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Prologue

Somewhere on the Barbary Coast

March 1719



Karim fell to his knees and began to pray. Then he stopped. Why bother? Pirates did not pray. They craved for riches and glory, but a life of sea-robbing and fighting battles on the waves meant that a clever pirate was always aware that, one day, he might end up in Hell.

Karim never expected Hell to come to him.

Tonight, it came in the form of death – wretched, ignoble, agonising death. There was no escape, not from the terrors stalking the Majestic. They had killed his shipmates one by one. And now they were coming to kill Karim.

He was in the captain’s cabin, at the vessel’s stern. Captain Nasir wouldn’t need it anymore. He’d been one of the first to die. Above Karim’s head, the boards of the quarterdeck creaked – he could hear the thrumming of the abandoned helm rolling over and over at the mercy of the whipping wind; to his left, gentle Mediterranean waves lapped against the hull as the Majestic sat almost motionless, wrecked on a lonely, rocky bluff in God knew where. Somewhere on the Barbary coast, Egypt, Karim thought – although, it could just as easily have been Libya, for all he knew. Once the monsters in their midst had begun their murderous mission, the crew of the Majestic had been too concerned with staying alive to pay much attention to their heading.

Some had tried to make off in dinghies, only for the little boats to sink under the weight of too many men. Others dove overboard, but with land so far beyond the horizon, Karim knew they had almost certainly drowned.

Drowning was a preferable end to the one that had befallen those who stayed with the ship, out of some kind of pirate loyalty. That seemed utterly ridiculous to Karim now, as he scrambled behind the captain’s desk awaiting his own death.

He knew there was nothing for it. He cursed Nasir for accepting the mission from Amir Barbarossa, the self-styled ‘Barbary King’ who commanded the fleet of which the Majestic was a part. Nasir’s crew should have mutinied, and told the King to go on his own voyage to take the cursed treasure of the pyramids to the Sultan in Constantinople, rather than pick a crew from his fleet to do it. Barbarossa might have flogged them, but a mutiny would have saved all of their lives.

From beyond the door, he heard them coming – their rotten, swaddled feet dragging along the boards of the gun-deck, their centuries-old, incomplete final breaths escaping their flaking lips in slow, hideous death-rattles.

Several pairs of gnarled, claw-like hands were half-rapping, half-scratching at the cabin door.

They were here. And they meant to break down the cabin door and close in on Karim, just like they had his shipmates. They meant to choke him with lengths of their putrid shrouds, while their hands ripped and tore at his chest and belly, opening them so that they could devour his organs while he still lived, breathed and screamed.

Instinctively, Karim reached for the pistol at his hip, even though he had seen a dozen pirates fire a dozen shots at the monsters, only for them to continue shuffling forward with slow, evil inevitability. He knew the bullet in the barrel would not harm those on the other side of the door. But the bullet was not meant for any of them.

It was meant for Karim.


Part One


Chapter One

Somewhere in the Mediterranean

April 1719



Her name was the Queen Anne’s Revenge.

She was a floating fortress – two hundred tonnes of timber tearing through the morning mist that danced over the Mediterranean. She was a vessel of vengeance, of mayhem and carnage. Her hull was almost black, like a plague mark sliding across the surface of the sea, and her three masts of square-rigged black-and-red sails promised that Hell would fall upon any who dared share her horizon.

On deck, she bore the scars and stains of countless victories at sea. Some planks seemed almost held together by the indelible blood stains of both brother and enemy, who had fallen during murderous melees. The scrubbed wood of the decks showed the deep wounds made by the tackles that braced the recoiling cannons. There were six of them amidships, three on each side. They stood like silent guards over the pirates as they slept at night, and bellowed the men’s rage during the battles they fought.

Beneath the bowsprit that led her relentless charge to the edges of the known world was her ghoulish figurehead: a carved image of a mermaid angel. Her halo dripped stiff seaweed, and her slender hands held a pair of pistols. The sight of the icon breaking the fog over the water could unsettle even the most hardened Naval commander or pirate captain, and prompted the soiled breeches of many a merchant sailor.

Some of her crew reckoned the ghosts of past victims lingered around the ship like the thick mist that greeted her in the earliest hours of morning – defeated enemies who groaned pitifully, their restless souls damned to share every voyage with the pirates who vanquished them.

One thing the crew of the Queen Anne’s Revenge were not reckoning on was the enemies ahead – the enemies who lurked beyond that mist.

The enemies who were waiting for them.


Chapter Two

Edward Teach, Captain of the Queen Anne’s Revenge, stood in his cabin at the rear of his ship. At six-foot-six, he needed to bend his knees slightly to avoid knocking himself out cold on the ceiling, which rattled and creaked with each movement issued by the helm, up on the quarterdeck.

He was making himself ready for another day sailing the barren, unfamiliar Mediterranean Sea, on a heading to he didn’t know where. He shoved his sixth and final pistol into his leather gun-belt, and then swung the belt like a sash around his broad torso. He inhaled the sweet scent of dirty steel and stale gunpowder as he ran a hand over his face.

I must be the skinniest pirate captain on all the seas now, he thought, feeling his jaw and cheek bones almost poking through his skin and thick beard, which hung to below his heart. He gave the gun-belt a tug, hearing the criss-crossed pistols knock against each other. It was definitely looser than usual. Two months in strange waters with diminishing and carefully rationed food supplies, without ships to plunder, and the weight had dropped off him like dust flicked off his shoulders.

Blackbeard had never needed much food to maintain his tall, broad frame – a bottle or two of rum a day usually kept him going – but even he had lost weight on this voyage. A voyage to nowhere. The rest of the crew was down to a single meal a day, usually stale bread and vegetables swimming in rather putrid, lukewarm water. His crew walked around looking little better than corpses that did not know they were dead.

He stooped to snatch up the leather waist-belt from his hammock, slinging it round his waist. Two clasp-knifes rested at either hip. Even with the belt fastened at the very last notch, he felt the blades drooping lower against his legs than usual. He walked to the cabin door, where his long red doublet hung on a rusty nail. He slipped it on. It was baggier than he had ever known before, but that wasn’t such a bad thing – reaching for his pistols would be easier if the doublet was looser.

Instinctively, he reached into a side-pocket and felt around for the stiff length of fuse that he kept there. When taking a ship, he used to fix the fuses to the brim of his hat and set them alight, providing his targets with a vision of Hell, swarming over their gunwales.

But he didn’t take them out – it had been a long time since he had had the opportunity to play the Devil at sea.

He stooped to pick up his hat from under his hammock. The leather was cracked and stale – as stiff as a corpse. All the years of placing lengths of lit fuses into the brim to scare merchants and lesser pirates into obedience had given it innumerable black holes, making it look almost diseased. But he would not replace it – not until it had been swiped it from his head by a fierce wind. Or a bullet. The hat was an old friend, that he had had ever since he first went to sea, almost a decade before.

Edward Teach turned to the small, cracked mirror fixed onto the back wall of his cabin, just behind the oak desk at which he rarely sat. Staring back at him was the face of Blackbeard.

A little skinnier, and more tired – but still Blackbeard.

He stepped out of his cabin and moved along the sparred gallery, his broad shoulders brushing the narrow walls. The wood beneath his boots creaked under his heavy steps. The Queen Anne’s Revenge was beginning to sound as tired as its Captain felt.

Stopping at the rickety ladder that led up onto the quarterdeck, he could see through an open door into the gun-deck. He stopped for a moment, surveying the pathetic sight.

The gun-deck should have been the beating, raging heart of his vessel. The whole structure of the ship should have hummed and swelled with the reverberations of cannon fire it could barely contain; the air should have been thick and heavy with the scent of gunpowder; tendrils of smoke should have lingered like stubborn spirits. But today, the only stench was that of the ship itself – the limp, listless smell of old oak, and the stomach-turning odour of bilge water drifting up from the bowels like an invisible cloud. The deck had been scrubbed clean of the sand that would usually be strewn to help the gunners and powder monkeys keep their balance during a battle, and there was barely a speck of dried blood to be seen.

Blackbeard felt a gentle shudder of disgust in his gut. His gun-deck looked almost…civilised.

The walls of the gun-deck were mottled, each new shade of wood marking the repairs done by the ship’s carpenters after the Queen Anne had taken a broadside months ago. Each wall had a row of twelve cannons standing at ease, unfired since then. Their muzzles stared at closed gunports, their breeching ropes were unfastened and lying in coils on the deck. The wooden tackles on which they were perched pulled double-duty, not only bracing the cannons, but also providing the dozen idle powder monkeys a place to rest their skinny legs as they dozed, their sleep untroubled by the lurching motion of the ship. The youngest, and generally most useless, members of the crew, Blackbeard kept them sleeping in the gun-deck when most of the mates had opted to sleep up on the waist-deck beneath the balmy Mediterranean night. He wanted them to always treat the gun-deck as their home, because he felt it would keep them ready should a battle ever come upon them unexpectedly.

This morning, he felt they had taken his order too literally.

‘On your feet, you imbecilic sea rodents!’ Blackbeard yelled. As the youngsters roused and rose, he snapped his fingers. ‘All of you, practise before breakfast.’

‘Practise what, Captain?’ said one of them, a young lad with curly red hair stained with dirt and grease, and pimples bursting from his face.

Blackbeard sighed, stomping into the gun-deck as the scrawny powder monkeys rubbed their eyes clear of sleep, drawing closer together as their Captain loomed. ‘Your jobs, lads,’ he said. ‘Practise your jobs.’

The powder monkeys blinked at him, and then looked at each other, their young faces set with confusion. None of them moved.

‘Ready on the guns!’ Blackbeard roared, for the first time in months.

The powder monkeys jumped on the spot, befuddled by the command – and afraid of what would happen if they got it wrong. Blackbeard stared them out until one of them – a lithe, lanky lad with dirty blond hair – finally understood, turning to his friends and shouting, ‘Form the chain, form the chain!’ as he took up his position by the cannon nearest Blackbeard.

The monkeys arranged themselves in their twelve-strong row, stretching all the way to the powder magazine at the far port-corner of the gun-deck, which was towards the bow of the ship. The one at the end, a bow-legged ginger lad – whose name, Blackbeard was pretty sure, was Daniel – disappeared behind the thick, damp curtain that was draped over the door, to prevent sparks from igniting the gunpowder.

The ship may not have seen action for months, but it still held enough gunpowder to blow it to smithereens that would rain on Cyprus.

The bow-legged lad re-emerged from behind the damp curtain, holding a heavy tube of thick leather – the cartridge – in his hand with the same reverence that a civilised man might have held a newborn baby. It was filled with six pounds of gunpowder. He handed it to the next monkey along the line, who passed it to his right, and so on, all the way back to the lanky lad who had got them going. He had a wide-eyed and frantic look on his face – as though the Queen Anne really was under attack. He looked from the cartridge to Blackbeard, and back again, then he stepped forward towards the cannon by which he had been sleeping.

‘Cartridge, ready, uhm…matey!’ he called, miming handing off the powder to an invisible gunner.

As the other powder monkeys looked on, brows creasing in bewilderment, the first one leant forward, a look of complete tension on his face, making a fist with his free hand, pumping it encouragingly. ‘You can do it, mateys,’ he said to the air. ‘Your aim is the best onboard! Sink that ship!’

Blackbeard cuffed him round the back of the head, only gently – but his version of ‘gently’ was still enough to send the powder monkey sprawling. ‘All right, don’t take it too far.’

‘Yeah, Michael,’ said a short, squat one in the middle of the line. He looked to be the oldest of the group. ‘You shouldn’t talk to imaginary gunners. Surely that’s bad luck? What if a ghost were to answer you?’

Michael bounced up to his feet, turning on his heels and looking all about himself, as though he could feel a spirit at his shoulder. Blackbeard shook his head – this young monkey was clearly about as bright as a Jolly Roger at night-time.

The rest of them stared at their captain, unsure what to do.

Blackbeard stared back at them. These were youngsters, who should have buzzed with the vitality of freedom and adventure. But instead, they looked like skeletons with a single layer of skin; skeletons ready to collapse in a heap of useless bones. Their motley jerkins hung loose around their bodies like sails, and their filthy breeches were held up only by rope tightly tied. Their mouths gaped open, sucking in air that whistled as it slipped past broken and missing teeth that were yellow and loosened, ready to fall out any moment.

‘Work on your speed,’ Blackbeard told them. ‘Get a rhythm going. Get faster. Laziness and idleness is a deadlier disease for a pirate than Yellow Jack. Always be ready. Understand?’

The powder monkeys nodded, then continued their pantomime sea battle, passing the cartridge back and forth along the line. Blackbeard turned to walk out of the gun-deck, thinking it was a very good thing his crew had seen no action in so long.

With this rabble on board, he didn’t much fancy their chances.

‘Oh, and one more thing,’ he said, stopping in the doorway. He eyed Michael. ‘Stop saying “matey”.’


Chapter Three

Blackbeard climbed up the ladder that led from the sparred gallery up out onto the quarterdeck. The salty Mediterranean air was like a warm hand smothering his face. The endless smudge of the horizon, like a glue binding sea to sky, was just becoming visible beyond the morning mist that was clearing at the command of the relentless sun, whose reflection was like an oasis of diamonds in the water.

Above, the square-rigged black-and-red mizzen-sails slapped against the mast and rigging. Ahead, the mainsails, looming dead in the centre of the ship, and the fore-sails by the bow did the same, the canvas rippling and snapping in the growing breeze that was like three godly palms slowly shoving his ship forward.

Down on the waist-deck, clusters of pirates in loose jerkins and filthy bandanas worked the rigging, cupping hands to their mouths to holler directions or insults to the topmen perched high up on the masts. The deck itself almost gleamed in the morning light – hardly surprising, as the crew had had very little to do since they had left the Caribbean the previous November, and had grown so bored that scrubbing the decks became a pleasant distraction.

Blackbeard turned to face Mister Hands, the helmsman, who gently guided the Queen Anne. He was a stocky fellow, whose sausage-like fingers always looked on the verge of snapping the spokes off the helm with too urgent a change of direction. His long brown hair spilled out in tufts from beneath the white bandana he wore, which contrasted sharply with his sunburnt complexion.

‘The First Mate gave the order to weigh anchor, sir,’ said Hands, his voice trembling a little. ‘We didn’t know when you’d wake up.’

‘I have no trouble getting up these days,’ said Blackbeard. ‘It’s a lot easier when there’s no more rum on board to give you a hangover. Maintain this heading, Mister Hands – wherever it is…’

Blackbeard ignored the look on his helmsman’s face – a curious look that asked how his Captain could not even enquire as to where they were headed. He moved to the steps that led down onto the waist deck, sitting down and tilting the brim of his hat against the harsh Mediterranean sun.

An older pirate broke from the edge of the ragged group beneath the mainsail. He had not been participating, as a one-fingered man was little good to anyone; instead, he was directing the work – or commenting derisively about its quality. He approached Blackbeard, frustration showing in his one remaining eye, and in the downturn of what was left of his bottom lip.

‘What is it, Handsome?’ Blackbeard asked.

Handsome Harry, the Queen Anne’s boatswain – charged with keeping an eye on everything happening up on-deck – half-bowed his head, which had burn scars where other men had hair. ‘Permission to be critical, Captain?’

Blackbeard smiled, knowing from the stiffness in his cheeks that it had been a while since his last one. ‘When you have ever asked my permission for that?’

Handsome was not in the mood to be jocular. ‘The crew are restless,’ he said. ‘Aimless sailing on a heading to nowhere just will not do, sir.’ He pointed the last of his fingers – the little one on his right hand, miraculously not blown off by a bullet fired by a British Royal Navy officer in a battle off the coast of Charleston (who had been promptly captured and keel-hauled) – towards the stern of the ship. ‘I would strongly suggest that we turn about, and head back west—’

‘Have you forgotten already?’ said Blackbeard. ‘We are dead in the west. Literally.’

This was true. Throughout the Caribbean, and all along the east coast of America, word had spread of Blackbeard’s death at the hands of the Navy. But, unless he was a ghost sweating at the mercy of the Mediterranean sun right now, he was very much alive. He had struck a deal with Governor Spotswood of Virginia, who had grown tired of trying to arrest or kill the world’s most feared freebooter. The deal was, Blackbeard would go on his merry way to new seas, leaving America well alone. The Navy would get the credit for having killed him, and Blackbeard would not be pursued. He would be a free man.

It was the best kind of payment.

‘Pirates we may be, and brave ones – but are we stupid, Handsome?’ he asked. ‘Stupid enough to sail back to the Atlantic and invite the whole Royal Navy to turn the myth of our deaths into reality?’

‘Of course not,’ said Handsome. ‘But—’

‘But nothing, you one-eyed sea-mongrel,’ said Blackbeard, standing up from the steps, giving himself a height advantage over the older pirate. Not that he needed it. ‘There’s no point being a dead pirate – an actually dead one. You can bet they don’t have any high seas in Hell.’

‘Are we any better than dead here? We’ve not seen a sloop to take in weeks, and the land is barren.’

‘I’m starting to wonder about withdrawing your permission to be critical.’

Handsome bowed his head again, his scars gleaming white against his reddish-pink skin. ‘I mean no disrespect,’ he said. ‘It’s just starting to look as though they don’t even have trade routes in the east.’

‘Of course they do,’ said Blackbeard. ‘We’re sailing in the Mediterranean, amidst the vast Ottoman Empire – which means, there’s trading going on somewhere. What do you think the Barbary pirates are plundering? Whales?’

‘That’s another thing we have to think about,’ said Handsome. ‘The Barbary mob ain’t gonna be too happy we’re sailing their waters.’

‘These are my waters now,’ said Blackbeard.

‘They don’t know that, Captain,’ said Handsome.

‘They soon will.’

He stomped down the last few steps onto the waist-deck. Handsome stood aside before Blackbeard could barge past him.

He moved down the starboard side, running his palm along the smooth top-edge of the gunwale, and feeling the misty spray of seawater on his skin as the ship rolled with the swells, over and over again like a thrown ball slowly bouncing.

As he passed them, the pirates working the rigging would mutter, ‘Mornin’, Captain,’ and he’d respond with a tip of his hat.

A shadow fell over him, and Blackbeard looked up to see a tall, lithe figure about forty feet above his head, sliding down a loose length of cordage and landing in front of him. The figure was a tall woman, with thick black hair cut in a boyish style, close and uneven; her dark brown eyes and high cheekbones were exactly like the ones Blackbeard saw in the mirror.

She was his half-sister, Mary Bonny.

‘Show-off,’ Blackbeard muttered, continuing his aimless walk towards the bow of the ship.

Mary followed. ‘We’re quite close to Cyprus,’ she said.

Blackbeard didn’t look back. ‘So?’

‘So, you told us you planned to sail only as far as Spain,’ said Mary.

Blackbeard snorted as he stopped just beyond the mainsail, beside a hapless crewmate whose name he thought was Jacob. He was wrestling with a rebellious halyard, the rope constantly fighting free of his grip – a mistake that was drawing the ire from the topman perched high up in the rigging, struggling to keep the sail honest. Blackbeard snatched the rope from Jacob and wrapped it around his forearm twice, then tugged to show that it was now easier to control. ‘Like this, got it?’

‘Aye, Captain,’ said Jacob, taking it from him and doing the same.

Blackbeard raised a hand to pat him on the back, but stopped himself. If he patted one of them on the back, he’d have to pat them all. And who had the time to be that encouraging?

He turned and saw Mary still pouting at him.

‘Ah, come on,’ he said, continuing to stomp up the deck, tipping his hat to the crew that greeted him. ‘If I’d wanted to be nagged left, right and centre, I’d have retired and got myself a family. And anyway – you just want my ship to yourself.’

‘Too right I do,’ said Mary. ‘You promised I’d have the ship if you died.’

‘I ain’t dead yet.’

‘As far as the world’s concerned, you are. And anyway, at least, with me as captain, we wouldn’t be so hungry – and sober.’

‘Oh, you’d do better, would you, sister?’

‘If given the chance,’ said Mary, as she followed him up the ladder to the raised end of the bow, above the forecastle, which led back down to the gun-deck. The gun-deck door was ajar, and the cries of the powder monkeys, still engaged in their pantomime battle, drifted up.

‘Come on, lads!’ he could hear young Michael hollering. ‘It’ll be a disgrace to be sunk by a French vessel!’

‘Take this, Frenchies!’ another one shouted, as the whole group simulated the firing of a gun.

‘BOOM!’

Mary paused at the top of the ladder, staring at the forecastle door. ‘Should I even ask?’

Blackbeard just smiled, coming to a stop by the very edge of the ship. He leant over and watched as his hull broke the foamy water, sending spray in every direction. His mermaid angel figurehead had a scrap of real seaweed dangling from one of her wooden pistols – a pistol that was forever brandished, ready to fire, but would never have the opportunity.

Stranded in the Mediterranean, unsure of where they would wash up, or if they’d ever again cross paths with a prize, Blackbeard felt that he could relate to the wooden angel – always ready for a fight that was never going to come.

‘At least let’s turn about and clear the reach of the Ottoman,’ said Mary. ‘They won’t take too kindly to foreign pirates. We should sail back to Europe – at least we know where we are there, and we’ll have more opportunity.’

Blackbeard nodded, his head feeling heavy with reluctance – and a little sadness. Maybe it was time. ‘All right, sister. You win. I—’ Then he grew quiet. He leant out over the bow, squinting into the distance.

Mary was tapping him furiously on the shoulder. ‘You what?’ she said. ‘Come on!’

‘One last score,’ he said. ‘We give the Old World one more shot and, whatever happens, we turn back for Europe after that.’

Mary followed his gaze, shielded her eyes with her hands. ‘What have you seen?’

‘Opportunity, sister,’ said Blackbeard. ‘It is literally on the horizon.’


Chapter Four

A few minutes later, Blackbeard lowered his spyglass and turned round, leaning his body back against the bulwark. His most trusted crewmates – Mary Bonny, Handsome, his First Mate Chris Claw, and quartermaster Brutal Bill Howard – were stood in a semi-circle around him.

‘It’s a galley,’ he told them. ‘North African – Barbary – probably. From this distance, I’d say three masts, but no more than twenty guns. Ten less than us.’

‘How many on board?’ asked Chris Claw, his pale blue eyes alight with the thrill of impending violence. His filthy, jagged nails, that gave him his nickname, scratched at flea bites on his neck.

‘I can’t tell from here,’ said Blackbeard.

Mary took the spyglass from him, peering towards the horizon. ‘I still don’t know how you spotted it in the first place.’

‘That’s what makes me captain,’ he said, earning a scowl from his sister as she shoved the spyglass back to him, right into his chest. With his skinnier frame and lack of bulk, it hurt more than he was willing to let on.

‘This is the opportunity we’ve been waiting for,’ said Chris, flexing his vicious hands. ‘Let’s meet the locals head on, and rip their throats out. Show ’em who runs these waters now, eh?’

But Brutal Bill was shaking his head, turning his face up into the wind. His complexion was cracked like old leather from a decade of punishment meted out by the Caribbean sun. ‘We’re downwind of them,’ he said. ‘That’s not good.’

Blackbeard thought aloud. ‘They’re lighter, faster and upwind of us. Which means they can mix aggression with caution – at the first show of our strength, they’ll probably just turn around and sod off.’

‘And we won’t catch ’em,’ said Handsome. ‘Not with a ship this size.’

‘And not with a crew this size,’ said Mary. ‘They might sail towards us, but they’ll stay well out of our firing range as soon as they see how many men we have. It’s a stalemate before we’ve even had a chance to engage.’

Blackbeard nodded, his thoughts turning this way and that like a ship with an unmanned helm. Idea after idea was considered and rejected in an instant – all because he knew it would take the foolhardiest of pirates to sail right up to a ship the size of the Queen Anne, especially when it hosted so large a crew.

There’s too many of us, he thought. Even if we do resemble walking corpses.

Then an idea struck him. He looked to Handsome and Chris. ‘You two,’ he said, ‘get the all topmen down from the rigging, and tell the men to let the cordage loose. Mary, tell Mister Hands he’s relieved of his duties for the time being. Bill, collect the gunners and tell them that they can forget the sails and do their real jobs. There’s a dozen powder monkeys down there – tell them to load up and be ready. But do not run out the starboard cannons until I give the signal.’

‘What signal?’ asked Bill, already turning away. Handsome was gesturing to those working the fore-sail, while Chris Claw was relaying Blackbeard’s orders at the main. Mutters of confusion drifted back to Blackbeard, matching the look on Mary’s face.

‘You won’t miss it,’ Blackbeard told Bill. ‘Now get going.’

As Bill ducked into the forecastle, Blackbeard turned and raised his spyglass at the horizon one more time. If the Queen Anne was sailing a straight course east, then by his reckoning, the galley was sailing north, maybe northeast.

Even if they see us, Blackbeard thought, we might be too far out of their way for them to think about having a go. But if they do see us, and don’t at least get a little bit closer to check us out, then they are a disgrace to the very name ‘pirate’.

‘Would you mind telling me,’ said Mary, ‘what on earth you’re doing? Taking Mister Hands from the helm, leaving the sails down and unmanned, without dropping anchor? Edward’ – she was the only one onboard who used his real name and she did it just to annoy him – ‘this is madness.’

‘We need them close,’ said Blackbeard. ‘And they won’t get close if they see a big ship with a big crew. And they’ll be suspicious if they see a big ship with no crew at all. But if they see a big ship with a dead crew…’

Mary looked over the crewmates, seeing what Blackbeard had seen a few moments before. Malnourished men who, from a distance, would make convincing cadavers. ‘You’re going to bait them into drawing right up alongside us.’

Blackbeard nodded.

‘I hate to say it,’ said Mary, ‘but that’s not a bad idea.’

Blackbeard patted her on the head, in a patronising way that he knew made her blood boil. ‘The idea of a captain, you might say.’

Mary just grunted, and moved off towards Mister Hands at the helm, weaving through a mass of mates standing beneath the sails, which fluttered and billowed in the wild wind, the cordage writhing like tentacles. The Queen Anne rocked a little, heaving to the left and then the right, but the conditions were mild enough that Blackbeard did not need to worry about capsizing.

He marched amidships to address them. ‘A prize is close, lads,’ he said, drawing excited murmurs from the men. ‘But we need to set a trap for it. And that trap is, that we are the prize. We can now consider ourselves fortunate that we’ve half-starved out here in the Mediterranean – as it means that we can play dead better than most. Now, I’d say we have ten minutes before our deck becomes clearly visible to anyone on board this galley who has a spyglass, so that means you have ten minutes to grab some weapons. Once you’ve done that, I want you to come back up and then take a nap for an hour or so… Once you lay down, you must not move until I do. Is everyone clear?’

‘Aye, Captain,’ came the chorused response.

Blackbeard nodded. ‘I know it’s been rough since we left the New World behind. Starting now, the good days return.’

The crewmates gave a cheer as they dispersed, disappearing below decks. Blackbeard sat down at the starboard side, beneath the ragged shade offered by the mainsail. He angled his hat down over his forehead for further shade. Then he drew one of his pistols and lay down on his back.

The pure blue sky flooded his vision as he settled in to wait.



As the ten minutes drew to a close, Blackbeard saw his crew slithering like snakes along the scrubbed decks. Several dragged canvas bags full of pistols and daggers and cutlasses, handing them out to be passed from mate to mate, everyone staying low against the bulwarks.

Except the ship’s resident holy fellow, Chaplain Charlie, who had lost a game of Chuck-farthen against the cook, Mister Peters, and was thus elected to drape himself over the capstan, as though he had breathed his last while desperately weighing the anchor.

‘Are you sure this is necessary, Captain?’ he had said at the time.

‘Aye,’ Blackbeard had replied. ‘It makes it more convincing.’

‘How?’

‘Because it will look so uncomfortable, the Barbary pirates will be convinced it has to be for real.’

So the Chaplain had dutifully draped himself over a capstan spoke, and the only part of him that moved was his long, dark hair swaying in the wind.

But he moaned. Good grief, did he moan.

‘I think I’ve squashed my bladder,’ he screeched now as, beyond him, at the port bulwark, Mary Bonny laid a musket over her lap and passed a pistol to a young topman, who looked as though he didn’t know which end of it to hold.

Blackbeard shot a quick glance at Chaplain Charlie, seeing his lower abdomen yielding to the heavy steel of the capstan spoke. He could believe it had done some damage. It took half-a-dozen men to turn the great wheel in order to lift or drop the anchor. It was not going to lose a battle with a portly pirate Chaplain.

‘Any dripping on my deck,’ Blackbeard told him, ‘and you’ll be thrown overboard.’

‘This is extremely uncomfortable, Captain,’ said Charlie.

‘Of course it’s uncomfortable,’ said Blackbeard. ‘Did you expect death to be pleasant?’

As the last gun made it around the deck, Blackbeard called to the crew: ‘Now, take a rest, mateys. And remember – be as still as you can. If the enemy has spotted us we have between forty-five minutes and an hour before they come up alongside, assuming the conditions remain consistent. Keep your eyes closed and your ears open.’

The crewmates lay down in a ragged formation across the deck, as though they had succumbed to starvation or disease. Their breeches were rolled up above the knees, showing their bony shins, and their jerkins hung open, revealing their ribs.

The Barbary pirates in the galley on the horizon could not fail to fall for it.

He hoped.

He had no way of knowing whether they had taken the bait or not. He and his crew lay still as dead men for an hour, unable to peer up over the gunwale for fear of being seen and giving the game away. Blackbeard did his best to listen for any approach, but his ears were filled with the roar of the wind, and the flapping of his own ship’s loose sails. Waves butted the hull on both sides. With his body on the deck, he felt like he could hear and feel every creak and crack of the wood from bow to stern, weather-deck to bilge; like he was hearing the quickening pulse of the Queen Anne’s Revenge as it anticipated the battle and carnage ahead.

He caught the eye of Mary, who sat slumped against the port bulwark, her musket hidden beneath her right leg. She was motionless, but still able to convey a sense of irritation. She clearly felt their enemies weren’t coming.

Blackbeard was about to nod and, reluctantly, command the crew to get to their feet, when his ears pricked at a foreign sound sifting through the cacophony around the Queen Anne. More sails, snapping at the command of expert pirates working a rigging with purpose; another hull charging through the sea; coarse commands in a strange tongue; the creaking of an approaching ship as it was pulled hard to port.

The Barbary lot had bitten on the bait! They were drawing up alongside the supposed ghost ship, starboard side to starboard side, bow to stern.

The harsh voice from onboard the enemy galley drew louder. Blackbeard could imagine a Barbary pirate standing at his own starboard side, now able to see more than half the weather-deck, with a clear view of most of the supposedly dead European pirates. Hidden by his own starboard bulwark, Blackbeard drew a second pistol and pulled himself up into a sitting position as quietly he could, the barrels up by his cheeks. The pirates along his starboard side shifted into position, weapons ready.

From behind him came the low whoosh of steel cutting through the air, of rope unfurling and extending before a faint shadow swooped, heralding the arrival of a rusty grapnel that clattered on to the deck, scuttling back towards the bulwark like a crab as it was drawn back to latch onto the gunwale, not four feet to Blackbeard’s right. Angling his head, he saw the grapnel twitch as one of the Barbary mob tested its stability.

He grinned to himself, feeling his heart begin to pound with anticipation. Any moment now, more of the grapnels would come, and once the tethers were secure, then would come the boarding planks, on which the Barbary men would run across – right into Blackbeard’s trap.
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