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For Boris and his six-foot stilts
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CHAPTER ONE
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Sam Silver stood at his back door, frowning at the stilts in his hands. Why was it so hard to balance on them? The woman at the Circus Skills class had run around the school hall on hers and they’d been really long.


There was only a small concrete yard behind his parents’ fish and chip shop, and with no garden it didn’t give him much space to practise. But that wasn’t going to stop Sam. So far he’d managed three and a half seconds before he’d toppled onto the bins. The noise had brought his father running, a piece of battered cod in his hand. At least Sam had given his dad a good laugh. But he wanted applause. He wanted to be the best stilt-walker in Backwater Bay. Actually he’d be the only stilt-walker in Backwater Bay as the Circus Skills woman had only handed out one pair, but that didn’t matter.


He stood on an old oil can and grasped the stilts again. He hoisted himself onto them and swayed, leaning against the drainpipe for balance. Then he stepped forward. This time it felt different. He was still upright for a start. He took another step and another, feeling more confident with each one.


“Awesome!” he cried as he staggered towards the fence. “Eight steps. That must be a world record!”
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He swung his leg round to make a turn and at once he realised his mistake. He was spinning too fast. He crashed down on a pile of cardboard boxes, squashing them flat. But he wasn’t going to give up now. Using the washing line, he hauled himself up and set off for the back door, avoiding his mother’s pot plants. This time he made it and leapt down onto the steps in triumph.


“Success!” he yelled up at the seagulls swirling over the bay.


He couldn’t wait to show his friend Fernando. Fernando might be an expert juggler but he couldn’t walk on stilts. Sam wanted to demonstrate straight away. There was only one problem with this. Fernando lived on a pirate ship in the Caribbean – three hundred years ago. Well, that would have been a problem for anyone else, but not for Sam. Sam had a magic doubloon, a gold coin sent to him by an old pirate ancestor, Joseph Silver. He could go back in time whenever he wanted and have an adventure with Captain Blade, Fernando and the bold crew of the Sea Wolf. He wouldn’t be able to take his stilts as only his clothes time-travelled with him, but there was always spare wood on the ship and he was sure he’d be able to make some.


Sam sprinted up to his bedroom and changed into the old T-shirt and jeans he always wore for his pirate adventures. He didn’t have to worry about his parents wondering where he’d gone. The coin would bring him back to exactly the same time in the present as when he left. He grabbed the ancient bottle that stood on his shelf. Tipping out the gold doubloon, he spat on it and gave it a rub. At once, his bedroom walls began to spin around him and he was sucked up into the familiar whirling tunnel that always made him feel he was inside a giant vacuum cleaner. Then everything stopped turning and he landed with a bump on the hard wooden floor of the Sea Wolf’s storeroom.
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The ship was gently swaying. Sam jumped up and ran over to a barrel where a jerkin, belt, neckerchief and spyglass were lying. His friend Charlie always made sure they were ready for him when he returned to the past. She was the only one who knew he was from the twenty-first century and even she found it hard to believe. He quickly dressed in his pirate outfit, tucked his spyglass into his belt and left the storeroom ready for action.


The hot midday sun beat down on his head as he bounded up the steps to the main deck. A hearty sea shanty filled the air and when he got to the top of the stairs he saw the crew busy mending sails and splicing rope. Beyond the rail he could see that the ship was at anchor in a quiet bay.


“Sam Silver!” came a surprised shout and Harry Hopp, the first mate, dropped his rope and came stomping over to him, his wooden leg pounding on the deck. He patted him hard on the back, sending Sam staggering. “Shiver me timbers, we’re more than a thousand miles away from where we saw you last,” he declared, his grizzled face beaming. “How did you get here so quick?”


Sam gulped. When the coin took him back to his own time his shipmates thought he’d just gone off to see his poor widowed mother and help her on her farm. But that wasn’t going to explain how he’d managed to whiz across the ocean to be with them when he’d finished milking the cow and mucking out the pig. Speedboats hadn’t been invented in 1706!


“He’s a true Silver,” called Ned the bosun. “Nothing keeps him from his crew.”


“Aye!” chorused his shipmates.


Phew! thought Sam. It was useful being descended from a famous pirate. Joseph Silver had been well loved by the pirates and his family could do no wrong.


“By Neptune’s trident, we’re glad to see you,” came a deep voice. A tall man with belts full of weapons and red braids in his beard was striding across the deck to greet him. It was Captain Blade. “With an extra pair of hands we’ll have these sails stitched and seaworthy in no time.”


Someone gave him a friendly shove from behind. Sam whipped round to find Fernando grinning at him.


“Greetings, my friend,” he said, his Spanish accent strong in his excitement at seeing Sam. “Perhaps you could swab the decks instead. Last time you were let loose with a needle you stitched your jerkin to your breeches.”


“My sewing’s not that bad!” protested Sam. “But wait. I’ve got something amazing to show you before I start my duties. I’ll just find some wood and then . . .”


“Pieces of eight!” A bright green parrot landed on Sam’s head and peered down into his face. “Ahoy, me hearty!” he squawked.


“Hello, Crow,” said Sam, coaxing the parrot onto his finger.


He saw the captain give the bird a nervous glance so he took Crow away to the side rail. Captain Blade feared no man but he was terrified of parrots. Fernando said it was because a parrot had stolen his favourite teething ring when he was a baby but all the pirates had a different story to tell. Sam was only allowed to keep his feathered friend if everyone pretended he was in fact just a rather brightly-coloured crow.


“So what’s this amazing new thing, Sam?” asked Fernando.


“You’ll love it,” began Sam. “I’ve learnt how to—”


“Sam!” Charlie came running up, pushing her bandana back off her forehead. “I’m glad you’re here. Wait till you see what Sinbad can do!” Charlie had a mangy black cat draped round her shoulders. Sam and Fernando backed off as he gave them a baleful glare. Sinbad was a loyal crew member but he was quick with his claws if anyone but Charlie tried to touch him.


“I was just about to show—” protested Sam.
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“Sinbad’s so clever,” crooned Charlie, ignoring him. “I’ve taught him to sing for his supper!” She produced a smelly fish head from her pocket and dangled it in front of the cat’s nose. In a flash Sinbad jumped down on the deck, sat bolt upright and set up an ear-piercing wail. Everyone blocked their ears in horror until Charlie threw the fish head down and he devoured it in two gulps.


“What do you think?” said Charlie in delight.


“Very good,” answered Sam shakily. “Or it would be if he could keep the volume down.” He brightened up. “Time for my trick at last. You’ll be so impressed—” TWA-ANG! There was a strange whistling sound and an arrow thudded into the mast, narrowly missing the captain’s head.


“We’re under attack!” cried Fernando.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Crow gave a shriek of alarm and flew to the top of the mainmast.


“Man the starboard cannon!” cried Harry Hopp, leading a team of pirates down the steps to the gun deck. “Arrows are no match for balls of lead.”


The crew rushed to fetch powder and cannonballs.


“Arm yourselves,” yelled Ben Hudson, the quartermaster. He was handing out cutlasses to the men as they passed. “We don’t know who we’re dealing with.”


His heart thumping, Sam rushed to get a sword, then joined Fernando at the nearest cannon. He opened a keg of gunpowder.


“Belay that!” bellowed the captain suddenly. “We’ll not be needing any weapons.”


Everyone turned to gawp at him. Blade was holding the arrow in his hand, unwinding a piece of cloth tied tightly to the shaft. Sam could see it had a strange symbol painted on it. It looked like a knobbly spider.
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The captain turned to survey the shore. “This is no attack,” he said. “It’s a message and I know who sent it – my old friend Chief Madal of the Layakati. I recognise his mark.”
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