honest Liar!’ ‘By the Yakhuddle!’ ‘And Maudy!’


Honest walked straight to the table.


‘How are you here, old mate? Has rotten luck and unfair government had a swipe at thee an’ all?’


‘No, I’m fine,’ said Honest modestly.


‘Wouldn’t dare touch the man,’ declared Whuskery. ‘He’s the most popular gent in England. Invented the Squawk-Screw.’


‘Maudy gave me the idea,’ said Honest, sitting on a chair Walt had dragged from a corner. ‘He sometimes gets corks out of bottles that way.’


Maudy spoke. ‘Si parva licet componere magnis.’*


‘Eh?’


But Maudy sprang from Honest’s silk pocket, seized a poppy-doom and flew with it up to a rafter.


The pub staff were pleased. They’d expected a poor evening, nobody else coming in. All these extra customers were a bonus. The one with the red turban might be well-off too. While even now another carriage had been spotted scuttling up the hill.


Not long after, Larry Lully, Tazbo Lightheart and Grug strolled in. ‘Got word you were here, mates.’


A second table was hauled to join the first. Serving persons rushed to load both tables with more dooms and bowls of sauces and spiced snacks.


‘See that carriage?’ said Taz, twelve years old and still smelling of gunpowder. ‘We hitched a ride. Vehicle’s due to Oscar Bagge, our carpenter-surgeon off the Unwelcome. Or rather – it’s his bro’s carriage.’


‘There’s word,’ Larry lowered his voice, ‘of a ship to be got, Cap’n. A voyage away from this ungrateful land. Yeah, I know Ebad told us in Africay-Khem Unwelcome might be repaired – but that was a dream. This – could be real.’


Art stared past them, out into the yard. Darkness was down now. The light of lanterns crossed the door and she heard the trample of hoofs as horses were unhitched.


She did not get to her feet yet something woke up in her. She was alert, primed. As if for a duel.


What now would come through the doorway, out of the night? What thing of Destiny?


She had forgotten her sense of bleakness, and of two anchors holding her to the shore.


But it was the Hurry Curry that came in first, borne from the kitchen, a vast dish filled golden and brown, the blue steam rising with scents of ginger and cardamom, chillies and pepper – and as it was set on the two joined tables, the shell of the night did break outside. In through the door hurtled something like a sprinting yellow ball—


To a man – and woman – they leaped to their feet. Screaming and bellows of servers in a smash of plates and splatt of dropped cutlery. The Yellow Ball of Destiny bounded on and landed with a glorious splash in the middle of the curry. Where it then pranced sneezing – and barking.


‘It’s Muck!’


‘The Cleanest Dog in England!’


Muck, the Cleanest Dog, coated in veg and sauce, leered through curried whiskers, a garland of dark green spinach round his brow.


‘S’pose we’ll want more rice with that,’ suggested Grug.


Beyond the gang of men and dog, Art stared—


Into a pair of bleary old eyes held in a mask of crinkled old skin. With shaking hands the old fellow patted his old bleary glasses more into place on an old nose like a long, twisted, pale carrot. ‘Mistress Blastside,’ he quavered. ‘Oscar! Is’t she?’


2. Unkind Kin


Everywhere the night fell like silence – the silence of all colours and most shapes.


Along a narrow track that led across the Fire Hills, among enormous masses of trees still bare of anything but buds, a tall lean part of the night strode forward.


As he came down from the higher land towards the Hurry-To-Arms, the moving part of the night looked full ahead. He could see the lights from the inn and hear the noise of music and singing. There were carriages on the yard and some baggage piled up. Out of the town of Hurrys below a few people were also straggling up the lane to the inn door.


Ebadiah Vooms, once a slave, recently a king, strode towards the little lighted stage of the pub.


By the time he got down on to the cobbles the HTA was bursting with custom. The pirates’ table was to one side, but all about the rest of the space other customers, having recovered from piratophobia, were drinking and eating. Some had made up for lost time, glugging down two or three pints of Hurrys Harmful in approximately twenty minutes.


Ebad, who had been a pharaoh in the Black Land of Khem, was used to entering a large room where persons fell on their knees or faces to show him respect. And as he entered now, three patrons a-glug with beer jumped up on seeing this kingly being enter, and – tiddly as taddles – fell face down at his feet.


Ebad carefully, but without breaking his stride, stepped over them.


He had spotted Art. But she did not see him. She sat cool as a stone among a gathering of one stranger and some of her former crew. The general mood seemed an odd one; celebration mixed with caution. But on Art’s face Ebad read at once the mark of sorrow, yet also a glint of wildness. Ebad, who’d loved Art’s mother Molly, knew this look. He turned aside, and as a potboy passed, inquired, ‘Does Landsir Felix Phoenix room here?’


‘Yessir. The three best rooms above – up the staircase there. But his wife—’


‘No matter. My business is with Phoenix.’


Mr Erasmus Bagge had previously poked the same potboy in the ribs. ‘Another round for this table, and make haste.’


‘Nay, sir,’ said the potboy. Bagge scowled, all his wrinkles impressive. Yet, ‘Nay, you don’t say “make haste” here. Ye say—’


‘Hurry Up!’ bawled several assisting voices.


‘’Tis a tradition of our Hurrys Inn, sir, innit.’


Bagge turned back to Art. ‘Well, it’s so good to meet you, Captain,’ he quavered.


‘Why would it be good, Mr Bagge?’


‘My brother here, Oscar, your carpenter aboard the Unwelcome Stranger, spoke a lot of you and your brave adventures at Trey Falco. But also …’ Bagge hesitated and smiled nasty old teeth at her. ‘Perhaps we should chat in private.’


‘If your brother told you such a lot about me, obviously he forgot to add that my crew and I keep to the pirate code. What I am to know my crew are to know also. Savvy?’ It wasn’t strictly a fact. There had been times Art had kept a great deal to herself, but none of her men now chose to point this out. As Dirk had already whispered to Whuskery, ‘Oh look, she’s off. You can always tell. Don’t cross her, whatever you do.’


Oscar meanwhile appeared very uncomfortable. He perched on the end of a bench, not looking much at anyone, his weird old brother Erasmus included. You had the definite feeling Oscar hadn’t been that knife-keen to bring Erasmus to meet Art. During the introductions, Osc had announced Erasmus as a ‘well-known studier of fossils and ancient bones’. He was much respected by the ‘Pally Intolly Just Society of Lundon’. (‘Looks like a bloody ol’ fossil hisself, by the Wack’s Quacker,’ softly decided Cuthbert to Pete Salt.)


About then three of the drunks fell over near the door. Only Salt Walt and Tazbo glanced their way. But through the rowdy shift and shout of the pub crowd they never caught sight of Ebad, there in the shadow by the stair, and next gone away up it.


Nor did Art glance up at all.


She was studying the elder Bagge, perhaps as he might have done one of his Pally Intolly Just Palaeontologist finds.


More beer arrived. By now the curry had been eaten, Muck helping out and Maudy too. After which both bird and dog had left the inn, Muck probably to get a wash-and-brush-up; Maudy on his own parrot quest.


Bagge Senior pushed plates to one side and leaned forward. ‘Some of your men know already. Hence their coming down here. My plan involves a sea voyage. I will be chartering the ship, however, and therefore, Mrs Blastside, if you choose to sail her, your destination will be where I want you to go.’


‘Really.’


‘Oh, very really. Which isn’t to say, of course, that you can’t carry on the odd frisk of sea-robbery on the way.’


‘French and Spanish ships do you mean, Mr Bagge? My licence as a privateer of Free England has been withdrawn.’


‘French, Spanish, Nedderlandish, Scand, Cloud-Cuckoo-ese. Whatever, whomever you care to blast, ram and board, madam. You’re a pirate. Why dress it up? As for France and Franco-Spania, they’ve lost all their war-fleets. The seas were never more safe for your valiant kind.’


Fixed stares now on Erasmus Bagge. His quaveriness had grown quite forceful.


Oscar said, ‘Brother E, couldn’t you maybe, like as should, tell Missus what you’re after?’


E Bagge shot O Bagge a flinty, fossilized sneer. As if clawing something, EB’s trembling yet sharp-fingered hands made a pass in the air. ‘In good time, half-sibling. First Mistress Captain shall say if she’s interested.’ His smeary eyes smeared behind smeary specs.


‘No, sir. First you will tell me the destination you have in mind, and your reason.’


‘Cards on the table then. Destination: the remote and legendary Treasured Island. Reason: that giant parrot bone found there on the cliff above the ocean.’


Felix opened the door, murmuring as he did so, ‘Bring it in quietly, would you, please? I don’t want the baby woken.’


‘Then I’ll be quiet. But I’m not bringing you dinner. They’ve forgotten it, I’d guess.’


‘My God!’ shouted Felix very loudly. ‘Ebad! Oh – damnation – Afra—’ and turning, Mr Phoenix hurried away across the room into another. A further gentle series of murmurs came, mingled with the wordless questioning of a very young child.


Felix re-emerged, half closing the door.


‘Ebad, forgive me. It’s the baby.’


‘So I gathered.’


‘Art’s and mine.’


‘Oh by the Topgallants, how you startle me. I’d thought ’twould be any type of babe but that.’


Felix gaped – then grinned.


‘Point taken. How are you, Ebad? Here, let’s sit. At least they brought some candles and wine.’ But then, as they did sit down at the too-big table, Felix checked again and said, ‘But when she left you in Africay, Art said none of you had a notion she was carrying a child.’


‘Did she say that? Well. Perchance one or two of us did have a notion.’


Felix digested this. Then poured the two glasses full of Budgerigar Wine.


‘How is it you’ve left Egypt-in-Afric, Mr Vooms? I’d thought they wouldn’t part with you.’


‘I wed a princess of the royal line and very soon she too had a baby, which was mine, and a boy, and so able himself to become pharaoh in six or seven years, instead of yours truly. I might go back one day. They promised me honour always, and kingship jointly with my son. But I’m a rackety rover, Felix. Could never stay long in any one place. Except …’ Ebad looked down into the topaz wine. ‘’Cept with Molly. With her – there was an old tale once of a man and woman, loved so much they turned into a pair of trees that grew together for a thousand years. That was her and me, my Molly and myself. Why,’ Ebad added in a still, low voice, ‘are you crying, Felix?’


‘Am I? Then for you, Ebad.’


‘And for one other, perhaps.’


Felix rubbed his hand over his face. ‘And who would he be?’


‘He that’s sat across this table from me.’


‘Why’d I weep, Ebad? Come on. I’ve got everything, haven’t I? A famous, brave and brilliant wife, a baby – a—’ Felix broke off and turned round.


Ebad had neither heard nor sensed a thing, but Felix had. The bedroom door had slightly widened, and there unsteadily stood a tiny child with huge grey-green eyes. The candlelight fell full on Art Blastside’s daughter.


Despite much experience of many things, Ebad felt his heart and lungs stop working. Ice clogged his veins. He blinked once and downed his wine, and took a breath and breathed the heartbeat back.


Felix saw nothing of that. He’d gone at once and picked up the little girl. He bore her to the table and sat her there on his knee.


‘Bad puss to get up. But you were fast asleep till your dolt of a dad woke you. Anyway, it’s as well you meet your granddaddy. Here he is, First Mate, and Pharaoh of New Khem, Ebadiah Vooms.’


Through the murk of shock, Ebad was yet touched by Felix’s generosity. Ebad wasn’t any bloodkin to Art, for Molly had had Art long before he and Molly met. But Art had been inclined to call Ebad ‘Father’, her own natural one being such a jellop. Felix paid him the same compliment.


‘Your child’s a pretty sprog.’


‘She’s beautiful. She’s precious as summer.’


‘Just so.’


‘Yes, Ebad. I’m a fond dad at that. Art – hasn’t much patience with me. In fact, Art – well. She hasn’t taken to her child yet. It can happen. I must be the patient one,’ he quickly said. ‘Love now and then needs time.’ Felix shook his head. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t mention it. Don’t listen, Afra. Your dad’s a dunce. But how about you say hello to your grandda.’


Clearly, Afra spoke. ‘Woe,’ she said.


Felix seemed only thrilled. ‘She’s bright beyond her months. Only just past a year old – but sometimes she does speak words. Or – almost.’


Ebad nodded. True, the child had spoken a word. The word was Woe. And God knew, grief was in this somewhere, but how?


To Ebad’s vast relief a light knock sounded right then on the door, and a whiff of cooling burned curry crept through the keyhole.


For being slave or pharaoh – even that – had not prepared him for this hour.


Art was outside, standing on the hill above the inn.


She stared up at sprinkles of stars. A quarter moon was rising from the eastern sea, dripping with thin rain.


It might have been difficult to get rid of Dirk and Whusk who had followed her out into the inn yard. Then Grug came out too. ‘Don’t trust the old bloater.’ ‘Nay, Arty Cap, don’t give him an inchworm.’ ‘You mean dear Mr E Bagge?’ she asked. Grug said, ‘I’d trust him as far as I’d truss him, if you sail with my tide.’


‘He is up to no good,’ foretold Whuskery. His moustache bristled. ‘He’s up to something.’


‘No doubt,’ Art agreed. ‘But how do we learn what, if we don’t consent to his plan and keep close to him?’


‘Rather keep close to an empty plain when the gulls’re flying over poo-laden and they’ve been eating fish and mulberries.’


‘Thanks, Mr Grug. A lovely picture.’


‘Art – why do you want to keep close to Bagge or learn anything about him?’


‘Because yes, he is up to something, and he needs to reach the Treasured Isle, which so few have ever done – yet which, two years ago, as he knows, we did. I will take a bet Bagge is after more than studying any fossil parrot bone. He has discovered something our island has, gentlemen, that’s worth a very great deal. What? Don’t know. So let’s go along with him and find out.’


‘But Art – we saw all the riches there was. And we took it. The treasure chest and the maps – and later when we got the chest back, that too, jewels and gold – but it’s all off the Isle now. Gone. If we go back it’s only stray maps we’ll get, and that’s only if any really did wash back in … or if we can tell anything on them after years of salt and wet and weather—’


‘He isn’t interested in maps,’ said Art, ‘maps – just aren’t Bagge’s thing.’


‘You can’t be sure—’


‘No. Can you?’


A terrific row started over by the wall, where some baggage had been stacked. A tiddly drinker had shoved off the cover of a large travelling cage, and unbalanced it so it toppled down. The cage door wobbled undone. Out shot Lucinda, Walt’s pet chicken, painted in tasteful pink circles and screeching like a trodden-on bagpipe. She was attended by – ‘A dragon! It’s St Leonard’s dragon! Flee – run! Run!’ shrieked the nosy drinker pelting from the yard.


‘What is that?’


They squinted uneasily as a slender brown clawed thing, about one and a half feet long and apparently made of hardened leather patches, clattered about, uncleverly herded by Lucinda.


‘’Tis a lizard, by the Blizzard’s Gizzard!’


Walter rushed from the inn, called like a mother duck to the outcry of her ducklings.


‘There, Lucy. Fear not, darling, Daddums is here. Jack! Jack! Here, lad. Bold boy!’


‘Great Smokes of Kentish Tone,’ disgustedly reported Larry Lully, the big black gunner, peering out from the inn door, ‘it’s that crockydilly of old Feasty’s, hatched.’


Walter tenderly gathered both chick and croc to his breast, encouragingly clucking and cooing.


Fathers! Art thought, bitter, irritated and sad.


And leaving all of them, went up the hill, in among the trees.


The others watched her go. ‘She mourned Jack’s passing,’ said Larry. ‘I shouldn’t have blurted like that.’


‘Me an’ all mourns, none could rustle up a pie like Feasty Jack.’


The crocodile, about thirteen months of age, clicked rows of minuscule pointed teeth like pearly needles.


‘What a creature to leave us.’


‘Shut up,’ said Walt. ‘Lucinda loves him. Thinks Jack’s her babby.’


‘And he’s called it Jack.’


‘Serves the Feaster right.’


Art heard all that, but fading away behind her. And then all her life seemed to do the same. Alone up on the hill, with stars, trees, moon, sea, she had a curious idea that someone had come down past this spot not more than an hour before. But she was getting fanciful. Tonight, in the middle of the uncomfy chat with E Bagge, she had for a moment thought Ebad Vooms had entered the pub. But when Art finally allowed herself to gaze around, naturally Ebad wasn’t there.


Muck had come back though. Of all of it, that was a genuine sign. For when Muck came back – it always meant a voyage. And there would be something worth having out there, south by south-east of the curling waters of the world.


Of course, she thought, you only want to accept Bagge’s offer of a ship in order to be at sea. You don’t care about any treasure, Art Blastside, do you? Or do you even care about getting to sea? Is it just getting away from – from – is that what you want?


To escape the baby Art couldn’t love, or even like. To escape Felix who couldn’t understand – As who would?


But if she told Felix about Bagge, Felix’s reaction would be one of two things. Either Phoenix would demand she didn’t go. The last time they had been parted and almost lost each other, they’d vowed that never again would they be separated. Yes, she had meant it, then … And the other chance was that Phoenix would reluctantly, furiously agree, but insist he go with her. He, and the child.


The two anchors, trailing along, holding her back, and down.


Which would be no escape at all, would it?


Someone whistled a snatch of tune. Art knew the melody, couldn’t think what it was. Then recalled. It was a song about Piratica. It had been in Molly’s show when Art was herself a child. Quite a few might know it. But not many whistled it so well.


He stepped slowly but surely from the dark.


Art jumped thirty feet in her skin. She did not reveal she had.


‘Evening, King Ta Neweh Amoon,’ she said to Ebad, as he came up beside her.


‘Hi, kid. It’s just plain Ebad now.’


‘They threw you out? Must be cracked. But then, they were.’


‘No, I was allowed to go freely. I’d done all they wanted of me. And I missed the sea. They accepted that.’


‘So,’ Art said. ‘Heard what happened to me?’


‘I caught a gunpowder whiff of something. The government took your house away and robbed you of your money.’


‘And Snargale took off for Scotland.’


‘Aye. But you and Felix are here.’


‘So we are.’


‘With your baby.’


Art flinched. For some reason, this she couldn’t control. But Ebad gave no signal he’d seen.


‘Phoenix can still earn a lot of money for his painting, Lundon rings to his genius,’ said Art. She had meant to sound light, but she sounded humble. You had to admit, Felix had a cart-load of talent. You had to admit he was – wonderful.


‘But, like me, Arty, you’d prefer to get back to the ocean waves.’


‘Zounds, sure would.’


‘Art,’ said Ebad. He stepped in nearer and she looked up at him. Ebad the Pharaoh. She wanted to shake his hand, hug him. She couldn’t move and nor did he. ‘Listen, my wench, I sail with a ship.’


Art said, on a lungful of nothing, ‘A ship? What sort? Ebad – in the Black Land – they told you my ship could be repaired – Ebad – your ship – is this—?’


Unreadable Ebad.


She thought, No. Just a fool’s dream. And disappointment, embarrassment at the flood of her own hopefulness, stung her. She said, breathing again, ‘I guess they couldn’t, then. So. Which ship is this one?’


‘You may even recall her. She got us out of trouble once. She lies off the Isle of White Lion. Can you make it there in seven days – say eight, we’ll wait that long. I have a task to see to in France.’


‘France?’


‘Art, the French people still struggle to be free of their monarchy. Do you remember Wild Mike Holroyal? Well then, he and I have a mission to Paris. Want in, Art?’


‘I – have accepted a dodgy deal from a guy called Erasmus Bagge. Thou knows, I need to care for my men, at least the few who’ve come back.’


‘Does he offer you a ship?’


‘Yes.’


‘Bring her to the Pins off the White Lion Isle. We’ll sort it there.’


Art turned abruptly away.


After all her mind roared with gladness and desperation.


She said, ‘Dad – if I can. I don’t even know how to – what to do about my – husband.’


The moon was lifting high now, a silver quarter, like the quarter coin they used in Amer Rica.


Ebad said from the silence of the night, ‘Daughter, it isn’t Phoenix, is it? It’s – she.’


‘Yes. She. Her. My – my—’


‘Your baby. Little Afra.’


Art flung about. She stared into the face of Ebad Vooms, that the moon lit like a sculpture. That didn’t matter. Who else on earth could she trust? ‘I can’t bear her. She’s a tot, and I can’t touch her. I look at her and I want to run away. And, Dad, I don’t run, do I?’
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