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1723


Captain Horatio Huxley hauled himself up to the crow’s nest and wrapped an arm round the ship’s mast, shielding his eyes from the rain and wind that whipped through the sails and threatened to blow him overboard.
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Scanning the horizon, which was shrouded by dark clouds and split by streaks of lightning, Huxley pulled a sodden clump of parchment from his overcoat. What had once been a map of the way home now resembled a damp rag that had been used to wipe up an oil spill. He tossed it into the wind with a snarl.


‘Make a U-turn!’ came a voice from his shoulder.


‘Shut it, Mosey!’ snapped Huxley. The parrot squawked back in indignation. ‘If it weren’t for you,’ he bellowed over the screaming wind, ‘we’d be sitting in front of a roaring fire, bellies full of roast pheasant and hot cocoa!’


‘At the roundabout, take the second exit!’ Mosey screeched.


‘We’re in the middle of the ocean!’ Huxley roared. ‘There are no roundabouts here!’


‘Make a U-turn!’ Mosey cried again. ‘Make a U-turn!’


The ship suddenly gave a violent lurch, and Huxley hugged the mast even tighter. The Captain’s Revenge was being tossed like a rag doll back and forth, enormous waves battering her from every direction. Somewhere far below, Huxley heard a tremendous crunch as the ocean gnawed away at the ship’s hull – she wouldn’t hold up much longer in this storm.


Huxley looked down and saw his first mate staggering across the deck, spluttering against the sheets of rain pummelling the ship.


‘Damage report, Podge!’ Huxley barked down at him.


Podge caught hold of the mast and hung on tight. ‘I’m soaked, cap’n!’ he called up. ‘I think I sprained my ankle, the scurvy is making my teeth fall out, I’ve lost the feeling in my toes and I can feel a migraine coming on!’
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‘The ship, Podge!’ roared Huxley. ‘A damage report for the ship, you gilly-livered greasepot!’


‘Oh… We’re sinking!’ called back Podge. ‘The hull, bow, keel, galley, bridge, hold, stern and amidships are all underwater!’


‘Good grief!’ shouted Huxley. ‘That’s almost the entire ship! What about the poop deck?’


‘The poop deck is fine, but it smells awful! Permission to panic, cap’n?’


‘Pull yourself together, Podge!’ commanded Huxley. ‘Ready the lifeboats.’


‘Oh, I knew I forgot something. They’re underwater too, cap’n!’


Huxley growled and spat out a mouthful of rain. On his shoulder, Mosey was still giving directions.


‘Take the next right, then join the motorway!’


‘What’s the satnav saying, cap’n?’ shouted up Podge.


‘It’s on the blink!’ Huxley yelled back. ‘It thinks we’re on a motorway.’


‘Speed cameras ahead!’ squawked Mosey.


Huxley pulled up his collar round his face and tried to think of a plan. He wasn’t ready to let the Captain’s Revenge sink to the black depths of the sea, taking him, his crew and their precious cargo with her.


‘We’ve come too far to give up now, Podge!’ he yelled down to his first mate. ‘We found the treasure, and we’re going to bring it home!’


Suddenly, there came a tremendous sound, as if the sky itself was being ripped apart.


Podge checked the seat of his trousers. ‘I think my breeches have just split,’ he cried.


‘Idiot!’ Huxley pointed upwards. ‘It’s the sail!’


The wind had sheared the sail of the Captain’s Revenge into rags. It whipped away and disappeared into the frothing ocean below.


‘Permission to panic now, cap’n?’ Podge called up to the crow’s nest.


Huxley sighed down at his first mate, then raised his hand to his temple in a stiff navy salute. ‘Permission granted, Podge. We’re going down.’


‘Thank you, cap’n.’ Podge returned the salute, then screeched in terror and ran from the deck.


Huxley watched him go sourly. ‘It’s just you and me now, Mosey,’ he growled to the parrot.


Huxley thought of the treasure he’d found, now hidden deep in the belly of the ship. Would the riches end up like him and his men, lost to the sea? Would they ever be found? The thought lit an angry glow in his chest, and he screwed his hands into fists.


‘I swear this, Mosey!’ he shouted to his parrot over the crashing of the waves. ‘No one will ever take my treasure from me! Anyone who finds this ship will wish they’d never even laid eyes on it!’ Captain Horatio Huxley looked out over the heaving ocean before him, his mouth a grim slash of determination. ‘That’s a promise!’
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Present Day


Olly Rudd pulled a pair of binoculars from his rucksack and scanned the shoreline of Bony Beach. He and Riz Sekhon had been waiting on the sand for almost an hour, watching the distant trees for any sign of their friends arriving.
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Drew and Anton Hill lived at the newly named Snoops Bay Academy, high in the hills above the town. Until last summer, that very same academy had been the lair of Madame Sigourney Strang and her vicious gang of sausage dogs. The four children had managed to rid the town of Strang and her dastardly scheme to brainwash the entire population, and a new owner had taken command of the boarding school. Anton insisted the food was just as cold and lumpy as it had been when Strang was in charge, but his older brother, Drew, was quick to remind him that it was a small price to pay for not having a crazy beautician trying to turn them into zombies. Anton grudgingly agreed.


As the months had stretched on, Riz and Olly found themselves spending more and more time with the Hill brothers. They’d become used to Drew’s mood swings and his stubbornness and had grown to admire his fierce protectiveness of his brother. As much as the Hills bickered, and occasionally resorted to wrestling each other to the ground in fits of rage, it was clear how much they depended on each other.


Neither Olly nor Riz had ever brought up the subject of the Hill brothers’ parents – or rather, their apparent lack of them. They’d never even properly spoken about how the Hills had ended up at the academy in the first place. Both Riz and Olly could sense that neither brother was ready for that conversation.


Olly lowered the binoculars – there was still no sign of Drew and Anton. To pass the time, he decided to discuss potential new articles for next month’s edition of Unearthed, his beloved muck magazine. Riz immediately shut down the idea.


‘No way!’ she groaned as Olly began to pitch his article about a Belgian artist who used llama dung instead of paint. ‘When I was paid to be your friend, I had to listen to stories about sludge, but I refuse to do it for free!’


Olly lapsed into silence, a small smile creeping across his face. Riz had just admitted they were real friends now, and that his parents were no longer paying her to hang out with him. Riz had gradually begun to wind down her Fake Friend business since last summer. In fact, Olly hadn’t seen her advertise her services for months.


He suddenly jumped to his feet, squinting into the dunes. ‘I see them!’


Riz raised her head and frowned. ‘Did they bring sandwiches?’


Drew and Anton had appeared over the dunes, and as they drew closer, the sound of their voices grew louder. They seemed to be in the midst of a heated discussion.


‘I’m saying a starfish has three legs and two arms!’ Drew barked at his brother as he pulled his rucksack from his back and flopped down onto the sand beside Riz. ‘And that’s the end of it!’


‘A starfish obviously has two legs and three arms!’ Anton insisted. ‘And a brain about the size of yours!’


‘Brotherly love in action.’ Riz bumped her knuckles against Drew’s closed fist and eyed the rucksack. ‘Please tell me you’ve got sandwiches in there?’


Anton loomed over his brother, his hands on his hips and a disapproving glare on his face. ‘We did bring sandwiches,’ he told Riz. ‘But someone got peckish on the way here and scoffed the lot!’


Riz wailed in despair. ‘DREW!’ she whined. ‘I only agreed to come because I thought there’d be sandwiches.’


Olly raised an eyebrow and cleared his throat loudly.


‘And obviously for an Unearthed mud-finding mission,’ added Riz quickly. ‘Twenty Muds, Silts, Sands and Clays You Wouldn’t Expect to Find in Snoops Bay. Isn’t that right, Olly?’


‘Correct, Riz!’ Olly nodded approvingly. ‘You keep this up and I might promote you to deputy editor!’


Riz looked horrified.


Anton turned away from his friends and surveyed their surroundings. ‘It’s not exactly what I imagined,’ he muttered. ‘I thought there’d be more to look at…’
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Anton was right. Bony Beach was deserted. A grey and mournful stretch of shoreline, it was mostly avoided by the residents of Snoops Bay and the tourists who came to visit the town. Other beaches around the bay had names like Pleasure Strand, Ha-Ha Hamlet and Calm Cove. No one knew where the name Bony Beach had come from, but there were old tales and ghost stories of pirate bones buried deep in the sand. And it was said that on a quiet night, you could hear the distant moans of seamen trying to claw their way to the surface.


The beach was curved into a crescent, a lonely inlet fringed on all sides by steep dunes topped with skeletal trees. Their branches were empty of birds and waved sadly in the breeze, a long row of accusing fingers rising to meet the ominous clouds above. The air was cold and almost sour, and the wind never seemed to stop howling in from the sea across the sand. It was a spooky place.


‘This is where you’ll find the rare stuff, my little muck apprentices!’ Olly declared, plopping himself onto the sand and carefully unpacking his muck kit.


Riz, Drew and Anton watched dubiously as he laid out his tools, most of them spattered with muck and dirt in various shades. There were jars, test tubes, tape measures, a spade, a bag of rods in different shapes and sizes, a magnifying glass, a sieve (that looked suspiciously like the one Olly’s mum owned) and a battered old manual that seemed to have gone through a few cycles in a washing machine. Across its cover were the words: Mud is Thicker Than Water: A Muck-Hunter’s Journey.
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And so their afternoon unfolded: digging and gathering samples from the cold and gritty ground of Bony Beach. Riz, Drew and Anton had no idea what they were looking for (Riz had hoped to spend most of the afternoon shoving sandwiches into her mouth), so they resorted to picking random patches of earth and digging in the hope of unearthing something remotely interesting.


Drew kept an itemized list of the objects they found. It made for sorry reading:




	One copy of the Snoops Bay Sniffer from 1989


	One seagull feather


	One jar of pickled onions (empty)


	One baby’s nappy (full)


	One bottle of sun cream, extra thick (half full/half empty, depending on your outlook)





And that was it.


Olly, meanwhile, was having a ball. Every spadeful of mud he shovelled out of the earth, he decanted into a jar, examined, labelled and stowed away in his rucksack. In the space of a few short hours, he’d bagged himself fresh samples of Saltsilt, Worm’s Delight and Spanish Sodclod. These would now be brought back to his bedroom for a thorough forensic investigation, which he estimated would take weeks.


Olly was just packing away the last of his jars when Drew and Anton came racing down the beach. Anton was clutching something small and shiny in his hand.


‘Look!’ Drew yelled as they lurched to a halt, showering a protesting Riz with sand.


‘What is that?’ Olly squinted. ‘Is it a bottle?’


‘Sure is. And it’s got a message in it!’ Anton crowed in delight, crouching down on the sand and yanking the cork from the mouth of the bottle.


Olly squinted over his shoulder. There was a damp piece of paper rolled up inside. A thrill of excitement shuddered down his spine.


‘Well, let’s hear it!’ Riz had paused her digging, popping her head up like a meerkat.


‘Read it out, Anton!’ Olly cried.


A solemn hush fell over the group, with only the whistling breeze to fill the silence. Anton poked his finger into the neck of the bottle and carefully pulled out the paper, making sure not to tear it. He handed the bottle to Drew, who grinned as his brother unfolded the message.


Anton’s eyebrows shot upwards, his mouth falling open in a little ‘o’ of surprise. He looked from the message to Olly, then back to the message again. ‘It can’t be!’ he gasped.


‘What?’ Olly squeaked. ‘What does it say?’


‘It’s…’ Anton paused. ‘It’s… for you, Olly!’


‘For me?’ Olly’s voice was barely more than a whisper.


Anton held out the message with trembling hands. Olly plucked it from his fingers and looked down at it, screwing his eyes almost shut. He took a deep breath and read the message: WE’RE BORED.


Furious, Olly poked Anton in the ribs. Anton in turn darted out of his reach and high-fived his brother in fits of laughter.


‘Hang on, I think I’ve found something too!’ Riz tried to get their attention.


Anton flopped onto the sand, still giggling. ‘Is it a note that says, “Can we go home now?” ’ Olly glowered at him.


‘NO, I’VE REALLY FOUND SOMETHING!’ Riz yelled, beginning to scrabble at the sand.


Anton and Drew stopped giggling, and the three boys turned to look at Riz. She was crouched down in front of a small mound, scratching at a small, dark patch on the side. Her fingers scraped across something hard, and she gently brushed away the clumps of damp earth clinging to her find.


Olly appeared over her shoulder. ‘Gently, Riz. Gently!’ He thrust a tiny brush into her hand. ‘Use the excavation instrument!’


‘Olly, this is a pastry brush from your mum’s kitchen cabinet.’ Riz rolled her eyes. ‘Should we really be using it to dig through muck?’


‘Mum’s sausage rolls were a little bit gritty yesterday,’ Olly admitted. ‘But it’s the best way to obtain a full specimen!’


Riz reluctantly took the pastry brush and began to lightly dust sand off the mound in front of her.


‘It’s a plank of wood.’ Anton broke the silence.


‘It’s two planks of wood,’ corrected Drew.


‘Three!’ squeaked Olly in disbelief.


‘What on earth…’ Riz muttered, brushing harder and harder.


She was slowly but surely clearing sand off row after row of planks, nailed together in a gentle curve, like the ribcage of a huge sea creature buried for centuries under the sand. Olly, Drew and Anton began to help, clearing handfuls of sand away from the discovery, which seemed to stretch in every direction. No one spoke, the air filling instead with the sound of scraping and their excited panting.


Finally, the friends stopped and sat back so they could take a proper look at what they’d uncovered. It was the belly of an enormous ship, warped and rotting from being soaked in seawater for hundreds of years. The vessel seemed to have been lying on its side when it was burried, and they’d only managed to uncover a tiny portion of the base, with armies of limpets clinging to the rotting wood.


‘Riz,’ Olly said, his eyes wide. ‘This is incredible!’
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Riz could hardly believe what they were seeing. ‘How old do you think it is?’ she asked.


Olly pulled some jars from his rucksack eagerly. ‘I’m going to collect samples and find out. The muck and seaweed around the ship should give us a clue. But if I was to guess from the texture and colour…’ He scrunched up his face in concentration. ‘I’d say… two hundred years old?’


‘Three hundred!’ came Drew’s voice. ‘It’s three hundred years old.’


Olly and Riz looked at their friend in surprise. ‘And how are you calculating that, Drew?’ Olly asked, peering over his glasses. ‘Do you have a secret superpower for ageing muck that I don’t know about?’


‘No, smarty-pants.’ Drew pointed towards the ship. ‘It says it right there.’


Olly and Riz followed the direction of his finger. Sure enough, a rotting old board nailed to the side of the ship answered Riz’s question.


‘1723,’ Riz read aloud. ‘The Captain’s Revenge.’ Her mouth hung open in shock. ‘It’s been buried here for three hundred years!’


Drew gazed at the sign, seemingly lost in thought. ‘It must have been a navy ship,’ he guessed.


‘I’m not so sure,’ Anton interrupted, appearing beside his brother. He’d continued digging around the ship while the others had been marvelling over the discovery. In his hands now was a ragged curtain of black fabric, blotched with sea-salt stains. He dropped it in front of the group. ‘Look at this flag.’


Olly, Riz and Drew looked down at what Anton had found. Then they looked at each other. Then back down to the flag again. A toothy skull was leering up at them.


‘Uh-oh,’ whispered Riz.


‘Is that what I think it is?’ Olly muttered.


‘It sure is,’ said Riz. ‘That’s a Jolly Roger.’ She looked up grimly at her pals. ‘This was a pirate ship.’
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Captain Jasper Brandish thwacked a huge sea trout onto his chopping board and frowned at the four children standing before him.


‘Why are you interested in pirates?’ he rasped.


‘It’s for a school project!’ Riz repeated, nervously glancing at the fish, which stared back with blank indifference.


Brandish grunted, unconvinced. ‘Smells fishy to me!’


‘Well, there is a trout right in front of you!’ piped up Anton, earning himself a prod in the ribs from Drew.


‘Look, kids, I’m busy right now,’ growled Brandish.


The Red Herring Fish Emporium, Snoops Bay’s only fishmonger, was heaving with customers, all desperately trying to catch the attention of Captain Brandish. It was rumoured that he had once made a living as a pirate, and he certainly liked their style. Under a bright yellow fisherman’s coat, he wore a crumpled linen shirt with a patterned waistcoat and a kerchief knotted round his neck. Below a length of thick fishing line that he used as a belt were a set of knee-length breeches, socks pulled up to his calves, and a pair of black buckled boots. A woollen cap was perched jauntily on his fiery red hair, matching the frizzy whiskers that snaked down past his ears. He often walked with a limp, though the affected leg seemed to change regularly, according to the more observant residents of Snoops Bay.


The Red Herring Fish Emporium was scarcely bigger than a bedroom, and everywhere the children looked, fish stared back. A long ice cabinet lined one entire wall of the shop, displaying Brandish’s goods: neat white fillets of cod, repulsive-looking monkfish, majestic sea bass and icy mountains of bream, pollock, haddock and hake. Shelves groaned under the weight of tinned tuna, sardines, anchovies and mackerel. And the entire back wall was stacked high with bubbling water tanks, filled to the brim with wriggling lobsters, bright red crabs, oysters, clams and even a grumpy-looking octopus. Unsurprisingly, the place reeked of fish.


‘Twenty rock oysters please, Mr Brandish,’ barked an imperious-looking woman in an enormous fur coat.


‘That’s Captain Brandish to you!’ growled the fishmonger over the counter.


‘Excuse me, Captain Brandish.’ An older gentleman elbowed his way to the front. ‘I’m still waiting on my swordfish.’
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