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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. Almost all the places 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 …


Two further points. 1) The French and Spanish used in this book are from a parallel world (a bit); and translations too are pretty free. 2) In our world, of course, it was the French who had a Revolution, and England who took fright and (along with other still-Monarchist nations) declared war on the French.


It’s also a fact that, in any world, whatever the excuse or need, and despite the songs and speeches, flags and gallantry, a war remains one of the very worst things that can happen to any country, people – or person.


Last, the fragment of the Poem by Coalhill (in our world known as Coleridge) is itself known to us as The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.









‘We want that treasure and we’ll have it – that’s our point. You would just as soon save your lives, I reckon, and that’s yours!’


Treasure Island


Robert Louis Stevenson









The action of this novel takes place in a closely parallel world, beginning in the year 17[image: image]3 (Seventeen-thirtenty) – approximate, in our dating, to 1803.










STAGE ONE




The Shores











ONE



1. Night Owls


‘Nnn-nh! By the Bull’s Rushes—’


‘Shush, innit. Let ’em go by.’


The three owlers stood frozen in the hot summer night. Behind them rose the tall cliffs of Dragon’s Bay. On either side ran the shingle beach of the cove. In front, the night sea opened, the waters of the Free English Channel under a pale half moon.


Something moved far out over the water.


‘ ’Tis a ghost – Tinky, it’s a ghost!’


‘Shut it, Billy.’


Glad Cuthbert stayed silent, and remembered that weird time off the Cape, after the storm. He and the rest of the crew had seen the phantom said to haunt that place, the Flying Dutchman. The vessel had been full-sailed, and luminous with supernatural light. This was – yet wasn’t – the same.


For one thing, she had no lights at all.


She was black, a low three-master, her sails black too, or very dark, even under the moon. No flags or anything you could identify. And – she seemed draped all round by a kind of cobwebby something, that trailed down the rigging, and floated after in the moonlit sea.


When Cuthbert and the rest sighted the Flying Dutchman they had recalled an old superstition: whatever crew saw that ship, one of them must die. One had an’ all, Cuthbert thought.


Tinky spoke in his ear.


‘Well, Glad, what d’ya make of it?’


‘Meself,’ said Cuthbert, ‘I couldn’t say. But she’s no ghost. She’s a real ’un. That’s for sure.’


Where was she bound, the lightless black ship? Further along the coast eastward, from the look of it – even towards Good Deal and Till’-Bury. Certainly not to France. Since the spring, Free England had been at war with the French.


But she was further off now and a cloud had covered the moon.


The ponies were already loaded, waiting on the beach by the rocks. A narrow path went up there, on to the Fire Hills.


‘One lucky thing,’ said Tinky as they walked back across the stones, ‘our boat was off and away afore that black ’un came along.’


Cuthbert cast Tinky a sideways glance. Tink was a trustless bloke, dark-haired and squinting, with a spotted rag round his neck. He had got Cuthbert in on the owling (smuggling) having met him in the Duck and Sandwich Tavern at Hurrys. Cuthbert swore he himself only took on the job to get away from his missus. He’d thought it was the nearest he would get to the sea now too, owling. Since Art had given up her ship.


Beside the ponies, and leaning on one, Jollup, the light-owler who flashed the lamp to guide boats in, had gone snoringly to sleep. As usual.


Tink kicked him awake. ‘Anyone could’ve come by and ’ad the lot!’


They toiled up the steep path between the sinews of the cliff. Twenty minutes later, emerging on the Hills, everyone took a quick look round. The Fire Hills of St-Leonard-and-the-Dragon had been quiet and mostly deserted before the spring. But with the coming of war, low towers were built up here, and beacons ready to signal a French invasion. If you weren’t careful you could also run into a patrol of Free English Soldiers. But then, most of them would let you off for a cut of the money, or some of the owled brandy, tea, coffee and tobacco on the ponies’ backs.


Just visible from here, off along the Hills, one big house, a mansion, shone with lights. Cuthbert gazed at it a moment, incredulously thinking of Art Blastside, his former pirate captain. That was her house now. She was a rich celebrity. Cuthbert shrugged.


The smugglers turned into a gulley among thicker undergrowth and walked the ponies on towards the concealing inland woods of Holly Town.


They were a good mile inland when Tinky made his next comment on the strange black ship. ‘Puts me in mind of something, Gladdy. Some tale I heard once.’


‘Oh?’ asked Cuthbert.


‘Yeah, by the Will’s Gills. What were it now? A black ship with a woman captain.’ Cuthbert said nothing. He had not confided in Tink that his own previous ship had had a female captain. Tink was ignorant of newspapers too, and though he had probably heard of Art, he would have forgotten or never known the names of her crew. ‘She’s a widow,’ Tink continued, ‘so I heard. Dresses her ship in black like herself. Roams the seas looking for the pirate killers of her husband. Catches ’em, maybe.’


Billy said, ‘By the Bull’s Rushes, that’s a good tale, Tinky.’


‘D’ya think?’


Cuthbert said nothing. But something now started to nag in the back of his mind, worse than his Gladys when she got started. Then the something flamed like a spark.


The woods were closing in.


Cuthbert said, ‘Listen, mates. I’ve decided. I’m off for a bit.’


Tinky rounded scowling on him at once. ‘What’s up with you? You’ll lose your cut of the goods if’n you go.’


‘That’s all right,’ said Cuthbert. He winked at Tinky in the vague glow of their covered lantern. ‘Got a nice woman I want to see. Get my drift? You pattle on to Lundon and have my share.’


Tinky nodded. ‘No fool like a love-fool.’


‘Too right, forsooth,’ agreed Billy.


Dozy Jollup, who had fallen asleep riding the lead pony, now fell off with a thump into some bushes.


Cuthbert used the noisy diversion to wish them luck and make his exit.


As he loped back along the track to the cliffs, he did not see Tinky Clinker turn and squint after him, sneering a little as he did so. Now and then Tinky spoke to himself, under his breath. He always found himself his own best listener and advisor. This happened now.


‘So you’re off to tell your Arty Piraticay are ye, Glad? Well, good cheer. I’ll have a lady to see too, about that black ship, when I gets to Lundon. And my lady is your lady’s closest enemy. Only you don’t know I know that, do ya, Gladdy?’


Glad Cuthbert did not. His head buzzing with a remembered horror story, he was trotting now along the Fire Hills, making for the golden windows of Art’s mansion.


2. House and Pardon


Every time she saw her house across the sweep of its grounds, day or night, Art was both amused and perturbed. Thankfully it wasn’t at all like the house of her father, Richman’s Park. Even so, it was grand, large and pillared, hung with carved stone wreathes, and surrounded by an army of statues. She’d tried to get to know it.


‘Hail and hi, Diana,’ Art called lightly to the marble hunting goddess up on a plinth. Diana, of course, took no notice of the young woman cantering by on the black horse.


The trees poured down, oaks, cedars, pines, to the long-sloping lawn, silver-grey in moonlight and stained yellow where the house windows were beaming. On the far side of the mansion the ground was rough and few trees grew. The headland framed a view of the black circling sea.


Felix was on the terrace here. You could hardly miss him. Several stands of candles had been arranged and by their light he was standing painting, his head bent towards the canvas.


Art rode in and Felix, not looking, raised his hand in greeting.


‘Just let me finish this detail …’


She sat on her horse watching him, Felix Phoenix, her beautiful husband who, by his wit and courage, had saved her from the gallows.


Was he happy now?


She wasn’t quite sure. But then, how could she judge? They were so different, and he so intent on his work, these wonderful paintings of views and people. He had even painted Art up on her black horse. (This picture now hung in the Republican Gallery in Lundon.) But Art had called her horse Bowspirit. That said it all. If Felix had mislaid the sea – which anyway he had never been that keen on – she had not. No, the sea was in her hair and skin and bones and blood.


‘That’s it,’ he said, stepping back from the easel. ‘What do you think?’


‘Perfect. As always.’


‘Oh, Art. That’s no use. What do you mean? Surely it isn’t?’


He stood there, smiling up at her, his handsomeness framed by his pale torrent of hair.


Why can’t I be content, she thought fiercely, with him – with all this? I’m alive, too. That should be enough – I nearly wasn’t.


She smiled back. She loved him. She would pretend to be happy.


‘Well, dear sir, that lace there is painted a little thin …’


‘Right.’


‘… and that shadow – look, just there. No, that shadow is much too dark.’


‘Suddenly, my lady, thou are an art critic?’ He frowned.


‘Art,’ she said. ‘Art the art critic.’


She swung off the horse and from nowhere a handy groom came rushing, to take the reins and lead the animal to his stable. ‘Night, Bowspirit. Thanks, Badger –’ this to the groom. Art jumped on to the terrace and caught Felix by the hand. ‘Your picture is wondrous. ’Tis a joy to the beholder. Nothing’s wrong. How fortunate you are to possess such talent. That’s where you go when you want to travel, isn’t it? Into your work.’


They stood a moment, hand in hand in the intense candlelight, he with his moon-white hair, she with her dark brown hair through which the single orange strand – caused by a long-ago cannon blast – flamed on the right side. His eyes were blue as a calm evening sky, hers cool as the steel of a polished sword. Even in their colours, they showed their separate natures.


‘You’re not happy, my girl, are you?’


Her own thought. So why lie. ‘Nay. Not much. But with you always, Phoenix.’


‘You don’t regret we wed?’


‘Why should I? We seem to have been married before we even met.’


‘Indeed. I agree. But this …’


‘Oh, this.’


Together they stared up at all the glittering facade of their O.T.T. house. And recalled too its insides – more than a hundred splendid rooms, with endless objects and luxuries.


‘I lived so long without such stuff,’ he said quietly.


‘I never lived with it. For me,’ she took a breath. She said, ‘For me, one tall ship is room enough.’


‘Ah. Sweetheart. I know.’ He put his arms about her and she put her arms about him. ‘What shall we do?’


‘Run away,’ she said.


‘England would never forgive you – nor me, for allowing it.’


This was true. Free England, and its people, had responded to Felix’s outcry as Art stood on the scaffold at the Lockscald Tree. Risking his own life, he had persuaded the still revolutionary crowd to rise against the tyranny of an unjust law. Though a pirate, and so automatically condemned, Art Blastside had never killed anyone, nor sunk any ship; all her robbery was done by cunning and tricks. She was already a popular heroine who had selflessly enabled her entire crew to escape the noose. The crowds rose and overpowered the representatives of justice. And presently Landsir Snargale of the Admiralty appeared, assuring Felix he had known Felix’s father and would now gain a pardon for Art, and make Felix himself rich. Which he did.


What with these riches and the general popular acclaim, the couple found themselves set up for life. They need never do another thing except live as lords and ladies had before the English Revolution.


When they had married (refusing East Minster Abbey in embarrassed horror), the streets around the tiny church were impassable, thousands of people crammed in every available spot. Children were lifted up to see them. Other artists than Felix had climbed walls or got on roofs, and were drawing them furiously. ‘By the stars,’ Art had said, ‘this reminds me of my hanging.’ ‘Thanks a bundle,’ said Felix. So they laughed and made the best of things.


Their new home had to be kept secret from the public. Even so, occasionally, uninvited persons arrived. They wanted autographs, or to do sketches of Art, Felix, even the horses, even the rabbits that bounded about the nearby woods.


When war – long expected – was announced, most of this stopped. Jolly soldiers hustled sightseers away for security reasons, saying they might well be taken for spies of them Avey Voos – as the French had recently become christened.


However, once in a while, Art and Felix were called into Lundon by the Government or the Admiralty. They drove in stuffy summer carriages through packed crowds, attended yawn-starting banquets, were asked to make speeches (which Felix did charmingly and Art did professionally, learning her lines beforehand in the actor’s way). Both of them loathed every second.


On these enforced jaunts they sometimes met the rest of Art’s crew – all but the Honest Liar, who had apparently gone to earth in the West End. The crew too was there to be shown off. All actors; Eerie, Pete and Walt, and especially Dirk and Whuskery, performed with a flourish and seemed not to mind. Yet Ebad soon vanished on some journey, leaving Art only an uninformative letter. Glad Cuthbert as well, their only non-actor, finally escaped to somewhere on the coast, and became a smuggler.


Muck, the Cleanest Dog in England, had disappeared too. None of them had seen him since the first days after Art’s pardon.


Plunqwette though—


‘Duck!’ Felix exclaimed.


‘Parrot, you mean!’


Still embraced, both of them ducked their heads and bowed over, to avoid collision with a green and scarlet winged explosion.


Plunqwette had always seemed quite pleased with the mansion. She flew from room to room, invisible for days, apart from droppings and dropped feathers on the curtains, chairs and marble floors. Or she would flap through the trees of the grounds. You found her at unexpected moments, sitting on the head of a statue of a Greek god or a stone griffin, one eye open.


The park was where she had come from now, out of night and trees and round the house. She landed atop Felix’s canvas with a flail of wings, leaned down, and pecked a small neat hole in the faultlessly painted sky.


Art shouted.


Felix shrugged.


Plunqwette announced, ‘Pieces of mate! Glad to meet you.’


‘And what does this mean?’ asked Felix, stroking Plunqwette’s head with one paint-spattered thumb.


‘It means that,’ said Art, looking back along the cliffside.


Someone else was rushing towards them, waving one arm like an injured windmill.


Near midnight, Art sat at the desk in the library of the house. The room was ridiculously full of elegant books which she had not read. Only Felix sometimes did, or the servants who liked reading. One of the maids sat even now by the open window, devouring a novel about romance and swordplay.


Ebad’s letter was spread on the desk.


My dearest Art, my Captain and Daughter, the letter began. The first time she read that, Art had felt a kind of gentle smugness. She liked the idea of Ebad Vooms – the black once-slave, who claimed he was descended from the Pharaohs of Egypt – as her father. He wasn’t her real father, of course. But he had been her mother’s true love. And Art’s actual father – the vile George Fitz-Willoughby Weatherhouse – she seldom even considered. With good reason.


But the next paragraphs, as they had done the first time she read them, took the grin off her face.






I know, Art, that you need no man to take your part, or look after you. And, by the Topgallants, if ever you do need one, Felix is there, and no guy better.








Looking at this now, Art wondered if Ebad had been jealous, as real fathers sometimes were. But she thought not. Small jealousies weren’t anything to do with such as Ebadiah Vooms.






So I’m off, Arty. Off on a short voyage. Don’t have any care for me, ’tis nothing either bad or glorious. But this Lundon game – feasts and parades, sham and jam – I care not for it, to act myself in front of a crowd. Fame is double-edged. I’ll see you at Christmas, if not before.


Yours, sincere as the sea is changeable.


E. Vooms








‘Dad, thou are a pain in the royal,’ said Art softly to the letter. ‘When I really want to talk to you, there you are, gone.’


By the window the maid sighed and raised wild eyes. ‘It’s a lovely old book this, Missus Art.’


‘Good, but stow the ‘Missus’, Jane. Plain Art’ll do.’


Art thought, But that’s my title now. Phoenix is a landsir, and I am a landmissus. Landlocked.


Her mind went back then to Cuthbert’s story, told earlier that night.


He had erupted on to the lawn. Rather as Plunqwette had. Cuthbert was a lot less collected.


They sat him down, and Felix poured him coffee. They said they were pleased to see him, he should have dropped by sooner.


Glad Cuthbert sat there, brown and strong and getting his breath back. Then he said, straight out, ‘Last winter, just after we all got pardoned from the jail, Cap’n, I hears a tale in an inn out Twochurch way, near Rowhampton. Thought it was an ol’ pack of lies, like everyone tells. Forgot it. But tonight – tonight I think I sees the very ship.’


‘A ship?’ said Art. ‘This is the coast, Mr Cuthbert.’


‘Cap’n, this ’un ain’t like the rest. She’s called the Widow, and it’s a widow captains her. Her name is Mary Hell – used to be Mary Hellström, for her dead hubby. Pirates killed him off the Scandinavias.’


Art had sat down, her long legs in their boots and breeches resting easily on the terrace balustrade. She said, ‘I’ve never heard this yarn, Cuthbert.’


‘Not so many have. It’s apparently supposed bad luck to tell it.’


‘Then—’


‘No, Cap’n Arty. You may need to know.’


‘Why?’


‘I’ll come to it. The pirate what slew Mary’s better half, he was the Golden Goliath.’


Art swore. She glanced swiftly at Felix. He had gone white as the white paint on the palette. Goliath remained well-illknown even after his death. When living he had robbed and sunk countless vessels, condemning every man, woman and child on them to a deep sea grave. Felix’s uncle too died at Goliath’s hand, and through that Felix’s father had been ruined, and presently also died. Meanwhile Goliath’s one daughter carried on in the pirating trade. She was as filthy as he, or even – Art had sometimes thought – worse. Little Goldie Girl.


‘These are old enemies, Cuthbert,’ said Felix in a low voice. ‘Why rake this fire over? It’s done.’


Cuthbert shook his head slowly. ‘It’s me bones, Felix. Like some people can feel rain coming by an ache in their bones … Like that. This story. It makes my neck ache as if the noose is back dangling over it – it makes my ribs ache as if a bullet’s flying at ’em.’


‘Speak up then,’ said Art. ‘Let’s hear all about Mary Hell, the Widow.’


3. Telling Tales


Three days after Cuthbert told the story to Art and Felix, Tinky Clinker was telling it to another young woman – but both of her close men friends were out of the room.


Tinky had always thought Little Goldie was a beautiful creature, with her thick black curly hair, apple-blossom skin and light green eyes – but he would rather have kissed a hedgehog. On the back.


‘Do you have something to say, Clinky?’ she asked him, when he appeared in her parlour, shown there by the servant. She always said his name the wrong way round: Clinky Tinker. Trying spitefully to irritate him, he guessed, but he wouldn’t ever rise to the bait. For even when teasing him like this, Goldie Girl was horribly, nightmarishly dangerous. And she had powerful friends.


‘I might have, Mistress Goldie. I’m not too sure, you understand. But – you hear these tales …’


‘Especially in your line of work,’ she idly said, narrowing her eyes. She was like a cat and he the mouse. But Tinky was more a rat – even he thought so – thus a better match for this nasty little witch than she knew.


He’d met her first because he often brought smuggled goods to sell at the judge’s house. The judge, Lawlord Knowles, always wanted things on the cheap, though he was loaded with coins and power. A skin flinter, the judge. Goldie, a vicious pirate queen of the Seven Seas, had escaped hanging because she played up to Knowles in court, and he, the muffin, judged her blameless.


Now she was his companion in the fine house. She, who had stalked in silk and plumes, sword on hip, gun in belt, dressed always as a modest young maiden, her beribboned hair, growing longer and more lush by the week, hung in demure tresses over her shoulders.


Only when you looked very very near could you see the tiny little crisscross kiss Art Piratica had cut on Goldie’s right cheek, above the upper lip.


But Tinky just knew that not a day, perhaps not an hour, went by without Goldie examining this, frowning and seething for revenge.


Tink had offered to be helpful to Goldie soon as he had seen her and could get five minutes alone with her.


She had said she had no need of anything. Her ‘darling friend’, Lawlord Knowles, was her protector. However, she had murmured she might one day ‘ask’ Tinky’s services in some small matter, and any general news he might bring was always interesting.


To explain their chats she told the judge she was persuading Tinky to drop his price on the owled coffee and brandy. It seemed the sprout-brained miser believed her.


Tinky sat down only when she told him he might.


‘You ever heard of a ship called the Widow? During your days at sea, innit.’


Goldie shuddered. ‘I was a slave aboard my father’s ship, Clinky. I don’t recall.’ This was also the sort of lie she fed Knowles. Others had heard she adored her dead father.


‘Well, since you mention your worshipped da, this tale of the Widow’s black ship concerns him, if’n you take my meaning. It concerns his death.’


Goldie turned wide eyes on Tinky.


‘How?’


‘Y’see, Missus G, though half the French Navy went after the Goliath and sinked his fleet, the tale goes yer daddy, by his great cunning, survived.’


Goldie stood up. Her face was like clean grey paper.


‘Do you say – my father – still lives?’


Tinky nearly smacked his lips. ’Twas fun to see the witch wriggle. He said, ‘Well, I’ll give it yer straight.’


Goliath’s small pirate fleet, and his own cutter, the first ship named the Enemy, blasted by shot and shell, went down to the sea’s bottom off the coasts of Inde.


Wounded in the left arm by a musket ball, the Golden Goliath yet managed to swim clear of the wreck. He had no worry for his crew. They meant nothing to him as people, let alone mates. To GG, men and women were like ordinary tools, or household items – a stick, a saucer – either useful or not. And if any got broken – well, there were always plenty more to be had.


Stray planks, oars and casks floated on the dark blue water. Goliath held to a cluster of these, lying under them and keeping his head under the sea as much as he could.


Paddling with his feet, he veered slowly off from the grouped French destroyers. The air was still thick with cannon smoke, and the French were so sure of victory; already celebrating. He had got clean and far away by nightfall and, so the story went, was even laughing when he hauled himself up on his isle of planks. He’d always had the Devil’s luck. All he required now was a helpful passing rescuer.


Just after moonrise, he spied a solitary ship there on the wide ocean. She slunk in from the east, with the new moon at her back, a slim, low, European craft, perhaps a merchantman or other trader, heading for the Arabian Sea from the shores of Cathay. He would have liked to pirate her, if he’d had his own ship still, but for now he would act like a poor fellow fallen overboard and abandoned by a heartless captain. (Just as he would have abandoned a man overboard himself.)


The dark ship sailed nearer and nearer. Goliath thought he would swim over. Maybe, since the sea was so serene, he could grapple on to the hull like a limpet. He always kept a couple of climbing hooks about him. It might even be possible to take her, if she was lightly crewed – for no one seemed visible on her decks, or even up aloft …


Was the Goliath at all superstitious? Had he listened to stories of the oceans?


The way Tinky told it, the way this tale of GG went, he wasn’t, hadn’t.


In any case, at the moment he was deciding to swim, the advancing ship seemed to turn her shoulder to him like a scornful girl.


‘Goliath cursed then,’ Tinky said solemnly. ‘You’ll know, mistress. He never liked not to get his own way.’


And already the dark ship was getting smaller. Goliath lay back on the planks, nursing his hurt arm and cussing her to damnation. But other ships would be by. The sea lanes were busy here.


It was some minutes after he felt the tugging under his planks.


‘He looks over the side and sees then he’s caught up in a great black raft of drifting weed.’


What does mighty GG think now? Weed travels and unravels all over the Seven Seas. It means nothing much. He leans out a little, and with his cutthroat’s knife tries to hack some of it away.


But the weed’s very tough. Peering down through the waves and the thin moonshine, he sees then it’s odd stuff for seaweed.


He tries it with his hand, shows it to the moon, and whistles.


This isn’t weed at all. It is a great net, unusually made, and with slimy black pods and tendrils somehow all woven into it, like something natural. It must be for fishing, he thinks. Some numbskull on the dark ship has let it drift away …


However, the huge net isn’t adrift. It is still trailing out from the ship’s stern.


‘What a pretty bit o’ luck, thinks yer dad,’ said Tinky, ‘The net has him and seems like it’ll pull him in, right to the ship’s side.’


Goldie stares at Tinky.


Behind her green eyes she’s watching Goliath, pulled in like a prime catch.


‘ ’Tis the Widow’s ship, yer see. Get it?’


Goliath relaxes, lounges on his raft and lets the net do the work, and the sailors too, who are drawing it home. When he bumps gently against the ship’s side, he’s only tickled to be hauled up and up to the ship’s rail and over to the deck. It’s saved him a climb.


There are no lights on that deck though. Not the proper lamps aft and for’ard. The shadow-sails tower up, not even lightened, as the sails of the Enemy had been, by white-painted shapes of a skull and crossbones.


Men like shadows too wait all around.


‘Cheery evening, mateys,’ cries the Golden Goliath.


But no one wishes him one back.


And then, out of the silent crowd of sailors a woman comes, gliding along just as the ship had over the sea.


‘Mary Hell, that’s her name. Her husband was a rich merchant, three ships he had. Off the coast of Scandinavia your da found ’em one afternoon. He took their gold and killed every soul aboard and fired ’em, and all three sank. Seems when the news reached Mary she ups and says, I’m a widder-woman now. I’ll use the last money I have for one more ship. And she’ll be a widow too.’


Mary Hellström did what she said. And when the vessel was ready, she set out with a crew of men who were skilled in the work of sea-faring – and other things.


All this Mary herself tells GG, when he stands there dripping blood and salt water on her deck.


‘You left me nothing better to do,’ she says, ‘than search out your kind and remove them – like warts – from the face of the earth.’


‘Remove?’ says the Goliath, still jolly. ‘Do you mean kill?’


‘Aye. Kill’s what I mean. There’s many a wicked one I’ve rubbed out from the page of life. But I don’t rob them, even if they have anything worth taking.’


‘You’re a merry pirate!’ chortles GG.


‘No,’ says Mary Hell, ‘I am the Avenging Angel. And never till now did I think I’d ever come up with you. But behold, I have.’


Goldie sat in her chair. She gnawed her fingernail a minute, then realized she’d spoilt it. Stopped.


‘Did she?’


‘Kill him? So she did. Or so the tale says she did.’


Colour was blooming back into Goldie’s face. She said, ‘So it comes to the same thing. He’s still dead.’


‘It’s how she kills ’em,’ murmured Tink.


For a moment Goldie, puzzled, looked only like a young woman out of her depth. Then she snarled, ‘Well how?’


‘None will speak of it. It’s that – ’orribubble.’


Quick as a snake Goldie sprang up, pulled off her shoe and slung it at him. Though made of soft satin the heel was hard and caught Tinky a clank on the nose.


‘Say then how you know all this is a fact, you lying scum-pot?’


Tinky cowered, holding his injured snout. ‘ ’Cos I seen the Widow’s ship! Not three nights afore – off shore, near Hurrys.’


‘Seen her? What can you know of ships—’


‘I know that ’un. Couple others did too.’ Tinky hesitated, not wanting to reveal right now that one of these other witnesses was connected to Art Blastside, Goldie’s mortal rival.


Besides, Goldie had had enough. ‘What use is this rubbish to me?’ she screamed. ‘These fanfaronadoes and fibberies! By the Wheel’s Wood, if you were on my ship, I’d skin ye alive, yay, by the Toad’s Ratchet!’


Abruptly her yell ended.


A heavy series of footfalls were coming along the passage outside. With no other preliminary, Judge Knowles flung wide the door, tall, large, upright and stern.


Tinky leaped to his feet, bowing and mumbling. Goldie flitted back into her chair and put her hand faintly to her head.


‘What is this improper noise?’ demanded Knowles, who was named in certain quarters Judge Know-All, or more accurately, Judge Know-Less.


‘He told me,’ Goldie whispered, ‘my father lived.’


Tinky grimaced at the fine carpet. ‘Box of Blatters.’


The judge frowned on them both, making a judgement.


‘This man’s a scoundrel. You should not be talking to him, Goldie. Get out, man. Your wage is in the kitchen. Never let me see you in the upper rooms again.’


Tinky fled. Only on the stairs did he produce a choice word or two for the judge. Tinky knew, anyway, this was not the last he had seen of Little Goldie.


For now Knowles leaned over her, his face engraved with thunder.


‘I don’t expect such behaviour from you, Goldie. Such hack-bucket backstreet yowling. And I’ve already had more than enough of loudness and idiocy. My carriage was stuck for an hour in the Pell Mell crowds – this nonsensical fad for dressing as pirates – the city has gone mad. Piratomania, the Lundon Tymes calls it. Nonce and stuffence!’


‘Oh forgive me, sir, I’d rather wither than fret you. But I was so terrified by mention of Goliath—’


‘A woman must learn self-control at all times. Particularly if she has such a background as your own.’


Goldie gazed up at him, sad and trembling at having angered him, and watched her beauty bind him again. ‘Though the Goliath was a tyrant, sir, he was, after all – my father. A father must always hold a special place …’


‘Yes – yes … very well. I shall overlook your lapse.’


Twenty minutes later Goldie, in her bedroom, was busily sticking a tiny dagger, kept from her pirate days, over and over in a small sketch some artist had made of Judge Knowles. (She had begged the judge to give her the sketch. When he subsequently asked where it was, Goldie said she kept it always with her. She added it was so printed with her kisses it was now nearly a rag. In fact, only the dagger had reduced it to this.)


Having loosed her rage, Goldie sat down to write a note to her other man, her pet ship’s captain. She had met him when he kept her prisoner during the voyage back to England, on his gunship destroyer, Free Republican Ship Total Devastation. Captain Nunn was young and not bad-looking. He had fallen under Goldie’s spell as badly if not worse than wise Judge Knowles. But Goldie had also mentioned the treasure maps to Captain Nunn – how the peculiar tides of the Treasured Isle would very likely sweep them in again to the shore, when once the sea pulled out. Maybe Captain Nunn had fallen even more deeply under the spell of this idea.


Goldie felt enough time had passed. The tale Tinky had recounted convinced her of this. After her trial and release she had had to be careful. But now, by the Whale’s Wink, she’d had enough of flattering Knowles – and wearing this dress!


Goldie finished her letter and sat up. The kitchen boy could take it for her, he was always ready for a silver coin – luckily Nunn had seen to it that Goldie was not deprived of all her pirate wealth.


Then, from deep in her past, she heard her father’s remembered and appalling voice. ‘Eh, Goldie Girl. Who’s my girl, then?’


She leaned back, crushing her fist over her mouth.


Yes, she had feared her father. She had hated and dreaded him. He was pitiless even to his own, the Goliath kin. He used them too, as he did everything else. (Sticks, saucers, no matter if they got broken …)


Goldie turned and stuck the dagger once more through Judge Knowles. She was no longer seeing his face, but that of her father. But if Knowles had seen her at that moment, he wouldn’t have thought her beautiful.


Tinky caught the kitchen boy round the throat in a dark alley beyond the house. ‘I’ll just have a peek o’ that.’


‘But it’s sealed—’


Tinky paid no heed. He lit a stub of candle and held the paper up against it, studying the words inside.


Tinky couldn’t read, but he had long ago learned the knack of memorizing the shapes of the meaningless words and letters. Soon, at the Cup and Kipper Tavern, he would find a reader who could explain them.


For a long while Tink had suspected ex-pirate Goldie had the key to something rich and strange. That was why he’d stuck close.


Tonight he’d rattled her. And perhaps at last the treasure chest was about to open.










TWO



1. Wagging Tails


‘Yo heave ho


And a Bottle of Woe!


All the way down in a Whale’s tum-tum!’


‘You’re in good voice – and a good mood, Eerie O’Shea,’ said the barman at the Coffee Tavern.


‘Yes, dear boy. Off again, to rejoice the Admiralty. One more Command Performance.’


Eerie, formerly Second Officer of the Unwelcome Stranger, the most famous pirate ship of modern times, downed the last of the jet black brew and swung into the street. He was dressed, of course, as a pirate still, a-clunk with medallions, gold mohuras, knives, bullets, lace and silver braid – but in the tavern or elsewhere, he no longer stood out very much. This was because almost every man in the tavern, and on the Lundon streets – not to mention nearly every woman, child and animal – was dressed in a similar way.


Inside twenty paces, Eerie swerved around ten cutlassed and be-plumed persons, three with stuffed parrots glued to their shoulders, one with a real parrot standing on her head, two pet monkeys in boots with small sword-belts, and a carriage horse with a feathered three-cornered hat and black eye-patch.


Eerie viewed all this with the kindly contempt of the successful professional watching amateurs. What could you do anyway? Piratomania had taken Lundon over in the spring, about the same time that Monarchist France declared war on Republican England.


Eerie met Dirk and Whuskery, Salt Walter and Salt Peter in Shooters Lane.


Here D and W had opened a small theatre, but truth to tell their attempts to interest the theatre-going public in what Dirk called ‘culture’ failed. People wanted to dress as pirates and also to watch pirates on the stage. So Whusk had to put on pirate plays, as they all had in the past. Though the girl who now played Molly’s part of Piratica, Dirk declared, was useless. Didn’t know her asp from her eyebrow. ‘And Art won’t do it, oh no. I wouldn’t dare even ask.’


‘Look at these receipts for the audience last night,’ wailed Walter to Eerie the moment he saw him. ‘Three men and a pigeon.’


‘We have to get the roof fixed,’ said Whuskery, blowing through his black moustache. ‘That’s how the pigeons get in. How some of the audience get in, too, and then they don’t pay. Then there’s this new anti-pirate organization – they picket the theatre some nights, and no one can get in, even if they want to.’


‘And when I think,’ commented Dirk, as the three of them now strode up Butter Walk, ‘we could all have been rich as a French king. But oh no – oh no. It can’t ever work out like that.’


Peter said, ‘We were lucky not to hang. That’s where all the luck went. But I’ve said, Whusk, we could train those pigeons as messenger birds, make a bit of extra cash, mayhap.’


Silence fell, the strides turning to trudges, as each of them recalled how they had nearly been rich – richer than any king on earth. Those fantastic treasure maps on the Treasured Isle, found in the great chest – but cast out to sea when the law closed in.


‘Well,’ Whuskery said, ‘still got each other. Any tidings from Ebad, Eerie?’


‘Not a line. Not a stage whisper.’


Gloom threatened to settle, even on en-coffeed Mr O’Shea.


Dirk said, ‘I suppose she’ll be there, too. At the Admiralty bash. Frankly, I’m surprised Art does it. She hardly needs the free meal.’


‘Yes,’ sighed Eerie, ‘but we’ll wag our tails for the meal like dogs.’


Art and Felix had offered each of them huge sums of money, once Landsir Snargale made Felix wealthy. But all the men of the crew had refused. To be given money wasn’t it. Though maybe, Whuskery now thought, he could get a loan from Art to fix the theatre roof.


‘Then there’s Honest,’ said Peter. ‘Where is he?’


‘And Muck, the old dog, where’s he?’


‘And our ship, the real true splendid Unwelcome …’


In chorus they moaned together, ‘Towed to the breaker’s yard and mashed to splinters.’


‘That’s no fate for any good vessel,’ Eerie said, the coffee high leaving him completely. Whuskery wiped his eyes. Dirk examined his nails. Peter ruffled brother Walt’s red hair, as if to comfort.


They cut corners now with leaden boots, towards High Admiralty Walk.


The message from Snargale had come in the morning to the house on the cliffs.


Presently Art was given it at the breakfast table in the east parlour, where Felix and Cuthbert sat reading the Tymes.


‘They goes on and on about this mystery man that rescues French Revolutionaries from the rest of the French,’ pondered Cuthbert.


‘He’s called the Purple Daffodil, isn’t he?’ asked Felix. Before Cuthbert could deny this, Art broke in. ‘This letter is from Snargale.’


‘We’re to go to town again,’ said Felix. He sighed.


‘Well, I’d rather be off back to my owling,’ said Cuthbert. (He had stayed over and spent the night tossing and turning in a hot, wide, four-postered bed, having horrible dreams that Gladys had refused to have a row with him, or a cuddle, and had instead gone off in a lean low black ship, to kill pirates.) ‘If it’s all one.’


Art said, ‘Wait a moment, Mr Cuthbert. I think …’ she looked up, holding them both with her grey eyes, ‘… this may be a different kettle of haddock.’


‘How?’ asked Felix.


Art read aloud from Snargale’s letter.


And as she did so, Plunqwette flew in at one of the sunny open windows, and settled on the back of a chair, head cocked, listening too.


‘ “As you will be aware, Art, we are at war with the French. Although our valiant ships hold them off from these shores at all times, and our soldiers engage them at every opportunity abroad, other more subtle attacks can be made on any enemy of England.


‘ “To this end, you, Madam, with your skill, sea-craft and nearly magical knack as a thief, may once again flourish: this time not only to your own benefit, but to help your country. Free England threw off her chains. France still wears hers. I invite you, Art Blastside, to visit the Admiralty, and learn more of this. All your former crew are similarly summoned. Let me assure you, as I shall every man of them, this is no idle dinner date. This, Art Blastside-Phoenix, is the Touch of Destiny.” ’


‘Wow,’ said Cuthbert. ‘The old chap knoweth how to put his words together. What’s it mean?’ he added.


‘It means,’ said Art, ‘we’re to go to sea again. That’s plain enough. The rest – who knows?’ She saw Felix looking at her very seriously under his dark brows – the brows that still startled her, as did his black lashes, when his hair was white. ‘Don’t panic, sir. I can leave you here if you’d prefer. I’d regret the loss of your sweet company; but I wouldn’t want to put you out.’


‘Put me out? Art, for God’s sake …’


‘The sea wasn’t ever really your thing,’ said Art.


Felix went red. This happened rarely. It didn’t mar his looks.


Cuthbert stood up. ‘Yeah. I’ll take a totter round the terrace …’ To his surprise Plunqwette followed him, settling on his shoulder reassuringly. ‘The sea …’ said Cuthbert, gazing out at it beyond the headland of the Fire Hills. Behind him he could hear Felix being angry and upset and Art being ice-cool and immovable.


Plunqwette made little soothing noises she had probably perfected by listening to local doves.


Finally a chair went over with a bang.


Out flared Felix in a blizzard of hair.


‘There’s no reasoning with her!’ He joined Cuthbert to stare at the rim of the sea, dark blue under the turquoise summer sky.


Just visible, a small naval patrol was cruising past, scanning south-east for French invaders. Along the Hills, too, Cuthbert could make out a patrol of English soldiers marching about by the nearest watch-tower.


‘Busy times,’ he said.


Felix said, quietly now, ‘She won’t refuse whatever it is Snargale suggests, if it means getting back – to that. To water and adventure and danger … It’s the breath of life to Art.’


‘Better let her go then.’


‘Let her go? Do you think I could stop her?’


‘Well,’ said Cuthbert flatly, ‘you maybe, if no man else.’


‘I can’t stop her.’ Felix’s eyes were full of rage and pain. Cuthbert hadn’t seen that happen for a long while. ‘I’ll never be able to stop her risking her neck.’


‘You took the hangman’s rope off her neck once, saw it meself.’


Felix patted Cuthbert on the Plunqwette-free shoulder, then stalked away around the terrace. Indoors, Art too was gone from the room. Plunqwette left Glad Cuthbert, flying back in to investigate the remains of the bread and beef.


In the end Cuthbert travelled with them. He was lured by the notion of the sea, and a ship. He told himself he was there to keep the peace between Felix and Art. But they didn’t quarrel. She sat with her chin in her hand, obviously thinking of a shippy future. Felix sat pale and stressed. As for Plunqwette, she slept on Art’s knee.


The fast, smart carriage bounced along behind four spanking horses. (Art had considered riding Bowspirit, but Felix looked so fed up, she decided to ride in the carriage as usual on their trips to Lundon.)


They made good time, sprinting through historic Battle-of-Senlac with its abbey and tall, ancient monument to the last true English King, through lanes and along tracks, among emerald woods drawing in and fanning out. Waddlehurst flew by, and other villages. The dusk was falling when they drew off the road at an inn in Seventeen Oaks. Here they spent the night – this time Cuthbert much happier in his room on a nasty, narrow, lumpy straw mattress like bad porridge. With the dawn they were off again. Cider Cup went by, Iris Town, Avlingham and Come-Here Green. They passed the New Cross about lunchtime, and entered Lundon on the stroke of two o’clock.


Nobody had talked much.


Felix by then was thinking of his dead father, Adam, and Art of her dead mother, Molly Faith – the first Piratica. Cuthbert was thinking of the good dinner they’d get at the Admiralty about four in the afternoon, and – Cuthbert couldn’t help it – of the sea. Madness. There you were.


The houses in May-Fair were fashionably diamond-glitter windowed, and white as ice-cream, and out of one of them that day, about two-thirty, ran a yellow dog, bright himself with cleanness, and full of a late breakfast.


There was still something in the dog’s mouth.


It looked like a very large bone.


Off down the street he and the bone trotted, between the legs of strolling gentlemen done up as pirates and fine ladies ditto. Over sunlit squares planted with shady trees, under a couple of nicely designed arches, went the dog, heading always in a certain direction.


Last year Muck, Cleanest Dog in England, had fallen on happy times. Going back to the May-Fair area to unearth the bone of the giant parrot he had brought from the Treasured Isle, and buried, he next found a public fountain, and there washed it clean of mud. In the middle of this, a lady, not dressed as a pirate, had seen him. ‘Look, Hamlet! What a delicious dog!’ The gentleman (also not dressed piratically, but as an officer of the Free English Navy) peered at Muck with a certain insulting doubt. ‘Is he?’ ‘Oh, Hamlet,’ the young lady cried, ‘you know he is.’ ‘No I don’t.’ ‘And look, he’s got such a lovely meat bone in his mouth – isn’t he clever – aren’t you clever, my doggy?’ ‘Gadsocks, forsooth,’ remarked Hamlet Ellensun, Third Officer of FRS Golden Beak, ‘put the creature down. You don’t know where it’s been, Emma.’


Muck, soaking wet, already lifted up by the pretty, dark-haired young lady in the yellow dress that so charmingly toned with his coat, kept teeth firmly clamped on the bone, yet still managed to smile at her.


‘Look, the brute’s snarling!’


‘Nay, Ham, he’s laughing, innit. Oh, he’s brill.’


Thus Muck had been adopted by Miss Emma Holroyal.


For months after that he’d lived a life of overeating and silk-cushion-sleeping, petting and spoiling and being worshipped. Emma didn’t get tired of any of this; but Muck, gradually, felt the need for his own life back. This morning, knowing – as Muck always uncannily knew – that something was now afoot, he licked Emma’s cheek a last friendly time, grabbed back his bone out of her desk – where he had stowed it when she wasn’t looking – and made a break for the street.


Heartless Muck. Poor Emma. Poor Hamlet – what a tragedy he would have to listen to when he called this evening. But Muck’s tail wagged, and he ran fast as any horse towards the Admiralty.


The Navy Building stood at the centre of Lundon’s High Admiralty Walk. Today someone was up on a ladder, polishing the silver oar fastened over the doorway. Muck eyed the sandstone statues of Egyptian sphinxes either side of the entrance, made a decision, and lifted his leg with an air of great generosity against the left-hand sphinx.


‘Here – you can’t do that!’ howled the man on the ladder. But it was done.


Muck shot through the door, which had opened at the ladder-man’s loud cry, between a new selection of white-stockinged legs, and up the steps, patter, pounce, skid. At the top he collided with one more group of pirates. But he knew these, and they him.


‘It’s Muck!’


‘It’s Muck the Cleanest Dog in England!’


‘Where hast thou been this time, my doggabout?’


‘Somewhere posh,’ Dirk concluded. ‘Look at that yellow bow!’


She was angry with him. Art hadn’t felt this anger with her husband since the previous year, during their voyage out to the Isle. Since then his rescue of her, their wedding, being in love – had made anger seem impossible for ever. But now – he appeared not to understand her at all, despite everything he had said. And she – well, she didn’t understand him, did she. He wanted the dry land, and she wanted the world. It was hopeless.


Art thought, furious and dismayed, It was all right to show sympathy for how I felt, how I missed the sea and being my own person – all right so long as I was stuck with it. But the moment a chance arrives that I might get my life back – oh, Phoenix doesn’t like it.


They hadn’t spoken above forty words on the whole ride here. Even in their room at the inn in Seventeen Oaks. Then he had thrown wide the window, which looked on a Kentish night orchard, and declared, ‘How paintable.’


And she had answered, ‘Better stay and paint it then.’


They lay separated by a few inches of bed and ten land miles of mutual irritation.


In the morning she had said, ‘I’m going to breakfast.’


He had said, ‘I’ll find Glad Cuthbert.’


There. The sum of their conversation. Sixteen words, that, sixteen words at Seventeen Oaks.


We should have said one more, she wryly thought. Just to make it up to seventeen.


And what would the word have been? Darling? Pest? SORRY …?


Oh to Mars with it.


Having together stonily climbed the marble stairs of the Navy Building, Plunqwette and Cuthbert left in the annexe below, they went in to see Landsir Snargale alone, as requested.


His office was hung with paintings of ships, and strewn with models of ships, and bits of ships – a wheel, a flag, a rope knotted in a bunny-splice. Snargale in his white wig rose to meet them.


Art was never quite easy with this man, despite his noble behaviour towards her, and his evident affection for Felix. No, that wig spelled unwelcome authority to Art. It reminded her of her hated father.


‘It’s good of you to come,’ said Snargale, embracing Felix and shaking Art by the hand. ‘In such weather – a “Blue-Indian Summer”, the Tymes is calling it. And the city is packed with—’


‘Pirates,’ said Felix in a cold voice.


Snargale smiled. ‘Well, live and let live, Felix. It’s a craze. ’Twill pass.’


‘You’ve mellowed, sir. Was a time you loathed every idea of pirates.’


Snargale raised his brows. To himself he decided, Ah, they have rowed over this. Well. It was perhaps to be expected.


‘The true pirate I do indeed detest. But as we know, you and I, not quite all are wicked. And our Lundoners are only dressing up. The war, too, has made the city excitable. Generally it was hoped the French would not react as they have. But of course, for twenty years our own successful Revolution has threatened their Bourbon Monarchy. Their people are still oppressed, as were the English, by that unfair system, and opposition to the French king grows. He therefore means to teach us a lesson, so that we cease to be an inspiration for French Revolutionaries. Naturally however, we must see their king’s plan doesn’t succeed.’


‘If you say so, sir,’ said Felix.


‘And don’t you say so, my boy?’


Felix looked bleakly at Snargale. ‘Forgive me, but any war causes so much destruction, misery and death, I’d always prefer there were other means to settle it.’


‘And what would you suggest, Phoenix?’ Art broke in icily. ‘We surrender to France and become one more conquered country, like Spain? We are not Spain.’


Snargale said, ‘I’m glad Art at least is in agreement. It brings me to the matter I must put to her. Your crew, Art, are already here – all but Mr Vooms and Mr Honest, but we’ll come to them.’


‘Fire away,’ said Art.


Felix glanced at her. She looked wonderful, bold and steady and ready, a glow on her like gold.


Snargale nodded. ‘I didn’t commit it to my letters, either to your crew or yourself, but I think you at least guess. You were a pirate, Art Blastside, and a very resourceful and canny one. You robbed any ship you fancied and could take. That was unlawful, naturally. It nearly got you hanged, and only your blameless record of non-killing, plus your husband’s extreme courage and wit, saved you and made a pardon possible.’


Art frowned. Precisely then she didn’t want to be reminded of her husband’s virtues.


But Snargale went on swiftly.


‘Now England asks something of you, Art, in return. England asks you once more to become a pirate. A legal pirate, going by the name of privateer. A ship you shall have and a full crew. But this time only one prey will you seek. The ships of the French and the Spanish.’ Snargale paused. Her face, though alert and set, was unreadable. What a remarkable girl she was. ‘Other captains have already accepted this commission. But this is a fly, fraught enterprise, where every jot of your intelligence, and your luck, will be needed. And, given the best chance in the world, you may still lose your life on those war-torn seas. This game is far more dangerous than the one you played before. Think about it now. Today we’ll all take a quiet private dinner, with your first crew. Discuss this news with them at your leisure. You have until midnight tonight either to accept or refuse.’


It was Felix who said hoarsely, ‘And if she refuses?’


‘Then we’ll forget my words were ever spoken.’


And Snargale saw Felix turn away, tears of rage in his blue eyes. They all knew, though none of them yet voiced it, Art was only more likely to refuse than she was likely to turn into a swan.


2. Breaker’s Yard, Unbroken Hearts


At Chattering, the evening river was broad and green. Gulls blew over, shrieking of the nearness of the estuary and the sea. Along the right-hand southern shore ran the Republican Shipyard. Here bright flags flew over the clean, attractive skeletons of half-completed ships, where men swarmed and there rose the sound of hammering. But along the left-hand north shore, tucked in behind a jetty of tall black sheds, lay the other side of the coin. This was the breaker’s yard. If ships were born on the south side, they were finished off on the north. And from there came the unpleasant noises of smashing and grinding and collapse, and thick smoke lifted from burning. Boats sometimes crossed over from bank to bank. Some things ripped from a vessel before she was broken up could be used in furnishing a new one.


Eerie O’Shea, shedding tears, stood on the deck of the steam tug.


‘Oh ’tis shame, such ruin for a fair gallant ship, whose heart is oak! Mine breaks.’


‘There, there, Eerie,’ said Whuskery. ‘Chin up.’


‘Never. That was the fate of our own Unwelcome, that crashing and smoke over there. And she wasn’t an old ship, even,’ Eerie added indignantly, ‘but in her prime.’


‘She was a pirate ship,’ said Peter. ‘That’s why they broke her up. She was sentenced – like us. Only she—’


‘Whoops, here herself comes,’ said Dirk.


Art prowled along the deck. She ran her eyes over the assembled portion of her crew.


‘Why are you crying, Mr O’Shea?’


Eerie snuffled in a mauve handkerchief, pointing at the left-hand shore.


‘No ship dies,’ Art said, ‘while she’s remembered.’


In silence they were chugged in to the other bank.
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