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‘It is time you saw something of life …’ Grandfather had said, on Emmet’s first visit to the Boston dock.
Emmet does see something of life. But not in the way his grandfather intended.
Abducted aboard a whaling ship, he must take part in the great hunts — chancing his life in violent encounters with the massive beasts. Then he is caught amongst the flames and panic of a burning town, in faraway New Zealand. Finally he is left on a small island, fighting a lonely last battle to save a seal family from hunters — and to save himself from killers.
Emmet does see something of life: something of loss, and something of courage.
He must make life-or-death decisions that challenge all he knows.
 

Ken Catran is the award-winning writer of more than 30 books, including Letters from the Coffin-trenches and Lin and the Red Stranger.
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one
            

‘IT IS TIME you saw something of life,’ said Grandfather.
         
‘Yes sir,’ replied Emmet, clasping his hands to contain his excitement as he bounced up and down in the carriage. This was his first visit to the dock and Grandfather did not like public displays of emotion.
Also, Grandfather expected the ‘sir’. He expected obedience in all things. And the grim, grey-whiskered old gentleman in his black coat and black top hat controlled all Emmet’s fortunes.
         
Grandfather was part of that merchant élite that made 1840s Boston just about the richest city on the North American seacoast. And today the tight lips and cold grey eyes said plainly that Grandfather was in a bad mood.
But not with me this time, thought Emmet. That was a change, and he felt quite smug about it.
The carriage turned into Anne Street, which ran into the long wharf, jammed as always with a clutter of ships — more than at anchor in the harbour itself. Emmet was struck by the thick stench of bodies, salt water and fish.
He caught a sharp, rich tang of spices as they passed one ship unloading. From another, barrels were being hoisted out in a net. One leaked, dripping thick yellow fluid. Emmet smelled the rank, oily odour, and he could tell that Grandfather did too. The old man nodded grimly.
‘Whale oil, boy. The scent of wealth.’
The iron-rimmed carriage-wheels were clattering over cobbles now, sometimes sparking as the iron hit the stone. Fully laden wagons rumbled out of the dockside and crowds swarmed everywhere. Men with trays, selling cigars, meat pies or cakes. Women with baskets balanced on their scarf-wrapped heads.
Other men too, who swaggered as though the wharf was their private domain. Men in broad canvas trousers, loose blue-and-white checked shirts, black hats with a ribbon fluttering from the headband, and long scarves of red, yellow or blue at their necks. Most were brown-faced, with heavy moustaches or thick beards.
Two stepped out in front of the carriage and Horace reined in, shouting. He was answered with strange curses from the two men and a little crowd of their fellows. They clenched their fists and deliberatly slowed their pace before the horses.
         
‘Sailors,’ muttered Grandfather.
That was not uttered in the same tone as ‘the scent of wealth’. Even at fourteen, Emmet picked up on that and wondered why. He thought to ask, then decided not to. Grandfather was not in the mood for questions.
But we are a merchant family, thought Emmet, one of the oldest in Boston. My own father died of fever on the Java run. So ships — and sailors — made us our wealth. So why is Grandfather so scornful? And why is he glaring around, almost as though thinking he is not safe here?
The strange, wonderful, salty smells were thickening now, and so was the crowd, bustling all around. The carriage clattered past a forest of tall straight masts with taut ropes threading through them like vines, cross-masts with thick canvas sails furled tight. And more sailors, swaggering like lords.
They pulled up before a big stone warehouse. Grandfather consulted his gold watch, then snapped the lid shut. ‘Hold you here, lad. I will settle accounts with Master Burl.’
         
The carriage creaked and swayed as grandfather descended. ‘Keep sight of the boy,’ he said to the coachman and stumped into the warehouse, his cane tapping.
Emmet hated that ‘boy’. Grandfather treated him as though he was ten years old. But at least he wasn’t in Master Burl’s shoes. One of his clerks had apparently run away with the cashbox. Emmet guessed that the missing amount would be deducted from Master Burl’s salary.
He looked around. There were ships of all types, some fat-bellied, some cut lean as a shark. Two-masted and three. Some squat and low in the water, others with rounded bows and high sterns. One sharp-bowed ship had a glistening gold-painted figurehead of a man with crown and trident. Neptune, ancient God of the Sea. Emmet knew about him.
         
Most of the ships were unloading. Nearby, packed cargo nets were being swung up from a hold, full of stiff brown hides. Another held bales of cloth. Just beyond that was a long ship which was not unloading.
‘Horace,’ Emmet called out as he pointed, ‘what ship is that?’
The coachman turned. An old sailor himself, he had a rope-burn across one cheek and most of his teeth missing — from being hit by a loose pulley, he said. He moved in his seat with difficulty because, as he said, he’d ‘tore up me guts’ hauling on lines.
‘She’s a whaler, Master Emmet. Don’t see too many in this port. Must be in for repairs — riding too high for cargo.’
Emmet nodded. Yes, the black whaler was riding high. The furled sails were also blackened. So that ship battled the mighty whale, deep in the ocean. It had a grim swagger to it, like a shark among herrings.
‘Good money,’ said Horace, ‘but rough work. Aye, rough work.’
Emmet nodded, looking around as he caught a whiff of another, more interesting smell. He turned to see a young girl, her head wrapped in a red scarf, waving a tray at him. ‘Black-sweet, roll a cent.’ Thick rolls and chunky lozenges of licorice. Emmet loved that rich sweet smell.
The girl was moving away as he quickly unlatched the coach door and called out. She turned. Emmet slipped out of the coach, his good shoes sliding on the stained and slimy cobbles.
Grandfather always kept him supplied with money. He held up a bright nickel and the girl smiled, all white teeth flashing. Horace grumbled. ‘Hey, master, ye Grand-da will not like that.’
         
Emmet ignored him. He bought a thick roll of licorice, and the girl bobbed and ducked away before he could ask for his change. He smiled to himself. Four cents’ change was nothing to a young man who was heir to a shipping line.
He felt good as he leaned against the carriage and bit into his purchase. Horace was still grumbling, but Horace was a servant and therefore could be ignored. Emmet strolled across to the low stone wall at the edge of the pavement, chewing on his licorice.
Horace was scowling now, and even cracking his whip lightly. Emmet ignored him, gazing at the lean black ship that seemed so out of place among the fat shabby traders.
He would sail on a ship like that one day. Maybe a lean tea-clipper, fighting wind and ocean to deliver its cargo ahead of all others. Or a stately East India merchantman, its hold crammed with the silks and spices of Asia.
He was on his own now, with Grandfather his only kin. His father was gone, his mother dead in childbirth. Emmet would carry on the family name, but for now the old man’s control over his life was tight as his grip on the business.
More sailors swarmed across and Horace cracked his whip again. One man, brown-faced and red-whiskered, caught it.
‘Hey, are we damned animals to be snapped at?’
He pulled on the whip and Horace lost his balance, tumbling over the side of the carriage. His coachman’s hat rolled in the mud and a boot stamped on it. Then the sailors moved on, shouting and laughing.
         
Horace was picking himself up, brushing the mud off his black coachman’s coat, and Emmet saw his chance. He wanted a closer look at the whaler.
He slipped off down the crowded road and onto the jetty. Glancing back, he could see Horace, atop the coach again, looking around anxiously. Oh well, thought Emmet, I’ll be back before Grandfather returns …
He was on the far side of the street when a line of wagons rolled past. The wheels ground over the cobbles and the horses hissed and snorted. Suddenly Emmet felt a hand on his shoulder, and was jerked back into a narrow alley that stank of rubbish.
‘Well, don’t we have a toff here?’ growled a voice.
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EMMET TURNED TO see four boys staring at him. They were all about his age, but they were not like him. They were dirty, with long matted hair, dressed in ragged shirts and short, patched trousers. The one who spoke had a cloth cap jammed on his head. He hooked his thumbs into his trouser waist and sneered.
‘Hey, what a young gent. Think he’s a gent, lads?’
The others nodded. There were sneering, ugly looks on their faces and Emmet made to back away, but one boy had already slipped behind him.
         
‘I must get back to my carriage,’ he said.
‘Hear that, lads?’ jeered the first boy. ‘What a fancy gent’s way of speaking. I bet he’s well heeled, too.’
Emmet opened his mouth to speak but suddenly he was yanked deeper into the darkened alley. He was about to yell but a grimy hand was pressed against his mouth. Now hands, quick as scuttling rats, were diving into his pockets, pulling out coins, handkerchief, his penknife. His silver watch, a present from Grandfather.
The first boy looked at these treasures in his hands. His ugly scowl was still in place. ‘Not enough. We shall have to make up the difference, eh lads?’
Emmet felt a sudden rage. He was a gentleman’s son — being robbed by street urchins! He broke away and swung his fist. The gap-toothed boy went down and Emmet sprang for the entrance to the alley. But a foot tripped him and he went down. Then the whole gang piled on top of him, punching and kicking.
The gap-toothed boy got up, blood running from his lip. ‘Strip him!’ he yelled.
Emmet opened his mouth to shout but a boot thudded painfully into the side of his head. He rolled over on the stinking ground, half stunned as boots thudded into his body. Hands were grabbing his clothes, pulling off his boots, even his stockings.
A last boot hit him in the stomach and he rolled over, winded. ‘Have that for your trouble,’ jeered the gap-toothed boy, and flung down his own ragged shirt. Then the four ran off.
Emmet got shakily to his knees, leaning against the wall. His body ached, blood ran down his lip and he touched a cut above one eye with a shaking finger. Fat lot of use his school boxing lessons had been.
         
He was at the far end of the alley. At the other end, the gabble and movement of the street flowed past. Perhaps Grandfather would be out by now — certainly Horace would be looking for him.
Emmet pulled on the torn and filthy shirt. He got up, the shirt flapping around his thighs. He was dizzy and in pain, but not for anything would he go into the street dressed like this. What, and have common people laughing at him? Horace would spread the story among the other servants. And Grandfather …
There was a narrow door opposite, with a big lock. Emmet tottered towards it and pounded on the battered woodwork. A shout came from within and he pounded again. A key turned scratchily in the lock and he heard the sound of a thick bolt scraping out of its socket. The door squealed open and Emmet fell across the threshold.
[image: ]

WHEN EMMET WOKE up he was lying on something lumpy and scratchy. He let one hand move down his body to his side. It touched rough hessian — he was lying on sacks. He blinked as someone dabbed his forehead with a rag and the water trickled into his eyes.
‘Ee, thou’s awake, laddie?’
The voice that spoke was high-pitched, with a snickering whine to it. Big hands helped him sit upright and the water was wiped from his eyes.
         
The man looking down was fat — no, thought Emmet, solid. His face was white and pitted, his bristly eyebrows white also, and his eyes pink. His teeth were browned with tobacco stains. Long, lank white hair hung around his ears, one of which sported a gold earring. One ear was clipped at the top, Emmet noticed, and the top of his head was pink and bald.
The man leaned over, speaking again. ‘Are you fully recovered, laddie?’
A blast of stinking tobacco-breath hit Emmet’s nose and he flinched. The man’s tone was bland enough, with a note of kindness, but there was something about him Emmet did not like. And he did not like being called ‘laddie’.
The pink lips wriggled in a smile. ‘Silas Cramp at your service. And who might I have the honour of addressing?’
‘Emmet J. Tyler Junior,’ replied Emmet.
Cramp was dressed in a dirty pair of white breeches and a yellow-and-white striped shirt with no collar. Over that he wore a green waistcoat with black buttons. The middle two buttons were torn off — maybe he’d tried to fasten the waistcoat over that big stomach, thought Emmet.
His head hurt when he tried to stand. Then a big soft hand, surprisingly strong, pushed him down. Silas Cramp continued to look at him with a quiet, appraising stare that Emmet found vaguely disquieting. He looked around.
He was in a back room of sorts. There were barrels along one wall, with wooden spigot taps. Sacks were heaped in one corner, along with a tumbled pile of clothes. Hats lay in another jumble — all types, even a battered bowler. The room had the stale, close smell of old clothes.
         
Behind him was the door he assumed he had come in by, now shut with a strong bolt and padlock. At the other end of the room was another door, also bolted and padlocked.
‘Here now, lad. Fall to.’
Cramp had plonked a meal before him on an upturned wooden crate. The dented pewter dish held bread, some stale yellow cheese and a fatty chunk of boiled bacon. A pewter tankard, also dented, was filled with water. Little globules of oil floated on the surface.
Emmet sipped the water and ate a little of the bread and cheese. He even bit off a piece of the fatty bacon. All the time Silas Cramp sat on a little, creaking stool, nodding with pleasure, so that his lank hair swayed and his gold earring bobbed and gleamed.
‘You have to be careful around the docks,’ he said. ‘Those young scallywags stole every stitch of your clothing.’
Emmet looked up. ‘How did you know?’
‘Oh, I saw it from me upstairs window,’ said Cramp, his words slick as though greased. ‘I came down with me stout stick but of course they were gone.’
Came down, not forgetting to padlock both doors, thought Emmet. There was something wrong here. Silas Cramp seemed all kindness but something told him there was nothing kind about this man. In fact there was something distinctly unkind about that pink-lipped smile.
‘You have the look of young gentry,’ wheezed Cramp.
That was when Emmet made his first mistake. He sat up, despite his aches and pains, considering it time to show this wheezing lump of lard that he was indeed a young gentleman.
         
‘Yes, I am, and my grandfather will be looking for me.’
Cramp raised those white bristly eyebrows. He took out a pair of blue-tinted spectacles and balanced them on the end of his large pink nose. His voice wheezed as blandly as ever.
‘Oh. And a fine payment he’ll make for the sight of you, I’m sure.’
Emmet immediately realised what he’d done.
His second mistake was to walk over to the pile of clothes, dodging the restraining, white, flabby hand as he did so, and pull at a sleeve on the heap. It was his own jacket, short-waisted and swallow-tailed, brown tweed with black horn buttons. He looked around at Cramp, who had not moved.
‘This is my jacket! What sort of thieves’ kitchen are you running here? And …’ He was pulling out his trousers now, ‘… I’ll have the constables on you!’
That, he realised later, had been his third mistake. He turned as he heard the creak of the stool, but the lumpy man must have moved very fast because something hard caught Emmet behind the ear.
He was aware only of falling face down onto the pile of clothing. He lost consciousness after that.
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EMMET WOKE TO a worse headache than before. It pounded inside his head and seemed to roll his body around. He was somewhere dark, and a small light was flickering. He groaned. There was another rolling and he crashed against someone, who swore loudly and pushed him back.
Emmet opened his eyes. There was a little light dancing — a lantern overhead. He was lying on canvas and he smelled damp woodwork; heard a crashing sound that was somehow linked to the rolling movement. Around him he heard muttered curses and filthy language.
         
Now there was a new smell — thick and horrible. Of salt and damp and unwashed bodies, even vomit and sweat, all mixed to a thick stew of misery and fear.
Emmet heard a crash above him and suddenly blinding sunlight speared into the darkness. It outlined steps, and a pair of booted feet coming down. They belonged to a thickset man in baggy canvas trousers and a long grey jersey.
The man stood before him, swaying easily with the motion of the ship — because Emmet was on a ship, he knew that now. And this man who stood so easily balancing, hands on hips, was a ship’s officer. A white scar marked his swarthy face above one eyebrow, and his grey eyes glinted.
‘Awake now?’ he asked with a grin. ‘Well, you can nurse your headache doing a day’s work. Let’s be having you.’
Thwack! went something against the man’s booted leg. It was a rope, with a big ugly knot in the end. The man raised his voice like the boom of a crashing wave.
‘On deck, me hearties!’
There were six other men with Emmet. They were all older than him, in their twenties or thirties. One was a grizzled old-timer, his black beard flecked with white. They were dressed in the rough baggy trousers of seamen. Their feet stamped up the ladder.
Emmet did not move. The mate turned to him and the rope’s end swung a little. He spoke, pitching his booming voice lower. ‘Now, youngster, will you be joining us as a special favour to old Bucko Shaw?’
He had thick black hair cut short and big cauliflower ears. One looked as though it had been bitten. He took a step forward, one thumb hitched in his big leather belt, the rope dangling from the other hand.
         
‘I was brought on board against my will,’ said Emmet. ‘I am the son of a gentleman and you have no right to keep me here.’
Bucko’s eyebrows rose and his deep voice almost cooed with amusement.
‘So you’re the gentleman. Well, I can see that by your fine clothes.’
Emmet knew he was wearing a scratchy cotton shirt and canvas breeches. His feet were encased in rough leather shoes, his legs in baggy stockings. He tugged the thick woollen cap off his head.
‘I hope you can hear it by the tone of my voice. If you’ve any wits about you, you’ll summon the captain at once. Otherwise you’ll find yourself in a court of law.’
Bucko Shaw smiled, the rope’s end dangling at his side. Emmet did not like that grin. ‘And what name shall I give the captain?’ he said.
‘Emmet J. Tyler.’
Bucko Shaw grinned again, showing a full set of white teeth. Then he chuckled and stepped back with a little bow.
‘Well, your lordship, Mr Emmet J. Tyler, with your permission I shall summon the captain.’ He walked to the ladder, then looked back. ‘And much pleasure shall ye have from the meeting.’
Emmet’s head was still pounding. His bruises were aching from his bruises and his throat cracked with thirst. He was angry, but also scared. He knew he was still in danger, and far from his grandfather’s protection. He watched as Bucko Shaw turned and went up the steep ladder into the dazzling light. The mate stood up to his waist at the hatch, only his canvas-covered legs visible as he bellowed into the blue.
         
‘Captain! A young fella here who’s unlawfully on board!’
His mocking tone made Emmet think of Silas Cramp. He lay back and the pounding in his head subsided a little.
Another pair of booted feet appeared down the hatchway, closely followed by blue trousers and the long skirts of a blue frock coat. The man wore a peaked cap over his grey curls, and had a grey moustache and beard. His cold eyes looked at Emmett with such authority that the boy at once stood up.
         
‘I am Captain Bracegirdle,’ he said. ‘Who am I addressing?’
‘Addressing’ — the same word Silas Cramp had used, but uttered with a hard-edged authority. Like Bucko Shaw, Captain Bracegirdle was not affected by the rolling of the ship. He stood balanced, easy, grey eyes intent.
‘Emmet J. Tyler,’ replied Emmet.
There was not a flicker of amusement in those cold eyes, or the growling reply, ‘And how did you chance upon a fine-sounding name like that? You look a bit young to own warehouses and your own merchant-shipping line.’
Emmet silently cursed his habit of dropping the ‘Junior’.
‘Ah, I am his grandson, sir. Surely you can hear it in my voice.’ In a burst of inspiration he held out his hands. ‘Look, these are not a sailor’s hands.’
Bracegirdle stroked his grey beard a moment. ‘No. Ye speak educated and not a callous on your hands. Like a gent’s son, or a clerk. A young fellow who maybe dipped in the cashbox. Who took his advance then disappeared. Who Mr Silas Cramp found and delivered …’
         
‘No —’
Bracegirdle held up a thin brown wallet. ‘Your wallet says Henry B. Jamieson but ye may sign on as ye like. Do your duty and it makes no difference to me.’
‘Captain —’
But Captain Bracegirdle was already turning away. Mate Shaw stepped quickly forward and the back of his big hand smacked Emmet’s face, heavily enough to make him stagger. Shaw was still grinning.
‘Should have thought of a better name, me lad. On deck!’
His big hand shoved Emmet towards the companionway.
         
‘I’ll be off this ship first chance I get!’ Emmet yelled, but Shaw just laughed.
Emmet clambered up the steep ladder out of the hold, gasping at the sudden blast of salt wind in his face. The sounds of the ship were loud in his ears. The ropes snapping, the sails flapping, the loud creak and groan of a wooden ship rolling.
And all around him stretched the ocean, a blue-grey sea with white scudding wave-tips and land only a smudge on the horizon. He gaped, then staggered as the mate’s hand hit between the shoulderblades. Losing his balance, he tripped on a hatch-head and fell sprawling, smelling the pitch-scrubbed boards of the deck. The same big hand hauled him up.
‘Meet your crewmates, Mr Emmet J. Tyler,’ bellowed Bucko Shaw. Emmet thought dully of Silas Cramp. He’d seen a chance to double his money. The unfortunate Henry Jamieson had obviously been stripped of his personal possessions before being bundled aboard another ship, then Emmet aboard this whaler. Well, he thought, the first port they got to … Someone gripped his arm tightly.
         
‘Ye’re thinking of jumping ship?’ growled Shaw. Had he read Emmet’s thoughts? ‘We lost two overside in Boston port and we’ll be blasted for landlubbers if we lose another. Ye’re here for the voyage, boy, then you can go where you like.’
‘How long is the voyage?’ Emmet asked with sudden alarm. He remembered reading something about whalers making long voyages …
Bucko Shaw laughed and gave him a shove that sent him staggering down the deck. ‘No less than six months,’ he said, raising his voice for the crew to hear, ‘and maybe a little longer if you’re lucky.’
His laugh and the crew’s response sent a tingle of panic through Emmet. But he didn’t have long to think about it before the mate pushed him towards another hatch and down the ladder into a dark, low-ceiling storeroom. Dozens of barrels were stacked and roped together.
‘Rig him out and set him to work,’ Shaw ordered, and climbed back up the ladder.
He had addressed a tall, thin man in a shabby black jacket. A peaked cap was askew on his head. He nodded at Emmet.
‘Second mate, Jonah Appleyard,’ he said in a raspy voice. ‘Mister Appleyard to the likes of you.’ He had a long, thick moustache and small beard on his jutting jaw. His big nose had been broken in some long-ago fight. He sniffed and wiped it as he spoke.
A day ago, thought Emmet, I would have said exactly the same thing to him, in more or less the same tone. A day ago.
         
Mate Appleyard was throwing open two long sea chests. One was packed with clothes, most of thick denim, canvas or wool. The other contained oilskin clothing, and sea boots tied in pairs.
Appleyard gestured. ‘Help yourself. Comes out of your pay.’
Emmet hesitated for only a moment but the bristly eyebrows came together. He began pulling out clothes and Appleyard grudgingly helped him, all the while uttering rude remarks about green lads being little better than ‘sogers’. What a soger was Emmet had no idea, and was afraid to ask. But he did ask one question.
‘This voyage, Jo … Mr Appleyard — the first mate said it would be longer than six months.’
Jonah Appleyard looked at him and smiled. And, as Emmet would learn, Jonah Appleyard did not smile often. He was chewing something, and spat. ‘Aye, a mite longer. Six months already and not a whale to grease our barrels. Two years, maybe three. Now get kitted out, ye damned little johnny-cake.’
He pulled some heavy clothes out of the first chest, and threw a pair of sea boots from the second. Emmet took them, his senses dulled, a reply choked in his throat.
Three years!
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ABSALOM WAS A three-masted ship, built for no other purpose than catching whales. The big brick enclosure in the centre of the ship gave evidence of this. This contained the iron try-pots that boiled down the whales’ blubber into precious oil.
They had seen little whaling in Atlantic waters so, after putting into Boston for stores, Absalom was heading around the horn into the Pacific, hoping for better luck.
         
Emmet learned this from listening to the grumbles of the crew, in particular from his own ‘boat-watch’ — the section he’d been placed with. Each section formed the crew of one small whaleboat, and Absalom had five, kept swung out over the side on arching davits, ready to be dropped into the water at first sight of a whale.
         
There were other things he learned, too. Such as that a ‘green’ lad, a ‘soger’ or ‘landsman’, was held in no account — even resented because the others had to do his work until he learned the ropes. (Some, like Emmet, spent the first week crippled by gut-wrenching seasickness.)
His last meal ashore had been poached eggs, some waffles dripping with syrup, and crisp slices of bacon, followed by toast and marmalade and two cups of hot, sweet coffee and cream. His first meal on the whaler was in the evening. The men sat on their sea-chests in the cold, damp and clammy fo’c’sle around a table slung on ropes from the low ceiling. The ‘meal’ consisted of tough, boiled salt beef and hard biscuit.
The beef and biscuit were dumped in a long wooden platter and each man took his own. Emmet bit off a piece of beef, then lurched up the ladder onto the deck. Shouts of unkind laughter followed him.
He vomited until he could taste only his own bitter stomach juices. There was not a friendly eye or a sympathetic hand in sight. Staggering back down below, he caught a growling aside from one man: ‘A whaler does not ship useless hands — get well.’
         
The next morning there was work to be done, though the deck heaved and Emmet still retched, chilled to the bone despite his heavy jacket. Tarring the rigging to waterproof it against the sea, scrubbing the decks, cleaning the toilets — the ‘heads’. Even chipping rust off the cable chains. All the while he groaned and his stomach heaved to the back-and-forth motion of the ship.
         
Breakfast was a sludge of boiled oatmeal that looked so unappetising Emmet scarcely made it up the ladder before his stomach emptied itself of its contents. The same unkind shouts followed him out. He leaned over the rail, feeling as wretched as he had ever known. All at once he felt queasy, his head was pounding, his stomach empty and his mouth sour and dry.
The captain had not yet shown up on deck. Bucko Shaw had, and was ignoring Emmet as he shouted to the watch. The sails flapped overhead and a stinging cold spray beat his face. Then a hand touched his shoulder and he looked around. It was Yetta.
Yetta was the ship’s cook — a thickset African who in his own words had ‘skipped on a ship in Tripoli and kept skipping’. Emmet had met him the previous night. His black face had been split in a big grin. ‘Was French Morocco where I went aship so the crew called me Lafayette, after some French gent, but I shortened it to Yetta.’
Between heaves, Emmet now told Yetta that Lafayette was a French general who had helped America win independence from Britain. Yetta beamed with pleasure. He held out a lump of cheese and a piece of red salt beef.
         
‘Chew on these, lad, though it makes you sick. I think your soft life cleaned out now. Chew and keep it down.’
He went back to his galley. And as the ship pitched and tossed, Emmet chewed. His stomach heaved again and once he choked on the beef. But he chewed the meat and cheese and kept it down. Then he staggered below again.
The damp, stinking air of the fo’c’sle closed around him. His boat-watch had finished their breakfast — and his — and were pouring out their tea. ‘Water-bewitched’ was the term they used for the brew — little tea in a lot of hot water.
         
Emmet pushed out his tin mug and had it filled. The tea tasted of sweet molasses and he drank it quickly. His stomach rose again but he fought down the feeling. If the others exchanged glances, he did not see them. And when they were called on deck, he followed on legs that were a little less unsteady.
The awful masts, tall as trees, loomed overhead, strung with rigging and hung with sails. Emmet knew he would have to go up them eventually. Today, he discovered he was to begin by picking old rope into oakum, which would be mixed with tar and used to plug any leaks starting in the planks.
Setting to work, Emmet realised he was feeling better, and even — and this surprised him — thinking already about dinner.
[image: ]

HE WAS LEARNING fast, too, although he still felt very much the ‘soger’. On his watch there was Swede, a burly, yellow-bearded man who kept long brooding silences. Ben, an Englishman, was quite the dandy, even in his working clothes. He had long black curly hair and an open, smiling face. He told Emmet he had ‘sailed the seven seas since he was knee-high to a marlinspike’.
‘French Jack’ was a big solid chap who knew just enough English to get by. And Rudge, an overgrown, scowling boy a year older than Emmet, had freckles, a thick shock of long black hair and lips set in an insolent leer — especially when he looked at Emmet, whom he scornfully labelled the ‘gent-boy’.
         
Once Rudge grabbed Emmet’s food from the big wooden platter, or ‘kid’. His sneering face said, ‘Do something about it’, and Emmet knew he would have to eventually.
The last of their boat-watch, Second Mate Jonah, did not eat with them. In ship’s jargon he had the ‘handle to his name’, so ‘Mr’ Appleyard ate with the officers. Mr Appleyard was their steersman and lance-man, who gave the killing blow to the whale.
In the course of the first week Emmet learned something else. One of the two men who had gone ‘over the side’ at Boston had been on their boat-watch, so they were a man short — and that man was the most important of all, the harpooner.
By the third day Emmet was eating the rough food well enough. He had not yet been asked to ‘go aloft’ into the towering masts and complex rigging, but that would come. He would be a ‘green landsman’ for a time yet. But sometimes he dared ask questions — and sometimes he even received an answer.
On the third night, half his food having been grabbed by Rudge, Emmet sat sipping his ‘water bewitched’. In his Boston life black, watery tea, the tiny leaves still floating in it, would have been sent angrily back to the kitchen. But now he sipped it gratefully, dressed in a thick jacket, a woollen cap and heavy denim trousers. The roll of the ship no longer punched his queasy stomach. On this night, he dared a question.
         
‘This Cape Horn we must go around to get into the Pacific Ocean — I have heard the storms are bad, is that so?’
The others looked at one another. Rudge laughed and his lips framed in a mocking retort. The ship heaved, the lantern swayed overhead. Did Swede’s elbow dig into Rudge to silence him?
It was English Ben who spoke. ‘Lad,’ he said, ‘if hell was somewhere in the ocean, then that place would be Cape Horn.’ He swallowed. ‘Will make a sailor of you.’
He said this flatly, and bit off another chunk of salt beef, making it clear that there would be no more answer. Emmet couldn’t help wondering: was this a ‘sailor’s tale’ or was it true?
During these first few days there had been high winds, and once the lashing of a storm. He had survived this, just as he had survived seasickness. Make a sailor of him? However reluctantly, he felt like a sailor already. Cape Horn would not be too bad, surely …
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A BLAST OF storm-driven wind struck Emmet like a chunk of ice. He was already chilled to the bone, and the howling gale felt like an unseen frozen hand trying to tear him from the rigging and down into the scudding grey-green waters far below.
         
‘Move, be damned you!’ shouted Swede beside him, shoving Emmet so hard he nearly lost his balance. They were on the rigging by the main-mast cross-spar. ‘Reef sail!’ Captain Bracegirdle had ordered, and the mate had swung his rope end at Emmet and the others of his watch. Emmet had by now been up the rigging in good weather, but never in conditions like these. However, he knew he had no choice. He had learned early on that when the captain gave an order, everyone jumped — or wished they had.
         
He was thumped again by Swede. The sail flapped, stiff with water, almost frozen itself. Emmet gulped and took another step out, then another, then another. Conscious he was being watched, he was determined to show he could do it. They would not break him.
         
There was only a rope to put their feet on and it sagged, sodden with rainwater. It seemed only the thickness of a thread when he glanced down — and wished he hadn’t as he took in the deck so far below, and the tiny figures of the crew. Moving slowly further out, he began to haul in the mass of canvas that snapped and tore at his frozen fingers.
         
The wind buffeted him like a giant fist, then a foot slipped off. His hands clawed frantically at the canvas, leaving blood-streaks from his torn fingernails. An unseen hand grabbed him, jerking him back up. ‘Hold tight, whelp!’ growled Swede.
Emmet knew better than to shout ‘thanks’. These men did not expect it.
Soon the sail was furled and lashed with rope as stiff as the canvas. Emmet struggled to tie the knot with frozen hands as the blood ran from his broken fingernails.
They were moving off the rigging now and he spaced his feet carefully, back onto the relative safety of the main mast. Even so, the ship pitched and tossed as he slid down the rat-lines, yelling once as the rope tore into the palm of his hand. Then his feet hit a rail and he tumbled onto the slippery deck.
         
A boot hit him in the ribs and he looked up. Rudge again.
‘Keep to your feet, you damned no-seaman,’ the older boy jeered, and stepped over him. Emmet had to snatch his hand from under the clumping sea boot.
They were ringing the change of watch and he pulled himself upright. Captain Bracegirdle, dressed in thick oilskins on the quarterdeck, glanced at him. He had paid Emmet almost no attention since he’d been hauled on board. Beside him, the steersman held the wheel steady. In this weather he would be on duty for only two hours — that was as long as any man could concentrate. One slip, such as the ship ‘broaching’, and that mass of green water would break over Absalom for the last time.
         
Emmet tried to walk over to the hatchway. He had his sea-legs now but the pitching deck still tripped and hurled him about. He dropped down the companionway and a voice growled at him to slam the hatch shut.
Down below it was dripping wet on the walls: dark and close. Emmet’s clothes were sodden and so was his bedding — and it would stay that way while Absalom beat around Cape Horn.
         
A single, swaying lantern lit up the darkness and the exhausted, bearded faces of the men around the table. Their food in the long wooden kids was — as usual — cold salt beef and slab-like, hard biscuits. The rough food had repulsed him on his first day, but now he was so hungry he would eat anything.
Rudge shot out his hand and grabbed Emmet’s bread, grinning at him. He was being ‘hazed’ and he knew it. Emmet knew about hazing: it was like being bullied at school. The other men knew it too. So did the officers, but of course they did nothing to stop it. None of their business.
         
Emmet poured himself a mug of thin tea and sipped it, spilling the hot liquid on his frozen hands. Beside him, Ben slurped his tea noisily. He tore at the stringy, undercooked beef with his white teeth. Opposite him, Swede ate slowly, his eyes half closed. He might be jammed around the swing table with them, but Emmet knew he was not one of these men yet. Not while he let Rudge haze him.
Crammed in this close, sweaty hold, stinking in his unwashed clothes, Emmet could scarcely believe this was all happening to him. The pain of his torn fingernails reminded him it was real enough, but he knew better than to fret about it.
In these first weeks, without being aware of it, Emmet was changing. He worked long, hard hours and ate rough food without complaint. There was little of the spoilt, self-centred brat about him now.
         
If the men around him saw this change, they gave no sign. But at least they tolerated him now — save for Rudge, who still lost no opportunity to remind Emmet he was lowest of the low: a half-trained green boy.
‘Me dad had his own schooner once,’ Rudge muttered to Emmet. ‘And lost it ’cos of some fancy gent’s trick. Huh!’
Emmet finished his food and went to his bedding. Normally the men would sit up a while and talk, but rounding the Horn, a man needed sleep. Emmet had no sea-chest to sleep on so he stretched out on an old straw-stuffed mattress that bore no resemblance to his fat, feather-stuffed bed at home. Nor did the thin, damp blanket he drew around his shivering body resemble his white linen sheets, warmed by a cheerful fire burning in his bedroom fireplace.
         
Emmet shivered, rolling himself in the blanket. He stayed fully dressed at night, sea boots and all, in case they were called out to furl the sails again. He was wet, but so was the whole ship. He would stay wet — damp at best — until the Pacific sun dried his clothes.
Emmet shivered as the ship pitched and tossed in the darkness and water dripped from the deck planks overhead. He remembered a distant time when he’d liked to lie in bed and listen to the rain beating on lead-paned windows, tightly sealed to keep out the cold.
He groaned at the memory, and shivered himself to sleep.
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five
            

‘TURN OUT! TURN out and watch it rain!’
That was Bucko Shaw’s genial way of starting their day. Emmet unrolled from his blanket and headed for the deck. He was shouldered aside by Rudge, who clumped up the ladder ahead of him. Emmet warily hung back a moment — Rudge had a habit of stamping on his fingers.
Up on deck the wind had eased and the ship was speeding along under full sail. Some time during the night, in the freezing dark, the second watch must have gone up to unfurl the sails.
         
As Emmet came on deck the mate was bellowing again. The mate always bellowed. ‘Rudge, get a bucket and grease the main yards.’ His big, whiskered face glowered down at Emmet. ‘Rope-picking for you, boy.’
The voyage around the Cape would have strained the ship’s planks. They had to be caulked with oakum. Emmet headed over to the rope pile, but a hand stopped him.
‘You get up the mast, gentry.’
Rudge apparently didn’t fancy the task he’d been set so he was going to have Emmet do it for him. He thrust the bucket into Emmet’s hands. The mate saw this and did nothing. It was not the first time Rudge had bullied Emmet into doing his work. But this time something inside Emmet snapped.
‘Do it yourself.’
Emmet ducked the fist that came flying, backing against the ship’s rail. Rudge advanced on him but stopped at a sharp order from the quarterdeck.
‘Secure that bucket before ye fight.’
Rudge paused. An order from the captain was always obeyed. He hastily stowed the lidded bucket into a corner. Then he turned, fists up.
‘I’ll break every bone in your skin for this,’ he growled.
It was Emmet’s turn to pause. Captain Bracegirdle’s eyes rested on him a moment, then turned away in majestic indifference. The others kept working but they were watching — even Bucko Shaw.
So be it, thought Emmet. No appeal to sweet reason would work here. They must fight. He pulled off his heavy sailor’s jacket and someone unexpectedly caught it. Swede — and did one blue eye close in a wink?
         
Emmet braced himself as Rudge advanced. He was a gentleman’s son and young gentlemen learned boxing. He balanced and waited. He sensed somehow that this was his chance — his only chance.
Then Rudge came on in a sudden rush, fists flailing. Emmet ducked and Rudge stumbled onto the ship’s rail. His mouth was agape in astonishment as he turned. Emmet braced again. It couldn’t be this easy.
It wasn’t. Rudge braced himself on the swaying rail and came on as warily as his clumping boots allowed. He swung again and Emmet skipped back — but this was a feint. Rudge came on again quickly and this time Emmet was thrown back by the impact of a clenched fist.
It was a painful shock but he’d learned something. He recovered and they fought. Most of their blows blocked each other but soon Rudge had one red eye and swelling on his face. Emmet’s ribs ached from a hard punch.
The crew shouted and roared their appreciation as first Rudge landed a punch, then Emmet. The rigging groaned and the ship pitched and creaked with the loud voice of straining timbers. Captain Bracegirdle stood unmoving on the quarterdeck, like a brass-buttoned blue statue.
Now Emmet was nursing a loose tooth from a hard smack to the mouth. He blocked Rudge’s next rush, then saw him wince as Emmet’s fist thudded into his cheek. The seamen nudged one another, grinning, drawn from their duties.
There was no time to think as Rudge, red-faced and sweating, recovered to swing more punches. Emmet braced against them — meet him, he thought, stepping inside one to drive his clenched fist into Rudge’s ribs. Rudge staggered. Emmet stepped back, feeling a rush of cold, vengeful power.
         
He punched again, surprised at how easily he could smack aside Rudge’s defence. His anger was like a raging, icy flood within him. As he smacked Rudge back again he knew skill was working against strength and brute force.
Rudge steadied himself, one hand on the tarred end-ropes of the rigging. A quick rush in now, thought Emmet, and a couple more punches would see him in the scuppers. But in the same moment he was suddenly aware that the crew had stopped yelling. He hesitated. A bellow issued from the quarterdeck. ‘Mr Shaw! Belay that circus turn! Get the hands to work!’
         
Bracegirdle had seen enough. Emmet was glad he’d not gone in with those final punches; he sensed now that it would have been too much. The circle of seamen broke up and went about their duties.
Emmet was on his way to rope-picking when a thought occurred to him. He turned. Rudge was making his unsteady way to the rigging, bucket in hand. Emmet walked over and grabbed it. ‘Here, you get on with the rope-work. I’ll make a better job of this, like as not.’
His head still pounded and his side ached, but that little buzz of approval from the crew was enough. So he swung himself into the rigging and up the rat-lines to the masthead, knowing that if one drop from the bucket landed on deck, the mate would have a ‘soft word’ in his ear.
Dinner was the same as ever, but the cook had thrown in some boiled onions and Emmet made himself eat his share. He’d read somewhere that onions stopped scurvy, a terrifying wasting illness common on long sea voyages with no fresh fruit or vegetables.
Swede looked up at the swaying lantern and listened to the wave-slap against the bow. ‘Meet whales soon,’ he grunted. ‘Then little sleep and much work.’
         
There were nods of agreement. Emmet had eaten his full share of food and sipped his hot, weak tea. Beating Rudge meant he had a place here now — he had fought his way into their notice. He could stand up for himself and for men who relied on him. That was everything.
He went to his sleeping place and rolled up his oilskins as a pillow. He lay down, fully dressed, and drew the damp blanket over him. This time, though, he did not shiver. For the first time, he was part of his boat-watch.
         
On the whaler Absalom, he was somebody.
         



    

  
    
      
         
[image: ]

six
            

IT WAS A better day. There was warm sunlight and no need for the heavy coat of waterproof oilskin. Absalom was well clear of Cape Horn and deep into the Pacific, heading for the long, broad ‘whale-road’.
         
The coast of South America had misted behind them long weeks before, and a wonderful sight now presented itself. An island, green and mountainous, rose over the blue horizon. The mountains hung thick with low cloud.
Emmet was in the rigging, carrying out repairs to the rope-work of one of the big cross-spars. He still had that feeling of wonder that he was here, balanced over a swaying deck far below. His past life, even his stern and forbidding grandfather, had somehow faded to an unreal memory.
         
‘Hey, Ben,’ he called to the man sitting on the cross-spar opposite. ‘Know anything about this island?’
         
‘Aye,’ growled the tall Englishman. ‘And little that I like.’
Before Emmet’s duel with Rudge, English Ben would not have spoken a word to him, but now he was noticed. He felt a thrill of pleasure at Ben even acknowledging his words.
He glanced across at the island.
‘Not a place I’d visit,’ growled Ben.
‘It looks beautiful.’
‘Such beauty hides much.’
It was still early morning. The call ‘hands to breakfast’ was heard and they hastily completed their task, Emmet marvelling at how quickly he scrambled down rigging that had once been a devil’s ladder to him.
Breakfast was a mess of breadcrumbs and Emmet ate hungrily. He sipped his tea, thinking about what English Ben had said. What did he mean by ‘such beauty hides much’? Across from him, Rudge glowered but said nothing. Certainly, snatching Emmet’s food was a thing of the past.
After breakfast Emmet was back up the rigging, ropes and pulleys hung around his neck. He and Ben were renewing worn-out rope because, as Emmet now knew, work on a ship never stopped. Sails, rigging, woodwork: something always needed fixing or replacing.
He knew he’d changed, too. He’d found there was no use complaining about things — you just had to get on with them. And he had to admit to himself that the hard work here was a challenge he enjoyed.
         
He looked out to sea. Absalom was closer now to the shore of the island. The water under the keel was clear blue, with schools of bright-coloured fish splitting around the bow. He glimpsed yellow sand and chunky white coral in the distance.
         
They needed fresh water and Ben, who had sailed these waters before, was scanning the coast with a telescope for a spring running out onto the beach.
‘See anything?’ bellowed Bucko Shaw from below.
‘No water,’ Ben shouted back.
The change of watch was being rung and they climbed back down to the deck. Bucko Shaw looked at the long brass telescope in Ben’s hands. ‘Keep looking,’ he said.
Ben took up a position on the rail and Emmet stayed beside him. He thought about what Ben had said earlier and asked, ‘What does the island’s beauty hide?’
‘Murder,’ replied Ben.
In the silence that followed, Ben continued peering though the telescope. ‘Not a drop,’ he muttered, shaking his head.
‘There might be springs inland,’ said Emmet. ‘Surely within a mile or so?’
‘I’d not go a yard inland.’ Ben’s eye was firmly clamped to the telescope. ‘Marquesas Islands. Fierce, those Marquesan warriors, and no cause to love us. Partial to a dish of long pig, they are.’
‘Long pig? What’s that?’
Ben gave a hard grin and looked at him briefly. ‘We are. You young fellas are special tender, I’ve heard.’
‘Aye,’ muttered Jonah, who had joined them. ‘Maybe we could trade the lad for a few sacks of sweet potato or coconuts?’
         
There was a laugh and Emmet grinned, thinking how a few weeks ago that remark would have really worried him. Then beside him Ben tensed and shouted.
‘Mr Shaw! Boat coming off land.’ He adjusted the telescope lens, peering intently. ‘Canoe, twenty rowers.’
Shaw at once skipped down the steps to the captain’s cabin, set under the quarterdeck. Moments later Bracegirdle appeared, shrugging on his blue jacket. Emmet noticed the butt of a heavy pistol tucked into his waistband. Mate Shaw clumped after him, hefting a double-barrelled shotgun.
         
‘Ben, quarterdeck swivel!’ shouted the captain.
Ben ran for it, shouting at Emmet to follow. The swivel was a small brass cannon, mounted so that it could be swivelled in all directions. He stripped off the canvas cover, telling Emmet to open the little deck-locker below. Inside he saw small iron cannonballs, some small canvas bags, powder cartridges and a brass powder horn.
‘Grapeshot!’ shouted the captain.
Emmet had read books on naval warfare. He knew ‘grapeshot’ meant balls of lead like big grapes, like buckshot in a shotgun. Loading the gun was like loading one of Grandfather’s pistols for target practice. He tingled, though, from the sudden, urgent tension on board.
         
Ben rammed one of the gunpowder cartridges down the barrel of the cannon, then the canvas bag of shot on top of it. He swung the swivel back level with the deck and stabbed an iron spike down the touch-hole at the base.
Sprinkling fine powder from the powder horn onto the touch-hole, he clicked back the firing mechanism. One sharp tug of the cord would snap a flint and shower sparks onto the powder.
         
‘Ready, captain.’
While they were loading, Emmet had heard shouting, the pounding of feet and the clatter of the arms chest opening. Now all the crew were on deck. The headsmen and harpooners held their lances; the rest of the crew had short pikes or cutlasses.
By now the canoe was halfway across towards them. There were ten rowers either side, paddles dipping in white splashes, a long, swirling wake behind them in the glittering blue sea. They came on quickly, although they would have seen the armed men awaiting them; certainly the sunlight glinting on the brass cannon and pike-heads. Then the canoe slowed and a man stood up in the bow. He was wearing a striped sailor’s jacket and baggy canvas trousers. A red cap was jammed on his head.
         
Bracegirdle took the telescope and focused it on the man. He muttered something under his breath. The man picked up a long harpoon and waved it over his head. Sunlight twinkled on the polished barb point.
‘Close enough!’ shouted Bracegirdle.
The man in the canoe spoke over his shoulder to the crew, who stopped paddling. Then he shouted back, ‘Ahoy, Absalom. Need a harpooner?’
         
‘Maybe,’ Bracegirdle shouted back, through a speaking-trumpet. ‘Name thyself.’
Emmet could see the man clearly. He recognised him as a Polynesian — he’d seen them in books. The man was big and broad-shouldered, with dark blue lines on his brown face. The paddlers wore the lines too, but whereas they had them all over their faces, this man had them down one side only. His black hair hung in a long sailor’s plait.
         
‘Patu, my name,’ he shouted back. ‘Six months ashore here. Before then, papers for Foxfire, Saucy Jenny, Hephzibah and Pegasus.’
         
‘Ye speak very good English,’ growled Bracegirdle suspiciously.
‘I can speak bad English too,’ replied the other.
Emmet nearly grinned, but managed to keep a straight face. The paddlers did not outnumber the crew of Absalom but all would be born warriors.
         
Patu shouted again, ‘Got my discharge papers.’
‘Probably taken from a dead man,’ muttered the mate.
Captain Bracegirdle shouted again, ‘If ye are a harpooner, show it.’
         
The man called Patu grinned, showing strong white teeth. ‘Show you? Watch this — a hand’s length under your little cannon.’
Patu poised, balancing in the canoe, pulled his arm back and hurled the harpoon in a single powerful movement. Emmet gulped and even Ben tensed as the long harpoon swooped towards them, a flashing, giant needle of steel.
Thud! The shock transmitted through the rail as the harpoon struck, its wooden handle quivering. Ben glanced at the captain, unable to hide his admiration as he said, ‘Dead on target, captain. He can chuck a barb, that’s for sure.’
Bracegirdle ignored him. He spoke in a low tone with the mate. Emmet could guess what they were saying. This man was heaven-sent. Having one fewer harpooner meant they had much less chance of catching whales. The captain raised the speaking-trumpet again.
‘Ye may come. But let not a weapon be seen.’ Emmet could see little flat-sided war clubs at the paddlers’ waists. A long spear was laid out along the centre of the canoe. Beside him, Ben’s finger held the cannon’s firing cord taut.
         
The big man Patu stood quietly, hands at his sides, as the canoe edged closer. The paddlers scowled up under topknots of thick hair stuck through with long bone combs. As the canoe’s high prow touched the ship’s side Patu caught up his kitbag and harpoon, catching a rope with his free hand and bounding aboard.
The paddlers had already backed off and were turning for shore. Patu shouted something after them and one waved. Patu turned to Captain Bracegirdle.
‘They’re more scared of you than you are of them, captain. Think you’re a blackbirder.’
Bracegirdle scowled. Blackbirding — kidnapping islanders for forced labour — was well beneath the dignity of a whaling captain.
‘Emmet,’ he called, ‘show him his berth, then up to get signed in.’
Emmet gestured to the big man, who followed him below. Patu glanced at the dark quarters with the air of a man who had seen its like before. He threw down his kitbag and his brown eyes took in Emmet from head to toe. He did not smile.
Emmet felt a tingle of unease. This man was like no other he had met.
‘Are you Marquesan?’ he asked, recalling Ben’s description.
‘Maori,’ replied the other shortly.
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seven
            

‘LISTEN, ALL OF ye who’ve never taken a whale. And those who have.’
Jonah Appleyard glowered around him from under black eyebrows. He was always frowning — perhaps, thought Emmet, because of his namesake in the Bible, who was swallowed by a whale. There were many jokes made among the boat-watch, but none to his face.
He slapped the side of the big whaleboat they were clustered around. ‘’Tis a double-ender of good lapstrake Wisconsin pine. The sweetest craft ever to ride a wave.’ He glowered again. ‘I am boat head and ye are my crew.’
         
He rapped out the last five words as though the long, graceful craft did not deserve such humiliation. He looked at them and pointed a long finger.
‘Harpoon oar, Patu.’ This to the tall Maori, who had scarcely spoken a word since coming on board.
Jonah broke off, considering. Each oar had a name — even a different length and purpose. Patu would pull his on the port or left-hand side of the boat.
‘Ben, bow oar.’ That would need strength and experience, and Ben had both.
‘Swede, midships.’ Swede nodded and grunted. His thickset muscles made him ideal for the ‘power oar’.
Jonah’s finger stabbed at Rudge next. ‘Tub oar.’ Second from the back and one of the two shortest. Then to Emmet: ‘Stroke oar, runt of the litter.’
There was a shout of laughter and Emmet made himself laugh with them.
The group broke up. Their boat-watch was not on duty yet so Emmet leaned on the rail and stared out at the broad ocean. They were on the ‘whale-road’ now, and every pair of eyes was on duty. So far they’d seen nothing and Captain Bracegirdle was in a foul temper.
Emmet looked down the rail to where Patu stood, braced against a halyard. The big Maori was silent at meal-times, too, answering questions about himself with a blank look or a shrug. He would talk about whaling or ships, but they could not find out why he’d been on the Marquesas. He was ‘working his passage’ until Absalom reached New Zealand, which was where he came from. There another harpooner could easily be found.
         
He was certainly experienced, though. In his jacket lapel he wore an ivory tholepin, usually used for securing a rope on the whaleboat chocks. Only harpooners who had made a kill wore those.
The Maori’s blank eyes met Emmet’s and the boy looked away, still smarting a little at the joke about runts. The Emmet of Boston would have sulked, or asked Grandfather to sack the man. But this new Emmet could see the funny side …
‘Whales! Whales ahoy! Thar she blows!’
Every face was upturned to the lookout’s pointing arm, then to the far-off horizon and the morning haze where black specks were moving. The whales were just surfacing and only the lookout would have seen the jets of misty white shoot up from their blowholes as they emptied their massive lungs of air.
Captain Bracegirdle was bellowing orders. There was a scramble to the boats, slung ready in their davits. Emmet was first to leap into his, surprised at the thrill of excitement he felt. Rudge tumbled in beside him, followed by the other crewmen. Jonah roared for the ropes to be released and the long whaleboat splashed onto the water.
‘Back oars!’ Jonah yelled, pulling his woollen cap over his ears and grabbing the steering oar. ‘Now lay on, me hearties!’
Their boat was pulling away; the other four boats followed quickly. A wave smacked up hard, drenching Emmet, who shivered, but not with cold. The moment had come. They were whale-hunting.
For an hour they pulled on those oars. The five boats were spread out in a ragged line. Emmet’s shoulders ached and he groaned inwardly, feeling the blister forming on one tightly clenched hand. He had a splinter from the oar-handle, too, but he gritted his teeth and kept rowing. He was sitting with his back to the whales. In front of him Jonah held the steering rudder, clutching his lance in the other hand, urging the rowers on.
         
‘There — there!’
Jonah stood as he bellowed orders. The whaleboat, with its different oars, could swing precisely in any direction — even spin like a top if need be. A wooden tub containing coiled rope lay between Emmet and Rudge, the rope’s end attached, Emmet knew, to Patu’s harpoon. The rope ran to the bow, where it was secured in the chock by a tholepin: 1200 metres of line. It was the tub oarsman’s job to make sure the line ran out smoothly. That was Rudge. A kink or loop slipping around a man’s wrist or ankle could whip him clean out of the boat to almost certain death.
Emmet snatched a look over his shoulder and was rebuked with a snarl from Jonah. But he’d glimpsed Patu ready in the bow, his long black hair streaming in the wind. Before him he suddenly saw the huge, streamlined, black shape of a whale. The barbed spearhead flashed in the sunlight. The whale was so close that Emmet gulped.
‘Throw!’ shouted Jonah.
Emmet dared not look again. He heard Patu’s loud cry, saw the rope suddenly uncoil as the line sped out. It ran and ran, then just as suddenly slackened. There was another hoarse shout from Jonah: ‘Change places!’
This was a tricky and skilful moment — Emmet knew from what English Ben had told him. The whale had been struck but was still very much alive, and the boat was bucking and rocking as it was pulled along. Jonah and Patu had to change places — the harpooner to the stern and rudder, the headsman to the bow to make the killing stroke.
         
‘Up oars!’ roared Jonah.
As one, they lifted their oars, dripping, from the water. Spray drenched Emmet and the boat rocked crazily, still speeding along. Jonah clumped forward, the line whirring past his legs as the whale dived into the deep green ocean. Patu threw himself down, grabbing the steering oar. He braced himself, eyes slitted against the spray.
The line was still uncoiling — how deep would the whale go?
Emmet had heard the stories. Sometimes a struck whale would surface under the boat and throw it, broken-backed, into the sea. Or it could tow it for miles on a ‘sleigh ride’. Or swat it to matchwood with one blow of its massive fluked tail.
         
The coils of rope were running out — would they be pulled under? Another shout and the boat bucked again. The black bulk of the whale was surfacing and Jonah shouted orders to spin the whaleboat around.
Jonah was poised, and drove the lance in deep. The whale shuddered and Emmet flinched in sympathy. Then abruptly, with a slamming thwack of its tail that raised high walls of water, the whale submerged.
‘Under again!’ shouted Ben.
Was the whale mortally wounded? Sometimes they struggled for hours. Emmet strained on his oar as they brought the jerking whaleboat around again, Patu heaving on the rudder. Emmet saw a small, bone-handled tomahawk in his belt. Patu pulled it out, laying it on the seat, and grabbed another harpoon.
The rope was down to its last few coils.
‘May need another throw!’ shouted Jonah. ‘Up oars!’
         
Beside Emmet, Patu took a step forward. The line slackened as he did so, as though horribly alive, and Emmet saw it slip around the harpooner’s ankle.
‘No!’ Emmet cried. He knew the rope would snap tight and Patu — for all his undoubted strength — would be thrown from the boat like a stone from a slingshot.
Emmet had not realised he could think or move so fast. With one hand on the oar, he grabbed the little tomahawk and brought it down on the line as it jerked taut. Patu threw himself back as the end of the line slipped and streaked over the side.
         
There was a howl from Jonah in the bow. ‘Blast and fury, she’s lost!’
Silence. The boat still bucked, the crew sat unmoving. Emmet grabbed his swaying oar, drenched in sea-water, chilled with awful fear — had he done the wrong thing? Patu was back at the tiller again. The silence was longer than the uncoiling line, until broken by a shout from English Ben.
‘Blowing!’
Too close for comfort, Ben saw a gleaming black wall rising from the waves. Up and up it went, starred with white barnacle clusters; it was so close he might have touched it, had the boat not bucked sideways again. The whale spouted and the crew were drenched in the foul-smelling mist.
         
The last of the mist was pink, then red: heart blood, lung blood from the monstrous black bulk, which quivered as it rolled sideways.
‘She flurries!’ screamed Jonah.
The whale was in its death throes, whipping the water into white foam. Thick beads of deep red dripped from Jonah’s upthrust lance and Patu’s harpoon. The whale rolled again and lay still.
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Excited and joyful though he was, Emmet felt a tinge of regret. This massive, magnificent sea creature had been lord of the seas a moment ago; now it had been hunted and killed. He glanced at Patu and thought he saw a flicker of the same emotion. Then the Maori’s lips tightened, his face set again in that stern mask.
         
Long-winged seabirds, drawn by the action, hovered overhead, their shrill cries filling the air. Jonah turned to his men. ‘Set to it, ye lazy swabs! Are ye waiting for the sky to rain gold? Bend your backs!’
Emmet’s back was aching but he bent it nonetheless, and the whaleboat drew alongside its prey. With his sharp-edged boat-spade Jonah chopped a hole in the whale’s lip and passed a tow-line through it. Beside it he stuck a long pole with a flag, to mark the whale as theirs.
         
The dead creature floated beside them, kept buoyant by the air in its enormous lungs. Next to Emmet, its small eye rolled up blankly and seemed to be staring at him. Why did he feel no sense of victory or triumph?
He looked around at the other whaleboats. Captain Bracegirdle’s boat had a whale too, in its death ‘flurry’. Two other boats were out of sight; the fifth was limping back, the crew baling water frantically. One side of their boat had been nearly stoved in by the flick of a giant tail.
‘Row!’ Jonah growled.
Emmet stifled the moan that came to his lips as he bent to the oar again. It would be a long return haul to Absalom, and the work was just beginning.
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eight
            

SO NOW THEY rowed and Jonah roared a rough chant to the oar beat. The whaleboat jerked and tugged, towing its unwieldy dead weight. Jonah was back in the stern and Patu pulled his bow oar.
Emmet’s wrists felt as if they were encased in fire. Broad-winged albatrosses were wheeling and swooping overhead, circling lower and lower. Their long, sharp beaks would peck holes in the carcass if the rowers let them. But Emmet knew the greatest danger would come from the sea: sharks.
         
Ben had told him stories of sharks drawn to the struggle by the enticing scent of blood in the sea. They would home in like wasps to honey, biting away chunks of flesh and blubber. Sometimes sharks could strip a whale to a floating skeleton before the whalers got back to the safety of the ship.
They pulled and pulled. Emmet could not believe they had come this far. But ahead, over the horizon, he finally saw the masts, then the hull of Absalom. In full sail and with a following wind, the ship rapidly drew closer and Jonah called a halt. Even Ben gave a sigh of relief but Patu sat quietly, both hands on his oar.
         
Patu had said nothing about Emmet cutting the line, saving him from certain death. But that was not unusual. There had been that time off Cape Horn when Swede’s quick hand had saved Emmet on the yard-arm. He had wanted to thank him but Swede had just turned away with a grunt. Sailors lived with accident and sudden death, and handled this by making light of it.
He looked up at Absalom’s fast-closing bulk. From the stern, Jonah inflated his lungs to shout the chant again. Then he choked, cursed, pointed his hand and shouted — all in the same moment.
         
‘Shark!’
A string of foul oaths followed as Jonah grabbed his lance and stabbed it down. Ben stood up, using his oar as a club and flailing at the dark shape hurtling past. Patu sat still, making no move to grab his harpoon.
‘Better to make the ship,’ he said. ‘Quick!’
Jonah did not like any challenge to his authority. He glared, but his good sense quickly took over. He shouted an order, and they all dipped oars and pulled hard. Jonah continued to stab his lance over the side and curse.
         
Despite the fire in his wrists and the ache in his back, Emmet rowed with the others. He had won a silver cup for cross-country running at school, officer’s stripes in the cadet corps, a bronze medal for target shooting, a leather-bound American Constitution — the title picked out in gold leaf — for coming top in Latin. But none of that compared with his glow of achievement as Absalom drew alongside and they raised oars. He had kept his place; he was one of them. Hours of long work lay ahead, but he could handle that too.
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‘CUTTING IN’ IT was called — the business of chopping up the whale.
They were back aboard and Jonah Appleyard was still yelling orders. They had to trim the sails because the ship had to be steady. Sharks were circling, but not too many — yet. The dead whale was chained along the starboard side, tail flukes forward to the bow. It was twenty metres long, the long jaw alone some four metres. That thick black hide would have a layer of blubber some twenty to thirty centimetres thick.
         
There was a crash as two planks slung on ropes were cast over the side. Jonah and Patu jumped down, each balancing on a narrow, bucking plank. Each held a long-bladed cutting spade, its edges honed razor sharp.
         
Jonah signalled up. ‘Windlass!’
Emmet took his place near the winding gear with the others, bracing on one of the long handles. Patu and Jonah were chopping a semicircular cut in the whale’s head. Emmet watched, fascinated. Whale oil was something you got in lamps. Never had he considered that it began like this.
Rudge, too, was being was being lowered over the side, a rope around his waist. He set a heavy metal blubber hook into the half-circle, his legs braced against the ship’s side. His hook was shackled to the blubber tackle and two large wooden pulley blocks secured to the main mast, just below the mainsail.
Emmet was getting used to strange sights, but even so he felt a little sickened as Jonah shouted for them to haul the windlass around and tighten the line. Jonah and Patu kept chopping into the whale with their spades as the blubber rope tightened.
The ship heeled over until the mastheads were nodding and the rigging was taut. Emmet hauled, seeing the captain’s boat approaching, also towing a whale. More cutting planks would be rigged soon, on the port side — ‘left’ side, he would once have said.
Absalom listed more steeply, the long waves smacking against the hull. Then came a splitting sound and a lurch, so sharp that Emmet almost lost his footing. Absalom pitched back upright and the blubber tackle rose into sight, dangling a long curving strip of blubber, torn from the whale’s body.
         
The men cheered but Emmet felt queasy. They would peel this whale’s skin and blubber from its body, just as Grandfather peeled the skin of an apple with his silver fruit-knife.
Patu was shouting and pointing as he braced for the next cut. In the distance Emmet saw some black specks speeding towards the ship. Five … twelve … the dorsal fins of a full shark pack cutting towards a feast.
The strip of blubber was dropped into the hold and the hook swung back up and over. Rudge caught it, ready to fix it again in the whale’s carcass.
Appleyard was bellowing, ‘Haste! Ye have a long night ahead!’
Emmet and the crew pushed at the windlass again. Even Yetta the cook, the steward and the clerk joined in as the windlass turned and clanked. Emmet fought back revulsion as another strip was torn from the whale’s body.
The iron try-pots on deck were filled with water and fires lit beneath them. More water was poured into the long brick box enclosing them, to stop the fire engulfing the wooden ship. The afternoon was fading to a red twilight as though reflecting the leaping flames.
Overhead, seabirds perched on the long mast crosstrees and in the rigging. Over the side the water boiled as sharks attacked the stripped carcasses, fighting one another in their blood-frenzy. Port and starboard crews were each working a whale now. Absalom bobbed and heeled one way then the other as strip after curling strip of thick blubber was chopped away and swung up.
         
Rudge and the other hookman were just above the thrashing, frenzied water. Each had a strong man on the other end of his line to jerk him up if a shark leapt. On their narrow, slippery boards the plankmen fought to keep their balance as they chopped at the black hide with their sharp spades.
Emmet hauled on the windlass, skidding on the slippery deck. Now Patu and Jonah were scrambling back aboard, the job done. Rudge was pulled back up over the side. The whale’s pink carcass was unchained and cast adrift, shuddering and jerking as the sharks hit. The topside was feathered with greedy, shrieking seabirds.
Now came the thick, oily stench of blubber cooking in the iron try-pots. Each long strip of blubber had been swung below and chopped up into ‘horse pieces’. These large chunks were hauled back on to the deck and cut into smaller ‘book slabs’. Away now from the windlass, Emmet and other crew cast these into the bubbling try-pots.
They worked hard, with no end in sight. The try-pot flames leapt higher, crew members breaking off every now and then to hose the rigging and sails before they caught alight. Thick smoke rose and Emmet, eyes streaming, realised why whalers’ sails were so dark.
The whole crew worked in silence around those red flames, throwing in the chunks of blubber, skimming off the refuse and casting it into the flames so they leapt even higher, in sharp tongues. The deck was slippery with oil so to move was to risk skidding or slipping on your backside, and Emmet did both. His backache and wrist-fire were forgotten.
The water in the pots had long since boiled away. What simmered now was almost pure whale oil, the precious liquid that lit lamps and greased machines throughout all Boston — and all America. Emmet was shirtless, sweating, slimed with oil and smoke as the intense heat beat on his body.
         
Seabirds screamed overhead to accompany the shouts and curses of exhausted men and the high scrape of a grindstone. The ship’s cooper was constantly re-sharpening knives and spades dulled by cutting through steak-like gristle. His skill at barrel-making would be on show soon, as the barrels were filled.
But first the boiling whale oil had to be ladled out of the try-pots into copper cooling tanks. Then it would be put into the barrels and casks for further cooling. It was a dangerous business: one splash of the hot yellow liquid could strip a man’s skin to raw flesh. Once cooked, the oil would be piped via canvas sacks into the bigger storage casks.
All the long night through, Emmet strained, sweated and blinked, his body on fire. But he was proud because, aching and fiery as he was, he kept going. He stood among these men: an equal.
Near dawn the fire ebbed because nothing more fed its greedy red tongues. Emmet had thrown the last ‘book’ into the try-pot; he and Rudge poured more water into the protective shroud. Both whales were gone and the crew were all staggering with exhaustion. Emmet thought longingly of that damp, dark fo’c’sle where he could sleep.
He slid again, grabbing a rope and wincing as pain seared through his raw palms. He knew there was more work ahead tomorrow — long, hard work — but he welcomed it. It was honest work that he could do, and do well. He stared vacantly at the red, flaring mass and the thick black smoke, still billowing upward. He was scorched hot, grimed black.
         
In the high-steepled church where Grandfather had taken him every Sunday, Pastor Ribblestone had liked to preach on the journey to hell that all sinners must take. Emmet had usually dozed, to be nudged sternly awake by Grandfather to listen to that nasal, droning tone.
That fiery furnace he had pictured in his mind’s eye was here. Red-flamed and black-smoked, full of tired, sweaty souls.
The last whaleboat had returned, with Bucko Shaw explaining to his frowning captain how their ‘sleigh-ride’ had ended. The line had parted and the freed whale had dived from sight.
Shaw should have known better and to hold his tongue. Bracegirdle’s reply cast both him and his crew to Pastor Ribblestone’s ‘infernal regions’.
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THE NEXT TWO days saw Absalom gliding on with no sight of whales. The black monsters had vanished. It was always like that on a whaler, muttered Swede — either too damned many or none at all, and still empty barrels to fill.
         
But there was the deck to be scrubbed with pumice and sand, rigging to be freshly tarred, the copper coolers and the iron try-pots to be scoured out. The blacksmith’s forge was set up to temper harpoon heads, hammer steel shafts into wooden handles. At night a black peace lay overhead, lit with a pale moon and shoals of streaming stars.
         
The next night Emmet’s boat stood the midnight watch. In the black sea it was as though Absalom stood motionless while the stars swept by overhead. Emmet stood on the quarterdeck, the ship’s rigging taut, the sails furled and creaking inside their ropes. He welcomed the clean fresh wind that blew through the ship, filling his lungs with cool, salt-smelling air. It was a welcome change from the stifling darkness of the fo’c’sle.
         
His thoughts drifted to Grandfather, to their big house. The memories seemed unreal — like a stage play or a half-remembered song. His reality now was Swede on the wheel, coughing and grumbling; Jonah and Ben in the bows; Rudge whistling softly somewhere; Patu at midships, leaning on the rail.
He looked at the big, shadowed bulk of the harpooner, then away. Patu had still not spoken to him since he had cut that line; mind you, neither had he spoken to anyone else. Nobody minded. In the close social structure of a whaler, Patu was a top harpooner and that was all that mattered.
This new life is taking hold, thought Emmet. What would it be like when he saw Grandfather again? Fine clothes, servants and good food no longer mattered to him. Hard work, food on the table and the respect of his fellow crew were all he cared about now.
He was changing, he knew that. His mind kept drifting back to killing that magnificent whale. He’d left the whale-oil lamp burning in his bedroom at home many times without thought. There was always more oil. But now he knew where it came from. Blinking, sleepy, he looked down to midships where Patu had stood — but Patu was gone.
         
Emmet blinked again, turning around. Patu was there beside him, leaning on the rail, showing his strong white teeth when he spoke. His voice was low and gentle. ‘Dreaming, little shellfish? Wondering who you are?’
         
Patu’s words had chimed so closely to his thoughts that Emmet just opened his mouth and stared. Patu grinned. ‘Quick how you cut that line. Or death — end for me.’
‘You would have done the same,’ said Emmet.
Patu was silent for a long time as he leaned on the rail.
‘George is my missionary name. After old King George of England. Patu is my whaling name, it means “to strike”. My warrior name I won’t tell you. You wonder what I’m doing here?’
Emmet nearly said yes, then decided it was none of his business.
Patu grinned. ‘Yes, my business. The Pakeha traders come when I am young. Trade guns for flax. Our enemy have guns, so we need them too. We work in flax swamps. Some die, gunfighting kill others. My whanau — family — die of illness or fighting.’ He touched his face. ‘My moko only half done when a missionary take me to England.’
‘Did you like England?’ It was a strange conversation to be having in the starlit darkness. The quarterdeck lantern glowed behind them and Swede grunted as he strained on the wheel.
‘Oh, good clothes and I learn good English. But they want me to learn all their laws. Not to think about mine or my own culture. I can’t do that. So I take ship on the whale path. Hunt whales till I am sick of killing.’
‘That island where you came aboard — why don’t the people like us?’
‘You cheat them. Kidnap their young men. Give them spotted illness. That island once had 10,000 warriors — now no more than a thousand. Should they like you?’
         
Patu looked over the rail. ‘Ships come from Spain, France, England — yes, and your America. Say the islands are theirs now and people must obey their laws. Would you like someone telling you that?’
Emmet was silent. The United States was taking over Hawaii, but the Americans had fought their own war of independence to stop Britain doing the same thing to them.
‘It’s different the way you say it,’ he said slowly.
His teachers had talked about the ‘civilising rule of law’. And the close-set smudgy newsprint talked about ‘epidemics’ among the ‘savages’ of the Pacific. None of that seemed as real as this midnight talk, Patu’s brown eyes on him as though they could read his thoughts.
‘You’re on a journey, boy.’
‘What —’
‘Finding yourself.’ Patu pulled something from his pocket. ‘Look at this.’
In his hands was a stone object shaped like a harpoon head, with its own streamlined grace. Light shone on it from the quarterdeck lantern, showing streaky, polished lines of a gleaming dark green. He put it in Emmet’s hands.
‘I found this in the whale we were cutting. Buried deep, so maybe he carry since young. North Coast people — land you call Canada — made this. He hit his whale but maybe line break.’
Swede had told Emmet some whales carried maybe a dozen such weapons, steel or stone.
Patu nodded. ‘My father hunted whales with a stone head like this. His father made it, before him.’
He moved back to the rail. Emmet followed, holding the harpoon head in both hands. It was heavy and smooth, somehow giving out a feeling of solid beauty. He went to hand it back but Patu was gazing out over the dark sea. He spoke into the darkness.
         
‘The man who made that spent a lot of time looking for the right lump of stone. One that had the shape he wanted inside. Strong stone that would need much chipping, polishing with sand and water. And he would talk to his ancestors as he made it, telling them why he wanted it. He’d see the full moon twice, three times, before it was done. But making it was the only thing that mattered.’
The wind plucked at and thrummed in the rigging, and the stars swished across the night sky. There was a click-click as Ben came up to turn the hourglass and mark the time. Patu spoke softly into the breathing night, as though he was talking to that long-ago hunter who had fashioned the harpoon head with such expert craftsmanship.
         
‘Then he would cut a wooden shaft, but tell the tree why he wanted it. He would say prayers to the gods of stone, water and forest — whoever his gods were. Maybe he hunted in a canoe with many paddlers — those north people had canoes as big as ours.’
The tattooed side of Patu’s face was towards Emmet as he spoke. Moonlight washed dark streaks down the stone; Emmet had the feeling it pulsed alive in his hands like a strong, dark heart.
‘When they brought the whale in, all was cut up and used. Prayers and thanks were given to the sea gods. The blubber and meat was dried in long strips for winter food. The teeth were used for carving, the bones for tools or combs or needles. Maybe the ribs to build huts. They used all the whale — to show respect.’
         
‘We just take the oil. All the rest goes to the sharks,’ murmured Emmet. What a waste.
‘And what do the sharks eat when there are no more whales?’ Patu looked at Emmet and showed his strong teeth. His grin was like white iron. ‘Maybe the sharks eat you, eh?’
He took the harpoon head and went forward to midships. The conversation was over and Emmet was left with his thoughts. Part of him felt as if he had wandered from a road into a dark forest. He remembered Grandfather sponsoring church missionary societies to bring the ‘cleansing Christian benefits of society to the benighted pagans’.
Maybe we are ‘benighted’, he thought. We do whatever we want and believe we have the right to do it. We don’t care how or who it hurts, and nobody else matters. Like Absalom taking me as if I didn’t matter.
         
No more whales. The thought came to him as clear as day.
         
Grandfather — he tried hard to picture the old man — would just smile and say that man the inventor would find something else. And a few months ago Emmet would have nodded and thought no more of it. But now, here, the words had a different meaning.
No more whales. The killing had to stop.
His dark thoughts chased each other. They were as black as the night and as real as the creaking motion of the ship. As bottomless as the ocean below and endless as the star shoals patterning the night skies.
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‘AOTEAROA’ WAS WHAT Patu called this dark smudge of land coming up over the horizon. Slowly the smudge grew into coastline and dark mountains. With a strong wind filling its sails, Absalom ran along the coast, following it down.
         
There was a new mood of excitement among the men, even as they bustled to the stern shouts of Bucko Shaw. One word Emmet heard repeated over and over again: Kororareka. Even Swede grunted in a lively way at the mention.
         
Ten more whales had been caught, each with its firelit night of boiling frenzy to follow. And each time, as Emmet laboured to the shrieking cries of feasting seabirds, he remembered what Patu had said. He was sick of whales, whaling and the thick stench of whale oil, which now made him think only of human greed.
Patu had worked on in his unsmiling way. He had not spoken to Emmet since that night; at boat-watch he stood alone and unsmiling.
They needed a port. For food, firewood, rope and canvas, staves for the cooper to knock into more barrels: all the many things a busy ship used.
The previous day another black-painted whaler had drawn alongside. After a shouted conversation between Captain Bracegirdle and the other captain, a boat had rowed over with a sack of onions and packet of newspapers.
         
Emmet had never eaten raw onions — even the thought would once have revolted him. But months of salt meat and hard bread had changed all this. He now had a craving for fresh food and munched the onions eagerly, puckering his eyes at the sharp fumes.
Here he was in the main-mast lookout with a half-eaten onion in his pocket. He was scanning the sea because whales did sometimes come close to land, although not in the numbers they once had, according to Ben.
         
Below him, Rudge, Ben and Patu were working on the rigging, re-splicing some parted lines. Patu, astride the main yard, was riding easily up and down to the ship’s motion, using a long wooden marlinspike to help splice the thick, tough rope. Rudge and Ben were chatting and again Emmet caught that word.
Kororareka.
         
‘Hey, this Koro-thing,’ he shouted across. ‘What is it?’
Ben looked up. ‘’Tis a whaler’s heaven, lad. All manner o’ joyful living. Drink, cards, shows — you ain’t lived till you’ve been there.’
Even Rudge chipped in. ‘Aye, money’ll buy anything on that beach. Girls, they come from —’
He broke off. Whether it was the warning flicker in Ben’s eye or just instinct, Rudge shut up and turned to meet Patu’s blank look. His eyes rested only a moment on Rudge, who looked hastily back to his work.
A shout came from below. Bucko Shaw’s harsh, strong voice needed no speaking-trumpet. ‘Ahoy there! Emmet, come below. Cap’n wants ye. Rudge to lookout.’
Emmet jumped at once to obey. So did Rudge, finding time as they scrambled past each other to say, ‘Hey, maybe ye taking tea with him, like a gent’s son should.’
‘I’ll bring you back a lump of sugar,’ replied Emmet, and heard Ben chuckle as he swung down the rat-lines.
He was on the deck in moments, remembering his clumsiness and fear on that rainy night when he had climbed the ropes. Shaw jerked a thumb at the companionway, growling at Emmet to step lively, not like some crippled soger.
         
Emmet smoothed down his hair and knocked before entering the captain’s cabin. He now well knew the awesome powers of a captain at sea — he was absolute master of his little wooden kingdom and his word was law.
         
Bracegirdle’s cabin was low-ceilinged and Emmet ducked his head as he entered. The captain was not there but his pipe smoked away in a brass bowl on his map-cluttered desk. A lantern swayed, and the ship’s noise could be clearly heard through a skylight that opened to the quarterdeck. A compass fixed in the ceiling meant the captain always knew the path of his ship. Among the maps on the desk Emmet could see a heavy black-bound Bible and an open ship’s log.
         
‘Everything meet with your approval?’
Bracegirdle’s deep voice jerked Emmet back to reality. He had emerged from an alcove, pulling a curtain closed behind him, but not before Emmet had glimpsed a bunk. He was carrying a roll of papers that he threw onto the desk.
The captain put the pipe back between his teeth and leaned back, studying Emmet for a long, frowning minute. Then he took a piece of paper from the roll and thrust it over. ‘This concerns you,’ he growled, his pipe wagging.
It was a printed handbill. Emmet read it quickly — then read it again as the meaning sank in.
Printed in large letters was his name: EMMET J. TYLER JR. Then his description and the words: ‘… believed forcibly taken aboard a ship …’ There followed a list of the ships in port at the time he was taken, Absalom among them. At the bottom — and he had to read this three times — was mention of a reward of $500 in gold to be paid for his safe recovery or information as to the whereabouts of his body.
         
Emmet gasped. Five hundred dollars was a fortune. A sailor might work three years and not get that. Grandfather, that grim, austere man, must care more than he ever let on. And he must have acted quickly for the handbills to have found their way this far so fast.
‘So ye were telling the truth,’ said Bracegirdle. ‘Pity I shall not meet Master Silas Cramp again. He is in bad need of a lesson in honesty.’
‘He’ll get one from my grandfather, sir,’ replied Emmet. ‘A lesson he won’t forget.’ He looked again at the handbill. ‘Well, Captain, you have earned $500.’
         
‘Oh?’ Bracegirdle took his pipe out of his mouth and jabbed it at Emmet. ‘More likely jail for unlawful abduction. I’ll not drop anchor in Boston again.’
‘But sir —’
‘I’ll leave you with the American consul at Kororareka. Now get about your duties.’
Emmet paused. He almost did not know why the words came — they were not words that a spoiled, soft Boston lad would have spoken. ‘Sir, you were not to know, and I shall say that. You’ll get the reward.’
Bracegirdle’s eyebrows rose, but under the big moustache his mouth was grim as ever. ‘Why?’
‘You behaved honestly and … and I was stupid. I’ve learned a lot.’
Bracegirdle’s face was hard and lined, wrinkled and tanned by long hours in all weathers. He nodded. ‘Maybe you would have made a seaman — in time. Go now.’
Emmet turned to go but the growling voice stopped him. ‘Your grandfather made one mistake on his handbill. He offered that reward for information about the whereabouts of a body.’
         
Emmet turned and Bracegirdle knocked his pipe and put it in the brass bowl. ‘Be thankful you fell among honest men, Emmet. Had this been a sealer instead of a whaler …’ He paused. ‘Well, it is easier to ship a body home and have no expenses for passage. Take my drift?’
He nodded for Emmet to go. Emmet was sure that his grim, unsmiling mouth nearly smiled.
Back up on the masthead Emmet told the others what had happened. Ben laughed and asked how soon Emmet would forget his poor sailor mates. Rudge advised him to wear white gloves because rough sailor’s hands would dismay the dainty Boston girls. Patu looked at him but said nothing.
         
Emmet took his place as lookout again, scanning the ocean, sometimes looking over at the New Zealand coastline. He was excited but the feeling was mixed with a strange regret. And he was absurdly pleased that Bracegirdle had said he might have made a seaman.
         
Soon — in some three months — he would be home again, like as not travelling aboard some fat merchantman.
Emmet grinned. He would take care to avoid sealers.
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THEY WERE PASSING close to the wooded coast and rounding a headland, past massive trees with smooth grey bark and dark green leaves on spreading branches. The finest mast timber in the world, according to Ben.
Now came another headland, and high upon it stood lines of posts, like an army fort. Emmet knew it as a Maori pa or fortress — they had already seen some atop hills and headlands they passed.
Suddenly a long sailor’s bag thumped on deck and Patu bounded up, harpoon in hand. He shouted to the quarterdeck.
‘Captain Bracegirdle! Our bargain was that I be let off at this coast.’ He jerked a thumb backwards. ‘Here!’
Bracegirdle advanced to the rail, pipe jutting in his mouth. ‘Shall we beach Absalom so you don’t get your feet wet? Or shall the boat crews compete for the honour of rowing you ashore?’
         
His words were spoken without humour. He had no intention of going ashore at this point. Just as on that Marquesan island, there was danger here — whalers stripping the inshore waters had angered the Maori hunters. Patu’s reply was also without humour.
‘Fifteen minutes, Captain. Then I swim ashore.’
Bracegirdle took out a big brass watch and clicked open the lid. ‘Your quarter-hour is running.’
They were around the headland now and could see a long beach running below it. They saw huts, racks of drying fish and some long canoes. People clustered and looked out at them as Patu sprang to the rigging. Raising his voice, he shouted out to the people on shore in his own tongue, his strong tones sounding clearly over the choppy blue water.
Someone shouted back and waved. Then more men appeared and a canoe was pushed off, a dozen paddlers taking it easily over the breakers. Bracegirdle gave no orders to man the cannon. The paddlers could not make headway against Absalom, and Emmet sensed that the captain trusted Patu.
         
As the canoe approached, Patu shouted in Maori to the man in the bow. A tall man, fully tattooed, he wore only some kind of skirt, a white-tipped feather in his topknot and a long green pendant around his neck. Although he could not understand their conversation Emmet heard the word Kororareka several times. And each time the tall Maori made a chopping movement with his hand.
‘Here, boy.’
         
Patu called Emmet over. He pulled the old stone harpoon head from his pocket. Through the fastening hole in the end was threaded a leather cord. He pressed it into Emmet’s hand and closed his own big strong hands over the boy’s.
‘You cut that line from me. I give you this. Wear it outside your shirt in Kororareka. Bad place — stinks like rotten corn. Soon will hurt no more of our young people. Soon Kororareka die.’
The canoe was alongside. Patu leapt onto the rail and threw his bag over. He paused and turned back, his teeth showing in one of those hard grins.
‘Captain! Don’t spend too long in Kororareka!’
Then he jumped over, into the canoe. He and the tall man were already talking as the canoe backed away and turned for shore. There, a large crowd of people waited.
‘Thanks, Patu. Goodbye!’ shouted Emmet.
The Maori man put up a hand but did not turn to look. The canoe drew swiftly away and Emmet looked at the harpoon head. Even in daylight it gleamed dark and strong with that sense of streamlined power. It was a fine gift.
Then he skipped into action as Bucko Shaw reminded him that he was still enlisted in the crew, and did he think the mizzen staysail would take itself out?
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eleven
            

‘BAD PLACE … STINKS like rotten corn … soon die,’ Patu had said.
The big harpooner’s words came into Emmet’s mind as Absalom glided to a stop before the beach of Kororareka. Two rough-built wooden jetties jutted out to sea, both crammed with ships. Perhaps remembering what Patu had said, Captain Bracegirdle anchored out in the bay and ordered a boat to be lowered.
         
Emmet came on deck with his kit and looked over to the beach. Ben was at his side, running an eye over the ships in the bay. Suddenly he spat and pointed a thick brown finger.
         
‘There, lad, see?’ He was pointing to a low, black ship lying away from the others. ‘Sealer! Honest men don’t crew them.’
‘What sort of men are they?’ asked Emmet.
Ben spat again. ‘Convicts, saloon sweepings, faithless dogs. Working a sealer — ’tis the lowest you can go.’
Beyond them, lining the long beach, were huts, some short, others long, jammed together in a slipshod clutter. Some were made of log slabs, others of unevenly nailed planks. Roofs were thatched or canvas, windows were wooden frames bare of glass. Piles of rubbish lay around, along with broken chairs and smashed barrels. From most of the leaning, makeshift chimneys came a haze of thick, dark smoke that an offshore wind eddied out towards them, bringing a smell of greasy cooking.
Between the huts and the beach a crowd of men were gathered, mostly sailors in their baggy trousers, short jackets and flat-brimmed hats. There were some women among them, in tattered calico or cotton gowns, arms linked with the men. Some were lying down, some were staggering about with bottles, others appeared to be gambling.
Drunken laughter and shouting wafted out on the breeze, though it was still morning. Emmet thought he caught the stench of unwashed bodies and cheap alcohol. A dead whale could smell no worse, he thought. Even so, the crew lingered at the side, sniffing the air as though it was perfume. They hastily scattered as Captain Bracegirdle came on deck.
‘Into the boat, lad,’ he said to Emmet.
         
Emmet actually hesitated. Suddenly this was his last minute on Absalom. Bucko Shaw was studying the flying jib but his head inclined slightly and one eye flickered in a wink. Beside him, Jonah raised a hand; Ben just grinned. Sudden farewells were part of a sailor’s life.
         
So Emmet waved back and went over the side, then remembering as he landed in the boat that he’d left his kitbag on the deck. Rudge appeared at the rail. His freckled face was scowling as ever as he threw the kit down. ‘Don’t forget the white gloves with them Boston maids,’ he shouted.
Emmet grinned. The boat was already pulling away. Captain Bracegirdle was at the tiller, and the oarsmen were bending towards one of the jetties. Emmet sat awkwardly in the bow, one hand on his kitbag — this might be his last ride ever in a double-ender. It was the end of a life that for a few months had seemed more real than all his years in Boston.
The water became thick and scummy as they approached the jetty. The tide swirled an untidy collection of bottles, wood and food scraps. The bow oarsman spat and pushed the carcass of a dead pig away with his blade. They came alongside a jetty ladder, the men looking wistfully around them.
Captain Bracegirdle climbed up, Emmet following, and a sharp order sent the boat back to Absalom. The captain was taking no chances on the other men deserting. Emmet eyed the sprawling, drunken men on shore. Some were clutching those girls in tattered gowns, whose wide, frightened eyes looked at Emmet. One man was capering in an alcohol-fuelled, howling dance but even he gave way before the striding captain in his brass-buttoned blue coat.
         
Even Grandfather, thought Emmet, might think twice before challenging Captain Bracegirdle.
The captain paused at the end of the jetty and looked around. His pipe jutted in his mouth as he pointed to the far end of the long beach. There, in stark contrast to the scene on the beach, Emmet saw neat cottages and houses: real timber-framed buildings, even of brick, and red-tiled.
‘There,’ he said, ‘is where we find the American consul.’
Walking up the beach, Emmet noticed a strange, urgent movement around him. Many of the seamen were jostling into groups and talking loudly. Men on horseback were galloping past, and some saloons appeared to be shutting their doors.
Captain Bracegirdle noticed too. A saloon closing in a place like Kororareka? ‘Only the blast of Gabriel’s horn, summoning all to the dread day of judgement, would close those saloons,’ he said.
Emmet remembered Patu’s words again.
At the other end of the beach it was the same. There was a restless sweep of people like autumn leaves blown in the wind. Then they stopped at a house; a large, well-built dwelling with whitewashed walls and a neat shingled roof.
From a pole outside fluttered an American flag. Captain Bracegirdle took off his peaked cap at the sight of it. Emmet felt reassured by those stars and bars. That flag and the men who represented it were his protection — and his ticket home.
Here also, though, was uncertainty and confusion. A carriage with harnessed horses stood outside, and a long dray was being loaded with boxes, trunks and furniture. Supervising the operation was a long-haired, pale-faced clerk in plaid trousers and shirtsleeves. In response to Captain Bracegirdle’s query he waggled a distracted finger inside.
         
[image: ]

CONSUL EDGERTON WAS a small man, and Emmet thought everything about him seemed bird-like. He was thin and prim, seeming to perch rather than sit on his seat. He had a little tuft of beard like a small white feather, and white hair swept back like a cock’s plumage. His sharp, narrow eyes blinked constantly.
A thin, claw-like hand took a paper from a folder on his desk as Captain Bracegirdle finished speaking. He consulted it before speaking. ‘An epic yarn,’ he said in a high, squawky voice, his eyes flicking over Emmet. ‘But the posted description differs in two respects.’
‘And those are?’ demanded Bracegirdle, his pipe jutting.
Consul Edgerton gave a little cackle. ‘Why, this lad is a good inch taller and broader in the shoulder.’
Emmet smiled. Those months on the whaler had seen to that. Captain Bracegirdle did not smile but took the pipe from his teeth. ‘What is to be done, Master Consul? It’ll be two years before Absalom is home, and maybe not even then.’
         
The consul took his time answering, his thin fingers fidgeting nervously. Emmet now noted a packed suitcase on the floor, an overcoat, hat and leather gloves beside it. The consul turned a page of the document he was studying.
         
‘Happy Delivery and Spicewind are departing for the States when loaded — perhaps sooner. Either will give the lad a good passage.’
         
Bracegirdle frowned. ‘Depart before they are loaded? What captain does that?’
The consul gave another bird-like blink. ‘Why, any who has the safety of his ship in mind.’ He waved a hand in the general direction of the beach. ‘All that foul pustule of humanity will soon be no more. Even this very township.’
In the silence that followed they could hear the shrill bleating of the pale-faced clerk and the louder cries of a woman — the consul’s wife? — coming clearly through the window. Were all her husband’s chests loaded, she wanted to know, and where were her six Jacobean chairs?
The consul stood and began slipping into his coat.
Another bird-blink. ‘The northern Maori have never liked this township, and with good reason. Lately they have taken an intense dislike and are now massing a great war-party. Kororareka will be scourged as God scourged Sodom and Gomorrah. I feel they will make little distinction. You caught us in the act of leaving.’
         
Emmet had hung the harpoon head around his neck that morning. Now his hand went to it. Suddenly he understood fully what Patu meant.
‘When will this war-party come?’ asked Captain Bracegirdle.
‘Perhaps a week.’ The consul cocked his head to the loading sounds and the loud whinny of horses outside. ‘I have decided not to wait upon events — boy, what is that emblem around your neck?’ 
Emmet explained, his mind still full of Patu’s warning. The consul muttered something about ‘pagan influences’ and looked back to his desk. His quill pen scratched busily for a moment, the long goose-feather bobbing.
         
When he had finished he waved the paper and blew on it to dry the ink. His little white-feather beard twitched as he handed it to Emmet.
‘This will give you conduct on an America-bound ship, expenses to be paid by your family. My suggestion is that you leave at once. Spicewind or Happy Delivery.’
         
Captain Bracegirdle interrupted. ‘Absalom has stores to take on board; I have letters to write for the mail-packet. I’ll not run like some damned rabbit before unruly natives.’
         
Consul Edgerton tugged on his gloves and settled his hat on his head. He gave a thin smile. ‘Unruly natives? The Maori warrior is much more than that — as the British have learned, to their cost. Now excuse me, sirs: this rabbit is set to run — fast.’
And with a wave of his thin hand, he ushered them out.
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OPPOSITE THE CONSUL’S residence they found a small eating-house. Captain Bracegirdle ordered and they were brought coffee in steaming mugs and a pork stew with thick chunks of meat, onions, cabbage and the yellow New Zealand sweet potato — ‘kumara’, the cook called it.
The captain ate, keeping one frowning eye on the consul’s house opposite. He sipped his coffee and blew noisily through his whiskers, thinking hard.
         
Emmet finished and mopped up his plate with a hunk of crusty bread. The good food was a little reminder of meals he’d once enjoyed in Boston. He too sipped his coffee, knowing better than to interrupt the captain’s thoughts. Eventually Bracegirdle bestirred himself to pass over a small canvas bag of coins: Emmet’s wages for the voyage, he said. But the captain paid for the meal himself.
The loading of the consul’s luggage was finished. Consul Edgerton, his wife and three children climbed up into the carriage. The pale-faced clerk perched unhappily on the pile of furniture as the dray driver secured his cargo. Mrs Edgerton was still fretting loudly about her Jacobean chairs.
Captain Bracegirdle grunted and stood up. He jammed his pipe in his mouth and settled his cap. Then he stalked out, and Emmet followed.
They went back to the long beach, past the narrow strip of shanties and rough-built timber houses, their open windows gaping like a grin with missing teeth. It seemed that the consul’s flight was sending others flying.
Knots of men were arguing and shouting, and some now had guns. Others were staggering down the beach with trunks on their backs. Squealing women in fluttering gowns dragged chests that left ruts in the sand. Some younger Maori women were holding back, their eyes watchful and lips smiling. Suddenly the roar of movement and noise deepened, as though panic itself had blown in on the wind.
Captain Bracegirdle strode on, the blue skirts of his long coat flapping, peaked cap firmly over his frowning eyes. Nearer the docks, all appeared chaotic. Carriages trundled past, laden with possessions and people.
         
Back at the jetty Emmet was glad to feel the wooden boards underfoot. To see Absalom, even. Behind them swelled that distant sound, like awkward applause.
         
Bracegirdle looked back. ‘Lad,’ he said, ‘those two American ships are tied at the second jetty. Go now —’
He took his pipe out of his mouth and spat. His voice was low and hard. ‘Go now, lad, or come back aboard. Whatever you do, look slippy because that consul fellow is right and not right.’
‘Right and not right?’ The clapping sound swelled more strongly behind Emmet as the captain spoke.
‘Aye.’ His direct grey eyes held Emmet’s. ‘Right to say a war-party is coming. Not right to think it is a week away. That clapping sound you can hear is guns — muskets.’
He broke off as on the wind came yells and screams, and the first hint of smoke rose thickly in the air. The howling war cries they now heard were like storm-driven white caps thundering to surf.
‘You hear?’ said Captain Bracegirdle. ‘That war-party is upon us a week early — and this town is set for the flames. If the consul is right, those who do not escape will die.’
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twelve
            

EMMET HESITATED. REBOARD Absalom? He had only moments to decide. But the ship was less than quarter full of whale oil and he knew the iron will of her captain. They would be at sea for months — maybe years — more. Bracegirdle nodded as though reading his thoughts, jerking a thumb to the second jetty.
         
The clatter of a carriage could be heard and Emmet glimpsed the bird-like consul screeching to the coachman, his coat flapping behind him like wings. Behind them trundled the dray and, as Emmet watched, a chair fell off and broke apart on the sand. The clerk wailed in dismay — the precious six Jacobean chairs were now five.
         
The clap of muskets swelled suddenly closer and Emmet broke into a run. All along the shoreline people were shouting and ships’ whistles filled the air. Seamen were running out of the dust and smoke onto the pier, leaping into boats. One missed and splashed into the water.
Men were rapidly casting off mooring lines and ships were swinging away under tow from their boats. Running towards the second jetty Emmet saw the black and yellow bow of one ship swing clear. The name picked out in bright red was Happy Delivery.
         
It was already too far to jump and they would not stop for swimmers. Emmet felt fear and broke into a run, the shore-wind eddying the smell of burning around him. He looked back but Absalom was lost in the smoke.
         
Ahead lay the swinging bow and tall masts of another ship, still moored. As the wind cut through the thickening smoke Emmet saw the name Spicewind. He made a lightning decision and took off towards the ship.
         
At just that moment a large man in a hurry crashed into him, sending him sprawling. Emmet rolled on the ground, grabbing his kitbag and the contents, which had been thrown across the dirt. When he got to his knees, Spicewind was clear of the jetty.
         
Fear cut through him, as sharp as a harpoon entering a whale. Surely there were other ships? He could find one — work his passage if he had to. He pushed through the crowd onto the jetty.
Ahead stood a fat man in shirtsleeves and trousers he held up with one hand. The other clutched a cashbox. Around Emmet swarmed a squealing gaggle of women, one in petticoats, clutching bundles of clothing. A little yapping dog ran between them.
         
All was chaos. Merchants, saloon-keepers, sailors, women; two of them pushing a wheelbarrow laden with trunks. When the wheel broke and the barrow collapsed they stumbled over the trunks and kept running without them.
The jetty was crammed with ships’ boats, even barges. Men and women were piling into them. One man thrust a handful of gold coins at the crew in his panic. The coins spilled, some splashing into the water.
Another boat was pulling away now, clearly overladen. A man was standing on the jetty, shouting louder than everyone else and brandishing a fistful of money. A sailor shouted for him to keep clear, but too late: the man stumbled and fell over the side. Someone waded into the water and grabbed his hand. The man let himself be hauled up, his clothes running with water, and lay on the beach, unable to move.
Emmet was now very scared. The boats were all shoving off, mooring lines being thrown off or cut. Smoke filled his lungs and he coughed, losing his balance in the jostle.
Suddenly he saw, through the swirl of dust, a line of dark figures approaching. Tall, tattooed men, hair in topknots, dressed in flax kilts or wrapped blankets, brandished muskets or spears, with little tomahawks like the one Patu used thrust in their waists. The stragglers on the jetty backed away, uttering squeals of terror.
Then one of the fearsome, dark shapes capered ahead. He danced and jumped, uttering blood-chilling cries. Emmet stood still, the harpoon head thumping at his chest. It seemed as if the man glanced at him, then called out something in a high voice. One of the warriors echoed him as their bare feet kicked up the dust.
         
The first warrior stopped and glowered at Emmet. He stuck out his tongue in a fearsome grimace. His tattooed face was set in a scowl — no, his half-tattooed face — and he yelled suddenly in English.
‘Ha! Fish cross the bows of the war canoe!’
He was holding a musket and reversed it suddenly, smacking the butt against Emmet’s head. Then the fearsome, half-tattooed face grinned and transformed into the features of Patu the harpooner.
Emmet’s face hurt and there was a ringing in his ears as a familiar voice growled, ‘I told you to keep away from this place!’
Patu’s grin was as hard as ever. He touched Emmet’s cheek. ‘Just a little smack to knock some sense into a thick head, eh? Where is Absalom? Are you lost?’
         
Emmet explained quickly, astonished at how his words tumbled out, jerky and breathless. From the thick smoke around them came the crackle of flames. Kororareka was burning and Patu inclined his head upwards, breathing in the smell.
‘This evil place must die, Emmet. No more of our young women will come here to please the sailors. Or our young men for the rot-gut drink.’
‘But the people —’ Emmet asked.
‘We will let them get away — this time. Now go, Emmet. You gave me life — I give you life back.’
He touched the harpoon head and grinned. ‘This is old — hold on to it. Talk to the man who made it.’
         
He shoved Emmet, kitbag and all, to the jetty edge. ‘Don’t return, little shellfish! Goodbye!’ Then he threw Emmet over the side.
Patu had seen more than Emmet had — a last boat pulling out from between the jetty piles. Emmet landed with a crash in the bottom of it, tumbling among bodies. A rough hand grabbed him but a smooth voice intervened, a high voice that somehow gleamed with humour.
‘Let the lad stay. Pull now, nothing more to be had.’
The boat was pulling away, oars slapping the water. Emmet looked back, glimpsing Patu, then the dark smoke blotted him out. When it swirled away, Patu was gone.
All along the foreshore now were stabbing tongues of flame. There were many boats and ships in midstream but anyone left ashore had to trust to an enemy who had no reason to like them.
Emmet sat up and looked around: at the sailors pulling their oars, at his two fellow passengers, Kororareka tradesmen clutching their bags. Their faces were strained and pale as they looked back to the burning foreshore.
A blue-uniformed man sat at the rudder. His brass buttons were duller than Captain Bracegirdle’s, and somewhat askew. His peaked cap was pulled down over his face so all Emmet could see were some white whiskers.
He looked out to where the boat was heading. Then he saw the ship. Black-painted and its lines cut low, it looked lean as a hungry dog. Ben’s voice rang in Emmet’s ears:
‘Sealers! Honest men don’t crew them.’
Now they were alongside and a hard voice called them on deck.



    

  
    
      
         
[image: ]

thirteen
            

‘I AM CAPTAIN Blessed of the Betsy Bright.’
         
The man who spoke was almost the opposite of Captain Bracegirdle. He was short and tubby, and spoke in a high, always-cheerful tone. His face was round and red, his lips crinkled in a little smile. Curls of white hair stuck out from under his peaked cap.
‘Waifs driven before a storm, eh?’ He had little pink hands and rubbed them together constantly. ‘What is to be done, eh Mr Flett?’ 
First mate Flett stood behind him. He was thickset and as muscular as Bucko Shaw, with greasy black hair in a pigtail. His cold brown eyes in a brown face made him look like the rocky side of a mountain. A long scar ran down one side of his face from forehead to chin, ridged in white.
         
‘Have we room for them, sir?’ The cold eyes flickered at Emmet. ‘Ain’t a big ship, sir.’
‘No, we ain’t, but a hard-working one, eh Mr Mate?’
His blue eyes twinkled above chubby cheeks. His gaze went from Emmet to the other ‘waifs’. One, a young man with long fair hair, stepped forward.
‘Captain, I am Hiram Wilke, Sutler’s clerk. I will gladly pay my passage to Australia —’
‘But we are not going to Australia, Mr Wilke,’ interposed Captain Blessed. He spoke softly but in a way that shut Hiram Wilke up. ‘No — southern waters are our business.’ The captain’s eyes flicked to Flett. ‘And short-handed, eh?’
         
‘Some of the lads never made it back on board, sir.’
Seized the opportunity to leave this ship, more likely, thought Emmet. He’d been aboard only a short time, but he liked it less and less. Captain Blessed looked cheery and smiled, but his eyes twinkled like ice.
‘So we’ll be asking you to work your passage. Fair enough?’
Hiram Wilke just nodded. So did the other man — shorter, older and balding. So did Emmet when the blue eyes twinkled at him. This man was not what he seemed. And when mate Flett took up the ship’s book to sign them in, he noticed something in the clutter of pages. Something a pink hand hastily covered over.
Wilke signed, then the other man, Elisha Hackett. It was Emmet’s turn and he hesitated just a moment before signing Ben Rudge. Flett took the book back and showed the captain — did a look flicker between them? Then Flett was pushing them back on deck, into a biting cold wind.
         
‘Some new shipmates for the southern haul,’ Flett shouted.
Was there a grim humour in his voice, reflected in the crewmen’s sly grins? A man came forward with his thumbs hooked into his belt. He had a narrow face with a big, broken nose and a thin, rat-trap mouth.
‘I’ll be showing your lordships where we bed.’
More laughter. Men lounged on deck, even hanging in the rigging in a manner that would have made Bucko Shaw roar and reach for his rope’s end.
Absalom had had rough men on board, but at least they were all seamen. And seamen did not squat, lounge or hang in the rigging. These were the kind of men Emmet had seen on Kororareka beach. He remembered Ben talking about them — ex-convicts, saloon sweepings, faithless dogs.
         
The fo’c’sle they were pushed into was as dark and damp as any, but it stank of stale bodies and clothes in a way that Absalom’s had not. Rubbish, food and bottles cluttered the floor space, rolling about with the motion of the ship.
         
Beside him, Hiram Wilke collapsed on a sea chest and rubbed his hands over his face. ‘We are on a sealer,’ he whispered. ‘I would rather be in the deepest pit of hell.’
A moan from Elisha Hackett answered him. Emmet was thinking back to the paper Captain Blessed had so hastily covered. He had only caught a glance, but it had looked remarkably like one of Grandfather’s handbills …
He recalled Captain Bracegirdle’s words: ‘Be thankful you fell among honest men, Emmet. Had this been a sealer …’
         
So he was aboard a sealer. All his instincts, and a warning tingle in his stomach, told him to be very, very careful.
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‘YE SEE THAT island, son? There be seals.’
Captain Blessed slid his telescope shut and with his cheery wave dismissed Emmet from the quarterdeck. He went below to the main deck, stepping carefully around four men playing dice. That was another thing that would never have been seen on board Absalom.
         
Emmet went to the side, linking an arm around a halyard. The rope was tarred and strong, he noticed. At least Mate Flett kept a trim ship. Even the food was good — stores had been taken on board at Kororareka. The ship was crowded at the moment but a sealer worked by leaving groups of men ashore to hunt the seals, and therefore started out with a bigger crew.
This crew certainly were saloon-sweepings. But then, men who were put ashore on a bleak coast to club seals to death, then skin them, had to be rough, Emmet suspected — even bad. (So were whalers, who skinned their larger prey, any better?)
As the Betsy Bright beat south into sharp, cold winds, Emmet’s thoughts were uneasy. Why had Captain Blessed singled him out for attention, showing Emmet but not the other newcomers the hold half-packed with tight bales of seal skin? Southern waters were nearly cleaned out, he’d said, but a smart skipper (and of course, he, Captain Blessed, was very smart) knew where to look for more.
         
He had even taken Emmet into his cabin and traced the ship’s route on a map with his pink forefinger, the nail badly bitten, Emmet noticed. Past New Zealand to another group of islands called the Chatham Islands, some no more than a flyspeck on the map. Here, where the pink forefinger touched, were seal colonies ripe for the plucking.
And those blue eyes twinkled at Emmet. ‘Taken a liking to you, lad. Make me proud, eh?’
 

On deck later that morning Emmet found a place by the rail. He was wearing heavy clothing from the ‘slop-chest’ — at the cost of his wages from Absalom. He was called to a card game but shook his head. His thoughts were as grey as the sea and as uncertain as the chopping gusts of sea wind.
A shout made him look up. The narrow-faced, squint-eyed second mate, Jake Hobbs, was loading a musket. As he rammed powder and ball home with a long ramrod, the crew clustered around, laying bets. Emmet listened to their excited chatter and followed their gaze upward.
         
Huge, broad-winged albatrosses were swooping overhead, following the ship as they often did. One, perhaps needing a rest, had settled on the main mast, tucking its big wings against its body.
         
‘I have heard they taste well,’ called Hobbs as he clicked back the firing hammer and raised the musket.
A screech of anger interrupted him. Captain Blessed was on deck, his round face red and grim.
‘D’ye know nothing of the sea, Mr Hobbs? Killing those birds is terrible bad luck to poor seamen, you slackwitted bilge-rat!’
         
He grabbed the musket and the ramrod. Hobbs wriggled to escape but a pink hand — surprisingly strong — grabbed his collar and threw him down. The iron ramrod came hard across his shoulders and the squint-eyed mate squealed like a rat. Another blow, then another; the rod was upraised for a third when another hand caught it.
         
Flett had appeared behind the captain. As Blessed turned, bright, gleaming murder in his eyes, Flett hissed something in his ear. With a visible effort, Captain Blessed pulled himself together, and the mad glare faded from his eyes like sunlight swallowed by dark clouds.
Blessed and Flett turned back to the quarterdeck.
Had it been his imagination, or had Emmet seen Flett glance at him as he whispered in the captain’s ear? From the quarterdeck, Blessed now looked over at him, then away.
Emmet turned his face to the sea. Overhead, the albatrosses shrieked and swooped. Their high, shrill tones were wonderfully natural — which was more, he sensed, than could be said about the Betsy Bright.
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THE SHIP BEAT deeper into the cold grey oceans, which ended at the icy wilderness of Antarctica. A small island came up over the horizon — one of Captain Blessed’s ‘fly specks’, no more than a few kilometres across. The rocky shores were covered with thick scrub and stunted trees bent low by the cold, blasting winds.
As the Betsy Bright dropped anchor, some dark figures appeared on the beach, waving. Emmet could see their rough, canvas-roofed lean-to in the shelter of the rocks. No place to spend winter, he thought.
         
A boat began bobbing out to meet them. Two men rowed while a third stood in the stern beside three large bales — presumably seal hides. Four other men remained clustered on the beach, just above the sweeping tide.
Captain Blessed and mate Flett came down into the waist of the ship and stood waiting, hands on the rails. As the boat neared, the man in the stern put his hands to his mouth and shouted, ‘Shore party reporting, Captain! We have 300 skins on board!’
‘Three hundred, y’say?’ bellowed Flett. ‘An idle set of rogues — asleep all summer, eh?’
‘No, sir,’ shouted the man anxiously, balancing in the boat. ‘We’ve worked hard but they ain’t coming ashore like they did —’
‘Then find a means of getting them ashore or you’ll winter on this rock,’ shouted Captain Blessed. ‘A little hard work, me hearties. We’ll be back in a month, eh?’
         
Emmet saw the sailor bite his bottom lip hard to cut off his words. In silence they all watched as the seal bales were swung up, and some sacks of biscuit and salt beef thrown down in their place. Then the boat headed back to the beach.
Hiram Wilke, beside Emmet at the rail, ran his hands through his thin fair hair. ‘Back in a month,’ he muttered, glancing around. ‘They’ll be lucky if they see this ship again.’
Emmet nodded. On Absalom he had heard tales of sealing parties left behind and attacked by natives furious at the loss of their food source.
         
A hand clapped his shoulder and Emmet turned to see Flett, his wide, grim mouth set as always. The mate pointed to the companionway. ‘Captain wishes to see you.’
         
Emmet set off immediately. He knew that no captain liked to be kept waiting.
 

Captain Blessed appeared to be in a good mood. His pink face shone with humour and he unrolled a map.
‘Now, lad. Enjoying your time aboard?’
Emmet just nodded. Seeing what had happened to second mate Hobbs had made him wary of the captain’s moods.
Blessed beckoned Emmet to come around the table and look at where the forefinger was stabbed down. ‘Here we are — and here is where we will go!’
‘Go to where?’ asked Emmet.
Captain Blessed’s crinkly smile split into a grin. ‘Why, where the seals are, lad. Where the Betsy Bright can fill her hold like a kiddie’s tummy packed tight with cake, eh, Mr Flett?’
         
Flett had walked in on the end of this. His brown face was as rock-hard as always but he twisted the ends of his lips upward. ‘Aye, Captain, it’ll be the making of the lad, eh?’
‘That’s it, Mr Mate,’ chuckled Captain Blessed. ‘The very making of the lad.’
Emmet was dismissed. He heard a laugh as he shut the door — and it was not a pleasant one.
Back on deck, the lookout was already calling sight of another island in the distance. Blessed appeared on deck and roared for a shore party to be got together under second mate Hobbs, equipped with food and general supplies.
Emmet heard the name Rudge called, and realised he was to join the shore party. It came as no surprise. Hiram Wilke’s name was also called, and they bundled up their clothes together. The clerk looked white-faced and scared.
         
He and Emmet went on deck, to be joined by six others. Bundles of food, sacks of biscuits, sides of bacon and beef and heavy wooden clubs were piled together.
A last item from the stores locker was brought up and rolled over. It was a small, round barrel that looked ordinary enough. SALT was written on its side. The black letters made Emmet think for a moment. It seemed a lot of salt for a shore party, particularly since he knew seal hides were not salted.
He shrugged. He had enough to think about — like staying alive.
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fourteen
            

THE SEA WAS choppy and the wind tossed them about as they closed in on the bleak little island.
Captain Blessed came on deck, the cold wind reddening his pink cheeks. As he did, a sailor looked over the side and shouted, ‘Hey, skipper! See them!’
         
Blessed went to the rail and looked down. So did Emmet. Dark, streamlined shapes were chasing one another, weaving around the sides of the ship.
Seals.
         
Emmet watched in fascination. He had seen a tame seal in a Boston circus — a clumsy black animal propped up awkwardly on its flippers as it balanced a red ball on its pointed nose. Yes, and Grandfather’s heavy winter coat was lined with seal fur.
These creatures were big — up to two metres long — and a glossy dark brown. They broke the water and cut through it, sometimes rolling half over as they swam. Those ‘clumsy’ flippers moved with a streamlined grace; the water parted on either side of the pointed nose and swept-back whiskers.
‘There now — that’s the bull. Daddy of the pack,’ came Blessed’s voice.
A larger, bulkier seal led the others. As it half-rolled Emmet saw white scars behind its mouth and puckering along its glossy sides.
‘A fighter,’ Blessed chuckled. ‘Needs to be, to keep his wives together. Fine sight, eh lad? And looking finer as M’lady’s sealskin mantle, eh?’
Emmet nodded and ‘yes sirred’, but he felt uncomfortable. The seals were beautiful — that was the only word for them. They were part of the sea, just like the whales Absalom had killed.
         
‘I hear they once ran in their hundreds of thousands in these waters,’ whispered Hiram Wilke.
Now came another shout.
‘Captain! Look to the beach — under the cliffs!’
Black cliffs lined this side of the island, as though a giant knife had cut the coastline away. But here was a beach and some flat ground rolling back between the cliffs. A grey strip of gravel beach was hedged with rocks.
‘There, Captain! See? Fire!’
         
It was smoke more than fire, swirling and eddying from where the rocks overhung the beach. Captain Blessed peered through his telescope and muttered that there was nobody in sight.
Flett joined him, his black pigtail whipping in the wind.
‘Birds’ eggs, they’ll be getting. Maybe shellfish. Waiting for the seals.’
Blessed shut his telescope with a snap.
‘Let them wait —’ He broke off suddenly as he saw Emmet within earshot. Then he went on, his words thick and smooth as the yellow whale oil. ‘Ah, they can do us no harm — let ’em go about their ways, eh Mr Flett?’
‘Right, Captain.’ Flett did not look at Emmet.
Emmet saw a long brown boat drawn up on the beach. He waited for Hiram to come by again and asked, ‘Are they Maori?’
‘No, they call themselves Moriori. But they’re Polynesian too, from the big Chatham Island itself. Their boats are only made of reeds — no good for a long voyage. Sometimes they hire boats from white settlers and get around these little islands, fishing.’
         
He paused, glanced around, then whispered urgently, ‘I’ll tell you something else: I hope they do see us, because —’
‘Wilke!’ bellowed mate Hobbs. ‘Fore top-gallant sail!’
Wilke scrambled at once for the mast. Emmet frowned. What had Wilke been about to say? And why was he, Emmet, not subject to orders as Wilke was?
They were rounding the island now and a sharp order sent all hands up into the masts to change sail. Emmet was among them this time and he worked with a will.
Before them lay more cliffs and a longer beach. The Betsy Bright heeled over in a sharp wind from the headland. The stores piled on deck shifted and the barrel of salt began to roll, until a yell from mate Flett sent a man to secure it.
         
[image: ]

BETSY BRIGHT DROPPED anchor in the bay and Captain Blessed ordered a boat ashore. Hobbs called off his boat crew and the stores were loaded. Blessed nudged Emmet into the boat with a cheerful wink. He himself took the tiller.
         
As the boat pulled in to the beach Emmet sat quietly in the stern. Blessed had obviously been here before and pointed to a rock overhang and some timber uprights.
‘There! A nice bit o’ sail over that and ye’ll be snug as a bug in a rug.’
His bright smile was wasted on the crew, including the hapless Hiram Wilke. Their gloomy faces showed that they did not share his opinion.
While the stores were being unloaded Blessed turned to Emmet. ‘Well, lad, first glimpse of a sealing camp, eh?’
The heavy wooden clubs were being unloaded now, and two muskets. Hobbs, in charge of the group, took one. A man called Abbott took the other.
‘Now, lad,’ said the captain to Emmet, ‘ye can have a day ashore. My Betsy’ll beat back to windward and scare off them natives.’
         
‘Are you leaving me here?’ asked Emmet.
         
Captain Blessed’s smile split and his blue eyes twinkled. ‘Lad, we’ll be back in two days. Ye have my word — not a moment longer will ye spend here.’
Emmet was looking past him to Hobbs as the captain spoke. A sly grin appeared on that big-nosed face, and a sidelong glance passed between him and Abbott. With a big, seemingly sincere grin Captain Blessed went back to the boat.
Dinner that night looked like being a cheerful affair. A big fire of driftwood was lit and Abbott, a bulky man with greasy black ringlets, raised his voice in song.
Emmet liked adventure as much as the next boy, and he had no real reason to doubt Blessed’s word. Why would the captain bother to lie to one of his crew? So he tucked heartily into the boiled pork, cabbage and peas, even a slice of boiled flour-and-water pudding, sweetened with molasses. But it all collected like a lump of discomfort in his stomach.
There was something false about all the laughter and song. Hobbs did not usually smile much but tonight he was grinning, his sly eyes looking at Emmet across the campfire. Abbott, too, kept nudging Hobbs as though they shared a joke.
         
Beside Emmet sat Hiram, his lank hair spilling into his eyes. He ate slowly, and when the meal was over sat tight-lipped. ‘I can see no way out of this,’ he muttered to Emmet as tea was splashed into their mugs.
Hot, strong tea, Emmet noticed, and well sweetened. He almost had a feeling he was being fattened up. Over the fire, Hobbs was speaking.
‘Me and Abbott’ll take turns on sentry. Them natives is fearsome — fearsome. Cut our throats, they would. Captain Blessed will give them the right-about, see if he don’t.’
         
He and Abbott passed a little black bottle between them and talked in low tones. The others rolled themselves in their blankets and settled down to sleep.
A hand prodded him in the back and he looked over his shoulder. Hiram Wilke leaned over, whispering, ‘They’re talking rot and know it! These Moriori natives are peaceful — violence is unknown to them. They are no trouble to anyone.’
He turned back, wrapped in his blanket. Hobbs and Abbott were still muttering. Emmet lay awake, thinking. So the natives were no danger? Surely Captain Blessed, who’d sailed these waters, knew that.
Something was wrong, he sensed it. There was something darker afoot than just scaring off some native seal-hunters. He closed his eyes but could not sleep. He opened them again and the full moon hung big and pale overhead.
Emmet sat up. The fire had fallen into a red, sparking mass and beyond it, sitting on the barrel of salt, was Abbott, head forward, musket leaning against his knee. His soft snores came clearly and Emmet smiled. Those ‘fearsome natives’ would have no trouble taking this camp.
Doubt jerked in him like a fish-hook. The stone harpoon head was warm against his chest as he silently threw off his blanket. He was in shirt and breeches, his jacket and boots to one side. He quickly put them on.
The drifting shoals of stars shone in the blackness. Moonlight streamed silver on the dark water, outlining black rocks and lighter sand. Fully dressed, Emmet stood up, his heart pounding as he stole past the sleeping Abbott, the harpoon head thumping on his chest with his heartbeat.
         
He set off down the beach and up a track that led to higher ground. The gleaming moonlight lit his way through the stunted black bushes. Even so, the branches grasped at his legs with clutching fingers. Once, he tripped and fell.
Now he was running, with almost no idea of where he was going. It was as though he was being driven by instinct alone. His thoughts were confused as he jogged over the higher ground, his breath panting loudly in his ears.
Those Moriori natives — he had to warn them, but it was more than that. He had to stop the awful thing Captain Blessed planned to do with the seals.
Seals! The word cut deep in his mind as though driven by the force of a harpooner’s lance. Seals used to be nothing to him — but that swarm he’d seen leaping and diving around the ship was imprinted in his mind. Like the whales, they were innocent creatures, completely unaware of the awful fate that awaited them.
He ran and ran. Those native hunters were also unaware of theirs. And wasn’t he — this thought smacked like slapping waves — wasn’t he an innocent too?
The island was several kilometres across and Emmet had no idea how long he’d been running. But it was long enough for the moon to set and for darkness to catch at his feet, tripping him. Then after what seemed an age he saw the pale light of dawn, and before it a headland on the opposite side of the island.
Emmet paused. Even with the fitness born of the long, hard hours of work on Absalom he was panting and breathless, and his heart pounded. He stopped, exhausted, his breath whistling, drawing in big lungfuls of the clean dawn air. Ahead of him lay a beach and a flickering red spot — a dying campfire. The longer smudge of a boat lay on the foreshore.
         
Emmet stumbled down a ridge of tussock to the beach. Around the red embers he saw dark figures jump up, shouting at his presence.
Emmet paused. How to make them understand? ‘Go — go!’ he shouted. He pointed to their boat, pointed to sea — even drew his hand across his throat. ‘Go — go!’
‘We go, boy? You?’ This from a native coming towards him, a blanket wrapped around his waist. Thick black hair fell around his brown, unmarked face. He pointed at his chest. ‘Me, Joshua.’
Emmet almost grinned with relief. Another missionary name. A thrill stabbed through his body, but there were urgent matters … His arm trembled as he pointed an unsteady finger back the way he’d come.
         
‘Men over there … coming to shoot you!’
Joshua understood at once. He shouted to the others in their own tongue and they scattered hastily, some grabbing up their belongings, others pushing the boat out. Joshua stayed put. His dark brown eyes seemed to cut as deep as Patu’s. ‘You come with us?’
Yes! Emmet’s mind flew ahead to how he would tell the authorities his story, how they would bring Blessed and the Betsy Bright to account, and how those carefree, innocent seals would escape being clubbed and skinned.
         
But he knew he must stay. If he left, who would save the seals? He looked back to Joshua and shook his head. Then he realised the Moriori was staring at the harpoon head on his sweat-soaked shirt.
Joshua’s eyes widened and he nodded. ‘You stay, then. Watch for yourself!’
And he turned, running to the water’s edge. Emmet stood there a moment, listening to the smack of waves against the boat as it was launched into the tide. Then he turned and ran back into the rolling slopes and black ridges of bush.
         
His breath was still loud in his ears, but not loud enough to drown the noises he suddenly heard ahead of him. He ducked behind a bush and wriggled into a slit of a gully. The noises became footsteps and voices.
‘So he slipped away during your watch.’ That was mate Hobbs.
‘But how did he know what we had planned?’ asked Abbott.
Four others were following them — Emmet saw Hiram’s fair hair shine in the early-morning sunlight. He huddled closer into the bush. Hobbs and Abbott stopped and waited for the others to pass. Their voices were lowered but clear enough to Emmet.
‘If you see him, let him have it,’ said Hobbs, and there was a smacking sound as though he had slapped the butt of his musket. ‘Captain Blessed is back today and he wants that damned young bag of gold dead and pickled in salt for shipping home.’
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fifteen
            

SO BLESSED HAD recognised him — and how much he was worth. That accounted for both the sudden friendship and the barrel of salt. Yet Emmet felt no fear. It was as though the same instinct that had sent him running across the island had also forewarned him.
Abbott and Hobbs followed the others and the mutter of their voices was lost in the sighing wind. Emmet got up and ran for a few minutes, then stopped and looked back. All the men were down on the beach, their shadows long in the early-morning sunlight. At the head of the bay, the Moriori boat was under full sail.
         
And further out to sea, black against the rising sun, was the Betsy Bright, making for anchorage. But the fishing boat, skilfully using the morning wind, was already clear. Emmet smiled. It would not be caught.
         
He smiled again at the thought of Blessed’s fury when he found out his ‘bag of gold’ had slipped through his fingers. Would they think he had left with the Moriori? Or would their telescopes see the little boat too clearly for that?
His smile faded. Blessed would almost certainly search the island for him — and he would hunt the seals, too. Emmet felt his anger rise. He was sick of the hunting and he was sick of the killing. And he was going to do something about it.
         
He turned and began running again, back to the bay where they’d first landed. He sometimes stopped to look back, but nobody was following him. Hobbs would be making up excuses in a sweat of fear.
Emmet ran a little faster. The sun was well up in the sky when he reached the other side of the island. He paused again, looking back. Still no sign of anyone following. He skipped down the path to the beach. He would have to move quickly as this seemed to be the only path up the cliffs and he had no desire to be trapped.
He grabbed the sealing clubs first and threw them on the fire, kicking the embers into flame. Then he cut open all the bags of flour, save one, and scattered them down the beach. He opened the salt barrel and booted it into the tide. The salt beef and biscuits soon followed.
Grabbing a sack, he shoved into it some beef and biscuits he’d saved. He stuffed a blanket in as well, then looked around. The clubs were well alight as Emmet ran back up the path. It was steep and the heavy bag banged at his back. Reaching the top, he saw figures in the distance: Hobbs and the others were returning.
         
He’d got out not a moment too soon.
Now he had to find somewhere to hide. At a distant ‘crack’ he looked across to see a puff of smoke hanging in the air near the figures. Another crack, another puff of smoke — they were shooting at him.
Emmet thought fast. It would take a little time to reload those guns — time enough for him to get well out of range. Looking around as he began running, he realised that moving fast through the scrubby bush and stunted trees of this island would be easier said than done.
Distant shouts came now as he ran, then the crack of another musket shot. Nearing the edge of a cliff he saw the Betsy Bright sailing much closer now, with sails set to bring her even closer. Light twinkled from her quarterdeck — someone using a telescope, he thought …
         
Crash! In a bigger puff of smoke something crashed into the cliff below him …
A cannon shot. Now they were in deadly earnest.
Emmet began running along the clifftop. The men behind him were closing in, and the Betsy Bright was coming around into the wind. He saw a boat being lowered, full of men. There was a screaming howl in the air ahead and he swerved as a cannonball whistled past.
         
Emmet was breathless as he ran now, but something funny struck him and he managed a crazy grin. If he were hit by a cannonball there would not be much left of him to salt — even if there had been any salt! Maybe Captain Blessed had realised that too, because the firing stopped. But the boat was close inshore, bucking on the rolling breakers. Hobbs and the others were still in hot pursuit.
         
The ground rose into hillocks and dipped into small gullies and Emmet scrambled among them. The lead ball from a musket whistled overhead. The gullies were overgrown with thick bush and he had to push his way through. The food bag was torn from his hands and he left it behind.
         
Then he was jerked backwards as the harpoon head caught on a bush. He tugged it free, losing his balance and dropping to his knees. Hearing shouts even closer now, he scrambled on hands and knees into the dense undergrowth, letting it close around him.
Then, quite suddenly, it gave way beneath him.
Emmet grabbed at bushes to slow his fall as he bounced painfully on tree roots, then slid with a crashing scatter of earth and pebbles to the beach below. He sat up, winded, the last rocks falling around him, one bouncing painfully off his head.
Gasping and winded, Emmet managed to stagger to his feet. There was no sign of the Betsy Bright but the shouting was just above him. Hobbs and the others had caught up but they sounded bewildered. How had he so suddenly vanished?
         
Emmet looked around and saw that he was in another of those little coves that were somehow cut into the cliff face. The tide was washing up the beach onto a narrow semicircle of sand. There were rocks on either side … then he did a double-take. One of the rocks had moved.
He blinked. Seals, some ten of them, were lying on the rocks, basking in the morning sunlight. One, heavy and full-bodied, bigger than the rest, raised its head to look at him. He had seen those white scar puckers before. It was the bull seal he’d seen from the deck of the Betsy Bright.
         
At a loud shout from right overhead the seals raised their pointed noses and their wide dark eyes blinked anxiously. Emmet realised in that moment that if they were seen — he or the seals — all of them would die.
There was a scrabbling in the bushes and some more stones fell. Emmet pressed himself against the cliff face. He looked at the seals and almost put a finger to his lips to shush them. Above, Hobbs was shouting for the others to spread out. Emmet could hear the clatter of a ramrod down a musket barrel as someone reloaded.
‘He’s somewhere here!’ yelled Hobbs. ‘Gone to ground. Spread out, check every damned bush.’ His voice was becoming shrill. ‘Let’s get ’im afore the captain comes.’
         
The seals were still looking up, but some instinct told them to be quiet. A fat puppy-seal nestled up to its mother, huddling under her protective flipper. The bull seal was poised, proud and challenging. But your strength and teeth are nothing against a musket ball, thought Emmet.
Then, with another scatter of stones, someone leaned down, grabbing a bush for support. Someone who had nearly fallen as Emmet had, and who now looked down directly upon him.
Hiram Wilke.
For long moments, his thin pale face gaped at Emmet. Their eyes met, then Wilke turned as a shout came — Abbott this time.
‘Wilke! Blast your hide for a soger, where are ye?’
Wilke opened his mouth to speak, and shut it again. Emmet could almost hear his thoughts. If he shouted Emmet’s discovery, he would be ‘in’ with this crew — just as Emmet had fought his way into notice on Absalom. He would even earn the goodwill of Captain Blessed. That was why his mouth opened — but why did it shut again?
         
‘Wilke!’
Wilke was still looking at him. Emmet looked back and their eyes locked. Then Wilke pulled himself back up, shouting, ‘Just checking if there was a path down the cliff.’ He looked back at Emmet. ‘There ain’t.’
‘Then catch up, damn you for a no-seaman!’
Wilke disappeared from sight. Emmet took several deep, long breaths. The next time he heard shouting, it was more distant. He was safe. But why had Hiram Wilke saved his life?
Emmet stayed in the little cove all day. His body ached from the fall, he was hungry and thirsty, but he dared not move. All through the day he could heard shouts, and sometimes a musket shot, as the crew of the Betsy Bright searched for him. Sometimes the angry shouts came close; once a musket shot was very close. But nobody else looked over the cliff face into the cove.
         
Hiram Wilke had kept his secret.
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THROUGH THE DAY, the seal family lazed on the rocks, oblivious to their danger. Sometimes the adult seals slid off the rocks in search of fish. A mother rolled over to let her young suckle. One of the pups, a little too venturesome, rolled into the water and was nudged anxiously back onto the shore by the mother.
         
Throughout it all, the big bull seal watched with apparent indifference. But he twitched to every sudden noise, and jerked up his head at the musket shot. Perhaps they do know about us, thought Emmet. Since we have killed them in their hundreds of thousands, surely they must be very wary of humans.
         
He smiled. The bull seal was guarding his extended family well and Emmet already liked the old boy. His thickset body showed many fight marks, but there was an air of massive strength and alert purpose about him. When Emmet moved a little, the big brown eyes blinked at him, the long whiskers quivered like a moustache bristling and the pointed nose sniffed loudly.
Sniff! Sniff! Keep away!
Sometimes he heard the noise of pursuit again but never close. He sat there hoping the Betsy Bright did not do a circuit of the island. Not for himself — he could hide easily enough. But the seals could not.
         
‘You may be a brave warrior,’ murmured Emmet through just-parted lips. ‘Yes, a hero, a …’ he paused, trying to remember the words of the classic — ‘But these are enemies that do not fight with honour, so take good care, Ajax.’
Watching the seals brought other distant thoughts to mind. Like going to the opera with Great Aunt Eglantine. She was tall and silver-haired and prim, her face always set in a pinched hauteur. She surveyed the word through gold-rimmed spectacles at the end of her high, beaked nose. Even Grandfather, Emmet suspected, was a little afraid of Great Aunt Eglantine.
         
Now, crouched under a cliff, shivering in the cold afternoon shadows, flinching at every seal splash in case they were heard, he thought about Great Aunt Eglantine. He remembered that night at the opera.
         
All of Boston society had gathered. Emmet was encased in tight-fitting jacket and trousers — even a top hat and a high, starched collar that almost choked him. Great Aunt Eglantine was at her most imperious, sweeping through the crowd of well-dressed people in a full-length dress of white satin that swished on the ground as she walked. Around her shoulders she wore a long mantle of seal skin that she drew around her like a queen.
Other women had worn fur mantles and capes too.
He remembered this now — saw it as clearly as if he were there and not on this isolated beach. They wore other types of fur but mostly seal because that was fashionable. And Great Aunt Eglantine was always the height of fashion.
Sitting on the beach, Emmet thought about that long fur mantle. He wondered how many of this close, lazing family would be clubbed to death, their hides torn from their warm bodies.
Patu the harpooner … that night on Absalom he had made more sense talking about whales than anyone Emmet had heard before. His hands closed around the smooth stone harpoon head and gripped it tight. He needed the answers that lay in that cool stone.
         
In the cool afternoon shadows Emmet realised he was going nowhere tonight. He huddled against the cliff, thinking once more of Hiram Wilke — why had he spared him? But he was aware that tomorrow would bring new danger.
Great Aunt Eglantine had always expected the very best because (as she was fond of proclaiming) ‘the very best had the right to the very best’. If she were with him now, if she could look at that seal family, would she consider her fashion dictates more important than the life of the littlest pup?
         
Perhaps his great aunt had never seen a seal. When she ordered an oil-lamp lit she probably gave no thought to the skinned pink whale carcass tumbling over as it was torn apart by sharks and seabirds.
He had so much to learn. Emmet drew up his knees, cradled his head on his hands and closed his eyes.
When he woke, he was alone on the beach and the seals were gone. There was no sound from above, or from the quiet, dark waters that stretched out into the great southern ocean around him.
But somewhere the hunters would be looking for him. Like the seals, he was only worth money dead.
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THE LITTLE COVE seemed totally enclosed but he found a path of sorts at one end. It was steep and brought showers of earth down onto his face as he scrambled up. He grabbed roots and clumps of tussock to pull himself to the top and somehow forced his way through the thick bush.
Once or twice he paused and listened, but no sounds came on the evening breeze. He forced his way back the way he had come originally. The boots and bodies of the men who had chased him had opened the track further. But his bag of food and his blanket were gone — hardly surprising.
         
He made his way back across the island, shivering with cold and hunger. A small stream gurgled down to the sea and he swallowed some water gratefully but it froze his lips and made him feel even colder. Ahead he saw lights a long way off. He blinked and realised they were the anchor lights of the Betsy Bright.
         
He picked his way carefully along the cliff top, catching a faint whiff of a campfire. So there were still seamen ashore. Emmet dropped to his hands and knees and crawled to the cliff edge. He peered cautiously over.
         
There were more than a dozen men on the beach now. Most sat around a big blazing fire that sent red sparks into the cold night air. Outside their circle, fire-lit shadows mixed with the cold black and silver of moonlight. Spaced along the beach on either side were men with muskets.
Captain Blessed was taking no chances.
He tried to hear their talk. He glimpsed the long fair hair of Hiram Wilke, and picked mate Flett from his unmistakable drawling tone. They were arguing as much as talking, and he heard Flett tell someone sharply to shut up.
         
Emmet could hear enough to know they were talking about seals — and about him. About both of them having to be hunted down.
The wafting smell of cooking was driving him mad. He wriggled back a fraction and at once heard a sharp shout from below. That tiny movement had sent stones scattering down.
Emmet turned and ran, finding cover in a gully. Soon after, men with blazing torches appeared on the cliff top. They were looking around, calling to one another, their voices carrying clearly on the black night air.
         
Someone was saying they did not think ‘the lad’ would dare come so close. Another (Hobbs) said he was a damned monkey for tricks. Someone else mentioned rabbits, and soon the grumbling faded and the torches disappeared back below the cliff. He heard Hobbs calling for the sentries to shoot on sight.
Emmet stayed huddled in his hideout. The cooking smells had reminded him how hungry he was. He searched hopefully through the big pockets of his seaman’s jacket. Some twine in a tangled knot, a large dirty handkerchief, a broken comb and the chewed stub of a pencil — and a half-eaten biscuit! It was old, even mouldy, but he wolfed it down.
         
Emmet snuggled down against the gully side, out of the wind. He shivered from cold, and from thoughts of morning. These men would hunt him like a rabbit. He could see the horrible purpose in Captain Blessed’s plan now. A live Emmet could complain about being kidnapped; a dead Emmet could be safely preserved in salt so Grandfather could recognise him. A ‘bag of gold’ body.
         
Another thought sprang to mind. The same hunters would find that last family of seals and kill them, too.
He was not going to let it happen. He’d often been able to out-think Grandfather, but Captain Blessed — was there a way to out-think him?
The captain was a sealer and his cargo-hold was half empty. He could not spend too much time on this island, even hunting such a bounty as Emmet. If hunting Emmet proved too costly and tedious — so Emmet reasoned, his teeth chattering — he might sail away and return later. The cold southern-ocean waters were all the prison walls this island needed.
Flett and Hobbs would know about his value. Also Abbott, but not the rest of the crew. Blessed would not be wanting to share $500 in gold among some thirty men. And those others would grow suspicious if Blessed hunted this boy for too long, Emmet thought as he shivered. He wondered about chewing tussock to stay the pangs of hunger.
         
If he could not scare Captain Blessed, perhaps he could scare the crew …
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TOWARDS DAWN EMMET was back at the cliff face. Aware now of how the edge overhung the camp, he stayed well back. He had found a stick and dug away the ground in a semicircle just over the campfire. There were rocks here too, and he selected several of the biggest, carrying them to one side.
He worked hard and sweated so he did not feel the cold wind of morning. The dawn outlined the Betsy Bright in pink-gold waves tipped in yellow fire. From below came the yawns and grumbles of men waking. There was no time to lose.
         
Emmet pushed his stick into the semicircle of tussocky sand he had dug out. In the bay, the anchor lights of the Betsy Bright went out. It was time to make his move.
         
With all his might Emmet jabbed the stick deep into the ground and levered hard. From below came more grumbles, sleepy voices and the clatter of pots. Red sparks lit up the pink dawn as the fire was built up. Emmet levered the stick and threw his strength behind it. In his months away he had grown and certainly become infinitely stronger.
         
Suddenly the semicircular outcrop broke away and crashed down. There were loud shouts and curses, and a scattering shower of sparks as the fire suddenly went out.
Emmet ran to his pile of stones. Taking each rock in both hands he hurled them over the cliff. Two rocks, then more — and was rewarded with a cracking sound as a barrel split open, then a sudden bang as a musket exploded.
Emmet did not care any longer. He stood up now and yelled, raining more and more rocks down with all his strength. Casks were splitting open and clouds of flour rose like smoke from the new provisions brought ashore. A second musket banged and a bullet whistled past his ear as the last cask shattered.
By now the men were running for the cliff path. Emmet also saw movement on the deck of the Betsy Bright as another boat was lowered. He turned and ran.
         
After a short time, bending low, he doubled back and headed in a different direction. He would make for the western end of the island, where he knew the ground sloped to the sea across black rocks. He hoped Blessed and his men would reason that he wouldn’t go there as it was open ground — too open for someone to hide.
He scraped his shins painfully, skipping over one rock. Forced to pause, yelling in pain as he skidded, he saw it: a narrow slit between a jumble of rocks. He headed towards it, looking back briefly. Nobody was following yet.
Emmet scooped sand away and the slit opened into a small natural cave. He crawled inside, scattering sand to cover his tracks. He kicked more sand over the entrance and huddled tight against the jabbing corners and edges of rock. He drew up his knees and rested his head on his forearm — and waited.
         
All through the day Emmet waited. At times little black flies swirled past his nose and he flapped them away. Tiny insects hopped in the disturbed sand. He could hear distant shouts, then suddenly one was very close. There was a scramble over the rocks and a bare foot suddenly appeared in front of the slit.
‘Blessed’s damned boiled his pot over, chasing this runaway scrap o’ nothing!’ the voice grumbled.
‘A share of hunting seals is our business,’ returned an unknown voice. ‘Not wearing out our breeches on some song and dance.’
Emmet shifted to see the speakers more clearly — or at least their breeches, stained green and torn from hunting through the stunted bush. He could see two pairs of bare feet, one limping. And he could hear their angry, disgruntled mutterings as they moved down the beach.
         
Despite his hunger and cold Emmet smiled to himself and huddled more tightly. His plan was working.
 

Later that day, when all had been silent for hours, he ventured out. The tide was halfway in and he headed for the high-water mark, looking around warily. He was so hungry. He knelt so that cold water swirled around his legs, and began digging into the sand.
Shellfish, thick and round. He dug them up and thrust them into his shirt, looking about him as he did but seeing nothing. Finally, his clothes wet and heavy with the weight of shellfish, he scampered back up the beach. The incoming tide would soon wash away his footprints in the wet sand. He scuffed over the rest, but hastily, because he was starving.
         
After one last careful look around, he emptied the shells onto the ground inside his cave. Grabbing two stones from the sand, he balanced the first shellfish on one and crashed the other stone into it, breaking the shell. He slurped down the salt-tasting flesh. Then he cast aside the broken shell and reached for another.
For half an hour he feasted, chewing so fast the juices ran down his face. Sometimes he just gulped, broke another shell and gulped again. He learned to break each shell at the hinge to keep the soft body intact.
When he had finished, he picked over every piece of broken shell, scraping up the last bits of flesh and gristle. Then, leaning back, a little sick and his mouth full of salt but his stomach full, he slept.
He woke much later to an empty silence. Emerging cautiously to look for water and some more shellfish, he returned quickly to his rocky hideaway.
It was a full day later that Emmet realised what had happened. The crew of the Betsy Bright had voiced their discontent, and the ship was gone.
         
He was alone: lord of all he surveyed. And all he heard, because in the twilight air came an unmistakable sound.
The distant barking of seals.
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seventeen
            

EMMET SPENT ANOTHER uncomfortable night in the cave, glad of his heavy sailor’s clothing. In the morning he grubbed for more shellfish but this time they were an unsatisfying meal. He had to admit he actually missed his hard bread and boiled salt beef. He began to think wistfully of a heavy slab of duff pudding and tea sweetened with molasses …
He climbed to the highest point of the island and looked around. There was no sign of other people in sight, for as far as he could see. It was possible Captain Blessed had left a shore party, but not likely. The crew would surely have become suspicious of too much effort being put into catching one runaway sailor.
         
He walked slowly back to the beach where the men had camped by way of the little stream for some fresh water, keeping a sharp lookout just in case. The distant barking of seals came again. He stopped at the cliff edge and took another careful look around before he went down.
Sure enough, the beach was deserted and the boats gone. The fire was a black heap of ash. The broken flour barrels lay on the beach but their spoiled contents had been firmly trodden into the sand.
Emmet kicked among the ashes in the hope of finding some tiny embers. Lighting a fire would be dangerous but he was too cold to care. Finding a small piece of glowing wood, he fed it carefully with strips of dry seaweed and kicked apart the broken barrels for some dry wood. Soon a small fire was starting and he stretched out his hands to the warmth.
When he had stopped shivering, he looked around. Blessed would have made sure there was nothing left to help him. He walked about, stamping his feet to warm them. It was near night now, and only by chance and great good luck did he notice the little bundle stuffed between two rocks where the timber uprights had been. He pulled out a long strip of sailcloth and unwound it. Emmet gasped.
Food! A lump of salt meat and slice of the hard yellow cheese … and some ship’s biscuits! Too hungry to spare a thought for how they got there, or whether it was a trap, he thrust the meat into the fire on the end of some hoop-iron from the barrels. He gnawed on the flinty biscuits and bolted the cheese.
         
When he pulled the meat out it was charred and almost black. Had their Boston cook served something like that to Grandfather, he would have lost his job, Emmet mused, but he gratefully chewed the toughened flesh like a hungry tiger. As he did he thought about Hiram Wilke — had he left this food for him? He could think of nobody else on the Betsy Bright who would have done it.
         
His stomach was full and he was warm, and Emmet suspected this might be the last time he felt both, for quite some months to come. He was stranded but at least he was alive, and — he smiled as the thought came to him — so were the seals. He lay down by the fire and closed his eyes.
The fire was nearly out when Hobbs and Flett grabbed him. There were other men too, their faces in shadow. But sure enough, there was Captain Blessed, his round pink face smiling as he stood with harpoon poised.
‘Your mate lent me this,’ he said.
Mate? Suddenly Emmet saw Patu the harpooner, half-tattooed and smiling grimly at Emmet.
         
‘I warned you, boy,’ said Patu.
Blessed’s blue eyes glittered, and the harpoon head flashed red in the dying firelight as he suddenly thrust. Emmet yelled and rolled over. There were boots all around him now, the men shouting and somehow barking …
He sat bolt upright. He was alone on the beach and it was nearly morning. Emmet passed a hand down his face, shuddering at the memory of the awful dream. Then he heard the barking sound again and glanced sharply around.
Outlined in the half-light of dawn, a big bull seal was watching him curiously from the shallows.
Emmet stood up. He was stiff and cold, and hungry again. But he grinned at the seal as though seeing an old friend. That unmistakable pattern of scar marks and the chewed ear were as familiar as his own face.
         
‘Good morning, Ajax,’ he said.
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THE BETSY BRIGHT had gone. Emmet walked back up to the highest point on the island just to make sure. No ship, no crew. Astonished at his own coolness, he turned himself around in full view, but no shot came.
         
Why did I do that? he thought. Then, with a small surprise, he suddenly knew why. A musket shot fired at him would have alerted the seal family, all now basking on the beach, and allowed them to get away. Already, they were special to him.
Emmet walked slowly down from the rise. Soon he would have to go back to the west side to gather more shellfish. Then a new thought struck him.
Captain Blessed only had to leave him here and come back in a few weeks or months — and in the meantime the elements would have done their work. He would assume the ‘soft rich boy’ would last no time at all on his own on this island. It was cold-blooded murder every bit as surely as a musket shot.
Well, thought Emmet, he wouldn’t make it that easy for them.
He dug hungrily for more shellfish, wincing as his hands scraped on sharp little stones, the blood washing away in the ice-cold water. It was nearly midday but there was little warmth in the sun. Raw shellfish were a cheerless meal and cold on his stomach.
         
He was near where Joshua and the bird-hunters had had their camp. It was nothing but cold ashes now; scattered bits of wood and footsteps trodden in the sand showed evidence of their hasty departure. Suddenly he yelped as his finger, scrabbling in the sand, was pierced by a fish-hook. He sucked his finger, then used sand and water to clean the rust off the hook. With the twine in his pocket he now had the means of catching fish!
On the way back the first beach — Seal Bay, he named it now — Emmet began to chuckle, even before he realised what he was laughing at. Then he remembered the story Grandfather told him once about considering a new business venture. Somebody had offered Tyler Mercantile a new invention: ‘guaranteed rapidly to become an essential for the working man’. It was a thick coil of little white sticks with round red heads: ‘Lucifer’ matches, which could be struck on the coil base to ignite a fire. But Grandfather had pursed his lips and shaken his head.
One cent for a little coil of matches? Nobody in their right mind would spend a whole cent so recklessly.
What Emmet wouldn’t give for a coil of matches now … When he got back to Boston, he thought, he would not even stir from the house without at least one of those ‘match-books’ in his pocket.
Back at Seal Bay, all of Ajax’s family were ashore. And there was trouble threatening, because a young bull seal had appeared and was lying offshore.
Emmet walked to the far end of the beach, baited his hook with a cockle and dropped it off a rock into the deep water.
         
The young bull seal swam idly back and forth, then sidled in close. Perhaps it felt safe because Ajax was up on the beach, apparently quite indifferent, eyes half closed.
Watch out, young bull, thought Emmet. Don’t be fooled by those half-closed lids. He almost felt sorry for the brash young male. Then his line tugged and he brought up a fish. He had no idea what sort it was. He rebaited the hook and dropped it down again.
There was a sudden roar and flurry of movement. The young bull seal had gone that fraction too close. With incredible speed for such bulk, Ajax had pivoted around and charged, baring his teeth in a deafening roar.
It reminded Emmet of when Robert Fitzgerald had tried to steal a kiss from a girl at the school dance, only to find that her escort was Barnaby Seton, under-sixteen boxing champion. Like the young bull, Robert had not moved fast enough and had the bruises to show for it.
He pulled up another fish. At least now he knew he would not starve. And as he had that thought, Emmet became aware of a set of big brown eyes upon him.
A half-grown seal pup had wandered down the beach towards him; despite its awkward flippered gait it had covered the ground quickly. The brown eyes blinked wide and hopeful, the mouth parted in a little croaking sound.
‘No way am I sharing my food,’ said Emmet sternly. ‘You are designed to catch fish and I am not. You have a mother to look after you and I do not. Besides, you have to look after yourself because, as my Grandfather is so fond of saying, nobody will do it for you. Furthermore, I am not a charity for hungry seals.’
         
He was pleased with his little speech. It was firm, with just the right note of severity. The young seal ought to be shambling back, brown eyes blinking with shame. Instead it remained, and made that little croaking sound again, whiskers twitching hopefully.
Emmet sighed. ‘Please understand, this action will not be repeated,’ he said, and threw the seal his first fish.
Snap, gulp. Just then Emmet looked down to a third tug on his line. He carefully drew it up and detached another flapping fish. The seal’s big eyes were fixed upon him hopefully.
And — oh no — two more of the younger seals were heading his way. Word had got around …
Emmet groaned and stood up. He recoiled the line and thrust it in his pocket, ‘ouching’ loudly as the hook jabbed his thumb. Averting his eyes from the seals, he thrust the two fish into his jacket and stumped back up the path to the cliff top. He did not look back but knew those brown eyes were following his every move …
 

It was late afternoon and soon he would have to find somewhere to sleep. The cold wind gave promise of a much colder night, and tonight’s supper would be cold, raw fish.
He was in for a hard time, Emmet knew that. He would have to learn the rules of survival without fire or proper shelter. He’d already learned one lesson — never fish in front of seals.
He opened his clasp-knife to cut away the fish’s head and tail. He scaled the body and cut away long strips of the pale white flesh. Thinking about his latest encounter with the seals made him realise how he felt about them. They were his only company now, and he was their friend.
         
Even, he realised, the words coming unbidden to his lips, their guardian.
Thinking about this made him think about the sealers. He was surprised at the surge of anger he felt — colder than his mouthful of fish. He cared about these seals, and nobody would get near them.
Cold, raw fish was not a pleasant meal. But it was not that that made his lips set in a grim line when he swallowed. It was thinking about seals and the men who came to hunt and kill them.
I have no close family save Grandfather, thought Emmet. I am alone on this rock-bound island and facing a hungry winter that may kill me. But I have a family now, and as long as I am alive, they will come to no harm. I need them to give myself strength — and they do not know how much they need me.
There were only fish-heads and scraps left when he had finished his meal. He picked up the two heads and walked back to the bay. That first seal he would name Brasher, because it was brash and innocent.
He wondered if seals would eat fish-heads. He would try Brasher first.
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eighteen
            

CAPTAIN CORNELIUS WATLINGTON of the sealer Philomena frowned as he surveyed the coastline of this little island through his telescope. There did not look to be any seals, but some days ago his ship had crossed the path of the Betsy Bright. And that cunning weasel Blessed, during their brief conversation through speaking-trumpets, had too glibly assured him there were no seals to be had.
         
Blessed might have been telling the truth, thought Captain Cornelius, but if so, it was a first. He gave orders to send a boat ashore with stores, to survey and set up a camp. His hold was only a quarter full and his New York owners would accept no excuses.
         
The boat returned the next morning and a shamefaced third mate came on board to report no sign of seals; also the fact that during the night their stores had been ruined by the incoming tide. Third mate Bowen was at a loss to explain this.
         
Captain Cornelius Watlington, however, was not at a loss for a response. He used quite a few words to tell Bowen what a fool he was, then a few more to tell Bowen he was no longer third mate but a common seaman. A chastened Jack Bowen went back to the fo’c’sle and Captain Watlington ordered up anchor.
Seaman Bowen watched the island recede. He did not mind losing his ‘handle’. Third mate was the ‘sailor’s waiter’ because he supplied the tar, ropes, pulleys and so on to the seamen. And as third mate he got to eat what the captain and other officers left behind on their plates — which sometimes was not much.
But as the island was lost from sight Bowen was lost in his thoughts.
He could not imagine how those stores had got to be below the tide-line.
 

They were not good people, Emmet told the seals. They were bad people — that was why he had ruined their food. And now their ship had gone.
‘I know you’re the boss, Ajax,’ he said, ‘but I am just helping out a bit — all right?’
Ajax just yawned and rolled over on the beach. Emmet took this as agreement. Brasher and the other youngsters eyed him hopefully for food. Lady Brown and Jade Princess just yawned like their master.
         
Emmet grinned. They were entitled.
[image: ]

ABRAHAM SHALLCROSS shouted for the boat to be pulled ashore, and set off up the beach. The Jared Jones swung at anchor as Captain Milligan took up his telescope. The captain doubted there were seals here — Philomena had assured him there weren’t — but he had to see for himself, even though their hold was nearly full.
         
Second mate Shallcross also doubted that there were seals here, and had no wish to spend three months on the beach with winter so close. So he told his men to look for seals and promised them a boot up the backside if they didn’t search properly but most of them just sat down as soon as the ship was out of sight and smoked their pipes.
It was near dark when the last crew member returned, and by then Shallcross was in a very bad mood. The young man — a new recruit to sealing — said he’d seen signs of seals in a small cove he fell into. Came near to breaking his arm, he added.
Shallcross and the others wished he’d broken his neck. They did not want to stay on this island. A couple of kicks and some well-chosen remarks made the young crew member revise his opinion. But they would stay the night, Shallcross decided; a day and night searching would sound good when they went back on board.
         
That night they ate a good meal and slept around a blazing fire. Shallcross woke in a better temper — but not for long.
Somehow in the night their ship’s boat, which they had carefully pulled well up from the tide-line, had slid back down and bashed its hull against the rocks. It tumbled awash, nearly submerged, and a telescope twinkle showed that Captain Milligan had seen it too.
Another boat was pulling away from the Jared Jones. An hour’s patching would see their own boat refloated. Abraham Shallcross uttered more curses as he set his men to pull it up and start bailing.
         
Back on board the Jared Jones he was in for a bad ten minutes and maybe a ‘tickle’ from the captain’s stick. But at least he would not be forced to stay on this damned island, where there were no damned seals, and the whole damned place could sink back into the ocean for all he cared.
         
He booted the young seaman again. There was no need but it made him feel better.
 

‘This lot were a bit strange,’ said Emmet to Ajax. ‘I’m sure one of them saw us but the others just kicked him. People are like that, though. They do all kinds of stupid things.’
Ajax yawned and propped himself up on his two front flippers, looking at the sea. It was nearly dinner time and he was just checking to see that there were no trespassing males around.
‘I’ll keep a lookout,’ said Emmet. ‘You go and get a full tummy while things are quiet.’
Ajax obviously thought this was good advice. He lumbered into the sea with a great splash and Emmet watched, grinning. The four females would stay on the beach to look after their half-grown offspring, although the youngsters were just about able to look after themselves by now.
         
Brasher was always after a free meal. He snuggled up to his mother for a quick suckle but Lady Brown looked bored. Soon she would he swatting him away.
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HANS BLUCHER HAD hunted great auk seabirds in the Baltic before they were killed off. The big, clumsy, flightless birds were no match for a man with a club. Then he had shipped to America and trapped beaver until beaver hats were no longer in fashion.
         
He’d then taken to the sea again and hunted sea otters off the coast of Alaska and the Aleutian Islands. They were easy enough to club from a boat and it was good work until they became too scarce. There was good work hunting birds of paradise in New Guinea, and good work hunting the big turtles of the Galapagos Islands — they were easily killed with a club, too.
That was why he liked hunting seals. One swing on the nose with a club sent the nasal bones into the brain. The seal was dead without a mark on the valuable skin. Hans himself had a big nose and boasted he could smell a seal at five kilometres.
His captain, Edmund Hopkin of the sealer Amadeo, did not think so. Hans reckoned he sensed seals on this bleak island but Hopkin thought Hans was just after a run ashore. But they were in the first months of their voyage and the holds were empty, so he gave permission. Hans rowed himself ashore with a club and a bag of food.
         
Hans liked his club. It was made from good Baltic pine and had served him well over the years. He grinned as the boat went ashore in a bay. He had a nose for seals. Let the stupid crew look pop-eyed when he came back with a bundle of seal skins.
Sure enough, there were droppings on the beach and those distinctive flipper marks in the sand. Hans shouldered his club and set off inland. Seals were becoming wary but islands like these had little inset coves. That’s where he would find them.
And he did. Struggling through thick bush to a tiny cove he gazed down and saw a whole seal family. Hans grinned through his broken teeth and took a swig from a little black bottle in his pocket. He’d club the bull first, then the females because they would not leave their young. Then he’d kill the bewildered youngsters.
He took another swig and reached for his club. It was time — but where was his club? Hans spun around, and everything went black …
When he woke he was lying on the beach with a pounding headache, his nose hurting as if he’d been clubbed himself. Captain Hopkin and a boat crew were looking down at him.
Hans was hauled to his feet and shoved into the boat. He was utterly bewildered. He sat in the boat holding his nose and groaning with pain. Captain Hopkin told him they’d found his bottle broken, his clothes stinking of alcohol. The captain promised he’d deal with him later …
         
Hans was sure he had been hit, but no one believed him. Back on board, his nose painfully set and bandaged, he went through his pockets. Money, clasp-knife, mouth-organ were there. Only — and this was puzzling — some matches were missing. Then he groaned aloud, and not with pain.
         
He was also missing his good club of Baltic pine.
 

‘You see, he was going to hurt you with this club,’ said Emmet.
The seals were at another cove now but he had found them. They eyed with alarm the fire he built, and sniffed loudly as the smell of roasting fish wafted towards them.
The matches would not last for ever, but as long as they did he could enjoy the luxury of warmth and cooked food.
‘Maybe I shouldn’t have hit him so hard,’ said Emmet, and received a few croaks for answers. Brasher was trying to get a free meal from his mother and was flippered away.
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THIS WAS MALUU’S last voyage and he was glad. He wanted to go home to Hawaii — or the Sandwich Islands, as his white shipmates called it, just as they called him a Kanuka. What they said did not matter — he knew who he was.
‘Go ashore, Maluu,’ Captain Angus Nixon had ordered, ‘and get us some fresh meat, birds or a goat. Be back this evening.’
         
The little fat-bellied trader Deonaid of Skye had been blown off course by an early winter wind. There’d be two hungry weeks of sailing to New Zealand unless they found food. So Maluu pulled himself ashore, glad that his own islands were not as windswept and cold as this one.
         
He pulled the little boat well up from the tide-line, slung the musket over his shoulder and set off inland. All the time he was thinking about Hungry Eyes.
The missionaries who came to Hawaii had had Hungry Eyes. Maluu’s father was a chief whose tribe owned much land. The missionaries had looked at one flat piece and said it would make a good site for a church. So they were given it. Then they had eyed up another piece of land to build houses and plant crops. They were given that as well. When he had left, they were looking hungrily at the sacred mountain that spouted fire and held the spirits of his ancestors.
It was time to go home.
There were no goats on this island. There were seals, though — he had seen signs on the beach and would soon find them. Sooner than he thought, in fact, because the wind changed and brought the sound of distant barking.
It came from the west side, where the beach was open. Maluu knew that if their meat was properly cooked, seals were good eating. He would shoot two and take the bodies back — show his white shipmates just how many meals could be eaten from one seal. Tongue, brain, lungs, liver and kidneys — all were good.
The barking sound was just below him now. He parted the bush with his musket barrel and stared, then a little smile came to his lips.
On the rocks below lay a young man — no, still a boy, thought Maluu. He was huddled up and sleeping, clad in ragged seaman’s clothes.
         
Stealing down to the rocks, he was reaching out a hand to wake the boy when he suddenly stopped. Around the boy’s neck was a stone harpoon head. It was old, dark and somehow powerful. Maluu paused. He felt the hairs on his neck prickle. This boy is learning, he thought. This boy is on a journey.
He backed off as quietly as he could.
It was nothing in his head or even in his heart that had made Maluu back off. It was something deep inside himself, and he knew it meant he would return to the ship empty-handed.
         
They would swear, they would curse, and he would sit there with a big grin on his face because a few days of hunger meant nothing.
He thought about the boy as he rowed back to the ship. He admired what the boy was doing, but winter was close. He hoped the boy would survive the winter.
Yes, and survive his journey.
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nineteen
            

‘I KNOW YOU are brave and strong, Ajax. The young bulls know better than to challenge you. You could even fight off a leopard seal. But these two-legged animals are different. They will just kill and kill, down to the smallest baby. Do you understand that, Ajax?’
Ajax was back from the sea, after a quick snack of cod. Now he sprawled on his side, raising his head every few minutes to look around for a trespassing young bull. Emmet he tolerated.
         
‘They will kill you, Ajax. They don’t understand the rules of life.’
Ajax rubbed a flipper over his mouth but his big brown eyes remained on Emmet. Brasher and Lady Brown lay together, eyes closed. Jade Princess rolled over, snapping at flies. Emmet shivered because it was another cold day, but he was happy. He was with his seal family and nothing else mattered.
He could not even explain this to himself. He had been torn away from the rigid formality of life with Grandfather. Then there had been the close, hard relationships of seamen on board a small ship. Now he was on his own and making his own choices. Living for today and not caring about tomorrow.
Ajax had fallen asleep with a cavalier disregard for the flies buzzing around his mouth. Emmet was sleepy too. He had patrolled the island this morning and would do so again before evening. His family were safe, and this late in the season surely there would be no more ships.
Emmet closed his eyes and slept.
 

A slight clattering woke him and Emmet sat up. Nothing. Then the sound came again … it sounded like pebbles falling down the cliff face. He looked up, frowning. There were no goats or pigs on the island. A seabird pecking under rocks for insects?
He got up and looked carefully around. He must challenge any intruder, just as Ajax would.
The bay was empty of ships. There was a faint rustling of bushes along the cliff edge, but that could be seabirds too. Another rustle … Emmet ran to the little path that led up to the top. The path was crumbling away and rocks slid down. At the top he paused. He could see no movement at all.
         
He wasn’t armed. One of those visiting crews had stacked their muskets by the campfire but he had not taken one. A single gun would be no help against several armed men. He began walking among the clumps of undergrowth, looking down as he did.
Ajax’s family had not stirred. A seagull had settled beside Lady Brown and was strutting around her. Brasher made an inquisitive movement and the bird flew up, squawking. Seagull eggs, thought Emmet — would they be good to eat?
There were little brown birds on the island, too. One of them suddenly fluttered up and Emmet, glimpsing the movement out of the corner of his eye, whirled around. Then something hit him and his consciousness was blotted out almost at once. He was dimly aware of falling, his face scratched by thorns — then nothing.
When he woke up, it was to the sound of his own groaning. He pushed himself giddily to his knees, his head splitting with pain as if sharp teeth were ripping into his brain. There was dried blood crusted on his forehead and cheek.
Emmet got unsteadily to his feet and took a step forward, then nearly blacked out again. The pain in his head was extreme. At the same time he realised all his clothes — even his shoes — had been stripped from him. He was wearing nothing but his patched underwear.
He swayed on his feet and the giddiness slowly unspun itself. The teeth gnawing at his head settled down to a slow nibble and he looked around. There were unmistakable boot-prints in the sandy soil all around him.
         
Sealers, he thought, but not from the Betsy Bright — because he was still alive. They’d been clever. The clattering stones, the shaking bushes — all had been done to lure him up. They had waited with deadly patience for just the right moment to club him down …
         
Sealers! His family must be warned! Shivering now in the cold air, Emmet ran, wincing as his bare feet trod on sharp stones. He scrambled down the path, desperately hoping he was not too late. He stumbled and rolled the last few metres amid a shower of gravel and small stones.
Desperate with fear, he ran along the beach, his breath panting loudly, stumbling more than once. He paused with a thrill of dread, then a long sigh of relief. The seal family were gone. Emmet was giddy with gratitude. They had escaped.
Late-afternoon shadows lay everywhere, and then Emmet noticed a long rock he did not remember seeing before. He went closer and horror washed over him — horror so sharp and sudden that he shut his eyes and the beach did a long, slow spin around him.
Most of the seal family had got away. All save their lord and protector, who must have turned to defend his charges. The ‘long rock’ was Ajax, dead at the water’s edge. Emmet approached him slowly and fell to his knees.
The water was lapping around Ajax and the scuffed boot marks that surrounded him. He was bruised, cut where knives had been thrust in, bloodied from several bullet holes. Beside him was a cudgel with deep teeth marks and a bloodied rag someone must have used to staunch a deep bite. They had not skinned him — his hide was too deeply cut with the marks of battle for it to be of any use.
Ajax had fought an heroic last fight, worthy of his namesake.
         
Blackness came over Emmet again, swift as that club stroke.
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AFTERWARDS, EMMET REMEMBERED little about that night. He recalled frantically digging in the sand — for some reason he felt he must scoop out a grave. Then blackness came again, sometimes torn by terrible dreams.
In the early morning he woke. Instinct made him roll over until he could plunge his face in the cold salt water, rub the crusted blood from his hair and face. He rolled away from the water and the blackness overwhelmed him again, split with heavy red strokes of pain.
Mid-morning, Emmet got shakily to his knees. His head still spun, and he could hear a distant screaming. He was cold and shaking and his grief tore as savagely as the pain.
The screaming became louder — was someone being murdered? He staggered to his feet and looked down the beach.
Seagulls. They covered Ajax, flapping and squabbling as their long beaks pecked savagely. Soon the bigger brown mollyhawks would come, and the skuas, greedily fighting over this sudden bounty.
So intent were they on their business that the mass of birds scarcely ruffled when Emmet began throwing stones at them, screaming at them over their own din to stay away from Ajax. He ran at them brandishing a stick of driftwood.
         
They scattered as he approached, and, like one hero bestride the body of another, Emmet flailed his stick to keep them at bay. He did not look at the battered, silent body but screamed upward at the circling birds.
He flailed until his arms, stiff as any wooden spar, fell to his sides. Even then he yelled, until eventually he became aware that the birds’ screams were drowning him out. Then he leaned over and touched the silent bulk of Ajax once more, and walked away.
His head still pounded like red hammer strokes. Behind him, the seagulls had settled, shrieking as loudly as before. He walked to the far end of the beach but could still hear the screaming. Then, realising that it was his own howling voice he heard, he clamped a hand over his lips.
Without realising, he was on his knees again. Then he pitched forward into the welcoming blackness — welcome respite from those hideous sounds of feasting.
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twenty
            

EMMET WOKE to something wet slapping his face hard. It slapped again and he blinked awake, water streaming down his cheeks.
He was still on the beach; he was cold and shivering and his head still ached. Then abruptly, his bundled clothing was thrown down in front of him.
‘I did not tell them to strip you,’ came a hard voice with an iron note of amusement. ‘We skin seals, not lads — however mad.’
         
Emmet looked over. The man who stood wringing out his handkerchief was thickset and black-bearded, chewing between words. He spat a jet of brown tobacco juice before going on. ‘You’ve led us a damned dance — others, too, I dare say. Wrecked our stores, hazed our men. Maybe Jake hit you a bit hard, but you had it coming.’
Emmet winced and shot a look down the beach. The greedy flock of seabirds was still busy. He caught a horrible smell and groaned.
‘You wanted to kill my seals — Ajax …’ he muttered.
‘Oh? Your personal property, are they? Sealing’s our job, lad.’ The man spat out more tobacco juice. ‘I am Captain Watlington of the Philomena.’ He nodded to a ship in the bay. ‘Ye can work your passage to the nearest port. Coming?’
         
Down at the shoreline a boat was pulled up. Crewmen stood beside it. Watlington’s rough face was hard, his smile grim, his peaked cap askew on his head. He might be more honest than Captain Blessed, thought Emmet, but he’s still a sealer.
‘No.’
Did he say that too hastily? No — that ship would reek of dead seals. And that crew murdered Ajax.
‘Ye’ve had dealings with the Betsy Bright, eh? We are not all of that stamp. When I crossed the path of Amadeo, I thought this island might be worth a second look. But the seal family got away and ain’t worth a day waiting for.’
         
‘You killed Ajax …’ Emmet stuttered.
‘And a damned tough fight he gave us. Lad, the tide is turning, I have no time to argue. There’ll be no more ships here until spring and you’ll find winter damned cold.’
Emmet just shook his head. An irritated Captain Watlington stamped his foot and turned to go. Then he turned back. ‘Lad, we kill seals because merchants buy the skins — and toffs like fine clothes. They’re your killers, not the poor men earning their bread doing the job.’
         
He waited a moment but Emmet said nothing. The captain shrugged and walked down to the boat. Emmet sat huddled, his body gritty with sand, his head throbbing. He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, the boat was halfway back to the Philomena. Captain Watlington stood in the stern and did not look back.
         
When Emmet next opened his eyes the bay was empty. Slowly, his joints seeming to wrench like rusty iron, he put on his clothes and walked down the beach.
He kept walking until he could no longer hear the greedy squabbling of the gulls. He thought about what Watlington had said, but did not regret his decision. Let winter come: he would survive somehow, because he had a job to do in the spring.
One sealer would return before any other. Maybe to find seals, but more likely to find his body and collect the reward. Captain Blessed and the Betsy Bright would be back. I will survive, thought Emmet. And I will be waiting.
         
He had a score to settle.
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THAT WINTER, EMMET came close to death.
Cold, hunger and isolation worked on him so that his awareness spilled like oil from a broken cask. A strange image wove itself into his thoughts: the iron-rimmed wheels of grandfather’s coach striking sparks as they rolled over the cobblestones. The sparks flashed red and disordered in his mind.
         
Sometimes he wandered along the bay. The tide had taken out poor Ajax’s remains and cleansed the sand of signs of violence. Sometimes he crouched in the cold water, digging for shellfish, breaking his nails on the shells as he levered them out of the sand. He would bash limpets off the rocks with a stone, and grab scuttling crabs with frozen fingers. They scrunched as he chewed them, pincers and all.
Sometimes he would run through the cold bush tangle, piercing the sounds of birds with his own screaming.
Other things, too, were part of his dream-like existence. Wide-eyed faces that always vanished with faint scampering sounds. A figure on the skyline, a call that was no bird.
Those impressions did not come often, and somehow they were always linked to food. He dreamed of tripping over a woven flax basket of sweet potato and meat left in his path. He did not question this, just crouched and stuffed the food into his mouth as quickly as he could. Then he would run away, doubled over. Maybe some sealers were fattening him up, said his red-sparking, disordered mind.
Once he found a canoe pulled up on the beach. In his bewildered state he just touched it, waves flooding the battered remains of his boots. Strange memories flooded his mind and he clutched his stone harpoon head tight.
When he wandered back later the canoe was gone, but on the beach lay another of those baskets, this time full of cold steamed shellfish. Emmet crouched and ate until they were gone.
Most nights he spent in that little rock slit on the west side. The sandy floor was dry and laid with bracken and grass — he could not remember doing that. He didn’t know where the tattered old blanket had come from either, but he would roll himself in it and sleep.
         
Winter cast its long, cold hand over the island. Some days the rain sleeted down in unending sheets. Some days it blasted hail like icy buckshot and the wind blew sharp enough — to cut up a whale? Even his mind was cold: the red sparks brought no warmth to his wandering thoughts. Even his own name sounded strange … Emmet.
There were days when the storm wind blew straight from Antarctica. When the sea crashed green, solid thunder against the coast and wind scythed the scrubby bush and trees. On these days Emmet huddled and froze until hunger drove him out. Once he chewed tussock, then vomited it up with bitter stomach juices.
His stinking clothes were torn and stiff with dirt and his hair was long and matted. He dreamed of a room with oak-panelled walls and a blazing fire, a table spread with white linen and silver candlesticks. Silver plates that shone like so many moons.
Then he was jolting down Anne Street with his grandfather, then trapped in that alley. On the slippery fire-lit decks of the whaler, in the dark hold of the sealer … At the end of every dream lay the battered body of Ajax.
         
Eventually the thundering storms were the gales of coming spring, but huddled, fevered, starving Emmet did not know this.
But one day his fever broke and that disordered red sparking chased itself into the corners of his mind. The wind was gone. Emmet could see blue sky through the cave slit. He crawled out, teeth chattering, and looked around. He slipped and scrambled down to the tide-line to grub for shellfish.
         
The sea was a calmer blue-green, the dark angry colours of the storm gone. And in the distance were some long black specks, moving and diving and spouting tiny feathers of white. Emmet looked at them, blinking. A voice shouted ‘Thar she blows!’ in his mind.
A sudden barking made him whirl around. On the rocks was a big bull seal, its dark coat glossy with health. The long whiskers twitched, the pointed mouth opened in another loud bark. Then the seal dived back into the water.
The seal and its loud bark roused Emmet from the last of his disordered dream state. Painful memories jolted him back to reality like the crash of a cold ocean wave. He could hear the croaking and barking of female seals beyond the headland — then another sound.
Down the beach, a canoe was pulled up out of the waves. Six brown-skinned men stood looking at him. The one with the chunky bone necklace he knew. It was Joshua, carrying a big flax basket. He approached Emmet warily and put the kete down at his feet.
‘Seal boy. Bring seals?’
Did they think him part of the seals — somehow their human spirit? Emmet just looked at him. For all his sudden recall, some confused thoughts still chased around his mind. He was aware of his filth, the sores on his body and his all-consuming hunger.
In the basket were sweet potato and cabbage, a cooked chicken and some slabs of pork. He dropped to his knees, his hands digging into the food — then stopped. No. He was Emmet J. Tyler, and Emmet J. Tyler ate like a gentleman.
The vision of silver moon plates swam in his mind. He drew back his hands — they even curled as though holding a knife and fork. Pearl-handled cutlery, polished until it shone …
         
With an effort of willpower that nearly tore him apart, Emmet unclenched his hands and sat down. Even cold, the food’s aroma nearly drove him mad and saliva flooded his mouth. But he was Emmet J. Tyler, young gentleman, and Great Aunt Eglantine always said manners maketh the man …
‘Will you join me?’ he asked Joshua, the words somehow clumsy in his mouth.
         
Joshua knelt with a wary little smile. He took a chunk of yellow sweet potato and showed it to Emmet. Then he put it in his own mouth.
He thinks I’ve forgotten how to eat, thought Emmet. He grinned and Joshua flinched, but Emmet shook his head. It was a grin, not a snarl. The harpoon head swung heavy from his neck as he raised a chunk of pork to his lips.
It was a huge effort to chew the pork slowly and not to plunge in both hands and stuff it into his mouth. But he forced himself to chew and savour the sweet juices. He took a piece of sweet potato. Joshua nodded as though encouraging a child.
Joshua’s friends all stood back, watching closely and poised to flee, as though they thought Emmet some wild spirit of the island.
When finally Emmet’s stomach was full and he sat back wiping his mouth, Joshua gestured to the boat and pointed across the sea.
Emmet nodded. They would take him somewhere — to that main island, perhaps, Chatham Island. He understood now who had been leaving him food — it had been real. And who had put bracken and a blanket in his cave. But he pulled his thoughts back — there was still something he had to do.
         
Even thinking of it made him scowl. He thought of the red smiling face and high voice, sweet as poisoned candy. So he shook his head, his thoughts dark. His ‘No!’ came out with more force than he’d intended.
Joshua nodded and turned back to the canoe. Emmet watched them push it out into the waves and set the sail. He watched as it battled the fluky currents of the bay.
He went back to his little cave and slept. It was a strange sleep of nightmare-dreams and colour-bright darkness. Of half-remembered faces he hated, and people who wanted him dead.
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EMMET SLEPT UNTIL late afternoon. When he awoke and crawled out of his cave, the canoe was long gone. But there were shellfish, cod and snapper to be caught and the birds would be nesting — surely their eggs would be good eating too. He no longer had concerns about being hungry — at least not too hungry.
         
As he walked up and down the beach he felt revived. His strong young body had rallied to meet his needs. And now his thoughts were on more than mere survival. His tummy full, his focus shifted to a coming battle that he had to win — or at least one he had to fight.
         
He gazed out at the blue-green sea, overlaid with the dark shadows of afternoon and the setting sun. The whales he’d seen earlier were gone. But where they had disported in the distant sea he now saw a single black dot.
On this day of rebirth and new awareness, Emmet knew what that black spot was. Though it stayed distant, like a tiny speck of grit caught in the mouth of the reddening sun, he knew that the black spot was the outline of a sealer, standing in towards the island. And Emmet knew just which sealer it was. And why it had run before the spring storms to be here early in the season.
The Betsy Bright was returning to kill the last seals. And also to collect his body and claim that bag of gold. The afternoon shadows settled on Emmet like a chill. But he had survived winter and he had that iron in his body and mind.
         
He shouted into the cold wind, ‘Come on, Betsy Bright. I’m waiting!’
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twenty-one
            

GRANDFATHER HAD ONCE said of a business rival: ‘The man is a viper for poison, a fox for cunning.’
That night as he sat outside his cave and fitfully slept, Emmet thought about those words. He suddenly realised, much too late, that he had underestimated the poison and cunning of Captain Blessed. Why would he let his ship be seen against the setting sun? Why was it not running inshore on the tide?
Hard on the heels of this cold thought came another realisation: Captain Blessed did not assume he was dead. He had no doubt made his plans accordingly: plans such as putting off boatloads of men to land on different parts of the island.
         
Next morning Emmet’s first thought was not for his own safety but that of the seals. He wondered if they were the same family — Lady Brown, Jade Princess, Brasher — or were Brasher and the others fully grown now so the new bull seal would have driven them away? His thoughts drifted to Ajax as he made his way to the cove where he’d first seen the seals.
He cared about them as though they were people. Yes, and they are people, he thought, and we don’t skin people because of some fancy fashion. On this little windswept island all these new thoughts made absolute sense.
         
He could hear the seals now and quickened his pace — then stopped.
Before him, a line of wool-capped heads appeared. Heads, then bodies: men carrying muskets and clubs. They were headed by a chunky man who raised his musket as soon as he caught sight of Emmet. Mate Flett. The shot and clap of smoke brought Emmet to a chill realisation.
He had to lead them away from his seal family. Life and honour were at stake.
‘Hey! Here! Catch, me if you can!’
And at once he doubled away from the scatter of musket shots, none of which came close. Mate Flett shouted to the others to reload and wait for a clear shot.
‘Hey, am I worth that five hundred in gold?’ Emmet shouted as he capered like someone driven from his wits. ‘Hey, worth gold?’
Flett’s men would be listening to that, wondering what he was talking about. Was there something Blessed and Flett had not told them about this boy? Flett fired again and Emmet ducked, making it look as though he had overbalanced but then speeding to the other side of the island.
         
He stopped in his tracks as another line of wool-capped heads came into view from the other direction. Also bearing muskets and clubs, this line was headed by second mate Hobbs, who fired as soon as he saw Emmet. The lead ball whistled past with a little snicker.
         
Now he felt a tingle of danger. He was barred on two sides and the bay was hemmed in by cliffs. He had no choice now, and made for the last open area, the west side. Behind him the men clattered clumsily in pursuit, driven by the shouts of Hobbs and Flett.
Emmet ran hard. The west side had clear beach and rocks but there were few places to hide; cliffs walled in the bay on both sides. Then he remembered with a stab of fear the Betsy Bright waiting in the bay.
         
A musket banged behind him and Emmet risked a look back. All the men were spread out in a long line set to hunt him down. Sometimes he had gone hunting with Grandfather for partridge or quail. The beaters had flushed the birds out of the bushes in the same way. Back then he was the hunter; now he was the bird.
Flett stepped out ahead, raising his musket. ‘Go on, young gentleman — give us some sport!’ he shouted, and fired again.
Laughter and jeers followed. Emmet paused for a moment. All right then, he’d give them a run for their money. Perhaps he could swim around the cliffs — at least then they would not find his body. Another bang and a tuft of sand was kicked up next to his heel. The rise leading to the beach lay ahead.
         
For a moment, outlined at the top of the rise, Emmet glanced back. There was another shot and he felt a sharp wrench of pain in his ankle. Stumbling, he lost his balance and rolled down the slope.
He tumbled, blinded by sand. He knew he could no longer run on this ankle. Then he crashed against something which, blinking his sand-filled eyes, he realised was a pair of legs. Something flashed before his eyes — a long knife.
The boots he stared at were brightly polished — not seamen’s boots. He looked up to a pair of spotless white breeches and a short red jacket, the round gilt buttons flashing like fire. The ‘knife’ was a long gleaming sword and its owner was grinning down at him.
Emmet sat up. The man wore a black cocked hat — a military-style hat. He was tall with long sideburns and a fair moustache, and he smiled at Emmet’s wide-eyed astonishment.
‘Morning, young fellow. Out for a jaunt, eh?’
Behind him stood a line of about ten red-jacketed soldiers, all with white breeches and long black boots. Solid-faced and clean-shaven, they also wore little black hats. At the end of the line stood a burly, square-shouldered sergeant with broad yellow stripes on one red-sleeved arm. His moustache was black and bristled like Ajax’s whiskers.
The officer spoke again in his drawling voice. ‘What ho, eh? And who’s this pretty set of rascals?’
The Betsy Bright men had come charging over the rise, mate Flett at their head. They shuffled to an awkward stop, gaping. Hobbs’ musket went off into the air and he dropped it, flinching clumsily.
         
‘Now that ain’t manners,’ drawled the officer, ‘Fix bayonets, lads, and see them off.’
The sergeant bawled out an order and ten bayonets were whipped from ten black scabbards. Click-click — they went upon ten muskets and an order was shouted to advance. The line of boots tramped up to Emmet and past him. He blinked, wiping sand from his eyes.
The Betsy Bright crew members huddled, uncertain. Then some turned to run, dropping their weapons. Mate Flett roared at them, waving his musket, but they were off. Hobbs uttered a shrill squeal of panic.
         
Now Flett also turned to run and tripped, as Emmet had done, dropping his musket. His broad canvas-trousered bottom was presented to the soldiers and a bayonet flickered. His howl of pain could be heard clearly all over the bay.
         
Emmet looked out into the bay and now saw another ship alongside the Betsy Bright, a white-sailed sloop whose yellow and black painted sides were set with iron cannons. The British Union Jack fluttered at the masthead. A warship.
         
Emmet could just make out red-jacketed men on the Betsy Bright, and more on the beach. He saw some of the soldiers guarding a blue-jacketed man. Captain Blessed. He was bare-headed, his white curls fluttering.
         
Emmet stood up, wincing from the pain in his ankle. The men on the beach were walking towards him and the one in front removed his cocked hat as he approached Emmet. He was skinny, with a thin, sharp nose and small, pointed beard. He stopped and smiled.
‘Master Emmet Tyler? Lieutenant-Commander Horatio Sedgewick, HM sloop-of-war Osprey, at your service. Our marines seem to be sweeping up this jail-refuse in fine style. Will you kindly repair on board?’
         
Emmet nodded and opened his mouth to speak, hoping the words would not sound too clunky and odd. It was a long time since he’d had a proper conversation. He would be glad to ‘repair’, as the gentleman phrased it, on board.
‘Thank you, Lieutenant-Commander. I am of course honoured.’
Had she been there to hear him, Great Aunt Eglantine would have given an approving nod.
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‘WE’D BEEN hearing rumours of a castaway lad on one of these islands. Then a sealer chap, one Hiram Wilke, skipped ashore when his ship put in for repairs. Seems he’d been kidnapped too — kindred spirit, eh? And Captain Blessed has long been wanted by the authorities for a few scrapes he’s been in. So the Osprey was sent down — we ran into a Moriori fishing boat and they pointed us in the right direction. Rest you know, eh?’
         
It seemed the Osprey had come into the bay just after the Betsy Bright. They found that most of the crew were ashore, so the marines had boarded easily enough and arrested Captain Blessed.
         
‘Fellow whimpered like a kicked puppy,’ said Lieutenant-Commander  Sedgewick, looking at Emmet. ‘Ye’ll need to give evidence before we can send you home.’
         
Emmet nodded. Home was a word that meant very little now. A word as strange-sounding as his own name when he had spoken it in the dead of the lonely winter. It was as grey and cold as the ocean waves.
The Osprey was beating out of harbour with the Betsy Bright behind her, manned by sailors and marines. Captain Blessed and his crew were locked in the hold with their seal-skin bales, awaiting trial — and, for most of them, jail.
         
Sedgewick slapped Emmet’s arm lightly and went back to the quarterdeck, leaving Emmet with his thoughts. He hoped to meet Joshua again — his saviour would become the richest fisherman ever, when Grandfather heard about this. And Hiram Wilke, whose decent nature survived a sealer’s fo’c’sle.
Joshua and Hiram. Grandfather. Even now, his thoughts were detached, as though this was a different reality — like the black and white squares of a chessboard.
His reverie was broken by a shout nearby. Someone ran to the rail and pointed out to sea. They were around the headland and setting course for the main island of the Chatham group. And in the waters he saw seals — perhaps that same family group he’d seen earlier.
Emmet hung over the rail, intent. Lady Brown and Jade Princess? Brasher? A big bull seal was shepherding them to land. Were they his family or did his imagination make it so?
‘Get a musket and grapnel,’ he heard someone say. ‘A tasty dish of seal is better than hard tack and salt horse, eh lads?’
The seals were close. From their ducks and bobs Emmet knew they had found a shoal of fish. And one of them was definitely Lady Brown.
         
‘No!’ he shouted.
The crewmen looked at him, then a sharp order called them away. Emmet knew no one else on board would understand …
Lieutenant-Commander Sedgewick appeared beside him.
‘I’ll give the orders here, thank you,’ he said to Emmet. ‘Now, go below and get some food and rest, eh?’ He paused, his keen eyes studying Emmet. ‘You’ll find normal life different you know, lad. But it must be returned to.’
Emmet made himself nod. Different? Could he begin to explain to this naval officer about Lady Brown and Ajax? Or Brasher, now a young bull seal and facing life on his own in the endless cold ocean?
Sedgewick had returned to the quarterdeck. Emmet stayed at the rail, leaning against a huge cannon. The creak of rigging, the flap of sails, even the scream of seabirds overhead were so familiar that he did almost not hear them.
He looked up to an albatross gliding on his long wings. Then he looked back to where the seal family still splashed, ducking and weaving among the waves.
Normal life different … but it must be returned to …
His hand went to the harpoon head, still around his neck. Odd to think how that symbol of hunting and death linked him now to a different understanding of life. Lieutenant-Commander Sedgewick was right — he would find things different.
A wave smacked and salt water hit his face. The seals still ducked and bobbed. Perhaps they would live, thought Emmet; when news got out about the Betsy Bright. Maybe other sealers would think twice before coming this far.
         
Grandfather had influence in shipping circles, so he would talk to him. About how the things Emmet had once thought so important were nothing … He saw everything so differently now.
He had plenty of time to think on the long voyage home. He had learned such a lot, and now felt a new sense of purpose; he could see a better way of life.
His hand held the stone harpoon head as he gazed out at the seals. He looked back at them until they were gone among the waves. 
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