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Chapter 1

Three bells of the first dog watch

20th July 1735 (Old Style)

Aboard Isabelle Bligh

The Atlantic



The six-pound shot came aboard with a scream and a hiss, smashing one of the mainmast deadeyes, punching holes through the longboat secured over the waist, taking off the arm and shoulder of a seaman, as neat as a surgeons knifeand throwing the limb shivering at his feet, as if still alive. The man screamed, and sat down flat with his back to the windward bulwark.

In the horror of the moment, Olivia Rose, sixteen years old and at sea for the first time in her life, turned from her father and clung to the heavy bulk of the lad whod been doing his best to stand between her and the flying shot.

Get below! cried Josiah Burstein, her father. And get away from him! He snatched her away, blinking nervously at the boy, for Burstein was a small man while the boy, also only sixteen, was broad and heavy with thick limbs, big fists and a dark, ugly face. But the boy stood back, nodding.

Get below, Livvy, he said. Your pas right.

Seizing the moment, Burstein hustled his daughter down a hatchway, out of the way of shot. He cursed the day hed set out from Philadelphia to make his fortune in London with his skills as a mathematical instrument maker, for nothing good had come thus far: only Livvy Rose keeping company with that lumpish oaf of a ships boy.

Boom! A distant gun fired, and on deck, the crew ducked as another shot came howling down and smashed into the hull. The boy looked astern as his captain yelled from the quarterdeck.

There, sir! cried Captain Nehemia Higgs, seizing hold of the man beside him, the ships owner Mr Samuel Banbury, and shaking him angrily. Now wheres your peaceful way?

Banbury said nothing, but pulled free and, wrenching off his coat and shirt, ran forward to jam the crumpled linen deep into the fallen seamans hideous injury in an effort to stem the flow of blood.

Aaaaaaaah! screeched the wounded man.

And may I now  in Gods name  turn to my guns? yelled Captain Higgs.

Aye! roared the crew, nearly two dozen of them, angrily waiting for the order. Their captain might be a Quaker, but at least he was one of the right sort  unlike Mr Banbury, who was clearly one of the wrong sort. The crew, on the other hand, werent no sort of Quakers at all  not them, by God and the Devil! And they werent about to give up their wages at the mere sight of a black flag!

Ignoring them, Banbury tugged off his belt and managed to strap it round the wounded seamans chest to hold the dripping red bundle in place. Looking around him for help, he spotted the boy.

You! cried Banbury. Give me your shirt!

So two shirts were clapped on the wound, with the boy close enough to be sprayed by the victims spittle and drenched in his blood. But he could see it werent no use. Soon the screaming stopped and the mans eyes closed. Tommy Trimstone was his name; from Ilfracombe in Devon, and now dead.

The boy stood up from the corpse, wiping his hands on his breeches. Hed never seen death and didnt know what to make of it. He looked to his captain again, cussing and blinding as no Quaker should, and then finally raising a telescope to check on their pursuers, before calling to the boy.

Come here, you young sod! he cried. Take this bastard glass and get into the bastard top, and keep watch on that bugger  he pointed to the oncoming ship  and be quick about it, or Ill skin the bleeding arse off you! With all hands on deck, standing by to man his guns, Higgs needed a lookout.

The boy went up the shrouds at the run, and got himself nice and tight into the maintop. He levelled the glass

What dyou see? yelled Captain Higgs.

The boy saw a sharp-keeled, rake-masted brig of some two hundred tons: deeply sparred, and with ports for twenty guns. The wind was weak so she was under all sail, and coming on only slowly, but her decks were black with armed men, which was not surprising for a vessel that flew the skull and bones.

Boom! Up went another cloud of white from the enemys bow, followed swiftly by the deadly howl of shot heading their way. It shrieked high over the masts as the boy called down to the quarterdeck, telling what hed seen.

You heard that, said Higgs to Banbury. We must defend ourselves!

Can we not outrun them? said Banbury. You have three masts to their two!

Higgs sneered from the depth of his seamans soul at this ludicrous dollop of landlubbers shite. Isabelle Bligh was a Bristol-built West Indiaman: well found, and fit in all respects for sea. But she was designed for cargo, not swiftness. In her favour, however, was the fact that she bore sixteen guns and was heavily timbered, so if it came to cannonading, she might well drive off a lighter vessel that was built purely for speed. Higgs yelled this thought at Banbury, but dared not act without his word.

Up in the top, the boy looked down, puzzled. Banbury and Higgs were Quakers that werent supposed to fight. But the ship had guns, like other Quaker ships, so why not use them? The boy shook his head. He didnt know. He only knew that Banbury was a very special Quaker, come out from England to staunch the slave trade among the Pennsylvania Quakers, and now going home. Clearly Capn Higgs was afraid of Banbury. Perhaps it was like the Catholics with their pope?

Boom! Another shot from the pirates bow-chaser. They were close enough now that the boy could see the men working the gun. Again the shot went wide, and he watched them haul in, sponge out and re-load. And then he had a nasty thought. For the first time it occurred to him  in his youth and innocence  that the piratesmight actually capture the ship! He groaned in fear of what they would do to Olivia Rose.

Plump and luscious with shining skin and titian hair, Livvy was the only female aboard. He blushed for the things the hands said about her, behind her back. What chance would she stand if such men as them  but worse  got hold of her?

Then another flag went up on the pirate brig: a plain, red flag. The boy didnt know what it meant, but his mates did, down below.

Bugger me, said one, its the Jolly Roger!

Gawd elp us, said another.

Higgs, demanded Banbury, whats that red flag?

The Jolie Rouge, said Higgs. The Pretty Red One of the French Buccaneers.

What does it mean?

It means no quarter to those that fight, he said. Its death to all aboard.

But only if we fight?

Aye. Higgs scowled, for he knew this gave the game to Banbury.

Banbury heaved a sigh of relief as if a tremendous burden had just fallen away, relieving him of the agonising balancing act between principle and expediency. For he was a merchant as well as a Quaker, and wasnt quite so firm against fighting as hed said. The truth was that he had his reputation to consider, having risen high within the Society of Friends, for he was clerk to The Meeting for Sufferings of the London Quakers, which was as near to a governing body as their prayerful egalitarianism permitted, and thus his actions would be closely examined upon his return by rivals ever-eager to take his place.

Strike your colours, Captain, he said, and pray for deliverance!



The boy saw everything. Isabelle Bligh lowered her ensign and backed her topsail in surrender. The pirates cheered and came alongside in a squealing of blocks and a rumble of canvas, taking in sail and heaving grapnels over the side to bind the ships together. Then they were swarming aboard, fifty strong and heavily armed, as the two vessels rolled under the rumble of boots on timber.

The boy didnt understand their speech, which seemed to be French. But they yelled merrily and a man with a feathered hat and a bandolier of many pistols embraced Captain Higgs and kissed him on both cheeks for a good fellow, while his men herded the crew forard. Then the boy gulped as Sam Collis, biggest man aboard, took exception and started shoutingand they shot him dead! It was ruthless, merciless and hideous. Bang! Bang! Two puffs of smoke, and a decent seaman went down and was kicked aside like a piece of rubbish.

Isabelle Blighs people groaned in horror, but they were pushed to the focsle with the pirate captain  he of the feathered hat  yelling at them in English: Your lives are yours, messieurs! Be good and make no fight, and you shall have your ship when we are done with her!

Aye! cried Mr Meeting for Sufferings Banbury. It is loot they seek, not blood! And he joined in, shoving Captain Higgs and the rest forard as if he were one of the pirates own band, and agreeing with every word the villain spoke. The boy frowned heavily.

Bleedin traitor! he muttered.

And then the pirates got down to the serious business of smashing open everything that was locked, and breaking into the cargo, and up-ending every bottle in the ship with the most tremendous noise, but all in good temper. Most of them vanished below for this vital work, leaving a dozen men, well armed with firelocks, to guard the crew.

And none of them took the trouble to look up into the maintop where the boy was hiding. And since nobody saw him, he watched as the smashing and cheering went on and on, and men staggered about the decks in the captains best clothes and Mr Banburys hat, gorging on pork and pickles and wine and brandy.

Later still, the boy shuddered in horror as a girls shriek came from below, and men emerged through the quarterdeck hatchway, grinning and leering, with Olivia Rose and her father dragged behind them. The father was bloodied and staggering, and was kicked into a semi-conscious heap by the mizzenmast. But there was a roar from the pirates on sight of the girl, and greedy hands reached out to paw and grab and grope. Her long hair was loose, her gown was ripped, pale flesh gleamed and she screamed and screamed.

But the pirate leader  he of the feathered hat  kicked his way through the press, seized Olivia Rose by the arm, and merrily fired a pistol in the air for attention.

Aprs moi, mes enfants! he cried, grinning at his men. Je serai le premier! And they cheered and laughed, and fired off a thundering fusillade in salute.

Up in the maintop the boy shook with rage.

Rage doesnt just conquer fear. Rage annihilates it. Rage brings boiling fury such that no grain of self-preservation remains, nor any consideration of danger, nor threat of weapons. Hence the Viking berserker transported into blood-spattering frenzyand the ships boy that leapt bare-chested into open air from the maintop to slide down one of the backstays and launch himself  twenty feet from the deck  as a human projectile, landing feet first on the feathered head of the pirate captain  who went down with his neck snapped on a jutting boot, and his face burst open like rotten fruit as the impetus of the boys fall drove him smashing into the pine of the quarterdeck planking.

Thenuproar and confusion. The pirates bellowed and roared, surprised for an instant, shocked and disbelieving, then snapping pistols at the boy, forgetting they were empty. Taking their example, he snatched the pistols from the dead pirates bandolier  there were seven of them, ready loaded  and let fly, left and right. Men shrieked and fell as the bullets struck, and the rest hung back while the pistols lasted, then charged, and the boy was blocking slashing blades with the heavy barrel of a hot, smoking pistol, which soon got lost. Bodies heaved and bundled and swayed, and more men piled in, and the fight rolled and staggered, with the boy in the middle, armed only with his own two fists and his unhinged, manic fury. And then he got hold of a cutlass, which he couldnt swing in the dense press, so he used it two-handed as a spear, shoving it into an open mouth and out the back of a head, then wrenching it free and punching out another mans teeth with the iron hand-guard, and on and on

But with nearly twenty pirates on the quarterdeck and more coming up from below, there could be only one end to the fightexcept that the pirates were remarkably clumsy and got in each others way, and theyd fired off their pistols and musketsand on the focsle, seeing their guards with backs turned, gaping at the fight on the quarterdeck, Captain Higgs had his own moment of rage.

Sod you, you bugger! he said to the hand-wringing Banbury. Come on, lads! he cried, pulling a belaying pin from the pinrail, swinging it down with a crunch on to the blue-kerchiefed head of a mulatto pirate and snatching up the carbine that he dropped. The guards hadnt fired off their arms, so Higgs blasted lead and flame at three-feet range into the chest of another pirate even as he turned back to face the sudden danger.

After that, it was hellfire and damnation aboard the good ship Isabelle Bligh and Quakerism went over the side with the dead. For Isabelle Blighs crew were seething that theyd not manned their guns in the first place, and were out for vengeance for their murdered shipmate. So even though they were outnumbered more than two-to-one, they recaptured their ship, fighting at first with belaying pins and sailors knives, and then taking up the weapons of their foesand with the considerable advantage that many of the pirates were blind staggering drunk.

When Captain Higgs finally called an end to the slaughter, less than a quarter of those whod come aboard as bold dogs and roaring boys were left alive to be clapped like slaves under hatches, and the pirate ship was sailing under a prize crew, behind the triumphant Isabelle Bligh, such that even Samuel Banburys conscience was eased by the money hed make in selling her.

As for the boy whod saved the day: he was ships hero! Without his plunge from the maintop there would have been no fight, and no triumph. So there were glorious weeks of a merry voyage when even Olivia Roses father did not try to keep her and the boy apart, and the two fell as deeply in love as ever it is possible for a pair of sixteen-year-olds to do: he loving her for her beauty and sweet kindness, and she loving him for those things that she saw that others did not, especially his limitless capacity to love. She saw that he would never be happy without a cause to follow and a loved one to serve. In her eyes this transformed Caliban the ugly into Ariel the shining one.

It was a wonderful, golden, glorious romance that approachedreachedand transcended Heaven on Earth, for the two young lovers.

You are my beau chevalier sans peur et sans reproche, she said to him once.

Whats that? he said.

It meansmy fair knight, fearless and pure.

He blushed.

And so they sat together, and talked together, she telling him stories and playing that ancient game with seashells  at which she was adept  whereby swift movement of the shells deceives the onlooker who cannot tell which hides the pea. He loved the game, and the curious West Indian shells she played it with, and of which she had a collection. And he loved the country love songs that she sang to him of an evening, with the crew sitting quietly and joining in the chorus.

But voyages end. This one ended in London, and there the two were parted by duty: hers to her father, and his to his trade. There were bitter tears and mighty promises of faithfulness when finally, in the Thames below London Bridge, she was about to go into the boat that would take her and her father ashore to their new life. In that tragic moment, he gave her the traditional seamans love-token of a staybusk that hed carved from whalebone with his own hand. In return, she gave him a lock of her hair, and half a dozen of the West Indian shells that he loved.

Ill be back for you, Livvy Rose, he said, when Ive made me pile!

Be a good boy, she said. And remember me.

And indeed he did. He remembered her to the dying second of his dying day, and he really did try to come back to claim her. But he never quite made his pile, and day by day other duties intervened, until finally it was too late, because  in the meanwhile  he had become something very other than a good boy.

For he was led astray. He was led bad astray was Billy Bones.







Chapter 2

Dinner time, 12th March 1753

Aboard HMS Oraclaesus

Anchored in the southern anchorage

Flints Island



Chk-chk-chk! Groggy the monkey chattered and reached his little hands for the horn mug. At first, when they saw his love for strong drink, the crew had called him Old Grog. But they turned this into a pet name when the monkey became ships favourite and ran from mess to mess at dinner time, and they fed him drink till he staggered and lost his nimble footing and couldnt even lie on the deck without hanging on, and they laughed and laughed at his merry antics.

But they didnt laugh today. Not with most of them too sick for their dinners and busting with headache besides. That made for a quiet dinner time in the close wooden cave of the lower deck, even with twenty mess-tables and near two hundred men trying  and mostly failing  to shovel down their dinners. They managed the drink though, except what they gave to Groggy.

Here yare, matey, said one of the tars, holding out his mug for Groggy to take a sip and marvelling at the near-human way the monkey took it. The tar stroked the furry head and smiled, for Groggy was a handsome creature: big for a monkey, almost an ape, with thick brown fur, a creamy-white face and chest, bright, intelligent eyes and a long tail that served as an extra hand when he went aloft and leapt through the rigging as if in his jungle home.

He was the pet of all the squadron, for his reputation had spread and hed been aboard the sloops Bounder and Jumper to be shown off, and all hands had crowded round to see him. But it was the flagship that owned him, for rank has its privileges as all the world knows.

Take a drop o mine, said another tar, offering his mug, but:

No! cried a voice from the quarterdeck, and Groggy flinched and looked up, as they all did.

Captain Baggot, commander of the squadron, was bellowing loud enough to be heard from keelson to main-truck. No! he cried. I will not be deterred! Then the voice sank to an incoherent rumbling, and the men at the mess-tables looked at one another in silence. As in most ships, there were no secrets aboard Oraclaesus, whatever delusions her officers might have in the matter, and the entire crew knew what was under discussion by their masters. They knew it, and it made them uneasy.

Above, Baggot stood with his hands clasped behind his back in the brilliant tropical sunshine and stamped his foot in rage, for he was confronted on his own quarterdeck by the only man in the entire squadron whom he could not dismiss, disrate or discipline: Dr Robert Stanley, the ships chaplain.

Fizzing with anger, Baggot turned his back on Stanley, and tried to ignore the fact that he was under the gaze of numerous spectators: lieutenants, masters mates and midshipmen, together with all those of the ships lesser people who were on duty and not at their victuals down below. Baggot avoided their eyes and stared fixedly ahead, past mainmast, foremast, bowsprit and rigging, over the deep blue waters of the anchorage, to stare at Flints blasted island with its blasted jungles and its blasted sandy beaches and its blasted hills, not ten minutes by ships boat from where he was standingand which island  God knows blasted where but somewhere  hid a most colossal fortune in gold, silver and stones: a treasure estimated at the incredible amount of eight hundred thousand blasted pounds, which he  Captain John Baggot  was determined to find, dig up, bring aboard, and take home in triumph to England where a fat slice of the treasure would be his, as prize money, and with it a promotion and, in all probability, a seat in the House of Lords!

Butstaring into the back of his head, even this blasted instant, and wearing his blasted clerical wig, was Dr Robert Stanley, who in the first place was appointed by the Chaplain General and not by the Royal Navy, and who in the second place had a brain like a whetted razor, and in the third place  which place out-ranked all other places  had tremendous and powerful patrons.

Captain, said Dr Stanley, a moments reflection will show you that I speak for the good of the squadron and all those embarked aboard. He spoke quietly and politely, but Baggot only shook his head.

Be damned if Ill be told by you, sir! he said. Be damned if I will! And he stamped his foot like a petulant child sent on an errand who refuses to go but knows he must obey in the end.

Ah! said Dr Stanley, for he saw that he was winning, then he nodded briefly at two young officers standing on the downwind side of the quarterdeck with the rest. These were Lieutenant Hastings and Mr Midshipman Povey: old enemies of the pirate Flint. Theyd suffered in the blood-drenched mutiny hed engineered on this very island, and had then been set adrift by him with the few loyal hands, saving the lives of all by their seamanship. And now they were most important young gentlemen  especially Lieutenant Hastings, since his mother was the society beauty Lady Constance Hastings, sister-in-law to Mr Pelham the Prime Minister. Lady Constance  outraged at Flints mutinous ill-treatment of her son  had badgered Pelham into equipping and sending out the crack squadron  comprised of Oraclaesus and her consorts  that had caught Flintand now had him in irons down below!

Thus the Prime Minister himself stood behind the expedition and he had taken an active interest in many of the posts within itincluding that of Dr Stanley, who now turned to another of the spectators, Mr Lemming the ships surgeon. Lemming had been summoned to the deck by Stanley in readiness for this moment, and was now wrenching his hat into rags in trepidation at the role he must play.

Captain, said Dr Stanley, Mr Lemming will vouch for the truth of what I say He turned to Lemming.

Umer said Lemming, in terror of his captains wrath.

Come, sir! said Stanley to Lemming. A good three-quarters of this ships people and those of Bounder and Jumper are struck down with fever and headache, are they not?

Yes, sir, said Lemming, for it was unchallengeable fact.

And it is the invariable characteristic of West India fevers, said Stanley, that they strike worst upon ships anchored close inshore, and especially those in enclosed anchorages such as this  He waved a hand at the great crescent sweep of the shore, over three miles from end to end, that curved in foetid embrace around the anchorage, with festering swamps and steaming, livid-green jungles crowding down upon the white sands of the beach. It was a bad enough fevertrap by itself, made worse by the small island that lay close off it, preventing the sea breeze from sweeping away the miasma.

Yes, said Lemming, finding courage in truth. Damn place stinks of fever. I said so as we came in. Which latter statement was only partly true, for hed said it to himself and hadnt had the courage to voice it aloud, not when all hands were wild eager for a treasure hunt.

There, sir! said Stanley, to Captain Baggots back. There you have it from our surgeon. If we stay anchored here  for whatever reason  we shall see this fever grow among the crew, perhaps taking the lives of all aboard.

Aye, Capn, said Lemming, at last. The yellow jack and the ague can kill seven in ten of those that aint seasoned. And we dont even know what this fever is, for Ive never seen the like before.

But Captain Baggot wasnt quite ready to give in. Not yet. Not even when he was unwell himself, having brought up his last meal like a seasick landman, with the pain throbbing behind his eyes and getting worse with each passing hour.

Flint! he spat. Its all down to blasted Flint. He knows this blasted island and all its blasted tricks. Damn me if Ill not go below and question him again. He turned to face Stanley. And you, Mr Chaplain, shall come with me!



Gentlemen, said Flint, smooth face glowing in the lantern light, I really do not know how I can be of service to you. Graceful and elegant, he was an intensely handsome and charismatic man, with Mediterranean, olive skin, fine teeth, and a steady gaze that made lesser men nervous  most men being lesser in that respect.

But I must protest again, said Flint, against the monstrous injustice that has been done to Mr Bones, here, who is a loyal heart and true.

Aye! said Billy Bones. And ready to do my duty now, as ever I was before!

Bones was the perfect opposite of Flint: a huge, broken-nosed, lumpish clod with massive fists, broad shoulders and a strong whiff of the lower deck about him  for all that hed been a masters mate in the kings service, accustomed to walk the quarterdeck and take his noon observation.

Flint and Billy Bones had spent the last week secured down below, deep in the damp, evil-smelling, hold where it was always dark and the rats cavorted and played. Both men wore irons on their legs and a chain passed between them, secured to a massive ringbolt driven into the thickness of the hull.

Youre a bloody rogue and a pirate, Flint, said Baggot. The only reason I dont hang you now is that Im ordered to take you home for the Court of Admiralty to string up at Wapping!

Stanley sighed. The interview was going the way of several others that had preceded it. Baggot could not control his lust for gold and his hatred of a mutineer, and the sight of the urbane Flint, smiling and smiling and talking of innocence, provoked him beyond endurance. But where others were concerned, Flint was devilish persuasive. Stanley looked at the two marines whod accompanied them, bearing muskets and ball cartridge as a precaution. They were hanging on every word Flint uttered, and Stanley knew that rumours were circulating on the lower deck that Flint wasnt a pirate and mutineer at all, just a victim of circumstance, while Mr Bones was innocent of all charges whatsoever. That was Flints work, day by day talking to the hands sent down to deliver food and water and take away the slops.

Mr Flint, said Stanley, cannot we set these matters aside? We are faced with an unknown fever, and we seek your advice. So I beseech you to behave Stanley paused for effect to behave as a man shouldwho must soon face divine judgement. The chaplain peered closely at Flint, trying to gauge the impact of his words. So, what is this pestilence, sir? Speak if you know, for your mortal soul is at risk.

Flint contemplated Dr Stanley.

Clever, he thought. Very clever. Then he turned to Baggot, a man for whom he had nothing but contempt. If he, Joe Flint, had been granted power over a man with hidden treasure, that man would have been put to merciless torture until he revealed its whereabouts. So he sneered at Baggot; for any man who denied himself these obvious means deserved to stay poor! Stanley, however, was clearly a different proposition; subtle means would be required with him.

Dr Stanley, said Flint, and lowered his eyes, it is true that I myself am beyond hope He raised a weary hand, as if against lifes iniquitous burdens. Evidence is contrived against me and, corrupt and mendacious as it is, nevertheless it proves too strong for truth to prevail!

Oh, shut up, you posturing hypocrite! said Baggot. Lying toad that you are!

Sir! protested Stanley. I beg that you allow me to conduct this interview.

Damned if I will! said Baggot and turned to go.

Gentlemen! cried Flint. I beg that you listen. I am a lost man, so take these words as dying declaration, and accord them the special credence that is their due

There was silence. Such was the power of Flints address that no man moved or spoke, not even Captain Baggot, while the two marines were goggling and even Dr Stanley was impressed.

I offer truth for truth! said Flint. I shall tell you the source of this island fever. I shall give it to you freely. But in exchange I ask that you accept this blameless man  he looked at Billy Bones  as the innocent that he is.

Stanley looked at Baggot. Baggot looked at Stanley. The two marines looked on. Baggot frowned.

What about the treasure? he said.

Sir, said Flint, I swear on my soul, and in the name of that Almighty Being before whose throne I must soon present myselfthat I know nothing of any treasure.

Oh bugger, said Baggot, but quietly.

And the pestilence? said Stanley.

It is caused by the islands monkeys, sir, said Flint.

WHAT? Baggot, Stanley and the marines spoke as one.

The monkeys. Because of them, you dare not land on the island.

But weve got one aboard! said Baggot. Little Groggy.

Then kill him! cried Flint. And get to sea. You are in peril of your lives!

Oh Christ! said Baggot.

Sir! protested Stanley.

Sorry, Mr Chaplainbut, oh Christ!

There was a pounding of feet as four men raced for the ladders and companionways that led to the light. Then there was a great shouting, and drums beating, and calling up of all hands, and the rattling, clattering, rumbling, squeaking of a great ship getting ready for sea, with capstans clanking, blocks humming, yards hauling aloft and the anchor cables coming aboard, dripping wet and shaking off their weed, to the stamping and chanting of the crew.

Down below, forgotten for the moment, Joe Flint and Billy Bones sat with one dim lantern between them, listening to the sounds that had defined their lives as long as they could remember.

Why did you tell em about the monkey? said Billy Bones. You brought him aboard on purpose, for to spread the fever!

Flint smiled. Indeed, Mr Bones. But now his work is done. Hes been aboard all three ships.

How dyou know that?

Flint sighed. Dont you ever listen, Billy, to the men who come to feed us?

Oh. Bones frowned. But you didnt tell em it was smallpox the monkeys bring. And a special smallpox besides, thats fearful worse than usual.

No. Theyll find that out soon enoughwhen it kills nine out of ten of them.

But somell be unharmed?

Yes. Those whove had it before and survived.

And you and me, Capn.

Yes. For youve had it, and Im protected.

And will I be freed, now, for what you told that Parson?

I think so. The learned doctor believed me.

And then whatll I do?

Flint told him: in detail. Billy Bones pondered, asked a few more questions to be sure, and then the two sat quiet as the massive wooden hull began to move.

Capn, said Billy Bones, finally.

What?

The goods, Capn. The gold

Well?

They took all your papers and such, didnt they?

Flint smiled. Did they?

So howll wehowll youfind the goods again, without charts and notes?

Billy, my Billy! Billy-my-little-chicken! You really must leave all such matters to me. Do you understand?

Billy Bones gulped. The tone of Flints voice had barely changed but Billy Bones knew that this subject must not be raised again. He was immune to smallpox, but not to fear of Flint.

You just do as youve been bid, Mr Bones. When the time comes.

Aye-aye, Capn, said Billy Bones, for Livvy Rose had measured him with the precision of her fathers mathematical instruments, recognising that the faithful Billy was born to follow. And now he would follow Flint  even stripped of rank and bound in chains  and keep on following him to the ends of the earth. For Flint was Billy Boness chosen master.







Chapter 3

Dinner time, 12th March 1753

Aboard Walrus

The Atlantic



All aboard who werent on watch gobbled down their dinners with knives, fingers and spoons, lounging among the guns on the maindeck in the sunshine, while Walrus bowled along under all plain sail. They cheered and raised their mugs, spluttering grog and food in all directions as they bawled out their song, to the tune of a fiddler and a piper.


Heres to Bonnie Prince Charlie,

That does our king remain,

And save him from his exile,

To bring him home again!



Two men looked on in silence. They were not gobbling their dinners because they were on watch, and they werent singing because they werent Jacobites. They were Long John Silver, elected captain of the ship, and his master gunner, Israel Hands. Both wore the long coats and tricorne hats that proclaimed their rank, and they stood by the helmsman at the ten-foot tiller on the quarterdeck, braced against the ships canted deck with practised ease, even Long John with his timber limb.

Israel Hands smiled to see Long John recovering at last, after wounds that had struck him down in the fight with the navy over Flints Island, which Walrus barely escaped, leaving Flint in the navys hands, and his Treasure still hidden ashore.

Now Tom Allardyce the bosun was on his feet and giving the second verse. He was a tall, yellow-haired Scot whod fought at Culloden seven years earlier, when the English armys modern musketry butchered a medieval mob of Highland swordsmen: the Protestant House of Hanover defeating the Catholic House of Stuart.


Heres to the devil to take fat George,

And fetch him down to Hell,

To trim his Hanoverian ears,

And roast his arse full well!



Allardyce was a Jacobite to the soul and hated King George with a passion. As he sang, he went among the crew slapping shoulders while they cheered him on. Some cheered because they supported his cause, while others had no loyalty to a king who was chasing them with a noose.

Merry buggers, aint they? said Israel Hands, looking at the crew. Then he glanced anxiously up at Long Johns big, square face.

Will they do, John? And have you chosen your course?

Silver reached up to pet the big green parrot that sat with its claws clamped into the material of his coat.

What do you think, Capn Flint? he said, tickling the birds chest. She squawked and shifted her feet and nuzzled his ear.

Merry Buggers! she said, for she had a perfect gift of mimicry, and used words to purpose, and with meaning.

Long John sighed, for he had much on his mind.

Well, the ship wont do, he said, looking Walrus over. She was a New England schooner: two hundred tons burden, a hundred feet from bow to stern, sharp-hulled and with a broad spread of canvas on two raked masts. She mounted fourteen six-pounder guns and had once been a swift, handy ship, but shed suffered a battering in recent actions, and hadnt been careened for months, which meant  in these tropical waters  that the underwater hull must be a seething tangle of weeds and growth.

A Thames barge would out-sail her as she is! said Silver.

Does that mean well be chasing one? said Israel Hands.

Weve just thirty-two hands, said Silver, ignoring the remark.

Gentlemen o fortune every one! said Israel Hands.

Mostlybut them two aint! Useless bloody lubbers!

Silver nodded at a pair of men who were sitting miserably apart from the crew. They wore long coats and were the ships navigating officers  such as they were  for neither Silver nor anyone else aboard had that skill. The pair of them had been taken out of the merchant service under Silvers promise to be freed at Upper Barbados  Walruss destination  for they were honest men. Honest, but found wanting. They might be able to feel their way up a coastline, but they were at a loss on the deep waters, and growing more nervous each day.

Them swabs has only got this far by dead reckoning and fair weather! said Silver. One good blow, and well be off their charts. Then God help us all!

Never mind them, said Israel Hands. Well hire afresh and take on others, too. He looked sideways at Long John and decided to broach the great question: What worries me, John, is that thirty-three hands is plenty for a merchantman, but not for such business as ours.

Silver, however, wouldnt be drawn. He shook his head and fell deep into his own thoughts. Hed never wanted to be a pirate  a gentleman o fortune  but had become one because it was that or certain death. And thus by easy stages to robbery and murder, and putting a pistol ball into a child  which, of all the things hed done, came back most often to flog him with guilt, though hed done it of necessity, to stop the spread of island smallpox. Even now he could feel the jump of his pistol firing and see the open-mouthed disbelief on the face of Ratty Richards, ships boy, as he dropped down dead; slaughtered by the captain he worshipped.

And now he had a wife whom he loved fiercely, and whod made clear that shed not live with him unless he became an honest man. Or so she saidBut did she mean it? She loved him; he knew that much. Or so he thought.

Sothere was what the crew wanted, which was prizes, gold, tarts and rum. There was what she wanted, which was an honest life for Mr and Mrs Silver. And then there was what he wantedwhich he didnt know, and couldnt decide because he couldnt live without her and maybe couldnt live with her. The bitter internal conflict was turning him sour and angry.

John, said Israel Hands and nudged him, its her

Silver turned. Shed come up from below decks without him even seeing. Now she stood with her hands on her hips facing him. She was a small, slim, black girl, not yet eighteen years old, extremely lovely in face and figure, with a dainty elegance of movement, and of speech and manners too. She stood in a cotton gown and a straw hat, looking up at Silver and defying him.

Well? she said, but he avoided her eyes and said nothing. Huh! she said, investing the simple sound with eloquence.

All hands were watching. They shifted and muttered and a few got up for a better look. These arguments had gone on for days, and now Silver roused himself and tried to speak gentle. He tried to explain. So did she, for a while, but soon they were shouting and screeching, with fists clenched and words spat viciously, as tempers burst and fury rose in the passionate rage of a man and woman for whom no one else in the whole wide world mattered quite so much as the other.

As for the spectators, they shrugged their shoulders and scratched their armpits and turned away, no longer entertained by a piece of theatre that had been played out flat. They thought Silver should put the rod across her plump little arse till she saw reason. But that was his business and theyd chosen him as their leader, so there werent no more to be said in the matter. Selena was his wife and that was that.

But later, the ships surgeon, Mr Cowdray, was forced to join the quarrel. The only gentleman in the ship, hed practised in London till learned rivals drove him out for his ludicrous insistence on boiling his instruments before surgery, which he said prevented sepsis, and which they couldnt abide because it did. Selena liked Cowdray and valued his opinion, and thus shed asked him to meet her on the forecastle after dark.

What do you want, girl? Bringing me here? he looked back down the dark length of the ship, past masts and bulging sails, and hung on to the rail against the ships motion, flinching as spray came over the plunging bow.

Its wide open here, she said, so nobody can say youre meeting me in secret.

And why should I do that? he said.

She shrugged. Shed seen how he looked at her. He might be a surgeon, but he was a man, even if he was middle-aged.

You can always say you were going to use the heads, she said.

Huh! said Cowdray, looking at the seats of ease on either side of the bowsprit: a pair of squat boxes with holes cut in them for seamen to relieve themselves. So what is it? he said.

Why wont he give up being a pirate?

Hes not a pirate, hes a gentleman of fortune.

Its the same thing.

No! We sign the Book of Articles and every man votes. It is the democracy of the Greeks.

Articles! He talks about them all the time, and he 

Selena, listen to me.

But he does.

Please, please, listen. I cant be him. I cant speak for him.

So who do you speak for?

For the crew! Its a good life for them. Equal shares and light work. Merchant owners save money with small crews that must rupture themselves to work the ship, while we have many hands to ease the load. And we sail in soft waters: the Caribbean, the Gold Coast, the Indian OceanYou should try the whale fisheries, my girl, up beyond Newfoundland! The ice hangs from the rigging and the lookouts are found frozen dead when the watch changes. And with us, theres no flogging the last man up the mast nor the last to trice his hammock as the navy does, and theres music and drink when you want it, and the chance to get rich 

By thieving and killing!

In which regard were no worse than the kings ships, that kill men and take prizes!

But thats war.

Dulce bellum inexpertis: war is sweet to those who dont know it!

Bah! she said, striding off and leaving him in the dark. Him and his annoying habit of spouting Latin.

So the matter was not resolved, and Silver and Selena lived apart in the ship and couldnt meet without a quarrel. And Silver became bad tempered, and not the man he had been. And that was badbut worse was to come.
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