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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







AUTHOR’S NOTE


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


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


The Shakespeare sonnet though is still by Shakespeare, even though, in Art’s world, he is called Shakespur.




‘Do not laugh … In tales, pirates always have these.


’Tis a map to find buried treasure.’


The Ill-Made Mute
(Book One of The Bitterbynde Trilogy)
Cecilia Dart-Thornton




The action of this novel takes place in a closely parallel world, beginning in the year 17[image: image]2 (Seventeen-Twelvety) – approximate, in our dating, to 1802.




ACT ONE


Molly’s Daughter




ONE


1. No Angel


One day when she was sixteen, Art remembered her mother. It happened because Art fell down a flight of steps, and hit her head on a wooden bannister carved in the shape of an eagle.


She sat there, dizzy, staring back up the stairs at a group of very stupid girls, all giggling and pointing, with large books ridiculously balanced on the over-curled hair that crowned their heads. And Art thought, Who are they? And then—


And then she thought of a slim strong woman, not tall but looking taller because her legs were so long, and outlined by the trousers and boots she wore. A woman with strawberry-blonde hair tied back in a knot, and eyes the impossible green of gooseberries. And this was Molly Faith. This was her mother. Though for six years, Art hadn’t thought of her, hadn’t remembered her – this unforgettable and wonderful parent, who had been a pirate captain on the High Seas.


Art – who just ten minutes before had been known, and had known herself, as Miss Artemesia Fitz-Willoughby Weatherhouse – shook her head. It cleared, just as her memory had.


She stood up. She said, aloud, ‘The cannon blew apart. Molly’s cannon she called the Duchess. That was what knocked it out of me.’


Art put her hand to her own carefully arranged hair. It looked, she knew, dark brown, but through it ran, on the right side, a fierce, fox-orange shock, which always had to be powdered over to hide it. As if it should be ashamed of itself.


That orange had happened when the Duchess, or perhaps another cannon, was it?, had blown up earlier, when Art was what? – two, three?


Useful, guns, but they had their little ways.


‘Are you all right, Artemesia?’ cooed one of the stupid young girls – hoping she wasn’t, most likely. Injury was always interesting in such a boring place.


Art thought, Am I?


I am.


She ran back up the stairs three at a time, and her long skirt ripped and she didn’t care.


The curly girls fell back before her, and several of their books slid off and went thump on to the floor.


They had all been practising Deportment, Art too. Deportment was how to walk with a completely straight neck and back – otherwise your head-balanced book fell off. Art’s book had – and she had lost her footing.


The odd thing was, although she partly recalled who these people were, and that this big house they were in, with its pastel walls and shiny floors, was the Angels Academy for Young Maidens, at Rowhampton (near Lundon), they were all suddenly much less real than the past she had forgotten, and which was now rattling back into her head like a runaway carriage.


‘Look out!’ someone squeaked then, ‘here comes the Evil Eeble.’


The Evil Eeble? What was that?


Ah, yes. Miss Eeble was one of the Academy’s teachers. The kind of teacher who never learnt anything herself. Or taught anything, except sarcasm, or fear.


Here she came, round the corner of the corridor, her dress smooth as a tablecloth, fist-faced with pleased annoyance. She liked to catch you out.


‘Pray, what is this?’


‘Artemesia fell downstairs!’


Evil Eeble glared, first at her informant, then at Art.


Art thought, Do I know this woman?


‘You’ve no business, Artemesia, to fall downstairs. You are a maiden of high family. You must be graceful and feminine at all times, an ornament to your female sex. A proper lady does not fall down anything.’


Art stared at Miss Eeble.


Then, she struck a pose. There in her silly dress, Art threw back her head, and rested her left hand on the hilt of the imaginary cutlass that once – six years back – had hung from her left hip. It had only been a small cutlass, she had only been ten. But Art could remember how good – and proper – it felt. Unlike a book on your head, the cutlass balanced you just right.


‘Madam,’ said Art haughtily to the abruptly startled Miss Eeble, ‘what is this nonsense you’re spouting like an unblocked drain?’


The Eeble’s mouth fell open. She locked it up again tight at once. Only one rigid announcement was let out of it. ‘Artemesia, I see you must be properly punished for disrespect.’


Art smiled. ‘Poo to you, madam, I say, and poo.’


The girls screamed. Books fell like noisy autumn leaves, bang, thump, crash. Down the stairs again leapt Art. She whirled across the lower landing, her head full of barking cannon, towering rigging, the creak of timbers, the voice of her mother, Molly. Before her eyes floated the golden coasts of Amer Rica, Persis, and Zanzibari, dolphin springing like silver bullets from the blue mouths of the waves.


‘Her father must be fetched!’ shouted Miss Eeble. ‘She has gone mad!’


‘Sane,’ remarked Art. ‘Gone sane.’


She bowed to the eagle bannister which had saved her from all this, and given her back her past.


That night was Christmas Eve.


Darkness fell hand in hand with the snow.


All over the countryside, a sombre whiteness glowed up from the land at the white sombreness of the sky.


England was a Republic. More than twenty years before the whole country had rebelled against the monarchy and thrown them out. Those had been days of chaos and violence, when the people felt themselves free and powerful – in command of their own lives. Then, as things quietened, if order returned, royalty and royal titles never did. Presently, though a woman might still be called a ‘lady’ if she were high-born, no one any more was a ‘lord’, a ‘king’ or a ‘queen’. Art’s father, then, George Fitz-Willoughby Weatherhouse, owned a lot of land, but he was called a Landsir.


So, Landsir G.F.W. Weatherhouse now came careering over the wintry, snow-falling landscape, in his carriage. And when he reached the gates of the Angels Academy, a man rushed to open them.


In the snow, the gate-opening porter looked like a phantom. It was a night for ghosts.


Weatherhouse scowled at that.


His estate, Richman’s Park, wasn’t more than a couple of miles from the school, and so the letter about his daughter had reached him in the afternoon.


She had gone mad, so they said. Weatherhouse thought, Just like her bloody mother.


The Angels Academy filled a gardened dip among the woods, not far from the villages of Rowhampton and Arrowhampton. Just beyond, too, expanded notorious Wimblays Common, haunted by highwaymen (ten of them to every square mile, according to the Lundon Tymes), and particularly the worrying Gentleman Jack Cuckoo. Weatherhouse’s carriage, he was glad to say, hadn’t had to cross even the outer areas of the Common.


Now the vehicle thundered, behind snorting horses, up the Academy’s winter-bare linden tree avenue.


Yellow light spilled from windows. As he stepped from the halted carriage, it caught Weatherhouse’s finery – gold embroidered coat, gold buttoned waistcoat, a silver-headed cane, a perfectly powdered wig.


Fluttering daintily moth-like, Evil Miss Eeble and Grasping Miss Grash – the Principal of the school – led him inside, and along the polished corridors.


‘She is in there.’


‘Then let me at her, madam.’


‘Oh, sir – do you think—’


‘Be quiet and step aside,’ directed Landsir Weatherhouse, who could out-rude most people.


But the ladies were in a state and a half.


‘Sir – we fear she’s dangerous—’


‘Even armed—’


‘Or—’


‘Be quiet! Be still! And if you can’t be either, be off.’


Misses E and G fled. Weatherhouse flung open the doors.


‘By God! What’s this?’


Art, who was sitting beside the fire, turned almost idly to glance at the furious, over-embroidered, puce-faced man – her father.


Art knew that, only one day earlier, if he had burst in on her in this temper, she would have been upset and guilty.


Now she wasn’t. It made her smile.


‘Why the devil are you smiling? Look at you! Six years I’ve kept you in this place, to change you, you skipperty-hop, into a lady. ’Tis for improvement I sent you, not worsening.’


‘Oh, am I worse, sir?’ asked Art.


She stretched her long legs out to the fire. She wore a man’s breeches, a boy’s boots, a white shirt and a coat of patched dull velvet. Her hair was uncurled and untied, and through its freshly washed walnut brownness ran that spurt of marigold fire Weatherby had first seen there six years in the past.


‘You’re like your mother.’


‘My Ma was very fine.’


‘Not to me.’


‘Why then, Dad, did you fancy her?’


‘How dare you speak to me like this!’


‘To who else? You married her.’


Weatherhouse roared.


The roar hit the gilded plaster fruit and vines on the ceiling.


Art shrugged. She took a winter apple from her pocket, and ate it calmly, while her father stamped about the room, striking table legs with his cane.


‘Don’t you know your wretched mother – Molly – was the worst kind of woman in this world—’


‘She was a pirate.’


‘If you must say it. If you must. A sort of pirate.’


Art said, ‘She was one that boasted she never killed a single person, only took their riches through tricks and cleverness. And that’s true.’


‘You’d forgotten all this rubbish,’ he snapped. The miraculous, obviously it was, that made him bad-tempered.


‘The cannon blew up. I do remember that now. Then nothing for a bit. Then years of this. This school, these fools, this imprisonment. You talk about rubbish, sir,’ said Art, eyes cool as grey steel. ‘This has been the rubbish.’


‘Where did you get those brazen and nasty clothes?’


Art laughed.


‘Off two stable boys. Their Sunday best. And the jacket and shirt from the school porter. I paid them, and for the laundering. Your money, I’m afraid, but you’d already given it me.’


‘I gave it you for a new dress.’


‘Well, here it is, my dress.’


Weatherhouse leaned by the marble mantelpiece, glowering at his daughter, who now, by heaven, looked so very like his former wife, Molly Faith.


‘If you remember so much, don’t you remember, girl, the fly and flouncy thing your mother was?’


Art turned. She turned like a cat when it sees another cat it doesn’t much like.


Weatherhouse, even in mid-glower, gaped.


‘My mother, sir, was a Queen of the Seas. She was a Pirate Empress, with a fleet of twenty ships—’


‘That play – that lie—’


‘Her name to this night, sir, rings along the world. Not Molly, not Faith, nor your name, Daddy, that she took when you wed. Certainly never that one.’


‘She was a common—’


Art stood up. Two clear tears ran from her eyes and down her face. They didn’t give her any look of weakness. They were like silver medals her eyes had made from pride. ‘She was called Piratica.’


‘Grow up. Piratica—’ sneered Weatherhouse, petty and brutal together. ‘She is dead. Dead as the cardboard melodrama she was. Dead and buried – if you like, fish food.’


‘I know.’


‘And as for you, Artemesia, they have my orders here. I hope you’re comfortable in this room. For this is where you’ll stay, my girl, until you come back to your senses. A prison, you said? Then they can lock you in. No food, no nice ladies’ drinks of expensive tea or coffee or chocolate or juices. A cup of water. And no more wood for that fire.’


‘Merry Christmas,’ said Art.


‘I had enough of this,’ he said, her father, ‘from Molly. I won’t have it from you.’


As the doors clanked shut behind him, Art murmured to the fire, ‘And she had enough of you, sir, which was why she left you and took me with her, when I was only a baby. I’ve lost six years. That’s enough, too, for me.’


She stuck the poker in the fire, and then she took it out, black with heat and ash. She wrote large on the clear pale wall beside the mantelpiece, her mother’s true name.


2. Pink for a Girl


Outside something boomed oddly in the night. It was a deer, belling in the woods, or up on the Common.


Snow fell like white ribbons over the windows.


In the grate the fire sank lower with every minute, and by now the locked room was chilly. Art didn’t care. Somehow she was, despite her father’s words, the immoveable door and windows, going to get out. So she might as well get used to a change in climate.


For now anyway, just as throughout the morning, the afternoon, she was thinking it over, everything she could remember – recapturing all she could. Vivid, the images, as if painted on the inside of her mind.


She saw the different times at sea – calm blue days, raw pea-green ones, others when the skies turned black and thunderbolts blasted the masts, and the galloping waves. The ship then leaned this way, another way, seeming to want to throw herself right over and upside down. Had Art ever been frightened? Maybe only once. One of the earliest memories, this. Molly standing braced, holding Art, two or three years old, in her arms. ‘What a spectacle!’ cried Molly. ‘Look – how beautiful it is!’ And then, ‘Don’t ever be afraid of the sea. She’s the best friend our kind have got. Better than any land, however fair. Respect the sea, yes, but never think what the sea does is cruel or unjust. People are that. The sea is only herself. And this ship – she’s lucky. She’s friends with this sea. They know how to behave with each other.’ Exactly then, a great green salt wave swamped the decks. Canvas was being hauled in, Molly’s crew clutching and swinging like monkeys along the masts. Art and Molly, soaked, and Molly saying, ‘And even if we went down, don’t fear that either. Those that the sea keeps, sleep among mermaids and pearls and sunken kingdoms. You wouldn’t mind that, would you, love?’


But Molly’s lucky ship—


Not yet. Don’t think of that yet.


Instead, Art recalled the ‘fair’ lands, and trips ashore. Being taken to white pillared houses where the governor of this or that place, pleased with the wealth the pirates brought him, invited Molly and her men to a dinner or a dance. Art had often sat on a velvet chair and watched her mother, now in bangles and beads and a frock of scarlet or green, spin about the dance floor with these governors, or other well-dressed men. Fine food was served, real ice-creams, and glasses of diamond-dust-sparkling champagne – while on terraces under palm trees hung with stars, Molly’s elegantly spoken crew went off with kissing ladies. Everyone loved Molly’s pirates. Oh the sound of the applause and cheers whenever they arrived in port – and the chests on deck overflowing with jewels and coins – rubies, emeralds, gold muhuras, pieces of eight.


Now it was time to think of the sea fights. Well, they had been pretty good too – government craft from less friendly ports, or more often rival pirateers, pursued Molly’s well known vessel.


Her ship was called the Unwelcome Stranger, and she was like a slick, thin-cut greyhound, despite her toppage of tall masts. The ship’s class was that of wind-jammer, a merchant trader’s racer, because on the High Seas, anyone tried to get their cargo in first. But Molly stole the ship, by one of her tricks. And the ship seemed to love Molly for it. She became, the ship, lucky, under her sinister name – obviously, just like Art, the Unwelcome Stranger had more fun as a pirate.


The flag too. Oh, Art remembered the flag! First it had been the usual, much feared piratic Jolly Roger – white skull and crossed bones on a black ground. But then Molly, one of the few female pirate captains, had changed the flag. She made it, for a joke, deep pink. Pink for a girl. And the skull and bones were marked on it in black. After which the crew, and everyone else across Seven Seas, called that flag the Jolly Molly.


And so, sporting a pink skull and crossbones, the Unwelcome Stranger entered foreign ports to applause and thrown flowers. Or out at sea, with enemy vessels bearing down with all their cannon blazing broadside, iron balls and fire parting air and ocean, clouds of smoke like dirty cream, she ducked and dove and flew away unharmed.


As for her own ventures, she in turn bore down on the merchant shipping, sometimes alone, sometimes followed by some or all of Molly’s fleet – fifteen to twenty vessels. Art heard in her mind the flutes, whistles and trumpets screeching and drums banging, as Unwelcome’s pirate band played their loudest, to scare intended prey. Meanwhile Unwelcome’s guns let off terrifying cannonades. But they would fire to disable, never to harm. Molly, once any ship surrendered, treated all those she robbed politely. Nothing rough, either, was allowed from her crews. (Art saw Molly bowing to an anxious young girl, and saying, ‘And this topaz, you tell me, belonged to your beloved father? Then keep it, madam, with our compliments.’)


But if there was a fight – Art instead saw Molly with her dancing grace, her cutlass weaving light as a silver needle. With it she tipped the sword of a man who had dared to challenge her, right out of his hand. Then, the wickedest jest, sheared the buttons of his trousers so they fell round his ankles, and the ship rocked again with laughter.


A lucky ship. Lucky like Molly, who had earned the pirate captain’s most needed title: pistol-proof – that was, indestructible, and ever-fortunate. A charmed life.


And now Art had unwillingly reached the day that charmed life ended. The Day her Mother’s Ship Went Down.


Sixteen year old Art had fallen asleep before the cold hearth. She dreamed it over, then, that final scene, that Day, when she had been ten.


Like this:


Art sits on the deck of the Unwelcome Stranger, and admires Molly, with her swaggering skill, climbing down the main mast. Art too can climb all the masts. She can help drive in pegs, tie up or unreef the canvas. Art, like all of them, knows this ship backwards, under and over. It’s home. It’s the world.


‘Someone chasing us,’ says Hurkon Beare, who, in the dream, suddenly Art can see very clearly. He is Molly’s First Officer. Hurkon Beare is a Canadee, a little short in one leg, grizzled but young (not much older then than Art will be at sixteen). But in the dream (the past), Art is only ten and Hurkon looks quite mature. On his shoulder something colourful and untidy is sitting.


Full sail is on, the masts crowded with groaning white. The Unwelcome runs full tilt on the wind.


But over the horizon already Art can see the shape of the second ship, the pursuer.


In the dream, also in the past, this second ship is vague, a smoky hole torn in daylight. Are her sails dark, too?


‘Ready cannon,’ says Molly to Hurkon. Molly has arrived by Art, smiles at Art. No fear in Molly, none in Art. In fact, Art springs up and dashes down to the ’tween-deck, to see the five fat guns swung to their stations, snouts pointing out of the gun-ports.


Hatches to the deck stand open. Art can still watch her mother striding by, hear her speaking and Hurkon’s answers.


Then Salt Walter, the red haired boy, hustles Art back up the companionway ladder. ‘Off to your ma.’ He always treats Art like a child, but he’s only two years older. Art though doesn’t argue. She obeys. In battle, there’s never time to waste.


Back on the upper deck, she hears Hurkon say to Molly, ‘That ship out there’s the Enemy. See, no flag, but each sail black and with the skull and bones over every one.’ What is that on his shoulder? A feather mop? No, it’s alive – it flies up – Art, at ten, knows it’s a bird. At sixteen, Art, dreaming, remains puzzled – but anyhow it’s gone. And Hurkon says, ‘The Enemy. She never gives up. Wants that treasure map, Molly.’


Certainly the Enemy, motive explained, is very near. The dark ship rides like a slope of tented house, sails angled, looming forward. She manouevres neatly.


Guns bellow. There’s fire.


Art finds herself sitting astride the single upper deck cannon, the Duchess. Why is that? Surely she shouldn’t be? Maybe she had climbed up for a better view—


They’re turning to give the Enemy a broadside in return of fire.


And then, from everywhere together, there comes, not another bang or thunder, but a clap of hot silence. Hot silence, and cold nothing.


Art opens her eyes.


Art opened her eyes and she was sitting upright on the chair in the locked room at the Angels Academy for Young Maidens.


Not cannon, but a deer again was belling in the outer darkness.


Someone had told ten year old Art, later, when she woke up in the crisp starched sheets of a bed so clean, and so tucked-in she could hardly move, told her she had been rescued by her father.


Art remembered now the stern Landsir Weatherhouse. At ten, it was the first time she had seen him – as a baby, she hadn’t noticed him at all.


Six years younger than tonight, yet he had looked just the deadly same. He had glared at the child and told her he ‘forgave her’ for her ‘mother’s sins’.


Art the child hadn’t understood what those sins had been. Hadn’t remembered any sins, or anything, until that minute.


Next, sent here, to the Angel School, she had known only that her mother was a ‘bad woman’ who had died. That was all.


Until today, Art hadn’t remembered Molly.


Something was bouncing against the locked windows, out in the snow. Art stared as it caught the fading candlelight. It was both of the colours of her mother’s dancing dresses together, scarlet and brilliant green. What was it? Some piece of material, some toy— As the snow streamed down, the object shot all at once the other way, upwards, and vanished.


The Duchess had blown up. The ship had been holed by the Enemy. Sank.


Art’s mother slept now, with her vessel, and how many of her dead crew, among the mermaids and the pearls. For ever.


A strange and alarming noise filled the room. It sounded as if the chimney bricks were coming alive above the marble mantelpiece—


Art sprang round, and was in time to see a black thing burst outward in a splash of soot and muck, above the burnt out fire.


It flew straight at her. Wings flailed, showering off soot. Bits of colour showed. Green, red.


‘Pieces of Eight!’ screamed the bird – Molly Faith’s parrot from the Unwelcome Stranger. ‘Pieces of Hate—’


‘Ma got me away,’ said Art, watching the parrot flapping and squawking. ‘Now I’ve remembered that too. The little boat, and they put me in it, just before Unwelcome sank. Just me. Only me.’


‘Pieces of Date,’ insisted the parrot.


Then it reversed and sprinted back into the chimney.


Art opened her eyes for the third and first true time, and found she was alone and parrotless in the icy dark room.


Not a sound, except the tocking from a clock on the mantelpiece. She could just make out it was a quarter to midnight, nearly Christmas Day. Had the dream parrot come through the chimney because it thought it was Father Christmas?


Or had Art only needed something to remind her of the chimney?


It led straight up, through the rooms of the house, and out to the roof. You could surely climb in, and climb up, emerge and next climb down. The Academy was a four storey mansion of many carvings and stone ornaments, which could provide hand-and-footholds. The black, filthy chimney had rungs inside, provided for the chimney sweeps. To a young woman who, when a child, had scurried up and down the masts of a sea-swerving ship, all that was nothing.


Art only wondered, as she eased herself into the chimney space, why she hadn’t thought of this earlier, and needed the ghost of a parrot to show her.


Left behind in the now vacant room, the poker-written name still waited on the wall: PIRATICA.


3. Common Talk


Past one o’clock, when she had walked up beyond the woods to where the Common opened into its big round shoulders, Art caught a glimpse of distant lights. It was, of all things, the grand house of her father, two miles off to the east. The other way she saw the lower lamps of the village of Rowhampton. Arrowhampton was hidden by hills.


The snow had stopped as a very sooty Art shinned down the Academy’s last ornamental drainpipe. She had landed on the frozen head of a classical statue in the garden. No Eebles or Grashes were about, and all the angelic young maidens, no doubt with headaches from balancing books, were probably in bed.


It was simple to lope across the grounds to the gates where the wall was most climbable. The gate porter’s lodge had a light in the window. Inside, Art glimpsed him, drinking hot gin. He never noticed her, and minutes later she was over the wall.


A narrow road ran through the woods. But where it turned off towards the villages of Row and Arrow, Art left it. She took instead a rough track, and soon went up with it on to Wimblays Common.


It was a strange night, black and moonless, but glowing pale from all the settled snow. The high bare trees were cased in it like knights in armour with full white wigs. Dense copses of these trees also spread over the Common, and just after she had seen the lights of her father’s house, Art halted again. Something huge and powerful was shouldering through the white-dark trunks directly towards her.


Between the wintry oaks and beeches Art now saw deer, moving like ghosts. Then a tall buck stepped on to the track in front of her. His massive antlers, like the boughs of the trees, were painted in on blackness by collected snow. To Art – for an instant – they looked like the white rigging of a midnight ship. His eyes shone uncanny green.


Art kept still. She watched him. She wasn’t afraid. A proper young lady should, of course, scream and swoon. Art smiled. ‘I give you goodnight, Sir Deer,’ she said.


And the buck blew warm white breath down his nose, like the smoke of two cannon, and turning trod away again, back into the mysterious pale shadows.


A good sign, Art thought. A large obstacle had removed itself from her path. Molly would have said, a good omen.


Art walked on through the night. Once she heard the late clocks of the villages strike two. The sound was also mysterious, and very clear across the snow.


Art’s aim was to reach the main Lundon Road.


Even at Christmas, a coach went along that road early in the morning, a fast coach that always tried to make the city before midday. Art, if she could, would catch up to the coach when it stopped for a quarter of an hour or so at the village of Hare Bridge. She had enough money in her pocket to pay her fare. And in Lundon? Memory, which had given her suddenly back so much, had fixed on her brain a sort of poster, which read, The Coffee Tavern. She knew she might get news here – that was, news of any of Molly’s crew who had survived.


She didn’t remember the tavern itself at all. But she trusted her instinct now absolutely. It had set her free.


The thick-treed steepnesses of the Common poured over into cauldrons of valleys. A sulky skinny moon got up in the east. Art took her bearings from that – and then again she heard another village clock strike, this time for five in the morning. Dawn would be about half past seven.


Woods closed in once more. But not long after, she searched and found among their columns the Lundon Road, broad and unmistakable, even under snow. To her dismay, however, Art saw instantly the hoof and wheel tracks of a heavy vehicle and six horses. The Lundon coach was early, and Hare Bridge at least another mile away. Art broke into a run.


She heard the confused noise as clearly as she had the church clocks, and long before she could see what caused it.


Threading more carefully and slowly through the trees and bushes, Art arrived on a high bank, where a small deserted cottage gave her cover. The drama went on in the roadway below.


The coach was there, right enough. At first she thought there had been an accident, for it was at a standstill, the horses huddled. Several passengers in furs and cloaks had alighted, and milled about. A small yellow dog was barking excitedly. The coachman and his side-rider were shouting too, and somewhere a woman – true proper-lady fashion – let out the occasional shriek.


Only then did Art see why.


Confronting the coach and the crowd, was a tall man on a rusty black horse. He too was in rusty black, his three-cornered hat pulled down above a black half-mask, and the lower part of his face muffled too, in a sort of mauve thing that might be a scarf. In his right hand he impatiently waved a pistol that glittered in the coach lamps.


‘Stand and deliver, I said,’ he yowled, in a high hoarse voice. ‘Don’t you lot speak English? It means yer keep still and gives us yer stuff. Cat’s Wallopers! Make haste. I’ll catch me death of cold out here, hanging about for you.’


A highwayman.


Used to Molly’s pirates, Art thought, He’s got no style.


The coachman was shouting again: threats, the Law.


The highwayman replied by pointing his pistol at the sky and firing it. A branch fell and showered everyone with snow, including him, but he only shook himself irritably.


‘Cuckoo Jack, that’s me,’ he rasped. ‘I’m dangerous me, I am. Hand over yer valuables and make it quick.’


The woman screamed again. No one took any notice of her. The dog barked and the coachman and his rider were swearing. Annoyed beyond endurance, Gentleman Jack Cuckoo – if so he was – fired his second pistol in the air.


At this the coach horses took fright – either that, or they too lost patience. In a tidal flurry of snow, the untended coach slamming and sliding behind them, they rushed off up the road towards Hare Bridge.


At this the coachman – ‘Me coach – me coach—’ turned and ran after, instantly followed by his mate, the eager yellow dog, the screaming lady, and most of the other passengers.


Only one forlorn male figure remained on the snow, standing there looking up at Cuckoo Jack, who was now attempting to re-position – or reload – his guns, dropping bullets all over the ground.


‘Go on then, get off too, why don’t you? Cat’s Wallopers.’ Jack sounded depressed.


Art could see little of the last passenger. But he bent down and picked up some of Cuckoo Jack’s spilled bullets, handing them up to the man on the horse politely.


‘Thankee. Bat’s Randoms, mighty civil. Now. Give us that ring you’ve got on.’


The last passenger, under his own hat, had hair that was incredibly light in colour – whiter than powder could have made it – nearly the shade of the snow. Art had thought he was an old man, but then he spoke, and he sounded young, about eighteen, perhaps. It was an educated voice, too, musical.


‘It’s not worth much, you know, this ring.’


‘ ’S ruby, ain’t it?’


‘No, afraid not. Glass. I’m only a poverty-stricken artist.’


‘Glass? Go on.’ Cuckoo Jack leaned perilously from his shabby horse and peered at the passenger’s ring. ‘Well, what else you got?’


‘Only the clothes I stand up in, actually. And they’re not worth much either.’


‘Go on, gent like you—’


‘No, really. I’m skint as flint.’


‘I’d a done better,’ observed Gentleman Jack Cuckoo, ‘if’n Doll had been with me. Doll Muslin, y’know. She knows how to rob a coach something lovely. But it being Christmas,’ said Cuckoo Jack, miserably, ‘she said she’d cook us a dinner. She knows I’m the one likes to do that, but no, it was Out ya goes, Jacko. Go and thieve at that coach for Lun’on. What a Christmas it’ll be now, she’ll go on at me—’


‘Here, take this coin. My last one.’


‘No, no. You keep it. I’d best get on.’


‘Perhaps you should try some other profession, Jack.’


‘Like what? Like starving, I suppose.’


Snow showered up again as the highwayman ploughed his horse about. They plunged straight off the road and up the bank, and crashing by, both horse and rider reeling red-eyed and grunting, nearly knocked Art flying as they passed. Something landed smack at Art’s feet like a gift from the sky. She thought it was a brick knocked off the cottage. It wasn’t.


The second good omen.


Art returned her attention sharply to the remaining figure on the road.


His clothes looked all right to her. For one thing, they weren’t all black with soot.


She swung straight off the bank, and landed on both feet, cat-light, a pace or so behind him.


The young man started round, staring at her, eyes wide.


Art looked him over. He had the handsomest face she had ever seen, better even than those of her mother’s gallant pirates. He was so good looking, he didn’t quite seem real. And his long hair – yes, it wasn’t powdered. He was blond as the ice.


‘Hi,’ said Art. ‘Stand and deliver.’


‘Oh,’ said the young man. He cleared his throat. ‘So you’re the highwayman.’


‘That’s me,’ said Art. With a faultless wrist-flick, she brought out the pistol Cuckoo Jack had clumsily dropped at her feet. It was cocked and aimed exactly at the young man’s glamorous head. He was about two inches taller than she was, but otherwise only slightly larger in his build.


His eyes seemed a very dark blue, and having looked at her with them, he appeared to think she was a boy, or, like himself, a young man. Her own sooty face was easily as well – or better – masked than Cuckoo Jack’s.


‘What I’ll take,’ said Art, ‘are your coat and cloak.’


‘You must be jesting.’


‘Remove them.’


‘In this weather?’


‘Shall I shoot you,’ asked Art, thoughtfully. ‘Save us both time.’


‘Please don’t. Besides, you might get a hole in the coat.’


‘Then get on with it. You can have my coat in exchange. You won’t freeze, I haven’t. I’ll put you in that cottage up there, nice and snug. I’ll accept your hat, too.’


‘Heartless villain,’ said the blond passenger softly, removing cloak and coat and handing them to her.


He had beautifully shaped hands, though the nails were colourfully dirty – paint perhaps – he had mentioned being an artist. His shirt, she noticed, though worn, had once been good.


Art reached out and touched the ring. ‘And I’ll have that.’


‘It’s not a—’


‘Yes it is. I’ve seen enough of them to know a real ruby when I look at it.’


Art pulled off her sooty coat. She threw it to him, while she put on his outer garments. They were warm, he had made them so, and now he looked very cold. But Hare Bridge village was quite near, once he escaped the cottage.


‘It was,’ said the passenger, ‘my father’s ring.’


‘Your father’s. Does that matter?’


‘Yes,’ said the passenger. He looked down. ‘Yes.’


‘Keep the ring then, with my compliments.’


Persuading him up the bank to the shelter of the cottage was awkward. He made a pig’s worst ear of climbing the snowy incline, slipping about so much she considered if he were trying to trick her. She put the pistol to his now hatless head, to all his wonderful hair, and he gave her a beautiful hurt look.


But they reached the cottage finally, and she undid the door and pushed him in.


A wretched place, fireless, grim. Poor fellow.


‘You’ll remain here till the churches strike for seven of the clock. Get it?’


‘You want my word of honour I’ll stay put.’


’Tis only this. If you come after me, or the coach, I’ll shoot you dead. One bullet will do. I never miss, sir.’


‘I can imagine. But what excuse will you make to anyone who sees you cheerily murdering me?’


‘That you’re the accomplice of Gentleman Jack Cuckoo. You were, after all, the only one to stay with him when the rest ran off.’


‘Just a courtesy. He couldn’t make himself hurt anybody, so much was obvious, and he looked so fed up.’


Who do you think would believe you stayed for that?’


‘You?’


Art bowed. ‘Your servant.’ She shut the door on her prisoner, and blocked it with the snow-broken limb of a tree, just in case.


Outside, as she washed her face clean in snow, of all things she heard the man she had robbed begin to sing. It went without saying he had a marvellous voice. Art thought she knew the song … couldn’t recall from where. She had no space to wonder. Instead she pelted up the road, trusting someone would have caught the running horses and coach by now and that, after the disturbance, it had not yet set off again for Lundon.


Of course, she would never have shot him.


Bells ringing in Christmas morning woke Felix Phoenix. He opened his dark blue eyes and looked about, rather surprised to find himself in a partly ruined cottage, by the remains of a fire he had tried – unsuccessfully – to light in the grate.


Some creature had leapt down behind him last night, a being like a young leopard, with steely eyes. That was who had shut him in here.


Anyway, he had promised not to escape until seven, and now, from the sound of it, the day had reached eight o’clock.


‘Merry Christmas, Felix,’ said Felix sadly, running a hand through his ice-blond hair.


He managed to kick open the door after a few tries.


Luckily the sooty coat the leopard-creature had given in exchange for his own, was fairly warm. A brisk walk to the village should be no great problem. And the sun was out. The sky was blue.


Just outside Hare Bridge, Felix met a crowd, packed round the coaching inn – but no coach. Doubtless it was long gone, and the leopard with it, in his coat, cloak and hat.


People turned to look at Felix as he walked up. Silence resulted – then loud shouts and oaths. Burly farmers surrounded him.


‘Hallo,’ said Felix.


’Tis him, ’tis Gentleman Jack Cuckoo!’


Up flew the cries like mad rooks.


‘No, actually – I think—’ attempted Felix, reasonably.


‘Or his accomplice – it’s his demon accomplice,’ hissed a large and aproned woman. ‘Worse than Jack himself.’


‘This one—’


‘— bites off noses—’


‘— eats coach wheels—’


‘A fiend!’


The leopard lied, thought Felix.


Then he ducked under the waving arms, forced between lurching bodies, and bolted for the road. One long first skid on the ice carried him far off, but as he righted himself, he saw the hunt was already up. Diving off the Lundon Road, Felix Phoenix bounded into the woods, falsely accused, and chased by all the howling host of Hare Bridge.




TWO


1. Pistols for Two, Coffee for Who?


The yellow dog barked all the way to Lundon.


Whose was it? It didn’t seem to belong to anyone. Perhaps it had paid its own fare.


Art stayed alert, not trusting any of the other five passengers. Three seemed to think she was still that ‘Delightful young gentleman, Mr Phoenix,’ who had been with them before, and two were suspicious she was just what she was – an imposter in delightful Mr Phoenix’s stolen outer garments.


Art said little. She pulled ‘her’ hat low and pretended to tiredness, but never closed her eyes.


The horses, which had only hurtled as far as the Hare Bridge Inn, had been given oats, and were now in a wild mood. The coach made good speed. As the night peeled off the world, it came up in bright wintry colours. Snow silky-brilliant as new marble, sky like turquoise, all the bare trees covered in snow-lace and painted with lines of thin gold by the sun. Bells rang everywhere. It was Christmas. The passengers grumbled, scared, in proper Christmas spirit, they would be late for festive dinners.


But the countryside opened on snowy fields and villages, which steadily seemed to grow together, and at last became grimier and less toy-like, clustering in long scaly alligators of streets. By then the skyline of Lundon City lifted on the distance, amazing as an oil painting.


Had Art been here before? She wasn’t sure. Port’s Mouth, a hundred or so miles to the south west, that was the English town she must have known best – for Port’s Mouth gave on the Free English Channel, and was a place of tall ships – some of which were secretly pirates.


Art craned at the coach windows. So did the five others in the coach, and the dog. And so they saw: the gilded half orange, with stalk still attached, of the dome of St Paulus Cathedral, the crowns of Lundon Bridge, the red and white of the Tower of Lundon, (where they kept the old crown jewels, and also lions) tall Black Monk’s Gate, oily Smoothfield Markets and marshy Sheerditch.


The coach finished its run under the great clock of St Charity’s Cross, on the Thamis Strand. The coachman boasted – the time was only five minutes past noon.


As for the dog, when the passengers got out, it did the same. Wagging its tail, and quite alone, it flew off down the street.


Art stood on the Strand, while a sea of traffic splashed her with slush. She looked between people and buildings, down to the River Thamis. It was the colour of bluish lead, and on its banks were huge granite monuments and statues. Ice lay thick on the river, floating in chunks and rafts between the various boats.


‘The Coffee Tavern?’ The man squinted at Art when she asked him. ‘That old stye of a place. Beds like pies, pies like beds – fleas in both – West End is where ya go. Ask for Ramble Lane.’


Art turned up the Strand and headed west over the cobbles.


St Martins-in-the-Fields, standing on its meadows of snow, rang gloriously behind her. The Republican Jack of Free England blew on almost every tower or roof, red, white, green, yellow and blue.


She gave Lundon only half an eye. It was an exciting noisy city. But she had things to do.


Inside the open door of the Coffee Tavern, the air was brown from coffee fumes and the fudge of tobacco pipes.


Above the door hung the sign of a barrel of coffee beans, and below it, the yellow dog stood barking on the threshold.


Seeing Art, the dog wagged its tail, then darted straight into the tavern. Shadowy figures staggered cursing as the dog shot between them, fetching up in a corner of brownest dark beyond which a window shone. Loud yells greeted its arrival.
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