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			Today was the day Riley was supposed to die.

			At least it was according to a headstone I saw in a graveyard fifteen years in the future.

			RILEY SINCLAIR, SCIENTIFIC GENIUS. MISSED BY FAMILY AND FRIENDS. Nine words that stopped my heart and made my stomach churn like the dough in Dad’s bread maker.

			Still, the future was not yet set, as Riley always told me. And I had to believe it. Because if it wasn’t, then it could be changed. Perhaps by doing something unexpected, making sure Riley was here when he was meant to be there, by shifting the course of the day’s events just a little, I could get my friend to the next morning alive.

			Of course, it would have been easier if I’d known how he died. And where. But all I had was the when—some time before midnight tonight. 

			I’d only been in the future briefly—dumped there by accident when I pressed the wrong button on the time machine after Riley was shot in the Wild West. I saw the grave, the headstone with today’s date, the flowers that I—fifteen-years-older Maddy—had placed there. I saw two men chasing future me, then kicking the flowers to bits in annoyance when they failed to catch me. I didn’t have a chance to ask how Riley had died. 

			The first person I would usually go to with this sort of time problem was Riley. But I would tell him only as a last resort today. Knowing the date of your death had to be bad luck or at least unnerving, which might make you more likely to do something rash to bring about your end.

			No, this was one problem I would have to solve without his help. Though, luckily, I wasn’t totally alone. I could talk it through with Lauren, my bestie. Since being dragged into our Wild West trip, she was clued into the whole time travel thing. 

			And there was Peterson too, our science teacher and mysterious friend from the future. Or was he a friend? I wasn’t entirely convinced. It was true, he had helped us out of some tight spots—like in medieval England when I tried to jump back one hour in time and missed by a couple of million years! But he knew more than he let on, I was sure of it. Why couldn’t he just tell us what he knew and save a truckload of stress and near-death drama? Was it just that he enjoyed being mysterious and talking in riddles? Or did he have something to hide? Some dark, dirty secret we would only discover when it was too late. 

			At least today, though, he was someone I could work with to try to make sure Riley saw another sunrise.

			The whole mission would have been a tad easier if Riley and I had been on speaking terms. But we weren’t. When we returned from the Wild West, he said we should stick to being time travel friends and date “other people”. 

			“Whatever,” I said. 

			Fair enough. Whatever rocks his socks. No biggie. I was as cool as an ice cube in the deep freeze in Antarctica. But here was the thing—when he said “other people” he meant just one person. Samantha Lee, a top science student who had stuck to him like spider web ever since.

			I didn’t know Samantha well. She was in my year but we’d rarely spoken. She was average height, normal build, nothing much to distinguish her. Except a string of science awards.

			But I was fine with her and Riley going out. Seriously. I couldn’t have cared less.

			“Maddy!” Riley lurched at me from behind the lockers as I put my things away.

			“What the hell, Riley?” I shook my head as I picked up the lunch he’d made me drop. How inconsiderate!

			“Sorry, err, I wanted to talk to you.”

			“Where’s Samantha?” I said. 

			“I just wondered if you wanted to hang out with us, I mean her and me, the two of us, at break time?”

			“Hang out with you two? Why? Is there some science problem you two brain boxes can’t figure out? You need my input?”

			“I just thought we could all be friends.”

			“Friends? Sure! Can I bring Jamie?”

			That stumped him. He did his usual fairground clown impersonation, mouth hanging open, as if waiting for someone to shove a ping-pong ball in. 

			“Jamie...Fletcher?” he said.

			“Yes. Jamie, my new boyfriend. I’ve liked him for ages. Way before the medieval trip. Couldn’t you tell? I thought it was obvious. Then again, tuning into people’s feelings is not your thing, is it?”

			I felt kids around me slowing down with their locker business to watch this. 

			“Err, yeah, if you want to. Bring him along.”

			“Nah, I wouldn’t want to drag you two away from the lab. All the time you spend there, you must be on the verge of solving world hunger or bad breath or something. We’d just get in the way.”

			I didn’t wait for Riley’s reply, just charged off along the corridor. But before I’d even turned the corner, I felt bad. Something about him inviting me to sit with them had REALLY annoyed me. And I’d behaved...well, I wanted to look cool and detached but I think I came off more like a hissing cat.

			I cursed myself. Not only did I feel mean about it but stupid too. Given that my goal today was to watch over Riley and try to save him from almost certain death, wouldn’t it have been easier if we did hang out at break time? 

			I’d blown that now. 

			Still, though I could barely look at him without spitting, I did NOT want Riley to die. And I would do whatever it took to prevent that. 

			If I couldn’t be near him, watching for danger, I’d make sure others were. I put Lauren, Courtney and Chi on a strict spy rotation with instructions to text me the second they saw anything suspicious. I told them a story about Riley being in danger from one of his relatives who wanted to “snatch” him for leverage in some family inheritance dispute. They seemed to buy that. 

			My hand felt warm and fuzzy from gripping the phone all morning so I could respond in an instant if anyone buzzed me with news of suspicious behaviour. Until in English, second lesson, Ms Robotham spotted me on my phone and confiscated it. 

			“You know the rules, Maddy. Phones stay in the bottom of the school bag till final bell.”

			“But I’ve got a sick relation in hospital,” I said. “I’m waiting to hear some news about their condition.”

			Ms Robotham gave me a “Yeah, right” head tilt. “Are you sure you want to say that? Because I will check with your parents to follow up on how your relative is. Sorry, what did you say their name was?”

			She had me there. How embarrassing! Being caught in a lie. It was unlike me. The getting caught part, that was. In my defence though, I was seriously rattled about Riley’s date with death. 

			At my silence, Ms Robotham shook her head. “You know, I should keep you in at recess to chat a little more about this.”

			She was putting me on detention! I had to pull myself together, sharpen up my lies and get out of the hole I’d dug.

			“The truth is, Miss, there’s this guy,” I whispered. “I know it’s stupid but I can’t think of anything but him.” Not entirely a lie, I mean, I was a hundred per cent focused on Riley, though not the way she thought.

			And just like that, the tense, condemning lines around her face smoothed out. What English teacher, especially one who had just finished a unit on Romeo and Juliet, would not have some compassion for a student’s tale of a broken heart?

			“He hasn’t replied to my texts since yesterday,” I said. “I know he likes me. We have a special connection. I’m worried something’s happened to him.”

			I made my eyes wide like a romantic fool—something BTW I would never be—and Ms Robotham sighed. “I’ll keep the phone safe till the end of the lesson and give you a chance to think about something else, like your schoolwork.”

			“Yes, it’s probably best,” I said, willing my cheeks to flush to complete the picture. “But at break time, I need to text him again to check he’s okay.”

			I’d only lost my phone for the duration of the lesson, which should be okay. Riley was in Peterson’s class for the moment. He’d be safe there. 

			My story had got me out of detention but at a price. Ms Robotham would think of me as a romantic sap, easily duped by some guy. As if! 

			When the buzzer went, Lauren gave me a single nod, indicating she had it covered—she would stay somewhere close by Riley and alert me if anything happened.

			I waited around the corner near the bubblers, scoffing my sandwich and apple, while staring at the phone, ready to leap into action if I saw words like DEADLY ASSASSINS APPROACHING on the screen. 

			Courtney and Chi were eating their snacks on a bench nearby. I saw their lips moving but wasn’t really tuned in to their words, until I caught: “I don’t think she heard you.” Chi’s brown eyes flicked my way.

			“Sure, I heard you,” I said. 

			“Oh, yeah,” said Courtney. “What were we talking about then?”

			“You were talking about—” I took a wild guess at the subject, the one Courtney had been stuck on for weeks “—an article you want to write for the school newspaper.”

			Since she’d got the idea of being a journalist, Courtney had been obsessed with the school’s online mag. She was constantly writing one article, planning two others or rushing off to interview people on important “world issues”.

			“So, do you think he’ll be happy to bring a photo of his family in for a profile story for the school paper?” Courtney asked.

			“Him? Err...”

			“The deputy principal, Mr Payton,” she said.

			“You asked him to give you a photo of his family to publish?” 

			“I was thinking of asking him.”

			“I wouldn’t count on it, Court,” I said. “Teachers kind of like their privacy.”

			“He won’t want a bunch of teenage girls poring over his wife’s photo,” said Chi. “‘Look at the size of her butt. And those shoes! Where’d she get them? In a charity shop?’” She imitated the whiny, snitchy tone of some of my fellow students in their Mean Girls moments. 

			“I think our female readers might be more interested in his son,” said Courtney. “He’s seventeen. Hey, wouldn’t that make an interesting series? Profiles of teachers’ teenage sons and daughters. And we could have a side piece where an expert panel gave a score out of ten.”

			“Expert panel? You mean the three of us?” I said.

			“Who else?” said Courtney.

			As the end-of-recess buzzer zinged, my mind snapped back to the problem at hand.

			“Courtney, you have English next, right? You’re on Riley watch.”

			“No worries,” she said. “But are you sure I can’t write a piece about this? Student persecuted by relatives over inheritance. I could leave the names out. It would be an important story to tell.” 

			“No way. This is totally ‘off the record’. Riley’s life could be in danger.”

			I managed my network of spies throughout the school day. They texted me with Riley’s movements. 

			“He’s headed down the maths corridor!”

			“Crossing the hockey fields now!”

			“Drinking at the bubblers. Still drinking.” 

			At the end of the day, Lauren texted: “He’s by the lockers with Samantha. They’re snogging.”

			“Eeoo!” I texted back. Too much information!

			“He’s heading towards the exit,” Chi wrote later.

			I looked around. Jamie Fletcher had just turned the key at his locker. I raced over and grabbed his hand.

			“Quick, come with me,” I said.

			“Sure!” 

			I dragged him out the side door, past the row of pink flowering hedges, to a bench near the main footpath. Students streamed past, headed for the front gate and home. I yanked him down onto the seat beside me, then planted my mouth on his in a long, slushy kiss. After getting over the surprise, he relaxed into it. I heard a few people making kissy sounds and giggling as they passed us. 

			“Get a room,” someone said.

			And it was quite pleasant. I mean, Jamie wasn’t a bad kisser—he was pretty good, actually. But I wasn’t too focused on it at the moment. My eyes kept flicking over his shoulder, searching each group, watching for Riley’s approach. I hoped he would see me with Jamie. I couldn’t explain why exactly. I just did. 

			When more than enough time had passed for him to have left the building with still no sight of him, I pulled back and looked around. My phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out, leaving Jamie all woozy and confused. “I don’t know where that came from, but I’m glad it did,” he said.

			I frowned at the screen. “Target exited side gate,” Lauren’s text said.

			“Sorry, gotta go,” I said. “See you tomorrow.” 

			I took off at speed. Jamie shouted: “Wait up!” I didn’t look back.

			Through the gate, ducking and weaving around the students clustered at the bus stop, I sprinted to the end of the road to peer down the side street. 

			And there I saw Riley, head down, deep in thought, ambling my way. Alone. As he looked up, I jumped behind a low tree branch so he wouldn’t spot me. The phone zizzed in my pocket. 

			“Target heading south along Harrison,” said Lauren. 

			“Got it,” I replied.

			I looked past Riley, down the street to see Lauren waving from behind a parked car. A super-spy she was not. 

			Riley turned the corner and headed along the pavement. I stayed where I was, till he was a safe distance, and started following. 

			“Maddy!” someone hissed. I looked up to see Peterson behind the steering wheel of a car idling in the middle of the road. “All good?”

			“So far,” I said. 

			“Only another eight hours to get through,” he said. 

			If Riley survived till midnight, that gravestone in the future would be history. 

			“I’ll head him off up the street,” said Peterson. He drove off. 

			My target was approaching Crows Nest’s shopping precinct. It would be busier in there, easier to lose him, so I closed the gap slightly.

			It was a hot afternoon, the sky was deep blue, and bees buzzed around the gardens along the street. It hadn’t rained in a while and the dry lawn crunched underfoot. I tried to tread lightly, in case Riley heard me. Though knowing him, he’d be so lost in his own scientific thoughts, an alien spaceship could land beside him and he’d barely notice.

			“Hi, Maddy.” He turned briefly, then whipped back and continued.

			That was weird. I stumbled along, trying to act casual, as though I just happened to be going this way too at the same pace as him. 

			My phone buzzed again. Jamie Fletcher’s goofy grin appeared on the screen. Below his photo came the options: Accept or Decline. I pressed decline.

			A few seconds later, a text buzzed in: “You are hard to work out. One minute, you’re all over me. The next, you ignore my call.”

			I turned and saw Jamie behind me on the street, shaking his head. 

			“Sorry, got a lot on,” I texted. “Catch u later.” 

			“I won’t hold my breath,” he replied.

			Jamie was hurt. But I couldn’t deal with that now. I’d sort it out tomorrow. If I even wanted to. I mean, did I even like the guy? Or was being with him like some kind of armour to protect myself against the awkwardness of running into Riley and Samantha? 

			And what about Riley? Did I even want him to choose me over her? I mean, we were a good team and he did look pretty good in that cowboy gear. And I had gone round after our Wild West trip ready to launch myself at him and kick off a new romantic phase in our friendship (except she was there!). But was it what I really wanted or was it just relief at having survived the Wild West?

			I was deeply confused. But one thing I was certain of. Whatever I felt for Riley would be irrelevant if he didn’t make it through the day. I had to focus on getting him safely to midnight. 

			Then I could decide whether to kiss or kill him.
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			Riley was half a block ahead when a small red car pulled into the kerb beside him. I saw him look up and his lips move as he talked to the driver. Next thing, the car door opened, Riley climbed in and they drove off. 

			Is this it for him? The last ride of his life? 

			“Wait!” I shouted, running after the car. “Riley!”

			An engine roared beside me as Peterson, in his silver car, surged ahead of the red car, swerving and cutting it off. The car braked only inches from a collision.

			“What the hell?” The girl driving got out, slammed the door and charged over to Peterson. “You could have wiped me out.” Uh-oh. Now I saw it was Tanya Sinclair, Riley’s sister. Awkward!

			“I’m so sorry,” Peterson said. “I’m afraid my brakes failed for a second there.”

			Good save. Though Tanya didn’t look impressed. 

			“Hi, everyone,” I said, trying to sound casual, like I’d just happened upon them all. 

			“You should get those brakes checked,” Tanya said.

			“Did I hear you shout my name back there?” Riley asked. 

			“Your name? No. Why would I say your name?”

			He wrinkled his brow at me, suspicious. 

			“This is our science teacher, Peterson Graves,” Riley told his sister.

			“Hi, Tanya,” Peterson said.

			She nodded coolly.

			“I’ll back my car up,” he said.

			Shaking her head, Tanya got back into her car and started the engine. Riley slid into the passenger seat, giving me a “What’s going on?” grimace as they drove off. 

			“Quick. Jump in!” Peterson flung his door open. I jumped in and belted up, my brain whirring as it replayed the scene in my head. Something about it wasn’t right. Ahh, I had it.

			“How do you know Riley’s sister, Tanya?” I asked.

			“I don’t. Riley just introduced us,” said Peterson.

			“He didn’t mention her name. But you seemed to know it.”

			A lengthy pause. “I knew he had a sister. I just assumed…” 

			Seriously? Was that the best he could do?

			We kept some distance between us and the red car as we followed them to Riley’s father’s house, where my friend got out and went inside. And Tanya drove off.

			Peterson and I sat in silence for a while. From out here, all seemed quiet and normal at Riley’s dad’s house. 

			“Four thirty,” said Peterson. “Only seven and a half hours to go.”

			“We should check out his lab, in case someone’s already there, waiting to attack him.”

			“Someone like...Samantha, maybe?” he said, holding back a smile. 

			I knew what he was getting at—that the main reason I wanted to spy on Riley was jealousy. Please! I’d pay money—and quite a bit of it—NOT to have to watch those two together. 

			“Well excuse me for wanting to save my friend’s life,” I said. “But as it happens, you’ve raised an interesting point. What if Samantha is working for Recall?”

			Recall was a shadowy organisation we first heard of in the Wild West. They’d sent agents back from the future to try to snatch our time machine and kill Riley. Oddly, though, they’d had instructions not to hurt me. They didn’t manage to kill him in the West but that didn’t mean they weren’t a threat to him here and now.

			“You think Samantha works for Recall?” Peterson’s eyebrows climbed halfway up his forehead and he chuckled.

			“Why not? She’s with him all the time. What if it’s because she’s looking for the right time to kill him?”

			“You don’t think Riley has enough charm to attract a girl on his own merits?” Peterson asked.

			“I didn’t say that. I’m just saying...going out with him would be a convenient way to despatch him.” 

			Peterson nodded but kept grinning in that annoying way. 

			“Do you see any changes in Riley since you’ve started time travelling?” he asked.

			“Like what?”

			“Like he’s more confident and seems to be getting better at connecting with people.”

			“Connecting with Sammy, anyway.” It came out a tad sharper than I’d intended. “Not that I care,” I added. 

			“He’s not just a science nerd anymore,” said Peterson. 

			It was true. Riley walked differently now. More like he owned the space he occupied. His arms and legs were quite muscular and, when he met your eye, he didn’t always look away. He was starting to be aware of things around him—like me trailing him today. But talking about it with Peterson was just weird. Quick subject change.

			“If it’s not Samantha,” I said, “maybe one of the teachers at school is a Recall agent?”

			“Anyone in particular?”

			I shook my head in an innocent-not-innocent way. “We’d probably have to look at teachers who spent a lot of time with him.” 

			“You mean me?” Peterson said. “Let me assure you, Maddy, I am not a Recall agent. And I’m not trying to harm Riley. It’s ridiculous.”

			“Why is it ridiculous?”

			“I have Riley’s best interests at heart. You have to trust me on that.”

			“How can I trust you when I know there’s stuff you’re not telling us. Important stuff!” 

			“If I tell you too much, it could change things,” he said.

			“That’s your answer to everything.” I shook my head at him. “Don’t ask questions, stay in the dark. For your own good. But isn’t changing things exactly what we’re trying to do here today? Isn’t it what we do in all our travels? Every time we go back in time, the minute our foot hits the ground, things begin to change. 

			“What I’d like to know,” I continued, “is what’s so bad about the future that we have to keep going back and changing things anyway?”

			Peterson’s eyebrows crouched over his brown eyes. Which had been green, last time I looked. 

			“Who are you, Peterson?”

			A muscle along his jawline clenched. He turned to meet my eye, holding my gaze for several seconds, then opened his mouth to answer. And I really think he might have told me, except at that moment, there was a loud bang, like a gunshot or an explosion—from Riley’s lab. 

			We jumped out of the car and bolted down the side of Riley’s dad’s house to the door at the back of the garage. Bursting in, we found Riley alone, face smudged with ash, his right hand speckled with blood and broken glass as he clutched the remains of a shattered test tube. It wasn’t a murder attempt, just a science experiment gone wrong.

			Now it started raining inside the room. His dad had fitted the back of the garage with smoke detectors and sprinklers. An alarm sounded and fine water droplets rained down upon us.

			“Come on, let’s go,” said Riley.

			We went into Riley’s dad’s house, where Mr Sinclair gave us some towels to dry off. As we wiped ourselves down, he kept exclaiming about “what a coincidence!” it was that Riley’s science teacher and his best friend were both passing their house at the moment the explosion happened.

			“Yes, that was a coincidence,” said Riley. “Imagine running into the two of you twice in one afternoon.” His eyes sought mine, then Peterson’s, giving us angry, interrogatory stares. Our cover was so blown.

			“You look familiar,” said Mr Sinclair to Peterson. “Have we met before?”

			“Have you been to the school this year?” asked Peterson.

			“I’m afraid not. My work commitments don’t give me as much free time as I’d like.” 

			“Before I joined the school, I worked mostly in scientific fields—for government agencies,” said Peterson. “Would our paths have crossed there?”

			Mr Sinclair shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

			“Perhaps you’ve just seen me around Crows Nest?”

			“That must be it.”

			But he kept sneaking looks at Peterson, one eyebrow higher than the other like he was trying to figure out something. 

			It made me take a closer look at the guy myself—probably my first real look. I mean, who looks too closely at middle-aged guys? And I discovered two things: (a) that he possibly wasn’t middle-aged but might have been younger, around thirties or so, and; (b) Mr Sinclair was right—he did look familiar. He reminded me of someone, but I couldn’t think who.

			Ten minutes later we were back in Peterson’s car, parked further down the street so Riley couldn’t spot us. 

			“We’re not going to be much protection for him here,” said Peterson. “We need to get closer. One of us should camp out in the backyard, where we can see the door to the lab. The other could squat behind that bush there and watch his front door.” He pointed to a dense green plant along the road. 

			“Squat behind it and stay there for seven hours, you mean?”

			As protection detail went, it sucked. 

			“Wait a second,” I said. “I think we might be going about this the wrong way. If we’re trying to change the future, shouldn’t we be doing something strange and unpredictable? We shouldn’t just stand by while he goes through his normal routine.”

			“You’re right, Maddy,” said Peterson. “We should do something unexpected.”

			Like, if I went in there right now and kissed him, well, no-one would expect that. (Especially not Samantha.) Perhaps one little pash could change the course of history. 

			“We could kidnap him,” said Peterson. 

			“Exactly what I was thinking. We could lock him up somewhere so if anyone comes looking for him—” 

			“—they won’t find him,” Peterson finished my sentence. “I like it. Let’s do it.”

			I came up with the idea of holding him in a disused scout hall in a park nearby. Then Peterson texted Riley to come outside and join us “for a chat”. It sounded totally suss to me—if anyone texted that to me after all the weird stuff we’d been up to, I would double lock myself inside. But Riley was more trusting. He emerged a few minutes later.

			“What’s going on?” he asked.

			“There’s something we need to show you,” said Peterson. “In the boot.”

			Riley looked weirded out but went along with it, moving to the back of Peterson’s car. 

			“It’s in there.” I pointed to a dark spot on the blue carpet lining the boot. “It’s hard to see. You have to get real close.” 

			I couldn’t meet Riley’s questioning gaze. Oh, this feels so wrong.

			As Riley bent down to look more closely, Peterson tried to push him inside the boot. But Riley, perhaps suspicious already, was braced and ready for the attack. He pushed back at Peterson, then turned and faced him with a jiu jitsu stance, knees bent, one leg in front of the other, two hands raised to protect his face. I’d watched him take this stance when he trained. 

			I was surprised to see Peterson take the same stance. Peterson knew jiu jitsu? The guy was full of surprises. 

			Without warning, the two of them dropped to their knees, both scrabbling to take each other down. Within half a dozen moves, Peterson got the upper hand, pinning Riley beneath him on the ground.

			“Madison, in the glove compartment,” he said, struggling to hold Riley down, “there’s a pack of what look like wet wipes. Bring them here.”

			“Get off!” Riley tried to push back. He was a lot more polite than I’d have been in his position. 

			“He’s a blue belt at jiu jitsu,” I told Peterson, feeling like I was betraying my friend.

			“I’m a brown belt,” said Peterson, which I knew was higher. I got the wet wipes. They were in a white plastic cover, with no markings, no product name on them. Peterson snatched one out; I caught a whiff of hospital as he pressed the cloth firmly over Riley’s nose and mouth. My friend moaned, but within seconds, his eyes fluttered shut and his body relaxed into unconsciousness.

			“Something we’ve been developing in the lab,” Peterson explained. “A non-harmful, short-term demobiliser.”

			“You developed that in the school lab?” 

			“No, I still do some work for the government.”

			That was interesting. 

			“He’ll wake up in about half an hour so let’s get him to the scout hall quickly.”
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			We gathered a few things—ropes to tie him up and supplies for the night—and broke into the boarded-up scout hall at the edge of Emerald Park. Peterson had his own lock pick so it took under a minute to get in. 

			The room smelt damp. Streetlight piercing through gaps in boards nailed across the windows illuminated dirty floors, paint-peeling walls, broken furniture, and electric wiring dangling like spaghetti from the ceiling. It had once been a happy place with birthday parties and scout meetings but now it was a neglected shell, awaiting the bulldozer. This was to be Riley’s safe haven for the night.

			We’d brought torches and camp lanterns to de-creepify the place and a quilt for Riley to lie on. 

			Before he woke up, Peterson and I agreed we wouldn’t tell him why he was there except to say that the “threads of the future would be better served by him being out of his routine for the night”. I would never have put up with that evasiveness. But Riley would probably accept it.

			“Do you think we’ve shaken the timeline enough for you-know-what not to happen?” I asked. For my friend not to die.

			“I’m not sure,” Peterson said. “With time, you never know. It could be that this was exactly what he was meant to do and he would have been safer at home in his lab.”

			What the—? But he was right! Was it even possible to do anything unpredictable where time was concerned? Was our every action and deviation already mapped out? 

			Peterson and I agreed to take turns watching Riley. I left him on duty around seven but promised to return for guard duty after dinner. “Text me if anything happens,” I said.

			Back at home, Gran and her Wild West boyfriend, Gus, were in the kitchen preparing dinner. Tonight it was spinach and cheese quiche and ready-made salads from a new organic store in Crows Nest. We ate up at the breakfast bar, watching the sun set over the city skyline. 

			Gus took a bite of his quiche and smiled. “That there is as good as Betsy Crimmins’ gizzard pie, which is sayin’ somethin’.” 

			It was pretty good, I guess. But I wasn’t that hungry. Halfway through my meal, my phone buzzed. I dumped the fork and snatched up the phone, expecting Peterson’s name to flash up. But it was a text from Riley’s girlfriend, Samantha. 

			“I’m outside now,” she said. “We need to talk.” 

			This was weird. The pair of us had barely spoken to each other, though, since she and Riley had hooked up, she and I had given each other a few choice looks. Now she wanted to “talk”.

			I was more than a tad alarmed by her turning up at my home. How did she even know where I lived? It was a little stalker-ish, if you asked me.

			“Back in a sec,” I told Gran and went outside. 

			Samantha was across the road, under a streetlight, her mouth a tight gash of resentment. Or perhaps that was her usual expression—it was the first time I’d got a clear look at her face.

			“Where’s Riley? Is he with you?” she said, storming over. 

			“Hello to you too, Samantha. No, Riley’s not here.” 

			“He was supposed to meet me. But he didn’t show up. I went to his house and he wasn’t there either. His dad said you’d been there.”

			I nodded slowly but didn’t explain.

			Her nostrils flared and she took some steadying breaths, pacing, unable to stay still. I knew she’d leapt to the wrong conclusion. I didn’t set her right. 

			“You had your chance with him, Maddy.” Her voice trembled. “More than one chance. Now it’s my turn. So back off.”

			“And what will you do if I don’t ‘back off’?” 

			“You never appreciated him. His genius, his looks.” 

			“Clearly you do.”

			“Yes. I like him. A lot.”

			That rattled me. More than I cared to admit. 

			“Stay away.” She waved a finger in my face. “If you try to get between us…well, I’ll fight you if I have to.”

			I fought the urge the giggle—not that hard. Laughter bubbled out. Was Samantha threatening me with physical violence? Over Riley? Seriously? 

			“Where is he?” She almost shouted it.

			“I could tell you,” I said, “but then I’d have to kill you.”

			She backed away, on the verge of tears. “People say you’re cool, Maddy. But you’re not cool. You’re cruel. You don’t want him, but you won’t let anyone else have him.”

			“You know, you’re stronger than you look, Samantha,” I said. “If you ever got yourself a personality and a makeover—extreme makeover—I might be worried.”

			That was totally mean girl and I knew it. I wasn’t proud of myself. But in my defence, I didn’t care for her tone or insults.

			“You might as well go home now,” I said. “Get some rest. Riley won’t be meeting you tonight. He’s...tied up at the moment.”

			She glared at me, then looked over at the front door. And for a moment I thought she might charge in and go round the house searching for him. Then, as if deciding against it, she thundered off along the street.

			As I opened the front door, I heard a gulp and a whimper from down the road. Was she crying? 

			She couldn’t be that stuck on Riley, could she? Like, in love with him? Now I felt really bad. I didn’t want to hurt the girl. But, somehow, I couldn’t bring myself to help her either.

			“If you’re not going to eat that?” Gus pointed to my leftover food. I shook my head and he scooped it up. “It’s a shame to leave all that fine cooking.” 

			My phone buzzed. I snatched it up. This time it had to be Peterson, with news, possibly bad news. Instead, Jamie Fletcher’s face bobbed up. “Can you come outside for a minute?” he texted.

			What the—?

			I took a peek through the gossamer curtains and saw him pacing on the street outside.

			“Is there a full moon tonight or something?” I said aloud. 

			“What, sweetie?” Gran asked as she rinsed the plates.

			“The whole world wants me tonight,” I grumped. “Back in a minute.” 

			Jamie was kicking the gutter, bottom lip curled in a sulk. 

			“Hi.” I tried to sound light.

			“What is it you want from me, Maddy?” he demanded, coming at me with big angry strides.

			“How do you mean?”

			“I thought we were, like, you know, a thing, or close to it. But then today, you take off up the street after that dweeb.”

			“You mean Riley? He’s my friend.”

			“So how come you were following him down the street?”

			“I needed to talk to him about something.”

			“What?”

			“None of your business.”

			I gave him the stink eye, daring him to ask more. He wanted to, I could see that. But he held back.

			“Just tell me this,” he said. “Do you like me, Maddy? Or are you just using me?”

			Now that was a question indeed.

			“Using you? Why would you say that?”

			“It’s this feeling I have,” said Jamie.

			“Don’t be stupid. I have to go.”

			I gave him a tight smile and went back inside, closed the door then watched him through the curtains. He paced and stopped, stared at our door, as if considering coming up the stairs and knocking. Then he turned and jogged off along the street. 

			Chapter 4[image: ]

			By 9.30, Gran and Gus were in bed. Dad was away, as usual. Mum was locked in her office working on a big advertising presentation. I pulled on my jeans and slipped out. 

			Ten minutes later, I turned into the street leading to the scout hall. The road was quiet and still, making my footsteps and breathing seem loud. A little spooked, I sprinted the last half block.

			I found Peterson sitting on a tree stump near the hall’s entry. 

			“Evening, Maddy.”

			“Has he woken up yet?

			“Yup.”

			“Don’t you think you should be in there with him?” What if a killer was climbing through the window or rappelling through the roof right now?

			“I was in there. I just came out for some air.”

			“You can go now,” I said. “I’ll take it from here.”

			“Thanks, but I think I’ll stick around,” said Peterson.

			My phone buzzed. It was Lauren, wanting to know if all was well—code for was Riley still breathing? 

			“All’s well for now,” I texted back.

			“You look tired,” she replied.

			Squinting through the dark, I saw her coming down the street. 

			“Sorry, Maddy, I was going round to see you but you took off before I got there. So, I followed. What are you doing here?”

			I explained we had “secured” Riley in the scout hall for his own protection. 

			“You really think someone might try to hurt him?” she said. Meaning, kill him.

			“It’s possible. I just want to get past midnight.”

			“Well, how about I stand lookout on the road and warn you if I see anyone coming.”

			“You don’t have to.”

			“I want to. Come on, I’m a part of this too, now!” After the Wild West trip we’d survived together, I couldn’t disagree. 

			Peterson and I made her promise to stay hidden and not to approach anyone coming along—just text us a warning. 

			“I’ll text you and then follow them, to make sure you’re all okay,” said Lauren. “I can look after myself.”

			I grinned. Boy, could she ever. 

			Peterson reluctantly agreed.

			Although, her showing up was slightly worrying. I hadn’t noticed her following me. What if someone else had the same idea? Like Riley’s killer? I’d have led them straight to him.

			There weren’t many stars out tonight. Clouds scudded by fast. Random gusts of wind scooped up dry leaves and sent them skittering along the road, making me flinch. It was twitchy, nervy kind of weather.

			“If there’s a danger to Riley, which direction do you think it’ll come from?” I asked Peterson. 

			He shrugged. “Hard to say.”

			“Could someone time travel into the building?” That had to be our biggest vulnerability just now.

			“No. I’ve taken steps to prevent that.”

			“What steps?”

			“I jammed the signals in and out of this time, from a year before Riley’s conception to his eighteenth birthday. It’s like a time net over his life.”

			“Wow. Really?” I said, impressed he could do something like that. “How will you know if someone does break through the net?”

			Peterson pulled out a device similar to a phone, with lines of blue and gold pulsing on the screen. 

			“The net seems to be holding at the moment,” he said, studying the graph. “We should be okay.”

			I tried to relax and told myself we were probably worrying for nothing. How likely was it anyone would attack Riley here tonight? But my mind kept ricocheting back to that headstone with his name and today’s date on it. Clearly, I wasn’t worrying for nothing.

			When I first saw the grave, I thought Riley must have died while on one of our travels through time. We’d got into some pretty desperate scrapes in every period we’d travelled to so far—Ancient Egypt, medieval England and the American Wild West. Home always seemed a safe place. But tonight, the creep factor was high and it felt anything but.

			“I’ll go check on Riley,” I said. 

			There was just light enough to see inside the hall. I found my friend leaning against a wall, arms and legs tied up.

			“Are you okay?” I said.

			“What’s going on here?” he asked. 

			“We’re keeping you safe,” I said.

			“From what?” 

			“I can’t tell you.” Mainly because I didn’t know. “But we are doing this for your own protection.” OMG! I sound just like Peterson, riddle master.

			“Well, if I really do need protecting, you’d better untie me,” he said. “No matter what’s coming for me, it’ll be better if I can do something to help stop them too.”

			“You have to promise not to run off before we tell you it’s safe to do so. And not to ask any questions.”

			“Sure,” he said.

			And he meant it! If it were me tied up and he told me not to ask questions, my reply would be: “Why not?”

			I untied his arms and legs. He gave me a sullen look, rubbing his wrists and ankles.

			“I was supposed to meet Samantha tonight,” said Riley. “If I don’t turn up, she might get the wrong idea. Can you let her know I’m—”

			“Already taken care of. I saw her earlier. She’s cool with it.”

			I wasn’t sure why I added the last bit. The girl was not cool, she was a volcano. Did I say that so Riley wouldn’t worry and we could get on with the business of saving him? Or was I trying to make him think Samantha didn’t care much whether she saw him or not. Either way, the subtlety was lost on him.

			“Good, so she knows. That’s okay then,” he replied, no trace of subtext.

			“It’s okay? Is it really?” I asked.

			“Yeah?” he said. Little puckers of confusion appeared on his brow. “Shouldn’t it be?”

			“Well, no, actually. If you like Samantha, how can you be so cool about me cancelling your date with her?”

			“Because you did it to protect me?”

			I gave him my “Seriously!” head tilt coupled with “How lame!” eyebrows.

			“What should I have said?” Fear gave his voice a higher pitch.

			“I really couldn’t say,” I said. “However, options might have included telling me to ‘Get stuffed!’, kicking the door open and racing through the streets to find her and explain yourself.”

			“I didn’t think you liked Samantha.”

			I shrugged. “I don’t really know her.” 

			“That’s why I invited you to sit with us. So you could get to know her.”

			“Oh yeah. I’m sure she and I would get along like ice cream and sprinkles.”

			If sarcasm were water, a tidal wave was coming at Riley. He knew something was up, but beyond that...?

			“But you didn’t seem keen on the idea of sitting with us?” said Riley. “I thought I sensed some resistance at the time.”

			Some resistance? I had done everything except spit acid at him. The guy was hopeless—you had to love him for it. I grinned and shook my head.

			“You’re not jealous, are you, Maddy?”

			“Jealous? Of what?”

			“Because before Samantha and I got together...well, I wanted to ask you out, but I wasn’t sure you’d say ‘yes’.”

			“So, you only ask girls out if you’re certain you’ll get a positive response?”

			“Well, yes? No? Well...” He scratched his head. 

			“Lucky you don’t choose your science experiments like that—only testing things you already know the answer to. How much would you discover that way?”

			I heard him take a couple of deep breaths. He was chasing his tail in this conversation and he knew it. Only question was, would he bite it off?

			“Did you want me to ask you out?” he said.

			“No-oh.” I shook my head as though even the mini-est of mini-brains would know the answer to that. 

			An awkward pause followed. 

			“How are things going with you and Jamie Fletcher?” he asked. 

			“Great. Good. Okay. It’s complicated.”

			“Yeah, I know,” Riley said. “It’s simpler with you and I just being friends.”

			I nodded slowly. “And simple is what we all want, isn’t it?” I heard my own voice. So flinty it could have set the room alight. “The main thing in any relationship is that it’s easy and we don’t have to make any effort.” I might have been a tad spitty with my last word.

			“Is there something wrong with that?” he squeaked.

			“Not if you’re an amoeba!” 

			Finally, something he could understand—a comparison between him and a one-celled creature. Beyond that, he was flummoxed. He opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again. I spelt it out for him.

			“You didn’t invent the time machine because it was simple, did you?” I said. “It was hard, really hard, and you probably tried and failed over and again, sometimes really badly, sometimes breaking your heart in the process. But you kept on pushing till you created something amazing. You didn’t give up no matter how much effort it took. I bet you didn’t even consider giving up once.”

			“Well, no, I...” Riley gawped. 

			“If science is worth that effort, surely a human relationship merits a teeny bit of that devotion, that passion. Or at least having the guts to take a risk—to ask someone out—whether or not you know what their answer will be.”

			“So, you did want me to ask you out?”

			“No-oh!” I scoffed. “I’m just saying.”

			“What are you saying? Please, tell me! I feel like my head’s going to explode.”

			My phone buzzed at that point. A text from Lauren—“Someone’s coming!”—giving me a reason to extricate myself from this painful discussion. 

			I raced for the door as Riley roared with frustration: “Maddy, why don’t you just say what you mean?”

			I couldn’t help smiling. It was rare to see Riley get worked up. Rare and interesting. Once the door closed, though, I could have sworn I heard him mutter: “And make up your mind who you want.”

			What gave him the right to say that? I half thought about going back in there to answer him, but I spotted Peterson grimacing behind his super-duper binoculars, reminding me we had bigger battles to fight just now. 

			“Is someone there?” 

			Peterson looked back at me. “It’s Jamie Fletcher.”

			“What?” What’s he doing here? “I’ll get rid of him.” 

			I jogged down the road to the grass verge where Lauren and Jamie were talking in hissy whispers. 

			“Sorry, Maddy,” she said. “He followed me.” Then, lower, so only I could hear: “Which is a little creepy.”

			“Jamie, I can’t explain what’s going on right now,” I said. “I’ll talk to you about it tomorrow. Okay?”

			He stepped into the light, hands thrust deep in his pockets, face taut with resentment. Then jogged off. 

			Not good. I would have to sort out this Jamie mess. And soon.

			Chapter 5[image: ]

			Lauren guarded the top of the street, Peterson watched the scout hall’s front entry. I was at the rear of the building near a boarded-up window. Now it was a waiting game. 

			And a boring one. I remembered hearing a pilot’s job was hours of tedium, punctuated by moments of sheer terror. It was the same here. Though, I’d happily stick with the tedium and forget the other.

			At 11.30, the temperature dipped. My teeth jittered, I rubbed my arms and shifted from leg to leg to try to keep warm. I was really tired but every time my eyes drifted shut, I got a flash of that headstone with Riley’s name on it and they snapped back open. No way would I doze through Riley’s demise. 

			Only another half hour and the day would be done, the threat passed.

			“All okay, Peterson?” I texted. 

			“So far, so good,” he replied.

			“Lauren, how goes?” No reply. “Lauren?”

			“Someone’s coming,” she texted.

			I heard the crack of a branch near me and imagined I saw shadows shifting on the grass. Someone was moving about near me, too. Suddenly this quiet street was like Pitt Street, with people coming at us from all directions. Was it coincidence? I didn’t believe that for a moment.

			Peering through a gap in the boarded-up window, I whispered, “Riley, stand by!” And waited, every cell in my body alert for signs of movement. 

			“He’s got a knife!” Lauren screamed from the front of the hall. I heard thumping and running and had to resist the urge to charge around to help. But I definitely sensed someone over this side too. 

			I tried to block out the yelling and focus on sounds closest to me—the shooshing of leaves, the ever-so-light crunch of a blade of grass as someone eased their weight onto it. My skin tingled with alertness. 

			I heard a creak behind me and—

			I came to on the ground with a sore head. Someone had hit me. Hard. It had knocked me out, but only briefly. Long enough, though, for them to remove a couple of boards from the hall’s back window, creating a gap big enough to climb through. A black tube bag with tools inside lay open on the ground. Whoever it was, they’d come prepared.

			They must be inside now with Riley. Doing what? 

			“Riley! Wake up,” I called through the opening. In the dark room, a speck of light moved along the quilt beneath which my friend lay. And in a splash of streetlight penetrating the room, I caught sight of an arm rising and a hand clutching a knife—set to strike. 

			“Riley!” I shrieked.

			I heard the blade shredding the cotton as it plunged again and again into the quilt. 

			“No!” Cracked paint around the window frame scraped my hands as I hitched myself onto the sill. 

			“Get back, Maddy!” Riley surged out from the corner where he’d been hiding, to ram the intruder in the back. Boof! Down they went, face-first onto the bedding. Riley jumped onto the attacker’s mid-back, immobilising them. An arm, still gripping the knife, tried to slash back at him. I jumped down from the window, raced over and kicked the weapon away, making sure to connect hard with their fingers as I did. 

			“Ahh,” came a high-pitched cry. 

			Snatching up a torch on the ground, I shone a light onto the attacker’s face. It was a girl, maybe a few years older than me, dressed all in black. 

			“Who are you and why are you trying to kill my friend?” I demanded. 

			She didn’t reply, just tried to wriggle out from under Riley.

			“Do you know her?” I asked.

			Riley looked into her face and shook his head. 

			Leaning over, he snatched up the rope we’d used on him and bound the girl’s hands and feet together behind her back. 

			“I’ll go check on Lauren out front,” I said. “Call out if you need any help.”

			“I think I can manage.” 

			On the grass outside the hall, Peterson was sitting on a man’s back as he tied up his hands. The guy was maybe forty or fifty years old with a long grey ponytail and a snarling bulldog tattoo on his neck. 

			“Watch it, you’ll break my arms!” the guy said. 

			“I’d break more than that if it was up to me, scumbag,” Lauren hissed at him. 

			“Everything okay inside?” Peterson asked. He yanked the rope hard, making the guy groan. 

			“Yeah,” I said. “A girl in black tried to kill Riley. He’s got her tied up in there.” I crouched down to make eye contact with the man. “Are you two working together?” 

			He didn’t answer.

			“Hey, Dog’s Breath, she’s talking to you.” Lauren elbowed him in the ribs.

			“Arrgh!” 

			“Is the girl inside the hall working with you?” I asked.

			“I work alone,” said the man. “But tell me, did she manage to get the boy’s finger off?”

			“The…what?” I said. We were all weirded out by that. “Why would she want his finger off?”

			As Peterson pulled the guy up to a sitting position, I got a better look at him. And realised I’d seen him before.

			“You’re the window cleaner from school!” It was the bulldog tattoo I remembered. When I first saw it, I thought the dog was smiling. Till he stood up straight and I saw it right way up, scowling. 

			“I did my research, tracked the boy down,” said the man. “Been watching him for a few days now.”

			“Research?” I said. We exchanged confused looks. “What research?” 

			The guy sneered but didn’t answer. Was it possible that two attackers, operating independently, had come after Riley on the same night? And here, of all places? This was spooky.

			“What was that about getting the boy’s finger off?” asked Peterson. 

			“I’m not telling you a thing.” 

			Lauren moved behind him and yanked his arms up till he screamed at her to stop. “Okay, okay,” he said. “We need a fingerprint from that boy, Riley Sinclair, to unlock the iPad and get the numbers for the big lotto draw in two days’ time.”

			I’m not sure what I expected him to say, but that was not it. 

			“There’s a thirty-million-dollar prize for the next lotto,” Lauren said. “They’ve been advertising it all week. Mum and Dad have tickets. But how can anyone know what numbers will be drawn?”

			Peterson went through the man’s backpack. He found lots of used tissues, mini whisky bottles—empty—and chocolate bar wrappers. Surveillance supplies from the look of it. There was also an iPad in a case with a dice-and-playing-cards design. Peterson took it out and a prompt appeared, requiring a fingerprint. 

			“How is it charged up,” I said, “after all this time?”

			“I charged it before I came out,” said the man.

			Peterson pressed his finger to it but nothing happened. “It’ll only work with the boy’s fingerprint.” 

			Also in the bag was a black leather roll containing a collection of knives. One had a lethal-looking jagged edge. “So, you need Riley’s fingerprint?” I said. “And you were going to use these knives to force him to give it to you?”

			“Not just the fingerprint, honey, the whole finger,” he said, leaving us reeling. “Our instructions were clear. It has to be from a finger without a pulse. Now me, I was just going to snip the thing off from the second knuckle. Leave the rest of him in one piece. But others who come for him might be of a more conservative mind. They might think it’s safer to stop the pulse at the source—” he tipped his head towards his chest, indicating the heart  “—so there can be no mistakes.” 

			Bile warm and sour surged into my throat. I swallowed and tried to appear calm. “You said you had ‘instructions’? From whom?” 

			“I’m not saying any more,” he said.

			Peterson checked some of the backpack’s smaller pockets and brought out a piece of paper. It was yellow-brown with age and, as Peterson opened it, we saw it had been taped together many times over. 

			“Look at the date,” said Peterson. “This letter’s eighteen years old!” 

			What the—?

			“Welcome to your new future,” Peterson began. The letter revealed that Tiger’s Eye, a horse in the third race at Flemington, two days from the date it was written, would win. “The Tiger will come in at odds of thirty to one, with a two-point-four-second lead. Bet big and set yourself up for future success.

			“If you miss this opportunity,” he read on, “you can try again on She Devil in Adelaide three days later. For your third and final chance to bet on a sure winner, you will have to use the machine supplied. It is from the future and it is called an iPad. It contains the numbers of a lotto to be drawn on a date eighteen years from now. For that, the prize is far greater. A life changer.”

			“Let me look at that?” Lauren grabbed it. Peterson grimaced as he carried on reading. “The machine and the winning numbers can only be accessed by a fingerprint from a boy named Riley Sinclair. Two nights before the draw, he will be at the scout hall in Emerald Park, Crows Nest, Sydney, from 11.30pm.”

			I struggled to breathe. How could whoever wrote the letter have known that eighteen years ago? When I chose this place and I didn’t even know until a couple of hours ago.

			“Find Riley and get a print from his right index finger, but be aware—the machine will only work if the fingerprint…has no active pulse.”

			Diabolical! Whoever got the letter had the chance to bet and win a huge sum…by maiming or murdering my friend. 

			“It’s sort of like putting a hit out on Riley,” I said. “A contract to kill him—” I checked the date of the letter “—before he was even born.”

			“Oh my God!” Lauren exclaimed.

			“But how did the writer know we’d be here?” I asked Peterson. “I thought coming here was a random idea.”

			Instead, I had put Riley directly in the path of danger!

			“Did you put money on this horse mentioned in the letter—Tiger’s Eye—eighteen years ago?” Lauren asked.

			“No, I did not,” said the man. “I thought it was a joke. Big mistake! But I did back the second nag they named and got a tidy sum for my trouble. Bought a car, had a trip and a real good time for a couple of years. Since then, I’ve been waiting for the next big one to set me up for life.”

			I had to admit it was clever. In a pure evil kind of way. 

			“You said you’d put a time net over this period to stop Recall getting in?” I asked Peterson. “How far back does it go?

			“Eighteen years. Nine months before Riley’s birth.”

			Peterson’s time net had stopped anyone from the future messing with Riley directly. But it didn’t stop them going further back in time before the net kicked in—to recruit a force of potential assassins in our own time. 

			“Whoever did this must really want Riley gone.” Lauren voiced what we were all thinking. Then she squatted down and tilted her head to eyeball the man. “So, you put your life on hold for almost two decades for a time in the future when—maybe—you could get something for nothing? And now...you’ve failed. What a loser!” 

			“I’m pretty sure I won’t be the biggest loser tonight, sweetheart,” said the guy, viciously. “That honour will go to your friend.”

			“Oh yeah! And what do you think you can do to him tied up like that?” said Lauren.

			“It’s not so much what I can or can’t do to him, as what the others might do,” he said smugly. Instantly, a chill washed through me. “You said there was someone else inside the hall who came after the boy?” the man went on. “Well, perhaps it won’t end there. Who knows how many of those letters went out? Who knows how many killers are making their way to your door, with a sack full of knives, or guns, to help them get the key to that winning ticket. And I’m guessing, they’ll want to eliminate all obstacles in their path. That would be...all of you.”

			He paused then, letting it sink in, before puffing out air and shaking his head. “I wouldn’t be in your shoes for quids.”

			We all looked at each other, totally freaked. It wasn’t much of a stretch to imagine who might be on the mailing list for that letter. Cheats and low-lifes who wouldn’t think twice about inflicting pain for personal gain. A whole army of them could be on their way here right now, hoping to leave with Riley’s dead finger.

			Or…were they here already? Lurking. Waiting. We looked around, like deer in the jungle sensing lions nearby.

			The big question was, who had done this? Who hated Riley enough to set these scumbags on him?

			 “Can I see the letter again?” I asked. My eyes flicked to the bottom of the page for the sign-off. But there was no name, just an infinity symbol inside a rectangle. 

			“Does that symbol mean anything to you?” I asked Peterson. “Could it be…Recall?” 

			He stiffened, then his head snapped towards Lauren. “You! Time to go!” He grabbed her arm and started pushing her away. 

			“I want to stay and help,” she said.

			“Not an option,” he said. “You have to leave. Now!”

			Lauren looked to me for confirmation. I nodded.

			“I’ll call you if we need you,” I said. 

			She sighed and took off. 

			As soon as she was out of sight, Peterson knocked the guy out with one of his handy moist towelettes and we went back inside the scout hall. 

			Riley and the girl were just where I left them. 

			“She give you any trouble?” I asked.

			“Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

			I leaned down, shone the torch in her face to have a good look at her. She was small, but muscular with vibrant red hair and wild green eyes. 

			“Got anything out of her?” I asked Riley.

			“Her name’s Jodie. She got a text from her mum asking if she’d got ‘It’ yet. I’m not sure what ‘It’ is. She won’t say.”

			Peterson gave Riley the letter to read; we couldn’t keep this from him. As he read, his brow furrowed. “So, this is why you’re protecting me? All these people want my... fingerprint?”

			“Or finger,” said the girl. “Or your whole hand. I’m not fussed.” She was grinning now. 

			Riley re-read and his frown deepened. “It has to be without a pulse. They want to kill me. Why did you bring me here, Maddy?” 

			It sounded like an accusation. 

			“I was trying to keep you safe,” I said. “But perhaps we’d better leave.”

			“Ya think!” Jodie spluttered into laughter.

			“Put her to sleep first,” I said.

			Peterson got out one of his knock-out cloths and went towards Jodie. “Get away from me!” She struggled and squirmed and knocked the cloth out of Peterson’s hand clear across the floor. 

			“Hurry, Peterson,” I said. “We need to leave before anyone else turns up.”

			Something hard banged onto the roof. For a second, we all looked up. I hoped it was just a fallen tree branch. But then came the sound of footsteps above us.

			“Oops. Too late,” said Jodie. “He’s in here!” she shouted. “Finger still attached!” 

			“Shut up,” I warned. 

			Peterson closed the front door and wedged a chair under the handle. Light spilled in from the gap in the back window. I picked up the quilt, intending to hang it over the broken boards and shut off the opening. But as I did, I caught sight of something metallic outside. 

			“Riley, drop!” I shouted.

			He hit the ground. So did Peterson and I. A bullet bit through the air over our heads, hitting a far wall. Several more shots followed, bullets dancing around the room, pinging off metal junk. When all went quiet, Jodie’s hacking laugh filled the silence.

			“You guys are so dead,” she said. 

			Three hard bangs on the front door followed. Not knocks, but kicks. Someone was trying to break in.

			The chair fell and the door flew open. Three dark forms filled the entry, like something out of a nightmare.
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			First to enter was an older guy with a bulging belly. He pushed forward slowly, clutching a knife, headed for Jodie. 

			“I’m not Riley, you idiot! He is!” she screamed.

			From behind, I kicked the guy in the mid back. As he folded over, I knocked the knife out of his hands. Then grabbed a broomstick with no brush from the rubbish pile near me and brought it down hard across his skull a couple of times. He collapsed, unconscious.

			The second man—short, with a broken nose, raised a gun at Riley. From the side, Peterson struck out at him with a martial arts kick to the ribs. As the guy watched his gun clatter to the floor, sliding out of his reach, Peterson clamped his cloth over the man’s face. After a brief struggle, the guy passed out.

			Two down, one to go.

			The last of the three was a middle-aged woman. Armed with a breadknife, she went for Riley as if she was about to sandwich slice him. Riley took a jiu jitsu defensive stance, hands covering his face.

			“Mine,” I called out. I swooped in to block her knife thrust with my broomstick. Bang, bang, bang. I parried, she struck, as if we held swords rather than kitchen implements. On the sixth stroke, I hit the top of her right arm. She yelped in pain and dropped the knife. Weaponless, she ran for the door. Peterson slipped from the shadows and tripped her. She fell heavily. He pressed the knock-out cloth to her face and she was out. All three were down. 

			We took a deep breath, pleased with how that had gone. I was happy to note Jodie was no longer grinning. 

			“Anything you want to add?” I asked her.

			Her gaze slid past me to the entry. “Yeah. It hasn’t been nice knowing you,” she said, smiling again. 

			A slight but well-toned man, all in black, hair in a ponytail, stood in the doorway. I caught a gleam of something silver on the end of a leather chain around his neck. A shark’s tooth perhaps?

			Riley snatched the gun from the floor and fired a shot at the guy. But he was gone—like he just vanished into the air.

			“Ha!” said Jodie. “That’s the Night Stalker.”

			“Night Stalker?” I scoffed. “What are you? Five years old?”

			“All people in my business know him. He’s a contract guy. He’s never failed to get his guy. Or girl.”

			I think I stopped breathing at that point. 

			“But don’t worry,” said Jodie, who was fast becoming my least favourite person, “you have your broomstick. What could go wrong?” She cackled malevolently.

			Peterson slammed shut the front door and we stood back. I gripped my stick, Peterson clutched the gun and Riley took up a fighting stance, all back to back, guarding every possible entry. 

			My lips were dry, heart thumping fast. I took slow, deep breaths and told myself there was nothing to fear. There were three of us, only one of him.

			Three loud bangs on the wall put us on high alert. A fourth and the plaster buckled. One more crunch and a hole appeared, which the guy in black dived through, coming to a kneeling position, gun in hand, aiming right at us.

			I thought he would go for Riley. Instead, he came at me, gripping my hair and yanking my head back, pressing the gun into my left cheekbone.

			“Stay calm, everyone,” he said. “Drop the gun.” Peterson released his weapon—thunk—to the floor. “Cut the girl’s ropes.” He nodded towards Jodie. “You help me here, and there could be something in it for you,” he told her.

			Riley picked up a knife from the floor and cut Jodie’s hand and leg ropes, whereupon she snatched it off him and waved it in front of my face as if she were conducting a school band. I tried not to react.

			“That chair—the metal one over there,” Stalker said. “Bring it here.” Riley did as he was told. 

			“Put it there. And kneel in front of it. With your arm on the seat.”

			Oh no!

			The Stalker jerked his head my way, indicating Jodie should take over terrorising me. She smiled and gripped my hair, tightly, and pressed her knife against my throat. “What did I tell you?” she said.

			Slowly, the Stalker knelt opposite Riley, gun pointed at him the whole time. Then he grabbed my friend’s wrist and yanked his arm forward, pressing it into the chair so the fingers dangled over the edge of the seat. With the gun balanced on his lap, he pulled out from his back pocket a knife with a short, lethal-looking blade. Then lightly placed it just below the knuckle on Riley’s finger.

			No no no!

			I had to do something. I shot a glance at Peterson, hoping to send a message, to be ready, then kicked the torch on the ground, upwards. It flew across the room, towards the Stalker. It didn’t hit him, but he glanced over—just for a second. In that instant, Peterson whacked the knife out of Jodie’s hand before I rammed my elbow into her side and stamped on her foot.

			“Ahh,” she cried.

			The Night Stalker still had hold of Riley’s hand and raised his knife in readiness. But as he stabbed down, Riley yanked the whole chair back. The guy released him. 

			And the weirdest thing happened. Riley disappeared. Just…vanished! Night Stalker and I both stood gawping at the space where he’d been, then Jodie threw herself on my back, growling.

			She knocked me to the ground and pinned me under her. Somehow, I managed to throw her off and scramble back to my feet. She lunged, slashing the knife at me, forcing me to back away, till I hit the wall and could go no further. I was trapped. Her hand tightened around the knife and she came at me.

			I braced for the hit.

			But then...oblivion.

			The world around me went smoky white, like I was in the clouds. I heard the howl of a strong wind and distant ghostly wails. Reaching out, I touched something cool—an invisible wall around me. It seemed to pulse. Like in Riley’s time machine. Only this wasn’t it. 

			So where was I?
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			The world span, dizzyingly, a fusion of light and colours. A shooshing rose like the echo of the sea in a shell pressed to your ear or milk frothed up for cappuccino. As it built to a roar, I made out voices all talking at once. I began picking up individual words, then sentences. 

			“You’ll be sorry!”

			“…for fish to feast on your brains. Not that it will be much of a meal for them poor fishes!”

			“Where in hell did she come from? One minute she wasn’t there and then she was.”

			And finally, really close: “Watch out!”

			My vision sharpened up just in time to step back as a skinny guy flew at me, propelled there by a hard punch to the face. He dropped heavily to the ground before me and lay still. Crouching down to check on him, I reeled back. The stench of alcohol was overpowering. His eyes were closed—he was either asleep, unconscious, or worse. His attacker, a wild-haired, wild-eyed guy, rubbed his fist and walked on, weaving unsteadily along the path. No-one tried to stop him or help the victim. They stepped over the fallen man like he was a piece of rubbish dropped in their path. 

			I looked around. I was on a road of dirt and sand, outside a two-storey inn, by the sea. A sign painted in gold said The Lost Virtue. It was one of a dozen buildings lining the waterfront in what appeared to be a port town. 

			It was nighttime but still breezy warm. The air smelt of dead fish and seawater, mixed with the general stink of garbage. Just offshore, two huge ships were anchored on the liquorice black water, their masts outlined by silver moonlight. The road was really busy for such a small place, though it felt late. Everyone staggered about drunk, cackling or cursing. 

			Where on earth am I? And when? Peterson had hinted we’d be going to the pirate era. Could this be it? 

			A man with a skinny wooden leg, like a broom handle, strapped to his knee, limped by, pausing to let out a loud belch. “Excuse me, madam. Humblest apologies.” He flipped a battered tricorn hat as he bowed, before clip-clopping away. 

			A girl with a low-cut top and blood-red lipstick leaned against the wall and called out to passing men, offering them “a good time with Lucy”. In my woozy state, I found myself focusing on mouths with grey, crumbling teeth, black gums and spittle flying like raindrops. 

			People wore frilly shirts, bulky skirts, long coats. And jewellery—lots of it—on ears, necks and gnarled hands. With tricorn hats and long boots. It felt like everyone in town was in fancy dress and I was the odd one out. 

			What am I wearing? I looked down to find I had on my old blue jeans and yellow school sports T-shirt. Seriously! Couldn’t I have come up with something better than that to wear for who knew how long? It would normally be dangerous to stand around on a street in clothes so obviously not from the time. But most people here were too drunk to notice. Hopefully, Riley or Peterson would help me get something to blend in.

			And speaking of…? I looked up the street and down. No sign of either of them. Hmmm. Disturbing. Had I time-travelled here on my own? And where was the time machine? It had felt like I’d been trapped in a free-floating time bubble and dropped here at random. I really hoped that wasn’t the case. I tried to calm a king tide of panic rising inside me. Riley and Peterson must be close. I just had to find them.

			The most obvious place to look was in The Lost Virtue inn, the centre of the action around here. But, what with all the racket and banging coming from inside, it was a daunting prospect. Still, I really wanted to find my friends. I needed to find them. So, I took a deep breath and went inside. 

			The volume rose higher as I entered, punctuated by shrill shrieks, the crash of breaking glass, the slap of fists hitting cheeks. Drunken sailors sang sea shanties at the far end of the room. 

			A wooden bar ran along one side of the room, with nautical objects—a ship’s steering wheel, a fishing net, some navigation tools—nailed up on the wall behind it. Oil lanterns and candles in metal sconces gave the room a golden glow. The scent of the sea vied with the reek of alcohol and vomit. 

			I went over to inspect a yellowing map framed on the wall. In the ant-like scrawl on the paper, I could just make out the words Caribbean Sea. The Caribbean? So that’s where I was!

			In one corner, I spotted a table and chairs with no-one at them, so I scurried over to sit down, back against the wall, scanning the faces in the crowd for my friends. 

			I was there a full two minutes before the panic returned, settling in my throat. Riley and Peterson aren’t here! How long would I have to wait for them? Hours? Days? Weeks? What if they never showed up at all? Could I even survive in a place like this on my own? I cursed myself for getting mixed up with this time travel business. If I hadn’t been so rash, leaping into the machine on Riley’s first outing, the whole chain of events that led to more trips and more events that required more trips, ending with me here on my own, now, would never have happened. My curiosity had been my undoing. 

			Then again, if Riley had thought through the potential consequences of a time machine before he built one, I wouldn’t have had the chance to be time-trapped by curiosity. It wasn’t my fault, really. It was his. And I’d tell him so. If I ever saw him again. Which by now I was desperate to do. 

			A drunken man leaning on the bar twirled his moustache in a comic-book way as he leered at me. Seriously! He wasn’t my type and wouldn’t have been even without the peg leg and eye patch. 

			“What a pretty piece of ocean treasure has washed up on our shores,” he croaked. 

			Clomp-clomp. Clomp-clomp. He was coming over. Oh no. Thankfully, halfway across the room—crunch—a flying bottle hit his head and he went down onto the sawdust-strewn dirt floor. Within seconds, he was asleep and snoring. 

			I exhaled. Saved by a flying bottle. But how long would my luck hold? Already, I could feel bloodshot eyes swivelling my way with interest. 

			“What can I get for you?” The serving woman was plump with flushed cheeks. “Something to eat or drink, lass?”

			“Err, no, thanks I’m waiting for someone,” I said.

			“Well, you won’t have to wait long.” She grinned slyly. “You seem to have caught the eye of a few gents here tonight.”

			Over her shoulder, I counted three men now peering my way with questionable intent. There was the guy with skin that was red and crisp, like wrapping paper. Another man smiled and I remembered it was time for my dental check-up. The third man had a face like a boat hull, with scaly welts like barnacles. Eeeooo.

			“I’m waiting…for a friend,” I added.

			“A lot of folk round here would be friendly to you, my sweet,” she said, “if you had a mind to be friendly to them.”

			“I’m sure they’re all very nice and friendly,” I said. “But I’m waiting for a particular friend.”

			“Particular, eh?” she said. “Well, these chairs, this table, they’re for particular people, too. Those that pays for their drinks.”

			O-kay. She was kicking me out. I nodded and stood up. 

			“I’m leaving,” I said. 

			As I moved towards the door, she blocked my path. Her eyes scooted from side to side, slyly. “There be a man in room four upstairs,” she said, heavy on the r’s. “He would be much obliged if you would join him there.”

			I might not be able to pay for my drinks but no way was I going to “oblige” any of her customers to get one.

			“Thanks but...well, as I said, I have to meet someone.” I tried to push past her, but she blocked again.

			“Go upstairs, why don’t you? It may be worth your while.” She gave me an exaggerated wink. 

			I lurched out onto the road, super-relieved to be out of there and breathing the salty air again. But I wasn’t sure what to do next. If worse came to worst, I could sleep on the beach, I supposed. As long as the pigs foraging in the sand didn’t mistake me for a midnight snack. I steeled myself to cross the road.

			“Maddy,” I thought I heard someone call.

			Looking around—right, left and behind me—I saw no-one there. Must have imagined it. I turned back to gaze sadly at the sand, my only prospect for a bed tonight.

			“Maddy, look up!”

			On the upper floor of the inn, Riley leaned on the window sill. Epic relief! 

			“Riley!” I felt my cheeks stretch to the max. “Am I glad to see you.” An understatement!

			“Come up,” he said. “I’m in room four.”

			Climbing the creaky wooden stairs to the upper floor, I realised that was what the woman had been trying to tell me—that my friend was upstairs. Why didn’t she just say so?

			When Riley opened the door, I fought the urge to leap at him and hug him and never let go. Instead, I played it cool.

			“Hi,” I said off-handedly, entering.

			“Hi, yourself.”

			There wasn’t much to see. Just a sad-looking bed—one you’d never want to lie on—wooden chair, lantern on the wall and small mirror with a shell frame. The sound booming from the bar downstairs made the floor vibrate.

			“Back there in the scout hall,” I said, “that was wild.” 

			“Yeah,” Riley agreed. “We were lucky to get away.” 

			“But how did we get here? One minute, people were trying to kill us in Sydney, the next, it was like being in some kind of cloud. And then I was here. Did that happen to you too?”

			Riley nodded. “Do you remember I relocated some objects on our last trip? Sent things places and brought them back again?”

			“You mean the basketball...and Gran’s cards in that last hand of poker.”

			“Yeah, this was the same principle only on a larger scale,” he said. “Peterson must have sent us here.” 

			“Well, whatever it was he did,” I said, “I’m glad he did it. Because that was a pretty tight spot we were in.” 

			“I wonder who that guy in black is?” 

			“The Night Stalker.” I grimaced at the memory. “Someone who’d won a lot of money on the horses once and wanted to win more, I suppose.”

			The bed squeaked as Riley sat down on it. “Of course, gambling’s the most obvious use for a time machine.” 

			“I suppose. Or getting test answers at school so you don’t have to study.” Not a bad use, now I thought about it.

			“Or redoing things you did wrong,” he said. “Though who says you’d get them right second time around?” 

			“Did you think about any of this before you built the machine?” I asked.

			Riley shook his head glumly. Well, if he hadn’t done so beforehand, at least now he was thinking. Though a bit too late. The time machine was out of the bag. And the world would never be the same. Even if people didn’t know it yet.

			The volume downstairs increased with a lot of shouting and shattering of glass. An all-in brawl had broken out, was my guess.

			“By the way, where exactly is here and when? Do you know?”

			Riley took out a machine about the size of an iPad, but a little thinner and squarer, from a pouch in the front of his shirt. It was his new-version time machine. He must have had it on him the night we kidnapped him. Luckily. 

			He pressed the screen, and lights flashed and pulsed like fireworks on the screen.

			“The year is 1717. And we are on...Destiny Island in the Caribbean Sea,” he said.
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			“We’re in the pirate era?” I said.

			1717. That was the Golden Era of Pirates. I knew because I’d read about it. Peterson warned me we’d be taking a trip here and, for once, I didn’t want Riley to have the jump on me. So, I’d been going to the gym four times a week to get fit for life on a boat. I’d done a lot of climbing rock walls, heaving myself up ropes. It was really hard at first. But it was starting to get easier. Of course, I’d hoped to have a bit more time to train before we left. As usual, we’d come here unexpectedly.

			A knock, loud and insistent, made us both flinch. Riley and I traded nervous glances before he opened it to find Peterson grinning, and the serving woman I’d met in the bar following him into the room.

			“You made it!” I couldn’t hide my genuine pleasure at seeing him.

			“Only just,” he said. “Whoever that character was—the Night Stalker—he was hard to deflect.” 

			He introduced us to Nelly from the bar. 

			“You found your particular friend then?” she asked.

			“Yes, thanks,” I said. 

			“We’ve got some clothes for you, Riley,” said Peterson. Nelly brought out a bag containing a coat, vest, shirt, some shortish pants and long boots. And a three-cornered black hat. 

			“We’ve got a couple of dresses for you too, Maddy, but they’ll need to be adjusted, I think,” he said.

			Nelly took a few measurements with string. “Oh yes, this lass is a lot thinner and taller than the previous owner, but it will serve.”

			“Can you have the clothes ready tonight, Nelly?” asked Peterson.

			“For you, my friend, I will work till my eyes go dark,” said Nelly.

			“So, these clothes you’re getting me?” I said. “They’re—”

			“Second hand,” said Peterson.

			“And the previous owner?” I looked to Nelly.

			“I didn’t get the lady’s name,” she replied. “She stayed here for a while but left in a hurry.”

			“And forgot to take her clothes with her?” I couldn’t keep the scepticism out of my voice.

			“Her loss is your gain, dear.” She clicked her tongue at me.

			“Until the clothes are ready,” said Peterson, “put this on.”

			He handed me a tatty brown coat that came down below my knees. It had a dozen bronze buttons close together on one side and large stitched buttonholes on the other, with big fold-back cuffs. 

			I tried it on. It was really heavy and much too big, but kind of cool—except for a damp patch on the left side that smelt sour. 

			“Where did you get this?”

			“I borrowed it for the night from a gentleman sleeping on the beach.”

			“It was nice of him to lend it to you,” I said.

			Nelly spluttered into laughter and left the room, shaking her head and looking at me, like I had a few loose planks in my upper deck. 

			“He didn’t lend it to you, did he?” I said.

			“Not exactly,” said Peterson.

			I sniffed the wet patch again. “When you say he was sleeping, do you mean he’d passed out drunk?”

			Peterson nodded. 

			“That’s vomit I’m smelling? “

			“I tried to wash it out,” he said.

			OMG! “Does Riley’s gear smell like vomit too?”

			“No,” he said. 

			Typical.

			“They’re things I purchased on a former trip, for myself. They should fit him.”

			“On a former trip?” 

			Peterson smiled. We were back in our old roles with me interrogating and him deflecting. “I’ve been here a few times, doing reconnaissance.”

			Riley needed to get changed, so Peterson and I went downstairs to wait. The place hummed with drunken activity. I was relieved to see that a couple of the blokes who’d tried to make eye contact with me earlier had passed out—one on the floor, the other with his head on the bar. 

			We sat in a corner as far from the noise as possible and Nelly brought over a couple of drinks, both watered-down ale. I sipped mine—it was sour, but, thankfully, very weak. The coat I wore smelt disgusting but at least I looked the part.

			At the other end of the room, half a dozen grimy guys crowded round a wine barrel staring down at something. From the cheers and coins changing hands, I guessed it was some kind of betting. 

			After a few sips of his drink, Peterson slipped off to talk to someone in the shadows. I couldn’t see who it was but it wasn’t a long conversation, and he was back.

			“Who was that?” I tried to sound casual.

			“Who was what?”

			I gave him The Glare and he caved immediately.

			“I have a few people keeping an eye on those that come and go around here,” he said.

			“And you’re doing that because...?” From his grim expression, I took a wild guess. “Are you thinking someone from Recall might turn up here?”

			“It’s possible.”

			“Possible or probable?”

			With that thought, I looked at everyone around us differently. From the man with long, stringy hair drooling into his drink, to the short man breaking one of his rotten teeth off and throwing it on the floor…they all seemed suspicious. Could one of them be a Recall agent in disguise? 

			“These Recall people, they’re serious, aren’t they?”

			“We have to assume so,” he said.

			“I presume it was them who sent the letters to the people in the scout hall?”

			“Seems most likely.”

			“So, why can’t we just jump back in time and stop them finding out about the time machine in the first place?”

			Peterson gave that one a deal of thought, then said: “To retrace our steps in any time period now means opening a keyhole for their agents to jump through. If they get in, they may try to change things, which, with the ripple effect through time…”

			He didn’t need to say; it could be really bad. 

			“To stop Recall from ever existing in the first place,” he went on, “would be our best plan. But we’d have to be clear on when exactly they came into being.”

			There was a depressing thought. “Yeah, I guess they could be from any time—the past, present or future.”

			“It’s unlikely they came from the past.” He sounded quite certain about that. 

			“How do you know?”

			“Because I’m pretty sure Riley was the first one to successfully harvest time as a means of accessing the future. Their machines are derived from his model.”

			“If they come from the future,” I said, “can’t we go to their time and make sure they never find out about it?”

			“In theory,” he said, “that’s exactly what we’d have to do. But we’d need to identify who told them about it and when—and change that moment—to wipe them out. Which is tricky. And, of course, it would put us all in their time and space, which would make it quite dangerous too.”

			“Well, I say bring it on,” I said. “Anyone who messes with Riley is messing with me. Let’s go there right now. And sort this out.”

			Peterson grinned—something he didn’t do often. 

			“We can’t,” he said. “Not yet. To be assured of beating them, we need something from this time period first.”

			“What? What do we need?”

			Riley appeared just then in a deep blue jacket, down to his knees, white shirt with lace frill, grey pants and long black boots. The outfit fitted him perfectly, like it was made for him. In that jacket, his eyes seemed as blue as a sea you could set sail on forever. 

			“What do you notice?” Peterson asked him.

			“Gambling at the far end,” Riley answered without looking over. “Three sailors from the Royal Navy at three o’clock.”

			 Looking off to the right, I saw a few men in dark blue coats with shiny buttons at the bar, laughing and drinking as much as anyone else.

			“And the man behind me is about to lose his purse,” he whispered.

			I sneaked a look over his shoulder and saw he was right. A man waiting for the barman’s attention was rummaging around in the pockets of the guy asleep, head on the bar, beside him. He pulled some coins from the sleeper’s pocket and slipped them into his own. Back home, we had an expression—you snooze, you lose. I could see it was more a code they lived by here.

			I turned back to Riley. My clueless friend seemed to be developing a few clues. My face must have said it all.

			“Peterson’s been teaching me observation skills,” he said.

			“Has he now?”

			A cry came from outside, faint but in a high pitch that penetrated the general din. I couldn’t tell whether it was a boy or girl’s voice. “Captain Ezekhiel Drednought is on the beach. And he has a chest full o’ loot with him!”

			Instantly, everyone inside the bar stopped what they were doing—drinking, gambling, cursing—and hurried out the doors to the beach.

			With the room almost empty, except for those who were asleep—or worse—Peterson leaned in. “Right,” he said. “We don’t have long. I need to brief you both on what we need to do.”
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			“Did you have something to do with that?” I pointed to the empty room around us. 

			Peterson smiled mysteriously.

			“Couldn’t we have just talked in the room upstairs?” Riley said.

			“You never know who’s listening at the door. This is safer.”

			Peterson brought out a small roll of yellowish leather, tied up with string. As he opened it, I saw it was a map, drawn in ink on the material. The writing was hard to read but I could just make out the words “Caribbean Sea” and the “Vanishing Islands”. On one of the smaller circles at the bottom was an X in blood-red ink. Or maybe just blood.

			“Is this what I think it is?” I said. “A treasure map? And X marks the spot?”

			Peterson nodded. 

			“What island is that with the X?” Riley asked.

			“A lot of these islands don’t have names,” Peterson said. “They’re part of a group of islets and coral cays called the Red Rum Shoals. Have either of you any idea why they’re named that?” 

			I looked to Riley, who shrugged.

			“Is it because pirates liked rum?” Riley guessed.

			Peterson shook his head, looking smug.

			“Red Rum...” I let the words sit on my lips “...is murder spelt backwards.”

			“Correct,” said Peterson. “The shoals cover a wide area and within them is an area called the Vanishing Islands, which no-one has properly mapped. But one group of sailors knows them better than most. Pirates.” 

			The word made me shudder.

			“So where did this treasure come from?” I said.

			Candlelight flickered around the smoky room as Peterson told us a pirate tale.

			The treasure chest belonged to a great Mughal emperor in the 1500s. 

			Sensing a plot to overthrow him, the emperor secretly sent off two ships bearing all his personal wealth and the country’s treasury. The fleet captain was told to hide it until he’d vanquished his enemies and it was safe to return with the loot. 

			But, on the way, the ships crossed paths with one of the Spanish Conquistadors sailing about the Caribbean, exploring new lands and plundering the wealth of native cultures in what came to be known as the Spanish Main—parts of what were now southern US states, Central America and the northern part of South America. 

			Captain Santiago Moralez had little difficulty overwhelming the emperor’s crew. And when he saw the treasure hoard, he couldn’t believe his luck. Dazzling jewels, exquisite silks, satins, and chests of gold doubloons. There were also diamonds—including one the size of a fist known as the Pink Sky. Holding it up to the light, Moralez saw a strand of red, like a trickle of blood, running through it, giving the gem a pinkish tinge and making it not only pretty but unique.

			The beauty of this jewel was said to have a strange effect on men. Captain Moralez was no exception. Normally calm as a pond, the man became obsessed by the diamond. His heart filled with fear that someone would try to steal it from him.

			One night, anchored near a small island, he opened his ship’s rum casks to the crew to celebrate their recent acquisition. The shipmates let loose, drinking, shouting and fighting. Most passed out unconscious on the deck. 

			In the dead of night, two officers who had remained sober—while pretending to be drunk—helped the captain carry the treasure chest with the diamond ashore where they buried it and mapped the spot so they might return to claim it one day. The booty would be split equally between the three of them, they agreed.

			But next morning, as the ship sailed away, a cry was raised for two missing crewmen. Their shipmates assumed they’d fallen overboard and drowned after celebrating too hard. But, more likely, they never made it off the beach. The treasure would be Captain Moralez’s alone.

			At the first port they entered, Moralez gave the treasure map to a banana seller who could not read—plus two gold coins with a promise of two more if he kept it safe until he returned.

			But at the next stop, the Spanish captain, perhaps celebrating his impending fortune or fretting about whether he’d ever see the map again, had a few drinks too many and got into a fight that claimed his life. The banana seller held the map for several months, watching the horizon every day for the ship. But Moralez never returned. Eventually, when the man was short of coin and feeling thirsty, he traded the map for rum, not realising its worth.

			“And, somehow, the map fell into my hands,” Peterson said.

			Fell? Yeah, right! I got the strongest idea that this “fell” was no clumsy tumbling but more of a prying from dead fingers. 

			“But what does this have to do with us?” I asked. 

			“In the records the Mughals kept of their treasures, a necklace with fourteen pearls of a unique, slightly aqua tinge was mentioned. Those aqua pearls are what we’re after. They have unique energy properties necessary to power the time machine.”

			Aqua pearls? I’d never heard of them. Though I could see none of this was news to Riley. As creator of the time machine, he must have used the pearls as his primary energy source. 

			“Then we’re after the aqua pearls, not that pink diamond?” I clarified.

			“Yes,” said Peterson. 

			“How badly do we need it?”

			Peterson frowned. “Putting time nets up, to stop people getting into Sydney or any of the time periods where you’ve travelled, uses up a lot of power. We need to keep those defences going for a while longer.”

			“How much longer?” I asked.

			Peterson looked down at the floor, fiddling with a gold ring on his middle finger. “Until we can find a more permanent solution.”

			“Riley, can’t you come up with some other way to power the machine?” I said.

			Riley bit the side of his lip. “I don’t know. Maybe.” Though it felt more like “maybe not”.

			“Where did you get the aqua pearls before?”

			“Well, I, err—”

			The door to the inn banged open just then and the pirates piled back in, swearing about a “waste of time” as neither Captain Drednought nor his treasure were anywhere in sight.

			“If I find the mangy blighter who called us all out for nothing, I’ll slit his throat for a time waster,” one man bellowed.

			After that, Peterson went off to join the gamblers at the end of the bar. He seemed to know them. Riley and I went over to watch the gambling. And would you believe it? They were hermit crab racing. A round piece of wood sat on top of a wine barrel. Six crabs were dumped in the centre of the table. The first crab to make it over the side was the winner. 

			“Those guys really will bet on anything,” I said. 

			Peterson’s crab won the first race and he came away with a fistful of coins. A second race followed—he lost, but luckily he hadn’t bet as much. He put a pile down on the third race and cleaned up. Was it just luck? 

			“Riley, who is Peterson?” I asked. 

			“I’m not sure. But he’s from the future.” 

			I knew that already. I’d known since he rescued me when I overshot to the dinosaur period on our medieval trip and he used a spray-on substance I’d never seen before to repair the broken glass on the time machine.

			“The aqua pearls you used to power the time machine?” I said. “You were about to tell me where you’d found them. Because if you got them in Sydney, maybe we could just go back to that place and look for more.”

			“Well, I don’t know...” he mumbled.

			“How did you know something like a bluish pearl could be a power source anyway?” 

			He folded his arms tightly, lips twisted. “Just a guess.” But he couldn’t meet my eye.

			“Riley, what is it you’re not telling me? And don’t say nothing, because there’s obviously something.”

			He exhaled. “I was building the time machine and looking for an energy source to power it. I tried a lot of other things. Without success.”

			“Yes, and?”

			“Then one night, I found a box outside the lab door with a note that said: ‘This could be what you’re looking for.’ Inside were four pearls with a bluish tinge. I tried them and they worked.”

			So, someone had given Riley the pearls. Someone else had been instrumental in getting time travel kick-started in the world.

			Chapter 10[image: ]

			“Do you have any idea who put them there?” I asked.

			He shook his head.

			“How come you’ve never mentioned this before?”

			“You never asked.”

			Give me strength! “Did you ever wonder who might have done it—or why? Whether they had an ulterior motive—maybe a bad one—for bringing them to you?”

			“I, err, I didn’t think about it. I was busy working on the design.”

			I shook my head. “Honestly, you are the most idiotic genius I ever met.”

			“How many other geniuses have you met then?” Riley asked. “Jamie Fletcher? Is he one?” 

			Oooh, jealous. 

			“Not in the same way as you,” I said. “Then again, he might not have been so stupid as to act epic first and think later. What about Samantha Lee? Is she a genius? Or perhaps she hasn’t stopped giggling long enough at your incredibly amusing jokes for you to tell?”

			“She doesn’t giggle all the time,” said Riley. “Sometimes she’s very quiet.”

			The way he said it with that little smug smile! He was hinting that she was quiet when they kissed. That was low. 

			We both clammed up after that, sulking. Though thankfully it wasn’t too long before Peterson returned, handing us each a leather purse, rock-solid with coins.

			“Take these. You’ll need them while you’re here.” Glancing around the bar, he leaned forward to whisper: “Watch out for those navy guys. They could be crimpers.”

			“Crimpers?” I asked.

			“They force you on their boat as crew. I’ve seen them checking people out around the bar.”

			I tried to look casual as I watched the three dark-coated guys huddling and whispering, their eyes roving around the bar. Oh yeah, they were definitely suss.

			When the rhythmic piggy noises of the guy asleep on the ground near us changed, we all looked over. A well-dressed man in a long maroon coat with shiny gold buttons was kicking him, hard, in the ribs.

			“Scurvy...fool...stop…that…noise!” He timed his kicks with his words. Even when his victim fell silent, he continued putting the boot in. The man had short curly hair, a tanned, face and a superior air. As he finished with a couple of final thunks to the side of the man’s head, the room went quiet. Wide eyes watched all around the room but no-one spoke up.

			The man pulled a crisp white handkerchief from his coat pocket and squatted down to wipe the flecks of blood off his boots before straightening his clothes, smoothing his hair and striding up to the bar. 

			“You should clean the floor more often,” he scolded the barman, his voice deep and commanding. “A gentleman might soil his shoes on the likes of that.”

			The man on the ground didn’t snore after that. I wasn’t sure he breathed much either.

			“Let’s go,” said Peterson.

			“Who was that guy?” I asked when we were back in our room upstairs. 

			“That was Captain Hastings Broadbent, ex British naval officer, now a privateer in the service of England,” said Peterson.

			“What does that mean—privateer?” I asked.

			“Officially he’s a merchant captain, so he does business at sea. But, really, they have licence to steal from any boats they encounter on the way—as long as they’re not English.”

			“Sounds like a pirate to me,” I said.

			“Not so different,” said Peterson. “But pirates steal from English ships too. And they’re probably not so hard on their crew.”

			“Sorry,” I said, “did you say pirates were not so hard on the crew?”

			He nodded. “They tend to be fairer than the navy or privateer captains.” Weird.

			“Hopefully, that’s the last we’ve seen of that man,” I said.

			Peterson rubbed his chin and twisted his mouth to the side. 

			Uh-oh.

			“It’s not the last we’ve seen?” I asked, horrified. 

			“I’m afraid not,” he said. “The two of you are going to have to buy your way onto his boat and persuade him to detour to the island marked on Captain Moralez’s treasure map.”

			“Why?” I said. “Why him? Why not someone else?” Anyone else.

			“He’s the most ruthless captain around. Which means he’s the most likely to get you there in one piece. And he’s treasure-driven.”

			Nelly knocked and came in with dresses for me. The guys waited in the hall while I tried them on. The first was made in a mustard-coloured velvet, with sleeves to the elbow and long lace cuffs. It had a scooped neck, narrow waist, and skirt to the floor. The worst part was something she called a “stomacher”—a kind of corset, which she pulled so tight I could barely breathe. It was pale satin, embroidered with red and yellow flowers and sat outside the dress as a central panel on front. With it went mustard, high-heeled shoes with a squarish toe and thin strap over the foot—not practical at all for a boat. My second outfit was plainer—a long blue skirt with blue and white bodice. 

			“You look lovely, Maddy,” said Riley as I emerged in the blue. 

			“Watch yourself going downstairs looking like that, my love,” said Nelly. “Many of my customers haven’t seen a pretty girl in a while. They’re liable to be a bit over-excited.”

			O-kay. So, I’d stay indoors for the night—fine by me. I slipped back into jeans and shirt, and Nelly brought us each a plate of food—goat stew, which was chewy but edible. When we’d done, Peterson got up to leave.

			“Good luck, guys,” he said.

			“You’re not coming with us?” I asked.

			“I will pop by from time to time,” he said. “But there’s something I have to do.”

			“What?” I demanded, trying not to sound shrill. 

			“I’m working on an alternate fuel source for the time machine,” he said. “I have a few ideas. If I come up with anything useful, I’ll come and see you.”

			He turned and clasped the door handle to go.

			“But how will you find us once we sail out of here?” I called after him.

			“I have a tracker on Riley’s time machine.”

			He opened the door. I blocked his exit.

			“Before you leave, just tell me this,” I said. “These pearls...they’re really important?” 

			He nodded. 

			“What do we do if we can’t find them?” I said.

			He looked down at the ground and I expected him to fend me off with his usual evasion. But his gaze locked onto mine. “It might mean we lose control of time travel. And someone else gets it.”

			That was bad news. The worst.

			“But that’s not going to happen.” He spoke quietly but firmly.

			As the door shut behind him, I felt the weight of the task he’d assigned us. If Riley and I failed and Recall got control of the technology…just imagine. With all their clients taking trips through time and all the changes each of them made rippling through the time continuum…you’d go to sleep at night with no idea what the world would be like when you woke up. Or if you or your country would even exist. Because no-one, no matter how carefully they tried to manipulate or minimise these changes, could see the end of all things. 

			Although it was sweaty hot in the room, I found myself shivering. 

			Riley lay down on the floor to sleep. I spread my mustard dress out as a sheet on the bed and used the blue one rolled up as a pillow. 

			“We’ll be okay, Maddy,” he said.

			How could he possibly know that? But I didn’t say anything. I needed to believe it, even if it was a lie. 

			“Goodnight, Riley.” 

			“Night, Maddy.”

			The sounds of drunken songs and shouting from the bar below made the room shake. I didn’t mind; the noise made it harder for me to think. I was so tired, I felt myself drifting off quite quickly.

			“I think I know who Peterson might be,” Riley said.

			“Who?” I mumbled, two-thirds gone.

			“No, it can’t be,” he said. “Let me think a bit more about it.”

			And I did leave him. Which shows how exhausted I was.

			“Riley, Miss Madison, wake up.”

			It was the middle of the night. Someone was pounding on the door. 

			“Who is it?” I called out, struggling to recall where I was. 

			“It’s Nelly. I wish to speak to you on a matter of some urgency.”

			I sat up, suddenly wide awake. Riley was already at the door but he hesitated to open it. 

			“It’s about your friend, Peterson,” Nelly called through. 

			He whipped the door back. 

			Nelly hovered in the doorway. “Peterson’s in trouble. He bids you go to him on the beach.”

			“What kind of trouble?” I asked.

			Nelly’s eyes glanced off mine, zeroing in on Riley. “He’s just outside—near the wharf a short walk away. Please hurry.”

			“I’ll go, too,” I said.

			“No,” said Nelly. “Any ladies on the beach at this hour will be in grave moral danger.”

			“I’ll take my chances.” 

			She put a hand out to stop me. “That wouldn’t be wise, girl.” Her tone sounded less like advice, more of an order. 

			“It’s okay, Maddy,” said Riley. “I’ll shout if there’s a problem.”

			I didn’t feel good about this. “I’ll be watching from the window.”

			A few minutes later, Riley appeared on the beach. He looked up and waved. I opened my mouth to call him back. But I didn’t.

			He jogged towards the wharf, looking smaller and more vulnerable the further away he went. As he passed a clump of palm trees, a plank of wood shot out from behind a trunk and—bam—whacked him. So hard! Down he went. Next, I saw guys in dark coats picking him up by his arms and legs and carrying him off.

			I ran for the door of my room and flung it back. A man who’d served drinks at the bar stood in the hall; he pointed a pistol at me. “Leaving your lodgings just at the moment would not be wise, Missy.” 

			“You can’t tell me what to do.” I tried to push past. 

			He shoved me back. “Do what you will—but you’ll have to do it with a hole in you the size of an ale mug.”

			I knew pistols like the one he held only had one shot in them. He might miss. But then again...? I huffed and glared at him. I heard footsteps as someone climbed the stairs and Nelly appeared.

			“Thank goodness you’re here, Nelly,” I said. “Riley’s in trouble and this man won’t let me go to help him.”

			“Sorry, love.” Nelly sighed. “Might as well go back inside and get some sleep. You’re not goin’ anywhere tonight.”

			“What?” 

			“Not my choice,” she said. “I do what I’m told. His Majesty’s sailors thought Riley would make a fine addition to their crew for the trip back to England. They lost a few dozen on the forward journey to scurvy, you see.”

			“No, look. You don’t understand,” I said. “I have to go and talk to them. I need him with me.”

			“Talk to them?” Nelly shook her head violently. “There’s no talking to them, love. I’m sure one day you two will meet again. But if I raise a finger to warn anyone or stop them taking whomsoever they wish, they’ll burn my place to the ground. You see, I had no choice.”

			I saw, all right. That with friends like her...

			I went back inside the room, slamming the door in fury. Then it occurred to me, it wasn’t far up here, I could climb out the window. But as I put one leg over the sill, another man stepped out of the shadows and waved a pistol at me. 

			“And I’ve posted a guard on the beach, my lovely,” Nelly called through the door, “for your safety. To stop you trying something rash.”

			I didn’t sleep after that. I stared out at the water, trying see through the black curtain of night and make out what was happening. The headstone with Riley’s name on it kept flashing through my head. Is this how Riley dies? Somewhere at sea with no family or friends around him?

			By the time the sun’s first rays appeared, the navy ship was gone and Riley with it.

			I let myself wallow in worry and sadness for all of ten minutes, then got up, put my mustard dress on, splashed my face and straightened my hair, ready to face the day. I had to hold onto the hope that I would see Riley again, somewhere, in the period. In the meantime, I needed to continue with the mission—to go after Captain Moralez’s treasure.

			I paused to reflect that my situation was as dire as it had ever been. I had no time machine, no Riley or Peterson. I was trapped in the pirate period. Alone.

			Chapter 11[image: ]

			“Who do I speak to about purchasing passage on that fine-looking sea vessel?” 

			I was talking to a sweaty sailor, ferrying cargo by rowboat over to a tall ship anchored not far offshore.

			I hoped I looked the part in the best of my two dresses. Earlier that morning, at The Lost Virtue, I tried to do the stupid corset up myself, not too tightly. I thought it looked okay, but, when Nelly saw me, she shook her curls vigorously and marched me back upstairs to my room.

			“I might not have been able to save your friend Riley,” she said, “but I will see you turned out looking like a proper lady.” 

			She pulled the lace-up ties at the back of the stomacher so hard, she literally squeezed the air right out of me.

			“I can’t breathe,” I said.

			“Good,” she said. “That’s done right then.” 

			I almost said something mean—like, she wouldn’t be happy till she’d taken the last breath from both Riley and me. But none of this was Nelly’s fault. The navy guys that “crimped” him were the ones to blame. She couldn’t have stopped them. As she fussed over my clothes and helped me with my hair, gathering it all up beneath a small lacy cap, I gave her a tight smile. She beamed back, taking both my hands in hers. 

			“I feel awful about what occurred with Riley, young miss,” she said. “And I’d like to do something by way of compensating you for my unfortunate part in that misadventure.”

			That amounted to a discount on my accommodation, which I figured later to have been less than ten per cent. Which showed just how sorry she was. Not to mention I’m pretty sure Peterson had already paid for the room. Some pirates worked on the sea, some on land!

			Anyway, at least I must have looked the part in the outfit she gave me. Because within a handful of minutes, the sailor returned with a man of more senior rank to discuss my proposition. This guy was tall and broad, with a square jaw and meaty forearms covered in poorly drawn tattoos. One, I think, was meant to be a bulldog but looked more like a monkey.

			“What be the nature of this business of yours, Missy?” he asked, fixing me with blue eyes, pale and cold. 

			“I wish to purchase passage on a vessel to the island of New Providence,” I said. “’Tis there I must look for my beloved aunt and uncle. As there is only one ship in the harbour, I wish to speak to someone of senior rank about boarding.”

			This was part of a cover story cooked up with Peterson last night. New Providence was apparently a common stop on these merchant routes and the island on Captain Moralez’s map, where X marked the spot of the treasure, was somewhere on the way. The idea was to get on the boat and, as we got closer, negotiate a timely drop-off—all of which was much easier said than done.

			“You can talk to me about passage,” said the guy. “I be the first mate on the Regency.” He looked me up and down and then made a point of looking behind and around me for something. “And where be your companions? Surely, a young woman such as yourself is not travelling these dangerous waters alone?”

			“My companion...has taken sick,” I said. “The physician thought it best she rest here for a while. She will follow when she feels able.”

			His eyebrows climbed halfway up his forehead. Okay, so, it wasn’t my most convincing lie. But it was the best I had for now. 

			“The Regency is a privateer vessel, madam. Which means we are charged with acquiring goods to bring wealth and glory to England and ourselves. We are not in the business of ferrying young ladies to their social or family engagements.”

			“I can pay,” I said. “I have funds and I am sure my family will be most grateful to whoever it is that reunites us.”

			A corner of the guy’s mouth twitched up in cruel enjoyment. “Well, perhaps there is some way I can help you, lass,” he said. “And, mind I’m only doing it ’cause of me soft heart. Being as there’s no passengers, only all crew aboard the Regency—” his smile broadened “—perhaps you might consider joinin’ the crew. I’m sure we could find ways a healthy young lady such as yourself could make herself useful to the men aboard.”

			Hell in a rum bottle! It wasn’t as if I hadn’t expected this, but even so. My cheeks burned as he and the other sailor chuckled at my discomfort.

			“My aunt and uncle are people of means and position in New Providence,” I said, “and would not be pleased to hear their niece had been put to work on a boat.” 

			“And we would not hear of it either.” A deep velvety voice came from behind. I turned to see the man who’d put the boot into the old drunk the night before. Today his long maroon coat looked freshly pressed and his black boots shone. 

			“Captain Hastings Broadbent, at your service, madam.” He bowed slightly. “The gentleman you are addressing is Mr Christopher Lord, my first mate. And he’s correct in saying we don’t usually have paying passengers aboard. But as captain I do have a certain discretion in these matters and, for such a charming young lady as yourself, I’m prepared to make an exception.”

			“Thank you so much, sir.” I curtsied and bowed my head.

			“Mr Lord, you will bunk with the rest of the crew for the journey and surrender your cabin to Miss…?” 

			“Bryant, Madison Bryant.” No harm giving my real name here, I figured.

			“Any relation to Lieutenant Commander Bryant at Admiralty HQ?”

			“He is, I believe, a cousin of my father’s.”

			This seemed to impress him, which was a relief. I didn’t usually lie off-the-cuff like that, not when there was some chance of getting caught out. But at that point I would have said anything to board the ship in the hope of moving closer to Riley again. 

			“Mr Lord, please remove all your belongings from the cabin and see Ms Bryant comfortably installed there,” said Broadbent.

			“Yes, Cap’n,” said the big guy, his lips squeezed into a thin line of annoyance.

			“I’m sure the lieutenant commander will be pleased to hear of the service you have done me here today, Captain Broadbent,” I said.

			The captain went off after that, doing final prep for our departure. When it came time for me to board, one of the sailors carried me in his arms, like a baby, through the shallow water into the rowboat (so my feet didn’t get wet). Every stroke of the oar that brought us closer to the ship felt like a stroke closer to unimaginable danger.

			From the rowboat seat, the Regency seemed impressive. It had two tall masts and the closed ports of a line of cannons. It was, I later learned, a brigantine, which could move quickly over shallow waters yet still carry a large crew and plenty of arms. 

			As I stepped up on deck, I was almost bowled over by a guy carrying a crate on his shoulder chasing a goat running free. Men rushed about with barrels or buckets, yanked on ropes or climbed up and down the rigging. Splat! A mop soaked in a thick orange-brown liquid plopped down on the deck where I was about to step, flecking my mustard shoes with tan-coloured oil. 

			“Oops, sorry, Missy.” The man mopping gave me a gap-toothed grin. “Have to watch your step round here.” 

			I scurried off, more glad than I expected to find the ladder down to a lower deck out of sight.

			My cabin was on the first level down. It was, as you would expect, small, with just a single bed frame built into one wall and a desk nailed to the other. The desk was made of dark wood, with slots for an inkbottle and quill. There were initials scratched into the wood and someone had written ABADON HOPE (presumably “Abandon”), which wasn’t encouraging.

			There was a hook high up on the wall to secure an oil lantern and a tiny space under the bed for my trunk. Luckily the bag I had (which Nelly had thrown in for free) was small, containing just one dress, my jeans and school sports top and the treasure map. If only we’d been more prepared to launch to the time zone, I might have brought a few more things—like a torch, scissors or sunscreen, a crate of clean mineral water, maybe a change of clothes and some deodorant! As usual, we arrived with only the clothes on our backs.

			The room smelled like dirty seawater and dead fish. It was pretty dark, though some light seeped in from part of a porthole peeking out near the low ceiling. I tried to see through it but it was filmed with grease and dirt. I sank onto the hard bed, not brave enough to check out the mattress—some things it was better not to know—as I psyched myself up for the task ahead. 

			Right. I needed to get Captain Broadbent to take me to the island where the treasure was buried, without him catching on as to what I was after. How would I manage that? I really wished Riley was here. We could have figured it out together. 

			I forced myself to take slow breaths and calm down. Whatever I had to face, I would face, I told myself. I’d survived a booby-trapped Egyptian tomb, a medieval castle siege and a shoot-out at Death Canyon in the Wild West. Finding these aqua pearls—when I had a map showing the very place they were buried—should be like an afternoon cruise on a lake. 

			With renewed determination, I stood up and reached for the door handle as it began opening on its own. Standing in the frame was a thin, pixie-faced boy of around sixteen, with big hazel eyes and pale, wispy shoulder-length hair. He was barefoot in trousers ripped off around the knee with a loose blue and white striped top, peppered with moth holes. 

			“Begging your pardon, Miss, but the captain sent me. I’m Charly, the cabin boy, and he wants me to attend to your needs.”

			“That’s very kind of the captain,” I smiled.

			“Is there anything you need now?”

			“I was about to take some air, Charly. Perhaps you could show me around the boat.”

			“I’m not sure the captain would like that. Everyone’s busy as crabs at the moment, Miss, what with loading up and getting ready to sail.”

			“I understand,” I said. But I needed to get back on top; I couldn’t stay in this room for another second. “So how about we go up to the deck but make sure we stay out of the way.”

			“Thank you, Miss,” said Charly, only briefly meeting my eye. Poor thing was a bundle of nerves. 

			We climbed the ladder, each step bringing a whiff of something cooler and fresher than below. By the time my head poked above deck, I was drawing long, slow breaths gratefully. Fresh air. I’d always taken it for granted. I had a feeling that in these next few weeks, I would learn its true worth.

			“Up that rigging, you monkeys!” screeched Christopher Lord. “All hands make sail!”

			I watched a super-skinny guy climb up the sail with no apparent effort, a knife clutched in his teeth. Grasping a tangle of ropes, he sidestepped his way along the horizontal poles on the mast—which I heard referred to as the “yards”. A dozen others did the same, untying ropes and allowing the sail canvas to flap loose in the wind. They were dangerously high up, balancing on thin ropes, with no harness or safety measures at all. But no-one seemed the least bit bothered.

			I tilted my head right back and spied a man at the highest point of the ship, on some kind of narrow ledge, peering out to the horizon with a telescope. I was glad it was him, not me, up there.

			“Man the capstan,” shrieked Lord.

			Captain Broadbent stood at Lord’s shoulder, hands behind his back, watching the crew work.

			“’Scuse me, Miss,” said Charly and raced off to grab one of half a dozen wooden spokes, like the arms of a clock, around a thick central post. He and five other guys pushed those spokes, arms straight, backs almost horizontal, and sang a sea shanty in time with their movements.

			Heave-ho me hearties,

			Time to take to sea

			We’ll feed no fish nor Davey Jones

			Not with the likes of thee.

			Heave-ho me hearties, 

			Oh the things we’ll see

			The sharks at play, the siren’s sway

			A sailor’s life for me.

			Heave-ho.

			As they worked, a thick rope reeled around the bollard—or capstan. On the other end was the massive anchor and, bit by bit, it rose through the clear waters to hang off the side of the ship.

			“Anchor’s away!” came a gravelly cry.

			“Heave!” came the cry, as, all round the deck, men formed lines to yank in unison on ropes, which they passed from hand to hand till the sails billowed fully. Any loose rope was coiled around one of the many metal spokes—or cleats—around the boat.

			“Set a course,” shouted Broadbent.

			“Aye aye, sir,” a well-dressed officer in blue called. He looked at a compass as he conferred with a man wrestling with the ship’s steering wheel. Perhaps he was the navigator?

			When something crashed beside me, I jumped back, tearing my dress which I saw had been pinned to the deck by a knife dropped from high up. The force of its descent had stuck the blade fast in the wooden decking. It took a strong sailor some effort to yank it free.

			“Sorry, Captain,” came the call from above. I looked up to see a sailor swinging down on a rope. Everyone stopped what they were doing to watch Broadbent’s reaction.

			“Ms Bryant, are you hurt?” the captain called.

			“No, I’m fine.”

			Broadbent didn’t even look at the guy as he came down. “Cabin boy!” he shouted. Charly rushed over and Broadbent leaned down to whisper to him, then the boy came back to me. “Captain bids you stand by him on the upper deck where ’tis safe, ma’am.” 

			I made my way up the stairs to the raised deck at the back—or stern—of the boat.

			“Apologies for the carelessness of my crew, Ms Bryant,” said Broadbent.

			“No harm done,” I said.

			“Perhaps for your safety, you should remain belowdecks for the duration of the trip.”

			Stay in that airless cabin? No way. “I appreciate your concern, Captain, but I’m prepared to take a risk for the fresh air and the joy of watching your crew work. It’s very impressive. I’ll be sure to report back to my family on my return.” 

			I hadn’t known the guy long, but I guessed he’d be a suck-up to people in authority. And I must have been right. The captain gave a single nod, stifling a smile, before reverting to the business of chivvying, ordering, observing and generally terrorising the sailors from the raised deck. 

			As we sailed away, I watched the port of Destiny Island shrink in the distance and my courage along with it. What am I doing here? Adrift, out of my time, with a crusty crew, no friend to watch my back? I had tried to appear confident on shore, to fool the sailors around me. But, in truth, I’d never felt less certain. Without Riley around, the task of finding the aqua pearls seemed impossible. I gave myself ridiculous odds against succeeding. Or surviving. The only thing that kept me standing here—apart from the fact that getting off the ship mid-journey was not an option—was the thought it might be my best chance to catch up with Riley again and help him not die while we were in the period. Perhaps, if luck was with us, we would meet at some port along the way and get our plan back on course. 

			Then again, each wave could be taking us in opposite directions.

			I tried not to think about that. Falling apart now would serve no purpose at all. 

			I told myself Riley would be racking his brains for a way to get back to me. And when Peterson found out what had happened, he would too. Until then, I had to hold it together, keep my courage and wits about me. Be the strong person I pretended to be.

			I closed my eyes, drew a slow breath in and let an even slower one out, resolving to focus on the now and sweep past the What Ifs burning through my brain. 

			Anyway, it wasn’t all bad. I was on the sea, in beautiful surroundings. A breeze cooled my warm neck. Below us, the water was a deep turquoise and as clear as my local swimming pool. The sun’s rays penetrated the top few feet or so, spotlighting a pod of dolphins racing alongside the boat. I couldn’t help smiling.

			“Fascinating creatures.” Captain Broadbent stood beside me, smiling. “Have you ever tasted dolphin soup?” 

			“Err, no, I haven’t had that privilege.” And never wanted to! 

			“I prefer turtle myself. We’ll have some of that tonight. If you would care to join the officers and I in the dining cabin?”

			Having dinner with Broadbent and his first mate, Christopher Lord, was about as desirable as dolphin soup. But I needed their help to find the treasure and Riley again. 

			“I’d be delighted to join you, Captain,” I said. 

			Chapter 12[image: ]

			In the afternoon, Charly was tasked with taking me on a tour of the boat, a job which he didn’t enjoy one bit. He kept asking whether I was tired and wished to rest in my cabin. In that smelly, airless cupboard? No way.

			Though, as we descended to the deck below, I discovered my quarters were luxury compared to where the other sailors slept—in rows of hammocks packed together in a dark, airless space. The aroma was a potpourri of wet canvas, rotting wood and body odour. And this was during the day when no-one was around. Imagine the stench when they were all here after hauling heavy sails in the heat.

			On this level, there was also a galley kitchen where the ship’s cook worked. His pouchy face was slimy with sweat, droplets of which slid into a big pot on the iron stove. Near the kitchen was an area with long benches in a line—presumably where the crew ate—with a cluster of barrels in the corner. As the cook opened one of them, a foul odour wafted out.

			I reeled back. “What’s in the barrels?” I asked Charly.

			“Drinking water’s in some. Salt pork in another.”

			As the cook lifted a second lid, I was sure I saw something moving in the brown sludgy meat.

			“Sometimes, on a long journey, when there’s no ports to restock in,” said Charly, “you have to take what you can. But tonight should be good. For the first few days out of port, we usually have fresh meat and fruit.” That was a relief. 

			“What made you choose a life at sea, Charly?” I asked.

			The boy looked around to check no-one could hear then lowered his voice. “It wasn’t my choice,” he said softly. “Captain Broadbent crimped me, ma’am.” 

			Him too? That sucked. It made me wonder how many of the crew were here by force. The worst thing was, who could you complain to? Not the authorities, as they were the ones doing the crimping! 

			I spotted stairs leading to an even lower deck and moved over to begin the climb down. Charly held my arm. 

			“No, we’re not going down there, Miss,” he said. 

			“Really?” It was kind of a relief. Each new level down was like descending to a deeper layer of Hell. Darker, smellier, hotter. 

			“Nothing to see there but goods packed in the hold, rats and cockroaches,” he said.

			“Fine,” I said, moving away. I really did NOT want to see rats or cockroaches. 

			But here was the thing. The boy was lying—though probably not about the vermin. As he spoke, his hand flew to his mouth in the classic liar’s tell. Yup, there was something down there I wasn’t supposed to see. Which, of course, meant I wanted to see it. 

			Back on deck, guys went up and down the rigging, un-flapping sails, tightening ropes, making the small adjustments necessary to manoeuvre the ship on water. Orders came hard and fast from the first and second mates, in conference with the navigator and the helmsman on the steering wheel.

			 A different man mopped up now. How much mopping did one deck need? Charly explained the guy was applying vinegar and water to the boards to stave off disease. The first man had been caulking the decks, which involved pushing shredded ropes into any gaps in the wood, then sealing them in with black pitch, like tar. 

			“Someone’s at it all the time,” said Charly. “But even so, the ship is always leaking. Can’t do much about it. Except pump it out.”

			Over the next few days, I noticed a pump on deck almost constantly being worked by a series of muscular men. The tap gushed grey, stinky water into a bucket that was emptied over the side. It was a never-ending problem.

			At first, as the Regency rocked and rolled, I stumbled about all over the place, tripping over thick ropes, banging into railings, bumping my arms and legs on protruding metal bits. I’d be covered in bruises over the new few days. But after an hour or two I began to adapt, my muscles clenching and unclenching in time with the ship’s rhythms. I guess I was getting my “sea legs”. The constant ups and downs didn’t half make you feel queasy though. 

			“You’ll get used to it, Miss.” Charly grinned. 

			After sailing a few hours, we anchored briefly near an island—a really small one, which looked uninhabited. A couple of sailors rowed off with two goats in a cage, setting them free on shore. The goats raced about excitedly, unable to believe their luck. 

			“It’s an old sailor’s trick,” said Charly. “We put a boy and girl goat on islands dotted along our route, hoping they make more goats, so if we’re ever shipwrecked there, we’ll have something to eat.” 

			As the sun began to set, the heat eased. For a while, we drifted gently, the sky changing from blue to orange to pink. It was almost pleasant. 

			But not for long.

			“All on deck for Captain Broadbent.” 

			Christopher Lord only had to say it once and the sailors swiftly assembled beneath the upper deck, where he and the captain watched them with cold assessing eyes. Spotting me at the back, the captain waved Charly over and gave him a message for me.

			“Captain Broadbent suggests you go below and rest in your cabin for a while, Miss,” said the boy.

			“Tell the captain I’m not feeling the least bit tired,” I said, pretending not to get the order buried in the suggestion. I thought Charly might insist, but he nodded, as if he’d expected this. “Then the captain bids you go up on deck with him for your own protection.”

			As I moved through the crowd of assembled men, none glanced my way or made a single comment to me. They were as taut as an anchor line in a storm. 

			“All silence for the captain,” said Lord.

			Captain Broadbent scanned the men, hands behind his back, his expression stern. 

			“Cartwright, step forward please,” he said.

			There was a brief delay, then a quiet shifting to allow the thin man through. The same one who’d dropped his knife while up on the sails.

			“Aye, aye, Captain!” Cartwright’s voice cracked with fear.

			“What do I always say about life on a ship?” Broadbent asked.

			“It’s unnatural, sir,” said the man.

			“How is it unnatural?”

			“We’re defying God’s laws, sir,” he said. Like he was repeating something he’d heard often.

			Broadbent nodded. “If God had meant us to live on the sea, he would have gifted us with fins. The only way we survive in this unnatural situation is...?” 

			He tipped his head towards Cartwright, inviting him to finish the sentence. “To be careful,” he said uncertainly.

			“Careful?” Broadbent nodded. “I’m careful when I shave, or when I pour a glass of wine. Is that the kind of careful—”

			“To be very extremely careful, Captain, sir,” the man shouted.

			Broadbent let the silence hang for a minute. “Do you think you were extremely careful today when you dropped that knife from up on the yards and nearly killed our passenger, Miss Bryant?”

			I wanted to rush forward and say it was okay. But I sensed that wouldn’t go down well. “No, sir. I was careless,” said Cartwright. “But it won’t happen again. I swear on my mother’s grave.”

			All eyes were on Captain Broadbent, awaiting his reaction. He sniffed loudly and laser-stared at the sailor, who trembled and struggled to meet his eye. 

			“Words, Mr Cartwright,” said Broadbent. “They blow away on a strong breeze. The best way to keep you safe and protect the crew from your carelessness is to make sure you learn a lesson from this mistake.”

			“Please, sir. I’ve never had an accident before. May the Lord strike me where I stand if I’m lying.”

			“Next time it might not be a torn dress but a lost eye, a slashed throat.”

			Perilously close to tears, Cartwright fell to his knees and clasped his hands together. “Please, sir, I didn’t mean no harm to the lady.”

			“Mr Lord,” said Broadbent, his eyes still on the sailor, “please, let the cat out of the bag.”

			“No, sir! Please! I won’t do it again, I swear!”

			I took a few steps forward to speak to the captain but Christopher Lord put an arm out to block me, his eyes snaking sideways, warning me to stay out of it.

			What followed was difficult to watch. The sailors formed a line around the deck. One man got out a drum and beat an unnerving rhythm as Cartwright, shirt off, walked along the row.

			A whip, called the cat o’ nine tails, passed from crew member to crew member for each man to take a turn hitting the poor guy. The whip had nine strands of ropes all tied in knots, to inflict pain and injury. Poor Cartwright cried out with each lash and a new bloody cut appeared on his pale skin. 

			“Take more care with our lives!” said one crew member as he struck his shipmate’s back.

			“Listen to the captain,” said another.

			“Careless mongrel.”

			By about the tenth lash, it was hard to spot the new cuts as they all joined up in a big bloody mess. Every now and again, the poor man was asked to stop and wait while the cords of the whip were untangled. By about the fifteenth stroke, he stopped shouting, but staggered on, weaving like a drunk on shaky legs. At lash twenty, he fell face down onto the deck, unconscious. The rest of the crew crowded in to continue slashing at him anyway. I didn’t look too closely, but I was sure I glimpsed white among the red as skin was cleaved from bone. 

			“That’s enough,” said a man with a close-cut black beard, in a battered navy uniform. He stepped between the next sailor with the whip and the unconscious Cartwright. Then he squatted down, put an ear to the guy’s nose to check he was breathing and felt his neck for a pulse. “He’s alive. But any more of that and you’ll kill him.”

			The sailor with the whip glowered at the man, angry to have been cheated of his turn. He glanced over to the captain, who nodded. The guy flung the whip down with a growl. 

			“You, and you,” said the dark-haired man, pointing to two strong men, “carry this man to my room. And do it carefully.” 

			I presumed he must be the ship’s doctor. Whoever he was, he had guts, that was for sure. Some spare canvas was laid out and the men lifted Cartwright onto it, like a stretcher, to bear him away.

			“You can report to your family that we run a strict ship here, Ms Bryant,” said Captain Broadbent.

			I wanted to smile and nod and keep up the pretence that I was his biggest fan but I think he read the disgust on my face. 

			“You might think what happened here was cruel,” he said, “but it was in the crew’s interests. You see, now, every man and boy among them will remember what happened today and will grip their knives that bit tighter. Believe me, Ms Bryant, on a ship like this, if you don’t take care, and a great deal of it, everyone suffers.”

			That might be true as far as it went, but here was the thing. I watched the captain closely during that so-called ship’s justice and he smiled more than once. This was a part of the job he really enjoyed.
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			“Take your fill, Miss Bryant,” said Broadbent, waving his arm across the dining table filled with dishes of food. “First night out of a port is always the best eating on a voyage.”

			“Thank you, Captain.” 

			I was in the captain’s dining room with Broadbent, First Mate Christopher Lord, the ship’s doctor, James Bolt, and navigator, Milton Parker. Just me, four blokes and our two servers—one of them Charly, the cabin boy, wearing a naval coat at least two sizes too big for him.

			Everyone waited while I helped myself from a selection of dishes on the table. There was a tureen of turtle soup, a spicy goat dish, plus something Broadbent referred to as “salmagundi”—a stew with several different meats, vegetables and fruit too. The roasted bird looked dry and bony. A tray of multi-coloured fruits was more appetising. I recognised paw paw, pineapple and a tangerine, I think. And fresh bread. 

			I hadn’t eaten all day; I’d been too tense to think about food. Now I found I was starving. So, I tucked in. 

			“Do you like the turtle soup, Miss Bryant?” the captain asked.

			“Oh, yes, delicious,” I said. It actually wasn’t too bad. 

			As I ate, I felt Broadbent’s eyes on me, with too much crinkling and twinkling for comfort. “I’ve rarely seen a young woman with such a hearty appetite,” he said. 

			“Excuse me,” I said. “I didn’t realise how hungry I was.”

			Christopher Lord spluttered into laughter. “If she be related to admiralty, then I be her Aunt Fanny in disguise.” 

			He found that hilarious. I gave him my best outraged scowl. But that only made him chuckle harder. 

			“I will not have Miss Bryant insulted at my table,” said Broadbent. “Mr Lord, apologise at once.”

			A tense pause followed as Lord finished his mouthful, slowly. “Many apologies, Miss Bryant.” He picked his teeth with his little finger.

			The ship’s doctor and the navigator filled their plates and ate in silence. The doctor seemed tightly coiled, chewing with pursed lips, his hands forming fists when not busy with cutlery. The navigator, who had one milky eye, kept fumbling his utensils as if he was nervous or couldn’t see properly. (I found out later that navigators frequently went blind because they spent so much time looking into the sun to fix their position.) Once, as he reached for his wine glass, he knocked it over and pale red liquid spilled onto the white frilly tablecloth.

			“Forgive me,” he said.

			“Stupid blighter!” Lord spat out. “Wasting good wine.”

			A muscle bulged on Broadbent’s jaw line and I suspected he, too, would rather have spilled the guy’s blood than the wine. But a glance at me and the captain said: “Never mind. It was only an accident.” 

			“So...you’re a privateer vessel?” I said, changing the subject. “Can you tell me, what exactly is that?”

			Lord started chuckling again. “Your father’s cousin is a lieutenant and you don’t know what a privateer vessel is?”

			Broadbent ignored him. “We are authorised by His Majesty to acquire treasures for the glory of our nation.” 

			“Acquire treasures?” I said. “And how do you do that?”

			“There are a number of ways,” Broadbent said.

			“If you’re a Spaniard or a Frenchy, put it this way, you’d better watch out,” said Lord, making an explosion sound effect in his mouth.

			“Some prizes do require force to be attained,” said Broadbent. “It’s an unavoidable part of the job.”

			“You attack ships and take their treasures?” I said.

			They nodded. It was a fair assessment.

			“Then, how, exactly, are you different from pirates?” I tried to keep a snarky tone out of my question. I’m not sure I succeeded completely.

			James Bolt looked up from his plate with big worried eyes.

			“We are gentlemen, Miss Bryant,” Broadbent said, draining his wine glass. “We are different from pirates in every conceivable way.”

			An urgent cry from outside put everyone on alert. I couldn’t make out the words but I thought I heard “pirates” in there somewhere. Both Broadbent and Lord threw down their napkins and leapt to their feet as the serving boys raced out to check. All were silent and tense in the cabin as the officers focused on the door, awaiting the news. We heard fast footsteps, then the door banged open.

			“False alarm, Captain,” said the server. “Just a flash of light in the sky.”

			Captain Broadbent sat down and continued eating, visibly on edge. 

			“Do you have problems with pirates around these waters?” I took a guess at what that was about.

			“Better ask pirates if they have problems with us, Miss Bryant,” the captain replied. “Our ship is one of the fastest in these waters. And if we do sight a pirate ship, well, they’d better pray we don’t catch them.”

			Lord chugged down what was left of the wine in his glass and burped long and loud. “If I were you, Miss Bryant,” he said, “I would get down on those pretty knees of yours and pray we don’t encounter any pirates on our journey. For it be a well-known fact that pirates are none too fond of ladies on board. Many’s the pretty girl who found herself taking tea with Davey Jones after pirates claimed the ship she was travelling upon.”

			He got way too much pleasure delivering that alarming piece of news.

			“They’re none too fond of first mates either,” sniped James Bolt.

			“Did you address me, Mr Bolt?” said Lord. “Do me the honour of repeating what you just said.”

			Bolt chewed but didn’t speak or look at Lord.

			“Now, Mr Lord,” said Broadbent, “there’s no need to frighten the poor girl. Rest assured, Miss Bryant, if we do encounter pirates, they will likely turn tail and run. Most of them are cowards at heart.”

			His words did little to shift the gloom that the spectre of pirates had cast over the table. None of us felt much like eating anymore.

			“Boy!” called Broadbent, summoning Charly. “When a guest places his knife and fork just so, it means they’ve had an elegance of sufficiency. And you must remove that plate with all due speed.”

			“Yes, Captain,” said Charly, pinpricks of pink dancing across his cheeks.

			As he picked up the plates, Broadbent grabbed his hand and pulled his fingers close to his face.

			“Look at your fingernails!” said Broadbent. “They’re filthy. What kind of server at a gentleman’s table has dirt beneath his nails? When I think of what those hands have touched, you might as well put all the ship’s foulest parts right on the plate along with the food.” 

			“It won’t happen again, Captain,” said Charly.

			“It had better not,” said the Captain. 

			I got the feeling it was only my presence that saved the boy from a dire punishment.

			As soon as I stepped into my cabin, I knew something was wrong. Everything looked the same, but there was a scent in the room—body odour covered with some kind of perfume. Rosewater, perhaps? I hadn’t brought it in, so who had?

			I whipped back the bed covers, half expecting to see a deadly scorpion crawling in the sheets, but there was nothing. I squatted down and looked under the bed at my trunk. The hair I’d placed carefully along the stitched seam of the lid was gone. Someone had searched my bag. Now I thought about it, the second serving boy had carried that rosewater scent about with him. Perhaps it was him?

			Luckily, I had expected something like this, so I had my coin purse with me and the treasure map hidden in the sleeve of my dress. I wondered what the guy who searched my trunk made of the jeans and sports shirt he found. My guess was he wouldn’t have been interested. He was looking for something else—jewels or coins or something that would reveal who I really was. He got zilch.

			During the night, I tossed and turned on my thin mattress in the hot cabin. I’d wedged my trunk up against the door to stop anyone sneaking in while I slept. I awoke, gasping. I couldn’t seem to get enough air in my lungs. I got up, slipped on the simplest of my two dresses and went up on deck.

			The cool, fresh air on my face felt heavenly. I inhaled deeply, revelling in the pleasant sensation. I spied a couple of men at the other end of the boat, so stayed clear of them. The moon was only a crescent and the stars hidden by clouds, leaving most of the ship in deep shadow, which helped me remain hidden.  

			I found a quiet spot behind a coil of wet rope. The salt smell in the air called up a memory of a day on Manly beach with my friends. Would I ever have another? But after a time the gentle rocking of the ship calmed me, my breathing falling in rhythm with the motion. Out here, I could just about hold it together, get my focus back.

			It would have been a lot easier if Riley was with me. I was still freaking out over how Recall had known Riley would be in the scout hall eighteen years before he was even born when I thought that going there had been a spontaneous idea of mine. 

			I knew they could travel back and forth in time at will—but they couldn’t break through Peterson’s net to get into the period. But even if they could, were they able to read minds too? That’s what they’d have to have done to find us there. Either they read my mind, or...? Or what? Or they saw me because they were there that night. Someone could have followed me to the scout hall. Someone I didn’t see. And years later, told Recall about it so they’d know where to send their assassins to kill Riley. There was a wild and awful idea.

			As someone emerged from the deck below, I shrank back into the shadows. Three sets of feet passed by. I waited till I could no longer hear the footsteps before peeking out.

			Up on the quarterdeck, I made out the bulky frame of Christopher Lord. And Charly’s petite features. There was a third person I didn’t recognise with them. Whoever it was, they had long curly hair and dark skin. 

			The three of them stayed up there for a while. I heard them talking but couldn’t distinguish the words. The mystery sailor spent most of their time at the railing, gazing out to sea. Charly stood beside them but Lord remained at the stairs, as if positioned to block any escape. After a while, Lord said: “Suck it up now, last chance.”

			A few minutes later, they passed by again. I strained to see through the darkness to identify the third person. It was impossible at first with Charly and Lord huddled closely around them. But as they slipped down the companionway, a pale light fell upon their faces.

			And I saw the mystery person was a girl, about my age. Which was weird. I hadn’t seen her around the boat. Was she disguised as a boy? Or were they keeping her somewhere? Then I remembered a noise I’d heard as they passed. Like a rattling or clanking of metal. 

			Was it possible they had her in chains?
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			The next day I checked and double-checked the faces of all the sailors to see if one could be a girl in disguise. I was pretty sure none were. 

			Then I went from cabin to cabin asking inane questions to see if she was hiding there. “Sorry, is this your cabin, I thought it was the navigator’s?” I told the doctor. And: “I could have sworn this was the doctor’s door!” I said to the second mate. I managed to see inside most of the cabins and confirm there was no mystery girl anywhere.

			So where was she? The only place I hadn’t yet explored was the captain’s cabin—which would be a last resort—and the ship’s hold on the very lowest level with the stores, rats and cockroaches. It didn’t sound appealing and was not somewhere I would normally go anywhere near except: (a) Charly had tried to turn me off going down there, which made me curious to see why, and (b) if the girl was down there, in chains, I’d have to do something about it, if I could.

			Perhaps she was a slave? I’d done some research before coming to the time and learned that men, women and children were being taken from Africa around now and shipped to England and the US to be sold as slaves. 

			The best thing to do, for the sake of my mission and quest for the aqua pearls, would be to ignore what I’d seen and stay well out of it. If she was a slave, well, I couldn’t do anything to change the abomination that was slavery in the time. But if a girl was down there in the bowels of the ship with the rats and cockroaches, how could I not at least try to help? 

			One way or another, I had to visit that lower level before the day was done. 

			During the morning, I went to see Dr Bolt and his patient, poor Cartwright. I felt vaguely responsible for his terrible punishment and really didn’t want the guy to perish because I happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

			“Miss Bryant,” said the doctor. “What a surprise! How may I assist you?”

			“I wanted to check on your patient,” I said. 

			Bolt pulled back a curtain, allowing me to enter the cramped space that was the ship’s hospital. There wasn’t much to it. A desk for the doctor. Several sharp knives hung on hooks beside a lethal-looking saw. Bottles of potion and rum filled several racks on the wall. 

			Cartwright lay on his stomach on one of two basic cots crammed together. The poor guy was ever so skinny and pale.

			“Is there anything I can do to help?” I winced at the mess that was the patient’s back.

			“Help?” The doctor seemed not to grasp my meaning.

			“I could watch him or apply salves at certain times if you needed me to?” 

			“Thank you for your concern, Ms Bryant,” said the doctor. “I appreciate the offer. If I need your help, I’ll get Charly to find you.”

			The guy seemed keen for me to leave but I lingered for a bit.

			“Will he be okay?” I asked.

			“He will live, as long as the wound does not become infected,” said Bolt. “But his skin will bear the marks of this encounter for all his days.”

			“It’s a tough life on the sea.” 

			“Not one many would choose for themselves,” he said. 

			Something about the way he said it made me think the doctor had been crimped too. 

			Diabolical.

			For much of the morning and early afternoon, I was up on deck, inhaling the fresh air, looking out to the horizon for a navy ship that might have Riley aboard. But how likely was it, really, out here in all this ocean, that we would ever find each other again? I couldn’t let myself think too deeply on that or I’d crumble. 

			Around mid-afternoon, we heard a flapping and an ominous tearing sound. A sail had ripped. While everyone raced about trying to fix it, I slipped down the ladder staircases to the bowels of the ship in search of the mystery girl. In the folds of my dress, I had some chunks of bread and a couple of small, fat bananas I’d got from the cook—just in case. 

			It was pretty dark and steamy down here, as there was nowhere for the hot air to escape. The floor was several inches deep with brackish water, which slid back and forth as the boat rocked. Rats squeaked at a pitch that hurt your ears.

			Turning a corner, I almost stepped on the biggest rat I’d ever seen before it shot off behind a barrel. Clusters of cockroaches dispersed as I moved their way. Left and right, I heard their creepy scrabbling and rustling!

			I gritted my teeth and forced my feet forward, squeezing along narrow corridors between the floor-to-ceiling supplies—bales of hay, bolts of cloth, sacks of food and wooden crates—searching for the girl. I turned into one narrow recess with cannonballs piled up and wedged tightly. I also encountered a couple of goats as I wandered around. 

			My stomach felt as choppy as a stormy sea, from the reek and the ship’s rolling. At the end of a corridor, I squeezed behind the last of the crates and there she was, asleep on the ground, hands bound, one leg chained to a metal clasp on the wall. A dozen other chains hung empty along the row. 

			I studied the girl as she slept. She couldn’t have been much older than me. She looked pale despite her colouring, her dress in tatters. I squatted down to inspect the clasp on her constraints and cursed myself for not having Riley’s lock-picking skills.

			And—boof—down I went, on my back, as she kicked my feet out from under me, then pinned me down, her knees digging into my ribs. 

			“Got you, Pretty,” she said. “Haha! Now they’ll have to let me go. Or I will kill you.”

			“The captain won’t care if I die,” I said, trying to stay calm. “But you should. Our best chance of survival—yours and mine—is if we work together. Now if you’ll just get off me, you’ll see I’ve brought you something to eat.”

			She sat up and I produced the bread and bananas. Glaring at the food and me, she was wary at first. But hunger got the better of her. She snatched the bread and wolfed it down, eyeballing me the whole time as if I might try to take it back.

			“I’d like to help you get out of here,” I said.

			“Yes?” she asked with a mouthful. “And how do you plan to do that when we are on a ship sailing on the sea?” 

			A good question. “I’m still working on that.”

			Her name, I learned, was Mistral. She had been captured and transported from somewhere called the Windward Coast, in Africa, when she was a child, with her brother and her parents. They were put to work on a rich man’s plantation on an island in the Caribbean. 

			“It was hard work, but the man we served gave us some small freedoms,” she said. “When another plantation owner tried to kill him, my brother saved his life. And he granted us our freedom.”

			Her family made their home in New Providence, where they’d started a business selling food to boats around the port. 

			“When big ships came in, we would row out to sell our cooking,” she said. “My mama’s cooking was the favourite of all the captains who visited. Then one day, Captain Broadbent invited us aboard with our cooking pot. He took the whole pot of food and all of us with it. He chained us up and was planning to transport us to sell as slaves again.” 

			“There were others chained up here with me. But after a week of sailing, the wind stopped. For many days, the boat did not move, not for all the captain’s shouting. The food supply on board was already low, but after a few days with no breath of wind, Broadbent did not want the trouble of feeding us anymore. He threw all the slaves into the sea, my family with them.”

			Oh no! This was hard to listen to.

			“I was the only one he kept, to sell at another time,” she said. “Lying here in my grief, I curse him every day for what he did. There’ve been many times I wished he’d thrown me over the side too, to be with my family and escape this living hell.”

			I knew Broadbent was bad, but this was worse than I’d imagined. Now I had a new second mission—to get Mistral out of here. 
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			The next night’s dinner was much the same as the first. Same guest list, similar menu. But the captain’s mood was dark. We’d sailed all day without passing a single Spanish, French or Dutch vessel he could rob. It was enough to put any treasure-loving captain in a bad frame of mind.

			Or at least it was until I reached across the table to fill my plate and the treasure map I had hidden in my sleeve slipped out. 

			“Miss Bryant, you dropped this.” Captain Broadbent handed me the map. 

			“Thank you.” I smiled awkwardly and shoved it back up my sleeve. As I continued serving myself, I felt all eyes around the table on me. 

			“Might I enquire what that was?” said Broadbent. “For it looked like a map of some kind.”

			“Oh, no, it’s just a keepsake from a friend.”

			“Come now, I saw mention on that keepsake of ‘the Caribbean Sea’ and ‘the Red Rum Shoals’, which is the name of a group of islands we pass on the way to New Providence.”

			“Really, Captain, it’s not what you think,” I said.

			Broadbent folded his arms and crinkled his brow at me. “I am disappointed, Ms Bryant. I thought we were becoming friends.”

			“We are, of course, Captain, but, err—”

			“I have no desire to make you uncomfortable.” He put his hands up and shook his head. “Keep your map. There’s enough treasure in these waters for us all to share.”

			He smiled broadly but there was no light in the eyes. We ate in tense silence for a few minutes. 

			“You mentioned the Red Rum Shoals, Captain?” I said. “Can you tell me something about them?”

			“If we tell you something about the shoals, Missy,” said Lord, “it’s only right and fair you give us a little information too.” He gulped down his wine and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

			The captain patted the corners of his mouth with his serviette. “The Red Rum Shoals are a group of coral cays in an area of shifting sands and unpredictable tides,” said Broadbent. “It is a place of mystery where many men have vanished. Taken by the sea or the sands or the hungry sharks that patrol those crystal waters. Do you have some business in that area, Ms Bryant?”

			I chewed a mouthful of goat stew slowly—you couldn’t chew that meat any other way—to buy myself some thinking time. “Very well, I do have a map to what may or may not prove to be treasure in that area,” I said. “Though it’s more than likely just a tall tale.”

			Around the table, everyone leaned in.

			“What kind of treasure are we talking about?” asked Broadbent.

			“I...really can’t say,” I said.

			“Can’t or won’t say?” Lord picked a chunk of goat out of his teeth.

			“I’m sure we can help each other,” said Broadbent, “and come to some agreement.”

			“Such as...you agree to give us the treasure map,” said Lord, “and we agree not to throw you overboard.” He grabbed my hand and yanked it across the table, pulling me with it, making me knock over my wine and drag my lace cuffs through the goat sauce. 

			Uh-oh. This was not a direction I’d anticipated our treasure negotiations would take when I “accidentally” let the map drop in front of them.

			Bolt banged his glass down on the table. “May I remind you this is a dinner table, sir,” he said. “And we haven’t finished our meal yet. If you would be so kind as to let the lady go.”

			Lord glared hate at Bolt; the doctor returned his look. A glance at Broadbent, who shook his head, and the first mate released his grip on my arm, though he continued to glower at me.

			At that point, the cabin door burst open and a sailor rushed in. He whispered something to Broadbent then gave him something—I couldn’t see what. The captain’s brow puckered when he saw it, his gaze sweeping the cabin to stop on Charly.

			“Cabin boy!” the captain demanded in an angry voice.

			“Yes, Captain, sir,” said Charly.

			“How do you explain this?” He held up an empty banana skin. 

			“It’s a banana peel, Captain.”

			That was from the banana I gave Mistral. I’d forgotten to remove the evidence afterwards. 

			“Can you enlighten me as to what it was doing in the ship’s hold?” Broadbent asked.

			“I don’t know, Captain,” said Charly.

			The captain walked over and slapped him hard across the face.

			“Don’t lie to me, boy,” said Broadbent. “You are the one charged with taking care of affairs on that level. Therefore, it is you I hold responsible for this breach of my orders. Did you give the prisoner this piece of fruit?”

			“No, Captain, I never took any extra food to that girl. I swear on my life.”

			The captain began pacing, his hands clasped behind his back. 

			“On this ship, people depend on me for their survival,” he said. “Surviving upon a wooden structure on a wild ocean is no easy thing. What chance do you think we’ll have if sailors get the idea they can disobey me? What would happen then, cabin boy?”

			Charly opened his mouth, then closed it again. Uh-oh. We’d been down this road before.

			“Chaos…will ensue,” the captain answered his own question. “And if that happens, we all perish. Is that what you want, boy?”

			“But I didn’t do anything, Captain,” said Charly. “I swear.”

			The muscles on Lord’s neck stood out like ship’s rope as he turned his focus on Charly. “What are you saying?” Lord demanded. “Are you telling us someone else did this? That they snuck down to that rat-infested hell beneath us, intent on defying the captain’s orders. If you know such a bold devil, please point them out to me.”

			A cavernous silence followed. Charly glanced over at me—probably gagging to tell them I’d expressed interest in going down to the lowest level. But after licking his dry lips several times, he shook his head. “I don’t know anyone who’d do that.”

			“That’s...unfortunate,” said Broadbent. “Mr Lord, would you be so good as to take the boy up top and throw him overboard?”

			“No!” I shouted. “You can’t do that!”

			“Who says I can’t?”

			“I do.” We turned to see James Bolt on his feet. “It was not the boy who took the food to the girl. It was me.”

			Captain Broadbent studied the doctor, looking him up and down, as if seeing him for the first time. “May I ask why?”

			“I judged the extra food necessary for her survival on the voyage.” Bolt sounded calm. But the crushing grip he had on his knife told a different story. 

			“Very well, then,” said Broadbent. “Dr Bolt will take the boy’s punishment.”

			“Shall I throw him overboard, sir?” Lord rose eagerly, advancing on the doctor.

			“No,” said the captain. “Let’s give the man a chance. After all, he is a man of medicine and a useful member of the crew. We’ll keelhaul him instead.”

			Keelhaul him? I’d heard the term before, but I wasn’t sure what it meant. From the grin on Lord’s face, though, I knew it couldn’t be good.

			“For those, such as Ms Bryant, who might be unfamiliar with the term,” said Broadbent, “let me explain. We will wrap the doctor’s nose and mouth in canvas, like a face mask, then strip the shirt off his back. Whereupon he will be dragged beneath the ship from one side to the other, his bare skin connecting with the barnacles on the bottom of the boat. This, we do three times. If he survives, we consider the offence repaid.”

			The food sat heavy in my stomach. The navigator sat still and stricken. Charly regarded the doctor in awe and fear. 

			“That’s grand, Captain,” said Lord. “Nothing like a bit of discipline to remind the crew to behave as they should. It’ll make my job of keeping order that much easier for the rest of the voyage.”

			I suppose that was right. His job—of terrorising the ragged sailors, many of whom had been pressed into service—would indeed be easier after they’d witnessed such a cruel and unjust punishment. 

			Dr Bolt nibbled his food with little expression. I was amazed at how calmly he’d taken the news until he began choking on a piece of meat and ran out of the cabin, presumably to vomit over the side. 

			Lord couldn’t hold back any longer. His laughter bubbled out, filling the cabin with his noxious joy before he turned to me. “Enough playing around, Missy,” he said. “Hand over the map.”

			He laid his arm flat on the table, palm up and waited. What choice did I have? I reached inside my sleeve and placed it on his hand. Raising his eyebrows in triumph, he moved it to the table in front of the captain. The pair bent to study it. 

			“This would indeed appear to be a map of the area we’re sailing to,” said Broadbent. “But...something’s missing.”

			“That’s because you’ve got only half the map there,” I said.

			The two men looked up at me and I gave them my best innocent-not-innocent look.

			“Where’s the other half?” asked Lord.

			“I am the other half,” I said.
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			“I will only share with you what I know about the map on three conditions,” I said. “One, you cease and desist with your plan to keelhaul James Bolt. Two, you release the prisoner in the hold, give her free access to all areas of the ship and guarantee her safe passage back to her home of New Providence.”

			The captain checked his nails as if he was bored. Christopher Lord’s eyes bulged with fury. “The Devil take you, woman!” he said.

			“And your third condition?” Broadbent prompted. 

			“We split the treasure fifty-fifty,” I said. “Do we have an agreement?”

			“Shall I throw her overboard now, Captain,” Lord asked, “or shall we make her nice and tender for the fishies with a stroll through the gauntlet before she goes?” 

			My breath caught in my throat. When I cut the treasure map in two and threw one half overboard—after memorising every detail upon it—I’d thought this was my best bet for staying alive during the voyage. Had I gambled and lost?

			“Agreed,” said Broadbent.

			Twenty minutes later, I was on deck as Mistral emerged, a tad unsteady, for her first free walk in the open air. She wore the blue dress Nelly gave me—her rags were too far gone. 

			James Bolt brought some creams to apply to the broken skin around her ankles and wrists from her constraints. He gave her some tea with pine needles in it, which he said would help fight off scurvy. As she breathed in the fresh, free air, she smiled and instantly looked younger—much more like her seventeen years.

			“Mr Bolt told me of your bravery,” said Mistral. “How you bargained for my freedom, with your life. For that, I thank you. And if you ever need anything, I’d welcome the chance to repay the debt I owe you.”

			Her smile of gratitude and Dr Bolt’s grin were in stark contrast to the comic-book hate radiating from Christopher Lord. Red-faced, with fists clenching and unclenching, if he’d been in a cartoon, steam would have lifted off the top of his skull by now. 

			Captain Broadbent whispered something to him—perhaps a reminder that they needed me alive for now. They’d have to wait till the treasure was clear of the sand before they could gut me like a fish—I thought I actually saw the captain mouth those words. It took a deal of convincing before Lord gave Broadbent a tight nod. But as he passed by me on deck, he couldn’t resist ramming into me accidentally-on-purpose, knocking me hard against the side rail.

			“Sorry, Miss Bryant,” he said. “Better watch yourself. We’d hate to lose you over the side.”

			“Excuse me, Captain, but Mr Lord just attacked Ms Bryant,” said James Bolt. “I saw it with my own eyes.”

			“Watson, Crawley, please escort Mr Lord to the brig,” said the captain, “where he should remain till his mind be as cool as the evening air.”

			“But, Captain, that’s not fair,” said Lord. “I just lost my balance is all.”

			Watson and Crawley were as burly as Lord, their forearms bulging like they had rocks under the skin. They each grabbed one of Lord’s arms and hustled him along the deck, shoving him down the steps on their way to the brig on the second lowest level. 

			Which was great, for now. The question was, though, would the loathsome Lord be any cooler when he emerged? I doubted it. I’d have to steer well clear of him for the rest of the journey. 

			Mistral shared my cabin. The captain offered her the second mate’s cabin but she preferred to stay near me. I was happy with that. It would be good to have her company and a second pair of eyes on the door at night, as I felt like I had a target on my back.

			I offered her the bed to sleep on but she wouldn’t take it. Instead, she lay on a piece of canvas on the floor, her old clothes rolled up as a pillow. Though it was far from luxury, she dozed off with a smile on her face. 

			Sometime during the night, Mistral shook me awake. “Something is going on up top,” she said. 

			I paused and listened. Yes, there was definitely a rumble of movement overhead. We decided to brave a look.

			It was a cool, damp evening on deck. A ghostly mist rose from the surface of the black water. The air smelt of salt and fish and something else. Danger. About half the crew was on deck staring out, pug-eyed with fear.

			A ship appeared through the fog—just briefly—before vanishing again. And the flag it flew was blood red with a grinning white skull above a pair of crossed swords. 

			“Pirates,” came a cry from up top. 

			The word jolted the crew into action. They ran about like cockroaches on a kitchen bench when the light came on, in panicked disorder—some dashing downstairs, others planting themselves for a fight, feet wide apart, knives clenched in tight fists.

			No noise at all came from the pirate ship as it eased closer, disappearing and reappearing through the fog like flashes of a nightmare. 

			I wasn’t sure what to do, so I stayed at the back to watch events unfold. A drop of sweat slithered down my spine, making me shiver. The unnatural silence from the pirate ship seemed to swallow our cries. Blasts of cannon fire would have been less terrifying.

			The second mate was a mental wreck. 

			“Helms a lee!” he cried. Then: “Helms to the wind.” 

			Two sailors high up on the horizontal bars trying to wrangle ropes to his instructions banged into each other. One lost his footing and dangled dangerously from a rope for long seconds before swinging back up to safety.

			“Get the guns,” shouted the second mate. “No, hide the guns and all the shot. Hide that. And get the swords. No, bury the swords. We don’t want our enemies getting them.”

			Captain Broadbent emerged on deck looking fresh, his coat immaculate. “Arm yourselves and prepare for attack,” he said. 

			It was oddly comforting to have someone so cool take control. 

			Sailors almost tripped over each other to grab one of the weapons piled on the deck. 

			I grabbed a sword, just in case. I’d trained in sword fighting in medieval England and, though this weapon seemed lighter than the ones I was used to, I could still work with it, I reckoned. Though I prayed it wouldn’t come to that. Once armed, the crew took up positions and waited in silence for the attack. But our silence was nothing like theirs. It was nervous and twitchy and full of loud, jagged breathing. 

			“No one fires a shot till I give the order,” said Broadbent. 

			The pirate ship was close enough now that we could see those aboard. The pirates stood at attention, evenly spaced. Meanwhile, mist poured over the railings of their boat like a waterfall of ghostly spume. Many of our guys whimpered or muttered prayers.

			“Raise your weapons,” Broadbent ordered. 

			The blond man next to me lifted his weapon with trembling hands. 

			“Cannons at the ready. Load. Hold. Fire on my instructions,” called Broadbent.

			From the centre of the pirate crew came a man dressed in a cape of colourful feathers with smoke billowing all around him. It seemed to spill from his hair, his beard and his open mouth.

			The pirate ship was really close now. A good long-jumper, like Miles Keenan in the grade above me, could have made the distance. As it cruised by, its crew did not rush to the sides, as you’d expect, but remained as still as chess pieces. 

			“Are they even alive?” someone whispered. 

			“And.....FIRE!” shouted Broadbent.

			The reaction was a deafening...silence. No-one fired. Not a single shot. They stood there, gun arms extended, seemingly hypnotised, as the pirate captain did some kind of dance in and out of the lines of his crew.

			“FIRE!” screeched the captain.

			Still, no-one moved. “If you do not fire, I will fire upon you,” said Broadbent, holding his pistol to the temple of the sailor nearest him.

			“But, Captain,” the man began, “you know what they say. When a pirate ship has that flag aloft, the Jolly Roger, it’s a warning that you either give up without a fight—not a single shot—or they kill the lot of us, no prisoners taken.”

			“Are you a man or a coward? Stand up for your ship or I will—”

			“Put your gun down, Captain,” said the second mate, the tip of his sword scraping the captain’s neck. Blood trickled into Broadbent’s white collar. The captain looked into the second mate’s eyes for long seconds before he dropped the gun. 

			Now the pirates boarded us. First came the grappling hooks, like spidery anchors catching at our railings. Several strong pirates yanked hard on the ropes to draw the two ships closer together. A dozen pirates swung across the watery gap between the ships on ropes dangling from the sails. One guy mistimed his leap and fell, screeching, between the two vessels.

			The pirates placed wooden planks between the boats as a bridge and swarmed across, shouting maniacally and brandishing swords, knives and guns. 

			Our crew stood there, gawping, terrified. No-one fired a shot or ventured a single sword thrust. 

			And the pirates took control of the Regency.
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			I didn’t stick around to see what happened next. I grabbed Mistral’s hand and hurried her below to our cabin. 

			“Quick, we need to change into men’s clothes,” I said. “Pirates don’t like females. We have to disguise ourselves.”

			I had my jeans and school T-shirt in the trunk under the bed. I ripped off a strip of the bedding to strap my chest down flat and then hacked at my hair with the sword to make myself look more boyish. I also retrieved the half of the treasure map I hadn’t memorised, slipping it into my jeans pocket. Meanwhile, Mistral rushed about the ship to see what male clothes she could find.

			As soon as I was dressed, I headed for the stairs, but two pirates, who were already checking out the cabins, intercepted me.

			“What are you doing down here, lad?” asked the bigger of the two guys, with skin like leather and hairy Hobbit-like feet. He wore classic pirate gear—black threadbare trousers, blue and white striped shirt and red neck scarf. 

			“Err, I was just looking for...something,” I said. I was usually much better at lying but that “lad” had thrown me. Clearly, my disguise had fooled him. 

			The second man gave me a grin. “This lad’s looting the captain’s cabin already,” he said. “I like your style, boy. But as a pirate, you have to play fair. On our ships, we all share the booty equal. Anyone caught thieving we send down to the bottom of the sea to visit their old captains. You’d best leave the stealing for now and come up on deck and meet your new shipmates.”

			“What be your name, boy?” said the first man. 

			“I be...Madison,” I said. 

			They shrugged. “Welcome to the crew, Mad Son.”

			Up on deck, things were less relaxed. Pirates outnumbered the Regency crew two to one. All our guys were on their knees, heads hung low, quivering, as the invaders poked and prodded them with sharp implements and sharper words.

			“I’ll have your guts for garters,” said one pirate to a Regency crew member. 

			“I’ll carve your gizzard and fry it for me supper,” said another.

			“I’ll plunge you to the very depths of Hell,” said another.

			A couple of pirates had one sailor by the feet and dangled him over the rail.

			“What say ye to joining a pirate crew, me hearty!”

			“Yes! I say yes!” he shouted.

			The two pirates who’d found me waved me over to kneel with the rest of the crew. 

			“What kind of uptake do we have, Mr Crowe?” came a voice like shells crunching under boots. 

			“A good portion of what’s here. Perhaps it’s time for a count, Captain.”

			I looked up and saw the pirate captain striding confidently around the deck. He’d left his cape of feathers behind and paraded about in a pink satin shirt with bright blue billowy trousers, like something from Arabian Nights. Moonlight glanced off his earrings and caught at the gold and silver round his neck and on his fingers. He had shoulder-length auburn hair, a wispy moustache and beard and looked strong and fit. But something about that grin made him seem unhinged. He was, without doubt, one of the scariest men I’d ever encountered.

			“My name is Captain Ezekhiel Drednought,” he said, pacing along the line of captured sailors. “I command the ship known as the Sea Mist. Does anyone know why it’s called that?”

			The sailors from our ship looked at each other, not sure whether they should speak, but afraid to appear rude in silence. 

			“Is it because of the ghostly mist that pours from your deck?” asked Bolt. 

			Drednought moved over to stand before him. “What be your name, sir?”

			“I’m James Bolt, the ship’s doctor.”

			“An educated man is always welcome on my deck. Compliments to you, doctor, on the quality of the supplies you keep. As to why we are called Sea Mist, yours was a good guess. But it’s not because of the ghostly wash that swirls around the deck when we take another ship as a prize. Nor is it because of the many fogs and mists we travel through in this deadly, dangerous enterprise of ours. No, it’s because I liked the name. The Sea Mist. It’s charmin’, don’t you think?”

			The pirates laughed uproariously at that. Though it wasn’t that funny.

			“So, me hearties, who among you wishes to turn pirate and join my crew?” Drednought asked.

			“Aye aye, Captain,” came a shy chorus of pretty much the whole Regency crew. 

			Drednought strode back and forth, eyeballing each man in turn. “Be ye little girls, who’ve sung too much at choir and have no voice left to give? I ask again: who among ye wishes to become, like us, private gentlemen of fortune? To feel the wind through your hair, the warmth of rum in your belly, to taste the salt of the sea on your lips. Who wants to be free for the first time in your lives?”

			“Aye aye, Captain!” bellowed the sailors with real feeling.

			“Freedom from tyranny, and rules—excepting those that you yourself choose. Freedom from watching the captain and his officers take all the wealth while you are left with ship’s biscuit for yer supper. Who here is bold enough to seize this chance and come with me on the adventure of a lifetime?”

			“Aye aye, Captain!”

			The cries were loud now and came with smiles from many of the men. I shouted right along with them, figuring it wise under the circumstances. As I did, my eyes swept the deck, checking out the pirate crew, looking for someone I suspected I might find. And there he was. At the back of a group of pirates, his blond hair straggly and salty, his skin bronzed from days in the sun. It was Riley. 

			I was never so pleased to see anyone in my life. And I was dying to hear how he came to be on this ship after being crimped by the navy on Destiny Island. Though, I had a pretty good idea how it had gone down. 

			“Captain, look what we found.” The two men who’d caught me downstairs produced the mustard dress I’d left in my trunk.

			 “Only one thing that can mean,” said the captain. “There is a woman aboard. She is either hiding somewhere—if so, I bid you look and find her—or she’s here among us now, in a man’s guise.”

			Uh-oh. 

			“Find her quickly and cast her to the seas,” he continued. “For a woman on board will bring bad luck to us all. Check every corner, inside barrels and trunks and behind the cannonball stack. Check every sailor has the parts of a man and none of a woman. Because if we fail to cast her off...it will be the ruin of us all.”

			I was terrified. But also annoyed. I wanted to shout that this kind of discrimination was not acceptable. And what did he mean by “the parts of a man”? I had a feeling I might need to shove something down my trousers fast or prepare to be exposed—literally—for what I was. 

			Several of the pirate crew gave us a once over to see if we were girls. Any cleanshaven, slim, young sailors came in for a bit of awkward groping. I put my head down and held my breath.

			“There!” cried one of the pirates. “That one’s a girl!” 

			Looking up, fear gripped my throat and squeezed. But it was Charly they pulled to his feet.

			“I’m not a girl, sir!” said Charly. “I’m just not so sizeable as some.”

			That started a whole heap of tittering around the deck. 

			“Not sizeable, hey? Well, I wouldn’t be shouting about it if I were you, matey,” said Drednought, standing in front of Charly. “Let’s see how ‘sizeable’ ye be.”

			All the guys fell about laughing, making brainless schoolboy gestures. 

			“There be only one way to prove you’re not a girl, lad,” said Drednought, tipping his head at Charly’s trousers. “So, if you would be so kind? Drop ’em now, boy. Let’s see what you’re keepin’ down there.”

			Poor Charly! How embarrassing!

			“Let me go, you big brute, or I will curse you to Hell and all your issue too, see if I don’t!” I looked around to see Mistral being dragged along by the guys who’d found me. They hurled her to the deck at the captain’s feet. 

			She was wearing one of Captain Broadbent’s navy and white coats over the blue dress I’d given her. Far from quivering before the dreaded pirate captain, though, she curled her bottom lip at him and gave him such a Eeoo-what-did-I-step-in? look, the captain reared back.

			“I ought to put a curse on you and all your kind,” said Mistral. “I can do it too.” Her threat sounded more plausible with her strong Jamaican accent. 

			To my surprise—and everyone else’s—the captain said nothing. He just licked his lips as if they were suddenly super-dry. I noticed a couple of the crew exchange looks, then a dark-haired guy stepped forward to rescue his captain. 

			“Who are you, woman?” he demanded. 

			He was maybe nineteen or twenty, dressed mostly in black—black leggings tucked into long black boots, a red and white striped shirt under a black leather waistcoat secured with two buckles across his chest. His eyes were near black and glossy. He wore a gold earring and his forearms were rounded and firm, with a tattoo of a crow on his right arm.

			“The captain bids you give him your name and state your business aboard,” he said.

			“My name is Mistral. I am from the island of New Providence and I wish to return there to the home of my family.”

			“Are you a slave?” he asked.

			“I was a free woman and so was my family when Captain Broadbent stole us away and then took their lives. I will kill anyone who tries to do that to me.”

			Oddly, the one most impressed by her threat seemed to be Captain Drednought, who looked more than a little freaked out. 

			“From New Providence, hey.” The dark-haired pirate swaggered around her. “We have someone else from that island on board.” 

			His right cheek dimpled up at that.

			“Mistral! Is that you? Sister!” A guy in ripped clothes with a mop of dark curly hair rushed forward and the two of them fell into each other’s embrace. 

			“Rocco!” cried Mistral. “Can it really be you? It is a miracle.”

			It turned out this was Mistral’s brother, Sirocco—Rocco for short—who had been forced overboard by Captain Broadbent with their mother and father and the other slaves aboard the Regency. Somehow, Rocco managed to stay afloat till he was picked up by Ezekhiel Drednought’s boat, which wasn’t too far behind. 

			“What do you do here on this ship of thieves?” asked Mistral.

			“I am a fully fledged member of the crew.” Rocco seemed proud about that.

			“You’re a pirate? Shame on you, brother. And what of our mother and father?”

			Rocco’s good mood ebbed as he explained that, though their father was alive and now ashore on a nearby island, their mother was not. 

			“She sank again and again,” said Rocco. “Each time I dived below to bring her back to the surface. But one time, I lost her to the black sea. I tried many times to find her, but I could not.”

			Poor things cried on each other’s shoulders. It made me think of my mother at home and how much I’d hate to lose her.

			Not wishing to intrude on their grief, I turned away and caught the eye of the dark-haired pirate who’d spoken for the captain earlier. He was leaning on the railing, head tilted, light glancing off the edges of his white teeth as he watched me with a wry smile.

			“Welcome to the crew....err...?”

			“Madison,” I said in my deepest voice.

			“I’m Dustin Crowe and here’s what I want to ask you, Madison. Have you seen any other females aboard the Regency apart from Mistral?” 

			“Females? No,” I said.

			“Because they make the captain uncomfortable. And when the captain’s uncomfortable, we all are.”

			“Well, I haven’t seen any…but if I do, I’ll let you know.”

			I think I swallowed at that point—a lump of fear, which felt like a rock lodged in my throat. “He’s not going to throw Mistral overboard, is he?” 

			“No, that one’s safe...for now,” said Dustin Crowe. “The captain has strange ideas when it comes to women of colour. He believes they have a close bond with nature and doing them harm might result in nature fighting back.”

			So, Drednought was superstitious? Good to know.

			“But, you see, something troubles me.” He leaned closer. “That dress Mistral’s wearing...it’s a lady’s dress. Women such as her do not usually own such finery.”

			“Well, you know what they say—there’s a first time for everything.” I didn’t like the way this way going.

			“Perhaps,” said the pirate. “Or it could be that there’s a second girl aboard, the true owner of the dress. And she’s hiding in some dark corner or is in disguise, here, among us.” 

			I cleared my throat and tried to sound manly. “If I see anyone suspicious, I’ll let you know, Mr Crowe.”

			“Welcome to the crew, Madison!”

			He began walking away but turned back to glance at me, amusement tugging at the corner of his lips. 

			Oh, he so knew I was a girl. But would he tell Captain Drednought?
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			By the time the sun peeped over the horizon, all of the Regency crew had agreed to serve under the command of pirate captain Ezekhiel Drednought. While we got ready to take the pirate oath and officially become outlaws of the sea, Captain Hastings Broadbent and First Mate Christopher Lord faced a different fate. 

			A plank of wood was secured to the side of the ship for their departure. It seemed they would have to walk the plank or, as Captain Drednought put it, “continue their journey, shipless, back to shore”.

			Confronted with the wooden plank, the pair were pale and stiff with fear. 

			“Please, Captain Drednought,” said Lord, whimpering pitifully, “I’ll join your crew. I’ll do anything you want. Have mercy!”

			While I didn’t like Lord one bit, this was hard to watch. The guy’s nose bubbled with tears and he trembled visibly. “Please, I beg you, don’t do this!” When a couple of hefty guys propelled him up onto the end of the plank, he began full-on sobbing. 

			Drednought frowned. “All right, I’ll give you a chance.” He turned and boomed out: “If anyone would like to take the first mate’s place here today, step forward and this gent will be spared!”

			Lord looked around hopefully for a volunteer. After a long silence, Drednought shook his head. “Perhaps if you’d been kinder to the crew...?”

			“You don’t have to do this, Captain!” said Lord.

			“Come now, sir, you’re embarrassing yourself,” Drednought whispered.

			“Jump, jump, jump,” the men chanted, making me feel queasy.

			Lord turned to gaze at the black water awaiting him, taking a few small steps along the board, arms out to stay balanced. Then stopped.

			“Need some assistance?” said Drednought. He pounded hard at the end of the plank and Lord overbalanced. In he went. Splash! A cheer went up.

			Then it was Broadbent’s turn. He looked grey but held his head high, climbing to the end of the plank and taking one step towards the water.

			“Oh, Captain, wait!” called Drednought. 

			The light of hope entered Broadbent’s eyes as the pirate captain waved him back. “I almost forgot,” said Drednought, “we need something to remember you by.”

			A couple of big guys forced Broadbent’s hand onto the edge of the plank and held it there as a third came at him with an axe. 

			“Ahh!”

			Broadbent’s agonised scream as his little finger was lopped off twisted every organ inside me. Though I wasn’t his biggest fan, this was barbaric. 

			“Thank you, Captain,” Drednought shouted over Broadbent’s screams. “It will make a nice addition to my captain’s necklace.”

			I focused in on what Drednought had on the string he wore around his neck—a dozen dead and withered fingers. “I’ll remember you whenever I scratch my rear end with your pinkie finger,” he said.

			And he thumped on the plank’s end, bouncing Captain Broadbent off the boat too. 

			“Fare thee well, you servants of Hell,” Drednought called down to them. Then he heaved the plank of wood into the water too—“Because I’m soft-hearted.” 

			As we sailed away, I saw Broadbent and Lord gripping the plank as they bobbed helplessly on the dark sea. 

			Meanwhile, the rest of us went about the business of officially becoming pirates, which first meant signing Drednought’s Articles of Piracy. 

			I thought it was a joke when they told us. I mean, they were pirates! What use did they have for rules? Turned out they had loads of them. Pirate rules covered what portion of treasure we got—everyone got an equal share, except the captain, who got double, and a few of the officers who got an extra half-share. If you tried to take something you weren’t entitled to, you’d be marooned on a desert island.

			No-one was allowed to gamble on board, or fight, or smuggle females aboard disguised as boys. That was punishable by death! There were also rules about keeping your gun clean, putting lights out at eight o’clock and giving the ship’s musicians a day off on Sundays.

			The document dealt with pirates’ rights too. Everyone had the right to vote on who was captain and vote them out whenever they chose. They were entitled to an equal share of liquor and provisions. But no-one could leave or break up the crew till every man aboard had a thousand pounds in treasure.

			I scratched my head, amazed at the long list of rules these “lawless” pirates lived by. Though their rules were much fairer than the ones on Broadbent’s boat, where basically anything he said went, and if it didn’t, then you went…over the side.

			We had to read through the document and sign. A lot of sailors couldn’t read and needed help. I showed a couple how to make their mark—an X at the bottom of the page.

			At some point, I looked up and Riley was in front of me, beaming.

			“Am I glad to see you,” I said.

			“Me too.” He opened his mouth to say more, but a shout came: “Riley!” 

			He shrugged and went off to answer the call.

			“Do you need me to explain anything, Madison?” Dustin Crowe was suddenly beside me, sun glinting off his gold earring in the morning light.

			“I’m okay, thanks,” I said. I didn’t want to prolong a conversation with him in case he outed me as a girl.

			“You can read?” He seemed surprised. “Do you understand this bit here which says you didn’t seek the pirate life but were forced into service?”

			“Yes.”

			“This is to keep you away from the noose. In case, Heaven forfend, we’re ever caught, you can say you were compelled to join the crew and here’s the proof.”

			“Thanks, Mr Crowe.”

			He winked and moved off to help someone else. 

			Once all the paperwork was done, we had to swear over an axe to follow the rules or suffer the consequences. Then rum was cracked open for a celebratory toast. I had to spill more than one drink to look like a regular pirate and do quite a few “Arrgh!”s. I took a couple of sips of the golden liquid and it burned my throat! How do they manage to drink so much of the stuff?

			Riley was on his way back to talk to me—I saw his blond head bobbing towards me— when a shout came from up top.

			“Ship ahoy. It’s a navy boat, Captain!”

			Everyone turned to Drednought.

			“All hands on deck,” he called.

			Riley shrugged and turned around again. It was frustrating. We’d have to wait and talk later. 

			I was near enough to hear the pirate captain speaking to Dustin Crowe. “I’ll need someone to command this ship,” said Drednought. “Where’s Knox?”

			“Last I saw of him,” said Dustin Crowe, “he was ‘indisposed’. Unburdening himself heartily of last night’s meal.” 

			“You take charge then, Crowe,” said Drednought. “When you see Knox, tell him to come over to the Sea Mist. He can act as quartermaster for me there.” 

			“Aye aye, Captain.”

			I spotted the man they called Knox at the other end of the ship, not the least bit sick.

			“Knox!” Dustin Crowe shouted. “Captain wants you on the Mist as quartermaster.”

			“Who will command the prize then?” Knox shouted back.

			“That would be me, for the time being,” said Crowe.

			Knox’s eyes turned to slits of hate, directed at Dustin Crowe. I thought I heard him growl as he passed me on deck on his way to the other ship with a large group of pirates.

			Crowe shouted orders to those left on the Regency—a mix of old and new crew. Whether he was actually a good captain or not, we’d soon find out. But one thing was certain—he was a good liar. He looked over just then and caught my eye and gave a conspiratorial grin. 

			He knew my secret and I knew his. A dangerous game had begun.
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			The British ship coming after us looked bigger than ours with a couple of extra layers of decks and loads more cannons hanging out of the side. I heard a few of the guys describe it as a man-of-war. It really seemed to scare them, which scared me too.

			It could definitely outgun us, I could see that. But could it outrun us? And if we were caught, what would happen? Would we all be treated as pirates and hanged? 

			“Set a course for the Red Rum Shoals,” called Crowe. 

			The navigator got out his compass and talked urgently to the helmsman on the steering wheel. 

			Crowe shouted orders at a rapid rate. “Lay aloft and loose all sails. Look lively!” 

			Sailors yanked ropes here, released them there, coiling the tail ends superfast. But somehow, though I was no expert at sailing, it all seemed a bit chaotic. Crowe wasn’t used to directing this crew, especially not under pressure. It was a rough ride. We tipped really low at one point and seemed to turn sharply and erratically more than once. By the time I’d hit my hip for the fifth time against a pole or cleat, I made sure to keep a firm hold as I moved about. 

			Up ahead, the Sea Mist, with Captain Drednought at the helm, pulled away from us, like the athletic kid in a race. We sailed on but things were far from smooth.

			“Up that mast and coil the gaskets, lad,” Crowe called. 

			I looked around to see who he was talking to. No-one was around...except me. But coil...what? Gaskets? I thought they were something in cars.

			“Climb up there and fix up the sail,” he translated for me. He pointed upwards and I saw the rear sail had caught on something as it tried to open. “Get up there! Now!”

			I had no choice. I started climbing up the rigging, focusing on each step I took and trying not to think too hard about how high up I was. Right hand, left hand, right foot, left foot. The coarse rope bit uncomfortably into the soft flesh on my hands and feet. About ten rungs up, I paused to stretch my fingers, which had gone stiff from holding on so tightly.

			“Any time before nightfall would be good!” Crowe chivvied me from below. 

			I glanced down at him. Big mistake! For then I saw how far away the deck was, and suffered instant vertigo. I closed my eyes and inhaled the sea air, trying to stay calm and carry on.   

			The wind up here was fierce and noisy, like a huge blow dryer set on cool. When I got halfway up the sail, I had to climb across the horizontal beams of the mast—“the yards”—balancing on thin ropes while holding more ropes as rails, all the way to the end of the mast. I began to wobble, so I made my body rigid, every muscle clenched, as I side stepped. Small step after small step, I made it to the end of the mast and saw that a large stitch in the canvas had caught on the beam. With my left arm stretched above me holding the rope, I lowered myself and leaned over to grasp the canvas. I pulled—to shift it. It didn’t budge. Three times, I tried. But it stayed stuck. On the fourth try, I flicked it violently, and it released. As it did, the sail caught a gust of wind and unfurled suddenly, almost knocking me off my perch. 

			Descending, I focused on my feet and tried to imagine I was on the climbing net at the gym where I’d trained for a couple of weeks before we left. Lucky I had, too. Without some practice, I would definitely have come down faster and harder. 

			It was such a relief to feel the wood beneath my feet. I was chuffed I’d managed such a difficult task—even though the other sailors could have done it in a tenth of the time. I looked over to Crowe, but he was deep in conversation with James Bolt, the doctor. As they glanced my way, I had this weird feeling they were talking about me. Would Bolt give me away?

			Meanwhile, a couple of other sailors pulled me into lines of men hauling heavy ropes, coiling loose ones, releasing others. Within twenty minutes, my hands were red, my back ached. Our ship rocked and rolled as we tried to escape the navy vessel.

			Then came a whoosh and a splash as a navy cannon ball dropped into the water nearby. Quite a heart-stopper! For the moment, we seemed to be just out of range of their weapons. But for how long?

			“Lay your back into it, me hearties!” shouted Crowe.

			Fear gave us all great endurance and strength. Eventually, we pulled further away from our pursuers. After what seemed an eternity of yanking on ropes, we could no longer see the ship coming after us.

			“You up top,” screeched Crowe. “Do you see the navy ship on the horizon?”

			The guy’s answer blew away in the wind, so Dustin Crowe called on me, again—the only free deckhand at the time—to climb up to the very highest part of the mast and deliver his question to the lookout.

			I went up again, more confidently this time, and made it up in reasonable time, too. Though I was glad to be able to rest briefly on the narrow platform up top. I had to hold on really tight as the wind was wild up here. The guy on watch—Jabez—did a 360-degree inspection with a telescope. “Tell the captain, I see no sign of the navy ship,” he said.

			 That was great news. I paused to look out at the water for a minute. You could see such a long way in all directions. The ocean felt so vast, our ship, which had seemed so huge, felt like a tiny speck upon it. 

			“What’s that over there?” I spied movement from a new direction.

			Jabez squinted into the telescope. “Arrgh, that be a whale, lad. There be a lot of them on show from up here.” He handed me the instrument. I briefly made out the shape of a tail before it vanished beneath the surface. 

			Well, put me in a rowboat and call me Captain Ahab! That was pretty cool.

			I climbed down with the good news. Crowe hurried up to the quarterdeck to bellow: “Listen up, you scurvy lot. Those navy blaggards have been left behind scratching their rear ends in our wake. We lost ’em!” 

			A huge cheer went up. 

			“May they soon meet again with the bleached bones of their former commanding officers resting in the deep,” said Crowe.
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			Not long after that, we entered the pristine waters of the Red Rum Shoals, a patchwork of white sand and aqua sea. Spectacularly beautiful.

			“We should be safe enough in these waters.” I turned to find Dustin Crowe leaning on the railing beside me. “That navy vessel will steer clear of these shoals. We can take our rest for now.”

			“Why won’t it follow us here?”

			Crowe explained that most pirate ships—sloops, or brigantines or brigs (like the Regency)—had a shallow draft, which meant we could travel safely in shallow waters. But bigger ships, like the man-of-war, needed much deeper clearance beneath their hulls or they’d run aground.

			“Well, that’s good news, Captain,” I said.

			“I’m not your captain...yet,” said Crowe. “We have to vote on that. You get a vote too, being as you’re a part of the crew.”

			“Really?” 

			“Can I count on your vote, Madison?”

			“Well, I, err...” 

			“Keep a weather eye out for a pirate called Knox,” he whispered. “For I hear he has a fancy to change his name to Captain Knox before the next tide. Meet him and you can decide who you’d prefer to sail under—him or me. Can’t ask more than that, can I...lad?” 

			The hesitation before “lad” spoke volumes. It was a veiled threat. If I wasn’t his ally, he could expose me as a girl. His sly smile confirmed it.   

			“Sea Mist ahoy!” came a cry from up top. 

			We were approaching an island of white sand, palm trees and forest—your typical tropical paradise. The Sea Mist was anchored not far from shore. While we pulled in, I watched Captain Drednought on the beach throwing coconuts at pirates who leapt about energetically to avoid being hit. Dodge ball, pirate style.

			When he spotted us, Drednought waved. Crowe and a couple of others rowed over to confer with him and word came back that we would be staying on the island for a couple of days to resupply and do some boat maintenance. I was glad of the chance to get off the ship for a time and, finally, catch up properly with Riley. 

			The pirates with peg legs or hooks for hands were rowed across. The rest of us had to jump over the side and swim ashore. It was fine for me but not so easy for some others. I fished Charly out of the water before the poor guy drowned. And two others as well! It seemed these poor sods, who spent their whole lives on the water, couldn’t survive more than a few minutes in it.

			Once ashore, all the guys went crazy. Fighting broke out in minutes. So much water was splashed up, it felt like it was raining. And, what with all the pushing and shoving in high spirits and anger, most of the pirates were pretty much crumbed in sand within a few minutes. A couple of young guys in threadbare trousers tried to climb up the palm trees and cut their legs badly on the trunk. James Bolt had to break out his medical kit and get to work straight away. 

			“What do you think of your shipmates, boy?” said Dustin Crowe, sweeping his long dark hair behind his ear. 

			“Well, depends which shipmate you mean,” I said. “That one over there, slashing at his friend’s face with a knife. Or that one, holding the other guy’s head underwater for...a minute so far and counting.”

			“They play while they can,” said Crowe. “Life can be cruelly short for most of them. Especially if the navy catches us.”

			“Will they catch us?”

			“Not if I’m captain,” he said.

			He was still trying to buy my vote. Perhaps it was time to see how far I could push it.

			“What’s your policy on females on ships?” I asked. “I know it’s against the pirate code to smuggle girls on but if one came aboard of her own free will…?”

			He held my gaze with those glossy dark eyes, like microwaved chocolate. “Well, that would depend…on who she voted for as captain.”

			As he swaggered away, I noticed how his clothes clung to him—not just because they were wet. They were sized to perfection, as if made for him. 

			“Maddy, hi.”

			Turning, I found Riley grinning, his skin tanned, his wavy blond hair crisp and wild from days at sea.  

			“We made it!” I said.

			We stepped forward to hug but pulled back as we remembered where we were and who I was supposed to be. Instead, I punched his arm.

			“What happened to you that night, after you left the inn?” I asked.

			As we walked along the water’s edge, Riley told me how he had woken up on the navy ship early the morning after his crimping. Even though his head felt like a coconut split open, and he was still dizzy from the blow, he was put to work straight away high up on the ropes. Somehow, he managed to hang on.

			“Unlike one of the other guys they took that night,” he said. “He passed out on deck, from a combination of the hit on the head and the sun and the lack of food or water. The ship’s doctor wanted to look at him but the captain said he was dead meat and ordered he be thrown overboard.” He frowned. “But the thing is, Maddy, I wasn’t sure he was dead at all.” 

			Brutal!

			“The crew was beaten for any small mistake,” said Riley, shaking his head. “Most of them were like skeletons; we got barely anything to eat.” 

			“Why didn’t you use the time machine to jump away from there?” I asked.

			He exhaled. “When they snatched me, they found the time machine in the pouch and the captain kept it for himself, though he didn’t know what it was. I was always looking for a chance to slip into his cabin and steal it.”

			That came when Captain Drednought caught up with their ship. By the end of the day, most of the sailors had joined the pirate crew. “While everyone was watching the pirates, I slipped downstairs and got the time machine back,” he said. 

			Epic relief!

			“You have it somewhere safe now?” I asked.

			He tapped his chest and nodded. It must have been back in the pouch he wore at all times.

			“Drednought’s no saint,” said Riley. “But he’s not as bad as that navy captain.”

			When Riley overheard the pirates talking about going after the Regency—one of the ships he’d seen in the bay that night—he went to Drednought and offered to help with the takeover by creating some special effects with smoke to spook the crew.

			“I thought you’d be on that ship,” he said. “I wanted to make sure the crew was scared enough to give up without a fight, because you know what would have happened if anyone had put up any resistance?”

			“Drednought would have killed everyone aboard?”  

			Riley nodded. “That’s the pirate way. Everyone seems aware of it.” 

			“Now Drednought owes you a favour,” I said. “Do you think we might be able to get him to help us with the aqua pearls?”

			“We could just tell him outright, I suppose,” said Riley. 

			That seemed risky. “You trust him then?”

			Riley bit his bottom lip. “I trust him to do all he can to get treasure. As to whether he’d let us have all the aqua pearls...?” 

			That was the question. We couldn’t just take a share of the pearls—we needed them all to keep control of time travel in our time. 

			“Maybe we could trade the pearls for the rest of our share of the treasure,” I said. 

			“Where’s the map, by the way?” Riley asked.

			“Half of it is in my pocket, the other half—” I tapped my left temple twice “—is up here. It was the only way I could guarantee Broadbent would keep me alive.” 

			A drunken pirate pushed us apart and moved unsteadily between us. When he turned back to scowl, I recognised the pale eyes, murky as a dead fish’s. It was Knox, Dustin Crowe’s main rival for captain on the Regency. 

			“Watch your step, boy!” he snarled. He tipped his head back, shaking the last drops of rum from the bottle into his gaping mouth before flinging it onto the sand and staggering off.

			“Guess he’s never heard of littering,” said Riley.

			“Was he walking behind us for long?” I asked. “Do you think he heard us talking about the treasure?” 

			We watched him weaving unsteadily across the sand. “If he did, I doubt he’ll remember it,” said my friend.

			I hoped he was right. I hadn’t known Knox long, but he already gave me the creeps big time.
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			On the soft, white sand, pirates shouted encouragement to Drednought, who was about to shoot a coconut off Charly’s head. 

			“Please, Captain, don’t do it!” he begged.

			Drednought raised his pistol, squinting down his arm to line up the shot. The coconut wobbled so much it seemed alive—poor Charly couldn’t stop trembling.

			“Stay still, boy,” Drednought commanded. “You can have a turn shooting one off my head in a minute.” If Charly was still alive then.

			“Ready, aim…” The captain fired. But nothing happened. The pistol made a kind of a splodge noise. He shook it and blew air lightly down the barrel and took aim again. Charly winced, but still…nothing. Irritated, Drednought placed the gun on his own temple and pulled the trigger. 

			“Blast it!” he said. “The shot must have got wet on the trip over.”

			As he wandered off, shaking his head in disappointment, Charly sank to his knees, gasping with relief. 

			So, we were clear on one thing—Captain Drednought was insane.

			Even after consuming oceans of rum, the pirates went to their work with an energy I thought only a sober person could muster. There were two teams of workers—one careening the Sea Mist, which meant cleaning barnacles and muck off the bottom of the boat, as Bolt explained, while the other team refitted the Regency as a pirate ship. 

			Riley was on the careening team and I went to watch. We made our way to a beach around the corner where he and a bunch of guys attached ropes to the ship and, using sheer strength, hauled the giant vessel onto its side on the sand. Whereupon they set about scraping off the seaweed and barnacles, patching up any holes and sealing the lot with hot pitch and tar fired in a pot on the sand. 

			Meanwhile, a dozen guys went over to the Regency to remodel it for a pirate ship. The walls of the cabins—all of them apart from the captain’s quarters—were knocked down to make a more spacious open sleeping deck. They removed a raised cabin at the front of the boat—the forecastle, I think it was called—creating a flatter top deck and set about restringing the sails with extra triangular canvas to make it faster and more manoeuvrable. And they mounted cannons at the front and rear of the ship.

			Those not involved with the work, like me, had to forage in the forest for edible fruit or take up a rod to fish for dinner. I collected a basketful of fruit and then tried fishing with home-made lines baited with worms and small crabs we dug out of the sand. I got nothing but, thankfully, some of the other guys managed to a fill a few buckets with the fresh catch.

			When the pirates had no work to do, things got tricky. They played games involving idiotic courage—the kind you read about in those Dumbest Ways to Die books. The danger ramped up even further when Captain Drednought, the most psychotic of the lot, joined them for a “spot of honest fun”.

			First, six of the guys buried themselves in sand up to their necks at the water’s edge. Their heads looked like coconuts lined along the shore. As the tide rolled in, their noses and mouths and, eventually, their whole heads were submerged for longer and longer periods. The winner was the one who held out longest without trying to break free. Captain Drednought won that, prepared to stay under for a stupidly long time. In fact, he technically died, but was brought back when James Bolt dragged him up and whacked him on the back, making him vomit up seawater just in time!

			Next, they found a tree with a low-hanging branch, got some rope and lined up for turns at hanging themselves! The aim was to see who could swing by their neck for longest before shouting to be cut down. A tall skinny guy won that one, but his reward would have to be given in the afterlife. Bolt couldn’t save him. 

			There was also a contest to see who could drink the most seawater without puking. The less said about that one, the better.

			Then they staged a mock trial with the drunken Knox playing the judge and a series of pirates hauled before him to plead their case. Dustin Crowe was one of those on trial before Judge Knox who pronounced Crowe “guilty as sin”.

			“What say we string him up right now, lads, for I’ve a mind to watch his legs doing the dead man’s dance,” Knox said.

			A few guys whooped and threw a rope around the tree, tying a noose at the end. They carried Crowe, kicking and struggling, over to be hanged according to Knox’s commands. Were they joking? It didn’t seem like it to me. There was a blood lust in their eyes that worried me. It looked like Crowe wouldn’t live long enough to run for captain. Except at the last moment, a cry came: “More Rum! Next beach around!”

			The pirates dumped Crowe in the sand and took off. Though, it transpired later that there was no more rum. Thankfully, no-one recognised the voice as mine. 

			Dusting sand off his clothes, Crowe came over, grinning. 

			He looked me up and down, till I began to blush. 

			“I’m not sure that suit of clothes you’re wearing does you justice. I might have something which would suit you better.” Was he offering me some of his old pirate clothes? “Don’t worry, they’ve never been worn,” he added, as if reading my mind. “They might be a bit big for you but we could get them fixed up and see how they look. What say you?”

			“I can’t take your clothes.”

			“Well, it occurs to me that if that cry for rum had not come when it did, I would have no more use for any clothes ever again.” 

			We shared a conspiratorial smile. “Thanks, Mr Crowe.” 

			He spoke to the sailmaker, who didn’t need to take my measurements, just sized me up on sight. By the evening I had a brand new set of pirate gear—trousers and a long coat in mocha brown, trimmed with fancy caramel button holes, black boots (a bit big, but we put some rags in the toes as fillers) and a white puff-sleeved shirt with a long red waistcoat and tricorn hat. It was better than any pirate outfit I’d had as a kid.

			Crowe circled around me, checking me out in the gear. “That looks better on you than it would ever have done on me.” He brushed some sand off my collar, taking his time about it as he stood ever so close to me.

			I stepped back. “Thanks.”

			“My pleasure, boy.”

			I was pretty busy after that helping James Bolt bandage sailors who’d had “accidents” and assisting the ship’s cook, Garland Howell, to prepare dinner. 

			Garland was a little older than the others with a wind-battered look, thick grey sideburns and cheeks veined like a treasure map. Though he had a peg leg, he still moved pretty well. He was quick to laugh and sang sea shanties as he cooked in a deep melodic voice. Everyone liked him.

			Tonight, he barbecued the day’s catch on sharp twigs over a fire.

			I had to admit that, for a short time, sitting on the beach under the stars, eating char-grilled fish with some grilled vegetable that tasted a bit like sweet potato, and lots of colourful fruit, I felt happy. Particularly as, by then, most of the pirates had settled down. Darkness seemed to spook them. But they had to have been tired after all that work, rum and sun. 

			Garland wasn’t just a cook. He also played a wooden pipe, something like a flute, and any pirates with energy left over jigged about to the music. A few sang along. They were mainly songs about the sea.

			Sitting around the fire, I watched Crowe across the sand from me, noting how the flame’s light flickered in his dark eyes. It was like glimpsing the wild thoughts and schemes burning through his brain. Unfortunately, he caught me watching and winked. I turned away, glad of the darkness to conceal a fire blazing on my own cheeks.

			“Did you tell Dustin Crowe you were a girl?” whispered Riley next to me.

			“Of course not.”

			“Well, he knows. I can tell by the way he’s looking at you.”

			Since when had Riley become an expert on meanings in a look? “He’s probably trying to decide whether to tell Drednought and have me thrown overboard.” 

			“It’s not that kind of look. Watch out, Maddy. The guy’s a pirate, remember? He’s bound to home in on you, especially when there are only three girls on the crews.”

			I turned to meet his eye. “What are you saying? That if he’s interested in me, it’s only because there’s no-one better around?”

			“I didn’t mean that, I just meant...”

			I glared, waiting for an explanation. He licked his lips and ran his hands through his hair. “I mean, err, well—” 

			“Anyway, there are only two girl pirates, not three,” I said, scoring a petty point. “But I guess science is your thing, not maths.”

			“No,” he said. “Three girls. You, Mistral—”

			“Yeah, and—”

			“Charly.”

			Charly? I looked over at our cabin boy, sitting by the fire, quiet and watchful, twirling a strand of blond hair around his finger. And suddenly it made sense. How slight he was, his small feet, the high pitch of his voice. Riley was right. Well, put me up on the rigging and blow me down. How had I not seen it before he did? Now that I knew, it was obvious.

			“Well, you got me, there,” I said, my pride stung. “For once, I was the blind and stupid one. I must admit it feels pretty bad. This must be how you feel most of the time.”

			Riley’s smile vanished. “I know this was a one-off. I’ll never be as switched-on as you, Maddy.” His reaction was kinder than I would have been…or deserved. His eyes slid sideways, checking we wouldn’t be overheard as he leaned closer. “I found this in the sand earlier.” He opened his palm, revealing a small shiny letter R.

			“Oh, no,” I said. “Is that...?”

			He nodded. “A Recall badge. Someone must have dropped it this afternoon.”

			“Someone on the beach is from Recall?”

			In unison, we studied our crewmates, many of whom had now passed out, mouths open, a cave for curious sandflies to explore.

			“Any idea who it could be?” I asked.

			“Dustin Crowe?” said Riley. “He caught onto you being a girl super-fast. Maybe because he already knew.” 

			“Or Charly? She’s pretending to be someone she’s not.”

			I would have to get closer to her to learn more.

			But, in truth, it could have been any of them. Any one of the guys on the two ships could be from the future, lurking, waiting for us to find the treasure—so they could take it from us and help Recall gain the upper hand in time travel.
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			We awoke to a howling as Knox hopped about holding his foot and calling on the “merciful Lord above” for help.

			Riley was already up. “Knox found a scorpion in his boot,” he said. 

			The scorpion wasn’t deadly, it seemed, but Knox’s foot had swollen dramatically.

			“He won’t lose his foot,” said James Bolt, “but he won’t be pacing the deck for the next few days.”

			When Drednought gathered the pirates together and asked all contenders for captain of the newly acquired ship to step forward, Dustin Crowe stood alone. Knox grunted and scowled but couldn’t stand up. So Captain Crowe was elected unanimously to helm the Regency. Knox was to be Drednought’s quartermaster on the Sea Mist—when he could walk again. 

			“Did you have anything to do with that?” I asked Riley, nodding to Knox. I recalled Riley had gone off to the forest for “supplies” briefly during the afternoon.

			“I’ve heard scorpions can be a lucky charm.” Riley wore a lopsided smile I’d never seen on him before—I liked it. 

			“The scorpion in Knox’s boot was lucky for Crowe, all right,” I said. 

			“And us.” Riley glanced about, then whispered: “We’ll have a better chance getting that treasure with Captain Crowe in command. You two are already on good terms.”

			“I wouldn’t say good. Fair, maybe.” 

			“And now he owes us a favour,” said Riley. “By the way, make sure you have your R badge on you at all times. On the inside of your shirt, so no-one can see it.” 

			Riley had made some small “R” badges out of time machine material after our trip to the Wild West. They were his version of the badges that Recall agents wore and were supposed to provide a continual link to the time machines that protected the wearer from the consequences of time realignments. Without the badge, our enemy could steal our machine, travel back into our past and make sure our parents or grandparents never met, then reset time, wiping us out of existence—as Brigit had tried to do in the Wild West.

			The badges kept us in the present, no matter what was happening in the past. Without them we could, literally, become history.

			“I wear my badge at all times,” I said. 

			Drednought announced that the Regency would need a new name—a good pirate name. “He that comes up with the ship’s name will have a double ration of rum this night,” said Captain Drednought.

			It was the right incentive. Pirates huddled in groups to think up ship names.

			“Shark Bite!” one group called out, to general hums of approval.

			“The Avenger!” said another. Not bad.

			There was the Jagged Reef, the Crusty Steed, the Lost Jewel and the Mermaid’s Breath. When it seemed like we’d run out of ideas, I shouted mine out.

			“The Black Tide,” I called. It was an old trick—waiting to make your suggestion at the end, giving it end focus.

			Drednought folded his arms and tipped his head as he considered all he’d heard.

			“Listen up,” he shouted. “For from this day forth, ye scurvy blighters be crewing on... the Black Tide!”

			“When those on land or sea hear the name the Black Tide,” said Captain Crowe—pacing up and down the upper deck before his new crewmates—“they will tremble. Naval officers will cry like small children, afraid of the dark. But the ladies will quiver for different reasons altogether.” Cue throaty chuckles all around. OMG! 

			“For our feats of daring will be famous throughout the Caribbean!” Crowe shouted.

			Everyone roared their approval. 

			The alterations to our ship were all but complete as we cast off. The paint was still drying on a new plaque at the side, announcing us as the Black Tide. It was a blast to see the name I’d come up with (which Lauren and I had used in all our pirate games as children) on a real pirate ship. 

			Unfortunately, once again, Riley wasn’t on board with me. Drednought wanted him on the Sea Mist to work more of his special effects magic when they came upon other worthy prizes—boats—they could commandeer. 

			“Our ships won’t be far apart,” said Riley. “But what should we do about the treasure?” 

			“I’m working on that,” I said. “Is the time machine safe?”

			Riley patted his chest. “I’ll take care of it. See you soon.”

			I watched Riley rowing over to the Sea Mist with Drednought. Mistral was in the boat too—Drednought wanted to keep her close, hoping she’d bring him good luck. Her brother, Sirocco, stayed on the Black Tide with Charly and me.

			As I watched Riley’s blond head retreating, I felt…strange. Maybe it was anxiety being so far from the time machine? But, somehow, it felt like the worst part of my day.

			During the afternoon, we sailed on azure seas, in and out of a labyrinth of islands and sand bars, and the remodelled boat did seem to move more swiftly. A cool, tickly breeze took the edge off the heat as I yanked on ropes and climbed the rigging to adjust the sails. Once I lost my footing and dangled there by one arm till I managed to swing back to safety again. 

			When I found myself with nothing to do, I went down to the kitchen and chopped and peeled to help Garland, the cook. Tonight, turtle soup was on the menu. A couple of cute turtles that had been wandering round the deck ended up in the pot (not by my hand, thankfully). 

			“Here, taste that,” said Garland. I sipped the hot liquid and grimaced. It tasted like bilge water. Luckily, Rocco was around at the time. When he tried it, he stuck his tongue out in disgust, then went through the supplies, adding vegetables and herbs. Within an hour, something approaching a pleasant fragrance wafted around the eating level.

			“I’m guessing you haven’t been a cook long,” I said to Garland. 

			“I was a gunner, and a good one, till I lost my leg,” he said. “After that, the captain thought I’d be better working down here in the kitchen.”

			“How did you lose your leg, if you don’t mind me asking?”

			“Well, now there’s a story,” he said, heavy on the r’s. “I was on deck one night. The deck was bathed in a ghostly light and I heard...the song.”

			“The song?”

			“The song of the siren,” said Garland. 

			He paused for effect. Rocco grinned. He and I were all in for this story.

			“It came to me, soft at first,” said Garland, “brushing past my ear like the caress of a beautiful maiden. Then I glimpsed her on the rock.”

			“A girl?” said Rocco.

			“A mermaid,” said Garland. “A maiden of the deep. Her song was so sad, I had to swim out and comfort her. I dived off the back of the boat, completely forgetting I couldn’t swim. Instantly, I began sinking, like the dead, to the blackest, coldest parts of the ocean, where there be no light, nor hope.” 

			A few other pirates around had stopped to listen, gripped by the tale and the way he told it. 

			“Of a sudden, there she was, gesturing me with long slender fingers as supple as seaweed. I followed her right back to the surface. Whereupon the moonlight revealed my siren in such beauty…I swear there has never been such a creature but in Heaven itself.” 

			“And what transpired?” said Rolands, a tall pirate with a long chin.

			“At that moment, a shark appeared and bit my leg right off.”

			We gasped. 

			“Right off?” said Dunn, short and chunky with thick hair everywhere—except his head.

			“Well, it took him three bites and he would have had the other leg and my arms and other parts too but for my lady. She gave a cry, so high-pitched it near sent you crazy to hear it. And drove that shark away. Then, with a flip of her silvery tail, she set me back on deck again and swam off. The last I saw of her, she was back on the rock, enough tears spilling from her eyes to fill all the world’s oceans and more. I know one day we’ll meet again, and on that day, I’ll never be parted from my sweet siren of the sea.”

			“Wow!” I said. 

			What a tale! 

			Later, I heard he’d actually blown his leg off in an accident with a cannon. That was the weird thing about pirates. They looked after people like Garland—disabled crew. They even gave him “compensation” for his lost leg. Broadbent would probably have thrown him overboard. 

			Chapter 23[image: ]

			Just on sunset, we were up on deck when Captain Crowe called on me to sing. James Bolt had warned me that might happen that afternoon on the beach.

			“Oh, Miss Bryant!” he’d said, rushing past to rescue a crew mate, “I hope you can sing or play an instrument because I told Captain Crowe you were one of the entertainers aboard.”

			“What? Why would you say that?”

			“I thought it best you took that role than be called upon as a general member of the crew to scale the rigging on frequent errands.”

			So now the captain wouldn’t take no for an answer. “Come, Madison. Let’s be hearing you, boy.”

			I was self-conscious at the start. But with Garland playing along on pipes, I relaxed quickly and sang one of my dad’s favourite songs: The Sweet Sea. It was his favourite when he was overseas working on boats and missing Mum and me, he said.

			The sweet, sweet sea

			Here I am, windblown and free,

			But my heart, she stayed at home,

			Regretting that I’d roamed

			Away from my love,

			From my love.

			She awaits me across the sea

			I wish I could be with thee

			You and I together, free

			To love, and live together, as one.

			As one.

			It had a nice, slow rhythm, like the undulation of the waves. The pirates swayed as they sang along, picking up bits of the lyrics. At the end, it got such a huge response they made me sing it again. When I got to the chorus, the third time, they roared out “together, free!” More than one pirate wiped away a tear and pretended it was ocean spray. What were they thinking about? Life before they were crimped onto boats and forced to become pirates? Were they remembering families—mums and dads, brothers and sisters, wives and children? 

			I was surprised to see Captain Crowe as affected as the rest. He was leaning on the rails as the sky turned first orange, then a soft pink. The way he watched, with such focus, made me suspect he wasn’t seeing it at all. 

			“Captain Crowe,” I said, leaning beside him.

			As he turned to me, his eyes had a watery sheen. I pretended not to notice as he quickly rubbed the moisture away. “Aye, that be me. Captain Crowe. Thank you for your vote. And for that song. The crew seemed to like it very much.”

			In a patch of sea, spotlighted by moonlight, dolphins leapt out of the water. Or were they sharks?

			“Madison,” he said. “What brings you on this dangerous voyage?”

			“I have cousins in New Providence,” I said, glad to have remembered the name of the town from my cover story. “I wish to reach them with all due speed.”

			He made a face of disbelief and tipped his head. “What’s the real reason?”

			“Sorry?”

			“You expect me to believe you would go to all this trouble—venturing out onto the high seas in a time of piracy—for a family visit? I thought you were a clever girl.”

			That was it—the first time he’d actually called me a girl. We watched the sea in silence for several minutes. 

			“It’s treasure, isn’t it?” he finally said. “You have some kind of map and you’re going after it.”

			“No,” I lied. “Nothing like that.”

			“Or maybe not a whole map. Perhaps just half a one?”

			I looked at him, stunned. Of course, the map had been in my jeans pocket. “You went through my things?”

			He shrugged, palms up. He was a pirate! Couldn’t help himself.

			“The question is,” he said, “who has the other half?” 

			I wasn’t sure how to answer that. I dug deep into my lie bank and came up empty. It wasn’t like me. Although, I had a feeling any old lie wouldn’t do for this guy.

			“Perhaps you gave the other half to Riley?” he said. “For I noted the two of you are frequently in each other’s company.”

			He didn’t miss much. “Riley’s my brother.” It had always been safest to say that in these old-world times.

			“Your brother?” He smiled and shifted closer to me. “So, does he have the other half of the map?”

			“No,” I said quickly. I didn’t want Riley in any danger. I opened my mouth to say more, but he put his index finger to his lips to silence me.

			“If it were me—” he paced as he talked “—and I had a map of a valuable treasure, what would I do?” He rubbed the palms of his hands together. “Something to guarantee my safety, preserve my continued usefulness to those around.” He swivelled to face me. “The other half of the map’s in your head. Committed to memory.”

			What the...? Who was this Sherlock Holmes of the sea? I must have looked as rattled as I felt because he grinned and nodded. “You are a clever girl.”

			At that point, the navigator asked the captain for a “heading” for the next day and the pair of them went off to discuss it. As he headed down the stairs, he turned back with a smug smile.

			I sighed and stared out at the darkening water. Now our pirate captain knew about our treasure too. What would he do about it?

			On our remodelled boat, there was more room for the crew to sleep on deck. I seized that option. It was colder out here but the wind carried off some of the bad body odour of my shipmates (you have NO idea!). Even so, I couldn’t sleep. After a few hours of tossing and turning till my arms and hips were bruised, I got up and picked my way over the sprawling bodies to the upper deck for some fresher air.

			The sea was calm. In the moonlight, the water looked dark and slow moving, like chocolate sauce—though it smelt of the usual salt and fish. I stared at the sludgy surface, imagining the evils lurking beneath—sharks, sunken ships, the bones of lost sailors. Up ahead was the Sea Mist, with Riley somewhere on board. Was he sleeping or, like me, looking up at the black sky, which appeared smoky from the glare of so much starlight?

			“It’s a beautiful night.” Dustin Crowe popped up beside me. “The stars look so bewitching. Almost as much as some of the company on board.”

			“Not the company I’ve seen,” I said. I was glad it was dark so he couldn’t see my cheeks pinking up at his clumsy compliment. “How does it feel to be captain?” 

			“Good indeed, Madison.” His skin looked silvery in the moonlight, a tiny drop of radiance settling on his bottom lip. “Although, I never imagined any of this.”

			“Being captain?”

			“A life at sea.” He squinted at the black oblivion beyond the waves. A hint of ghostly mist coiled off the water. “Back in England, I was training under a master wood turner.” 

			“You? A wood turner?” 

			“I had but a short time left of my instruction before I might have embarked on quite a different life, of modest but steady means. Then one night, while my family and I lay sleeping in our beds, officers of the British navy burst into our home and dragged me off to their ship to be part of their crew.”

			“You were crimped too!” That sucked. “And you had to leave your family?”

			“Yes. My mother and two sisters were alone and unprotected,” he said. “During those first weeks at sea, I only had the clothes I’d slept in. I almost froze to death. If it hadn’t been for a kindly doctor on board, who helped me recover my strength and furnished me with garments for warmth, I would have been thrown overboard as many others were.”

			“Does your family know what happened to you?”

			He tightened his grip on the railings. “I have not seen them since that night. And probably never will again.”

			“But surely, you’ll go back home one day?” 

			He shook his head. “They believe me dead. And for their sake, it’s better it remains that way. Life will be hard enough for three women alone without a brother who bears the pirate stain.” 

			“But you can’t be blamed for what happened!” I said. “It was the navy’s fault, not yours.”

			“Be that as it may,” he said, “when our ship was taken by pirates, I chose to join the pirate crew. And, like all who sail under the pirate banner, I now live in the shadow of shame and death.”

			“But what choice did you have? Become part of the pirate crew or a shark’s dinner. Not much choice at all.”

			Imagine not being able to see your parents again because you were ripped away from your bed and life, through no fault of your own! “Maybe one day, you’ll find some way to go home and see your family again.” I hoped with all my heart it was possible.

			“Perhaps if my circumstances improve enough,” he said. “For people overlook much if you have a fine suit of clothes and a full purse about you.”

			He turned to me and smiled, leaning back on the rail. “But what about you, Madison? Madison…is an unusual name for a very unusual girl.” As he stroked my hand ever so lightly, I yanked my arm away. 

			“I have to…I’d better, err…I’m really tired,” I said. “Good night, Captain.” 

			I hurried downstairs to the deck, kicked a couple of pirates around me till they shifted so I could squeeze between them. I didn’t glance back at Captain Crowe but kept my eyes shut and willed myself to sleep and for this complication with the captain to vanish with the new day. 

			Chapter 24[image: ]

			It felt like barely any time at all had passed when I was jolted awake as the pirate next to me surged to his feet. 

			“All hands on deck,” Captain Crowe shouted. “Captain Drednought is aboard.” 

			The sky was a deep grey. You could barely call it morning as we swung into the day’s chores super-energetically trying to impress Ezekhiel Drednought. Though, I doubt he noticed—he seemed intent on his discussion with Captain Crowe. From the looks of them, it was something serious.

			I helped unravel some ropes, tie up others. When Crowe glanced my way, I had an odd feeling the pair were talking about me. Whatever it was, they were getting pretty heated. Captain Crowe shook his head vigorously while Drednought nodded just as insistently.

			Oh no! I had a bad feeling about this.

			Captain Drednought turned to face the crew from the upper deck, his eyes sweeping back and forth over the men like a prison searchlight as he waited for our attention. He didn’t have to wait long. He got straight to the point.

			“It seems we have a girl on board,” he said.

			Oh nonononono.

			“She’s right—” his index finger floated up and waved about till it stopped “—there.” On me. 

			All eyes turned to gawp—some with gobsmacked surprise, others with a that-explains-a-lot kind of look. 

			“Come here, young woman,” said Drednought. The sailors took a step back, leaving a path between them. I hesitated, my legs wobbly, as Captain Crowe pushed in front of Drednought to plead on my behalf. I couldn’t hear all he said, but I caught “good worker” and “no harm” somewhere in there.

			Drednought shoved Crowe aside, hard. He fell and banged his shoulder on the railing.

			“I think everyone is aware of my policy on females aboard,” said Drednought. “They’re bad luck. For the sake of the rest of the crew, I’m afraid we have to remove you, Missy.”

			He was going to throw me overboard? He couldn’t be serious! I opened my mouth to reply but fear had turned me mute.

			“We haven’t had any bad luck yet, Captain.” Crowe was back on his feet and trailing after the pirate captain. “I urge you to reconsider. We outran that navy boat, didn’t we, while she was aboard? Perhaps this girl is good luck. If you throw her off the ship, perhaps bad luck will follow.”

			That gave Drednought a moment’s pause. But he shook it off. “Her presence aboard may have been what drew that navy vessel to us in the first place. Sorry to do this to you, Missy. But I have to consider the welfare of the whole crew.”

			Two beefed-up blokes grabbed one of my arms each and dragged me towards the side. “No! Please!” I screamed, making myself a dead weight though that didn’t slow them. I tried pulling the opposite way.

			“This is wrong!” I screamed. I’m sure it must have been pitiful to watch. I had no hope of breaking free but I couldn’t stop the words bubbling out.

			“What if I told you she could bring us good luck in the future and quite a lot of it for a certainty?” said Captain Crowe. 

			Sick of my resistance, one of the guys lifted me up and over his shoulder.

			“Wait!” said Drednought. 

			The guy stopped. I just hung there, upside-down, waiting. 

			“Explain yourself, Crowe.”

			I raised my head to see Dustin Crowe looking over at me and biting his lip. “Madison knows the location of a valuable treasure that we may all share,” he said. “If you spare her life, perhaps she will reveal its location.”

			Drednought turned to me, head tilted, like a bird. “What say you, girl? Know you of such a treasure? Tell us where to find it and I may deem it worth risking the bad luck to keep you aboard.”

			I really, really didn’t want to go over the side. But I couldn’t give up the location. First, we needed to negotiate to keep all the aqua pearls for ourselves. And, second, we still hadn’t identified the Recall agent. We couldn’t lead them to the treasure or the consequences would be dire for the whole world. I’d have to tough it out and hope for the best. 

			“Alas, I know of no treasure,” I said, my voice shaky. 

			Crowe reeled back in shock.

			“It seems you’re mistaken, Captain Crowe,” said Drednought. “The girl knows nothing of treasure. Please, clear her off my decks. The sooner the better.”

			“No!” Captain Crowe bellowed. “You cannot throw her over. She means much to me, personally, as well as for the treasure she can bring us all. If you would just allow me some time with her—”

			“Captain Crowe, it seems, has fallen for the girl,” said Drednought, looking around. “Which only proves all I’ve said about women aboard. Get her off my decks! NOW!”

			The big guy plonked me down on the rail, feet dangling towards the sea—which now seemed an awfully long way down.

			“Wait!” It was Captain Crowe again. “Please, Madison, give us the location of the treasure. Before it’s too late.”

			As much as I wanted to tell them and save myself, I couldn’t. “What treasure?” I croaked. 

			The sailor gripped my shoulders, ready to push. 

			“Don’t throw her over,” said Crowe. “Please! I will take personal responsibility for any bad luck she brings our way! Just give her a chance!”

			Drednought waved it away, bored now. I felt more pressure on my back. I leaned back against it, my fingertips clutching at the wooden rail.

			“Captain Drednought,” said Crowe more forcefully, “if you throw her off, you’ll have to throw me off too.”

			The pressure on my back eased. Now, Crowe had the captain’s attention. Drednought turned to eyeball Crowe. Everyone froze, awaiting his response.

			“Very well,” said Drednought. I exhaled and slumped, closing my eyes with relief. Until: “Captain Crowe goes over with her!” 

			Two men seized Dustin Crowe and dragged him towards the side. 

			“Please, Madison, tell them where the treasure is!”

			As he struggled against his captors, I heard a loud rip as his coat was torn. I really wished I could have helped him. But there was too much at stake. My plan was to stay afloat long enough for Riley to find out what had happened and use his time machine to save me. 

			“Please!” Crowe begged me.

			“If I knew of treasure—” I said.

			Now came a hard shove on my back. I surged through the air, arms flailing and—whack—hit the water hard. Plunging deep down into the cold sea, I kicked wildly to propel myself upwards and made it to the top, gasping for air. Then—splash—down came Captain Crowe, a few yards further along. There was a third splash as something else was thrown in too.

			The ship pulled away and the crew crowded at the back to watch us. I swam over to Captain Crowe, who was splashing wildly, struggling to stay afloat. He disappeared under the water just before I reached him. I reached down and pulled him back up. Luckily, not twenty feet from us, I saw what had made the third splash—a length of wood they’d thrown over to give us a chance. I swam over to it and dragged it back. Crowe heaved himself onto one end, I took the other. 

			We watched in silence as the ship sailed off and left us, bobbing like corks on the vast expanse of sea. 

			Chapter 25[image: ]

			The ocean swell grew bigger, each wave less an undulation, more a long drag up and an unnerving drop down. The good news was that as I floated to the peak of one wave, I spotted an island not too far away.

			“Captain Crowe, land ahoy. Over there.”

			“Let’s set a course for it, shall we, Madison?”

			“Aye aye, Captain,” I said. 

			He was trying to appear cool. But the way he clutched the board and barely blinked told me he was as scared as I was. It was tough work kicking our way over each watery mound. About fifty yards from shore, we got to breaking point—literally—where the ocean swell curled into a seething, sucking mass of white foam. There was nothing we could do but head into it.

			I’d done this for fun on Sydney beaches. But here it was different. If anything went wrong, there’d be no red-and-yellow-uniformed lifeguard to fish us out. 

			I got Crowe to lie lengthways on the plank and paddle with his arms, like he was on a surfboard, hoping the wave might catch him and carry him smoothly into shore. But no such luck. It picked him up, all right, then dumped him—over and over again. I had to dodge the turmoil myself, then reach into the swirling froth and yank him back to the surface for a quick breath before another wall of water chomped him up again. And again. And again.

			I thought this might carry on until he drowned, but in a brief lull between waves, I grabbed his arm and kicked super-fast and we made it just beyond the water’s jaws to the relative calm on the other side. 

			Hitting the sand, we staggered out. Dustin looked grey and his legs shook violently. Two steps clear of the water’s edge, he flopped, face down, onto the wet sand and his eyes began to close.

			“We can’t sleep here, Captain!” I shook him awake. “Let’s go higher up, over there.” 

			I grabbed the back of his sodden waistcoat and heaved him up. With our last drop of energy, we lurched up a sandy incline to a spot in a sliver of shade beneath the palms. Dustin was out cold in seconds. I lay beside him, on the soft, warm sand and closed my eyes. That was the last I remembered.

			When I woke up, the sun was directly overhead. Dustin was where I’d left him, lying flat out on his stomach, head turned to the side. Strands of dark hair across his nose had dried now and moved up and down in time with his breathing, letting me know he was alive. Sand clung to his bottom lip and eyebrow. Lying there, his face smooth and relaxed, he looked years younger than when he was on deck, strutting about giving orders. I put him at around nineteen. Twenty at most. 

			Gratitude flooded through me at how he’d put his life on the line for me, even though it had only resulted in both of us being thrown off the boat. Still, it was gallant of him. Heroic, even. Not what I expected of a pirate. And at least I wasn’t marooned here alone.

			For that’s what it was—a marooning. Now that I thought about it, I suspected Drednought hadn’t meant for us to drown. If he had, he wouldn’t have dropped us off so close to an island. Or thrown that plank of wood down after us.

			I sat on the sand beside the captain, hugged my knees and looked out at the empty sea. The ocean was a deep aquamarine beneath a brilliant blue sky. It would have been paradise—except for the probability of starving to death or dying of thirst or being discovered by a navy ship and hanged as pirates. 

			The sand was blindingly white with palm trees in a ragged line along it. Behind them I glimpsed a dense patch of forest. Maybe, there’d be some fruit trees in there with something we could eat as we waited for Riley to rescue us.

			And speaking of…? What was taking him so long? Already, I felt hot and kind of raw, from sun and the sea. Riley must have seen us being thrown off the boat. And if he didn’t, it would surely be all the gossip on both pirate ships by now—the new pirate captain thrown overboard with a girl! Whatever Riley was planning, I wished he’d get on with it.

			Dustin groaned and rolled onto his back, then raised himself onto his elbows and looked about, confused at first. When his shoulders slumped, I guessed he’d remembered where we were.

			“You saved my life, Madison,” he said. “I would have drowned out there without your assistance.”

			“It’s okay.”

			“I am in your debt. If ever I can return the favour...”

			As he spoke, he extended his hand to me. I reached out thinking he wanted to shake it. Instead, he drew me forward and pressed his lips to mine in a kiss I totally wasn’t expecting. Dazed as I was, though, I had enough sense to pull away as he caught his breath to go back for seconds. No matter how nice it was—and it was surprisingly nice—I could not get drawn in. Though, with his dark hair so messy and wild, his eyes glossy, his lips... 

			“You’re welcome, Captain,” I said, trying to sound as though the kiss was just a simple thank you he’d give any shipmate. 

			“How is it you are so skilful on the water?” he asked.

			Let’s see. There were the four years of swimming lessons and squad training, a year or so of Little Nippers on Manly beach. But for all that, I was nothing special where I came from. Just an average Sydney schoolgirl.

			“I’ve been on boats for a while,” I lied.

			“I highly doubt that,” he said. “My sister could climb the rigging faster than you.”

			I opened my mouth to explain further but he put a hand up in a Stop gesture. “However it is you gained your skills, I give thanks to the merciful pirate captain who commands the seas you had them. If not, I fear I would now be another pile of bones on the ocean floor.”

			He stood up and began brushing the sand off his clothes. 

			“Can I ask, why did you speak up for me back on the boat, Captain?” 

			“Apart from my warm feelings for you, Madison,” he said, “I gambled that Captain Drednought valued me more than he feared you. A bet, I’m afraid, I lost.”

			“For what it’s worth, I appreciate what you did,” I said. 

			“You’re welcome.” He made a mock bow with a crinkly smile and I felt myself beaming back. “We should explore the island, see if its bounty is rich,” he said.

			“Good idea.”

			In the forest, we found some orange, red and green fruits I’d never seen before that Dustin said were edible. They were sweet and juicy though they didn’t fill me up much.

			A couple of baby goats ran by—probably put there by some captain planning for a time when the tides or his shipmates turned against him.

			“I have my pistol, Madison,” said the captain, pulling it from a strap across his chest. “Once the shot has dried out, we’ll see about some goat stew for tonight.”

			“What will we use for a cook pot?”

			“Hmmm,” he said. “Perhaps we will just eat meat cooked over a flame.”

			At least there was fresh water here. Exploring the island, we found a good-sized pool fed by a small waterfall. Our cheeks busting with silly grins, we threw off our coats and boots and ran in, screeching as the cold water hit us. 

			I spent a few minutes floating on my back, looking up at the trees outlined by blazing sunlight, shutting out all unpleasant thoughts of my situation. I’d be all right, I told myself. Riley wouldn’t let anything bad happen to me. After a while I started to believe it and relax. And then I felt something under my back, lifting me up. I opened my eyes as Dustin scooped me into his arms. And the way he looked at me…

			I struggled swiftly out of his embrace. “Captain, perhaps we should think about—” About? About what? Being that close to him had wiped everything else from my mind! “—about a shelter to sleep in or a fire to signal where we are.”

			I stepped back to create a safe zone between us. 

			“Quite right,” he said. “We do need to ponder such things.”

			I had no clue how to start a signal fire. The best I could do was make a HELP sign on a sandy slope, out of shells and palm leaves, hoping the letters would be big enough for passing ships to see. 

			Dustin seemed nervous as we combed the beach, collecting materials. “We don’t want to attract the attention of the wrong ship.”

			“You mean the navy?”

			“Let’s pray it is a pirate vessel that discovers us first.” 

			Strange. To think we wanted pirates to find us.

			By the time I’d done, the letters were taller than us. The sun was low in the sky, sinking fast. Soon it would be night. Our first night on the island. How many more would follow before we were rescued or…?

			What’s keeping you, Riley? 

			“You must be from a fine family, Madison, to be as educated as you are,” said Dustin. “I could use someone like you on my crew, a scribe, to keep a diary of our travels and encounters. The Adventures of Captain Crowe.”

			He grinned playfully and flopped down on the sand. “Come. Sit by me. Let us watch the sun descend. I, for one, like to appreciate beauty where I find it.”

			I sat down, far enough away that he couldn’t reach me. I was cold, hungry and tired. My resistance was low. It didn’t help that the scene before us was gorgeous. The water was a deep blue with hints of evening gold as a cool breeze tickled our sweaty necks and arms. 

			“It will be dark soon,” said the captain. “I’ll build a fire.”

			He got me to collect broken coconuts along the sand until he found one with a sufficiently dry husk. Then we gathered small sticks and dried palm leaves and piled them up to burn. Cleaving the husk from the coconut took some effort. When he’d done, he moulded the hair-like strands into a tight ball, mixed with small stones. Then, he rubbed the husk back and forth, back and forth, between two sticks faster and faster until it began smoking. He blew air through the husk, directing the smoke towards the stick pile. Quite quickly, it sparked and began to burn. We had a fire going. 

			So cool! I couldn’t help smiling. I’d tried the stick-rubbing thing a couple of times at beach bonfires with no success. The pirate captain seemed pleased I was so impressed by what must have been a basic life skill for him.

			“Maybe we should start building a shelter,” I said. 

			Crowe nodded. “First, I wish to tell you something.” He drew in a quick breath and huffed it out again. “Oh, where be the cask of rum when ’tis needed to give me courage?” 

			Uh-oh.

			He slid across the sand to sit next to me. “I have met many women on my travels. But none like you, Madison.”

			“No, I imagine you don’t meet too many girl pirates.” I shifted further away. “Or, at least, you don’t know them for long before they’re thrown overboard.” Drednought’s opinions on females being what they were.

			“Ezekhiel is a superstitious man,” he said. “Though he’s not the only one.”

			“You mean there are other pirate captains out there throwing females off the boat?” I was horrified and annoyed. Sexist bunch of thieves!

			“You know I’d never do such a thing,” he said. “I think women are an asset to any pirate ship. They certainly add to the charms of a boat.”

			I huffed and scowled but held my tongue. Thankfully, I think he sensed his girls-make-a-boat-pretty argument wouldn’t impress me, so dropped it and gazed out to sea. 

			Riley, hurry up!

			“I don’t want to alarm you, Madison, but many a pirate has been marooned in a place such as this and not found again until he was long passed.” He pinned me with his gaze again. “We must take our comfort while we may. In the end, life is short and love is one of the most precious jewels in life’s treasure box.” 

			Life’s treasure box? I jumped up. “Excuse me, Captain, but do girls usually fall for that?”

			“For what?”

			“That treasure box line.”

			“Line? I don’t get your meaning?”

			“Do you think me a fool, Captain?” I asked. “Gullible? Easy to manipulate? That treasure box line is so obvious blind Captain Freddy could see what it was even with two eye patches on.” I folded my arms, shook my head at him and moved down to the water’s edge. 

			He followed, grinning. “If I am being a dolt in the manner of my expression, I apologise. Let me speak simply. I find you extraordinary, Madison. I believe I may be in love with you.”

			What? I mean, I didn’t mind the “extraordinary” part. But love? Surely that was an over-reach? We barely knew each other. I scoffed and gave him the side eye.

			Crowe’s devoted look turned to annoyance. “Are you mocking me? For revealing what is in my heart.” 

			“Not mocking, no.” Gobsmacked was what I was. But he couldn’t be serious. “It’s just we’ve only known each other for a short time.”

			“You don’t need to glimpse the sun for long to know it’s the centre of all light and warmth in your world.”

			That was…surprising. Though it came out a bit too fluently, which made me suspect it wasn’t the first time he’d said it. 

			“Speaking of sun, perhaps you’ve had too much of it today, Captain?” I replied. “Or you think that I have.”

			“I assure you I am in earnest. So much so, I would like to ask for your hand in marriage.” He placed a hand on his heart and dipped his head. “An offer I swear I will make good on if we ever get off this island.”

			What the—?

			“In truth,” he went on, “I hadn’t known you very long before I decided you were the woman I wanted to spend my life with.”

			Whoa! That was epic…ly bad. Even though he looked so sincere in this moment.

			“Captain, I’m flattered by your offer but—”

			“Then let us become officially betrothed. I promise myself to you, now and always, as is done in fine families. Let us seal our agreement with a kiss.”

			He grasped my hands and brushed his lips lightly across them, his gaze fixed on my face. Don’t fall for this, Maddy!

			I took my hand back. “In my family, we like to know someone longer than a few days before we, err, become betrothed,” I said. A sentence I’d never imagined saying.

			“How much longer? Given our situation, I pray it is not too lengthy a period.”

			“Captain!” I chided him. 

			“What I mean is, if you would but agree to be mine, it would give me strength to endure any hardship we must face in the days to come. It would give me a reason to live.” 

			His face began drifting towards mine. As he gently touched the back of my head, I knew I should move away. But somehow, I found myself floating forward to meet him halfway. At the last instant, it was he who pulled back. 

			“But I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.” He stared out at the horizon. “Until you’re sure you return my feelings, I’ll wait.”

			Well, that was surprising. And good, I suppose.

			“I would give up any treasure, if you would agree to be mine,” he said. “That’s how much you mean to me.”

			I did not know what to say to that. The soft shooshing of the waves at the shore’s edge filled the silence.

			“And speaking of treasure,” he said, “perhaps now you know the extent of my feelings and intentions, you would feel more at ease revealing details of the hidden hoard on your map and its whereabouts, so I may assist you in acquiring it?”

			I was flushed and a little dazed. But I wasn’t stupid. “I don’t think so.”

			Crowe reeled back as if I’d slapped him. “I have opened my heart and declared my love. But I see it has had little effect on your opinion of me. You must think me the worst sort of villain imaginable.”

			He looked truly hurt now. This had taken a strange turn. 

			“Keep your secret if it makes you happy, madam,” he said. “But, please, may I know what I have done to earn such low regard in your eyes? Did my speaking on your behalf to Ezekhiel prove nothing to you?”

			I suppose he had a point. We were kind of partners in this marooning venture—or misadventure. I still wasn’t sure I trusted him, but he had taken a leap of faith for me. Literally.

			And what harm could it do to tell him about the treasure now? We were both stranded here with no ship in sight, no guarantee there ever would be again. Not to mention no sign of Riley’s rescue! What is he doing? Could it hurt to give the captain a smidge of info as a sign of good faith?

			“There’s something particular in the treasure box I’m seeking,” I said.

			“On pirate ships, we share the contents of all treasure equally. That is an unbreakable rule.”

			“I only need one item. A string of pearls, aqua in colour.”

			He nodded slowly. “Apart from these pearls, might the crew share the rest of the contents? Know you whether the hoard is a rich one?”

			What had Peterson told us of Captain Moralez? “It contains a jewel, a diamond which belonged to a Moghul emperor.”

			His eyes widened just for a moment before he nodded coolly as if an emperor’s treasure was nothing special. 

			“What if I could arrange for you to take the particular item you need,” he began, “without the knowledge of our shipmates while the remainder of the hoard is divvied up between us? Would that be acceptable to you?”

			“Yes,” I said. “Except...”

			“Except…?” 

			“I believe there could be someone on either the Sea Mist or the Black Tide who is after the same item as us. And if they got it first, it would be bad.”

			Crowe leapt to his feet and paced. “Do you have any idea who this blackheart be?”

			I shook my head. 

			“Then, perhaps, with your permission, I could lead you, alone, to the treasure. You and I might discover it first. Once you have secured the items you require, I would return to the ship, present the remainder to the crew, securing my position as captain for a few more turns of the tide and allowing you to keep the pearls.”

			“Sounds like a plan,” I said. “Except for one thing—we have no ship and we’re stranded on a desert island.” 

			“A temporary setback, if luck be with us,” he said. “I like this scheme, Madison. It suits both our purposes. Though, it will only work if the treasure be in a location I am familiar with.”

			I could tell him the location or as much as I knew of it. But should I? 

			“Hmmm, you hesitate. I see you still doubt me.” His expression turned sullen.

			“You’re a pirate,” I said.

			“So are many men and some women at sea, through no fault of their own.”

			True enough. I wasn’t sure what to say next. 

			“I will burden you no further with talk of treasure,” he said, “or other matters that cause you discomfort.”

			Dustin walked to the water’s edge and crouched down to pick up a shell, the corners of his mouth drooping like a sail on a windless day. Was it an act or was he really hurt? 

			I decided I would take a chance on Dustin Crowe and reveal the location. I had to at some point anyway.

			I stood up, took a few steps forward, then stopped, turning back. Questioning my decision. But what choice did I have? Riley and I would have to trust someone to get that treasure. We couldn’t sail there ourselves. If not Dustin Crowe, then who? Ezekhiel Drednought with his psychotic pastimes? Hastings Broadbent, who might appear honourable to the world but was very far from it? Crowe was our best option by far.

			He stood, arms folded, his right foot making lazy half circles in the shallows, a picture of disappointment. 

			“The treasure’s in the Vanishing Islands,” I said.

			Instantly, his energy returned. “There are few who can navigate those channels as well as I. Madison, I’m honoured you have put your trust in me. I will not betray you. And let me reassure you, my affection for you is genuine.”

			He smiled, his eyes as shiny as beetles.  

			“And what other landmarks do you recall on the map?” he asked. “For there are many islands in that area.” 

			“Well, this particular island is in a bay surrounded by much larger islands. On the far left are hills with a distinctive shape. A scoop in the centre like a—” I stopped.

			“I’m listening,” he said. “Like a...what?”

			Sensing movement behind me, I turned to see the Sea Mist sailing towards us followed closely by the Black Tide. What the—? I thought they’d have been miles away by now. I looked over at Dustin, expecting to see similar surprise on his face. Instead, his lips were pinched, his brow trenched—in irritation. 

			“You knew they’d come back, didn’t you?” I said.

			“No! How could I possibly know that?” 

			“You looked annoyed because they returned too soon. Before you had time to…what? Romance the treasure location out of me? Was that the idea?”

			“No,” he said, unconvincingly. 

			“Did you and Drednought hatch this together? Throw me overboard and you with me near an island. Then use your particular skill set to extract the location from me?”

			Crowe’s hand flew to his mouth in the classic liar’s tell. “This is as much a surprise to me as it is to you.”

			Really? Then why hadn’t he gathered materials to build a shelter, or tried to shoot that goat for dinner? Because he knew he wouldn’t need to. His ride would be back before dark, by which time he would have secured details of where to find the treasure and his position as captain of the Black Tide.

			Caught out, he stopped pretending and shrugged cheekily.

			Chapter 26[image: ]

			“You have to admit, it was a fair try.”

			So said Dustin Crowe, pirate captain, and new number one on my hate list. Who had failed to get me to give up the treasure location! Though if his timing hadn’t been so bad, if the Black Tide hadn’t appeared round the corner when it did, the next words out of my mouth might have been a description of landscape markers to lead him straight to it. How much of an idiot would I have felt then, with the pirates getting all the goods and selling off the aqua pearls to the highest bidder? Recall probably.

			“Well, it was wasted effort because you had no chance, matey,” I said. 

			“Really, no chance at all?” he asked with an obnoxious twinkle. “Or is this the truth? That I had a very good chance, but didn’t take as much advantage as perhaps I could have?”

			Was he talking about that moment where he was the first to move back from a kiss? Oh, I would have moved—I was just about to.  

			“You’ve definitely had too much sun today, Captain.”

			A few of the pirates listening nearby coughed out a chuckle at that, clamming up abruptly as they remembered who they were laughing at—Captain Crowe. Perhaps I should be taking more care myself. He was a pirate, after all. Who knew what he was capable of? Still, a girl would risk much to restore her pride in front of a smug, gloating guy who says he could have “had” her if he’d wanted.

			“Doubtless, you’re right, Ms Bryant.” Captain Crowe tipped his head to me. “You are a prize I could only have in my dreaming hours.”

			“Not even then.”

			I gave him my “what an idiot” headshake, perfected at Crows Nest High, and walked away. I think I won the moment, but I was still annoyed at myself for being silly enough to imagine a pirate sailing in a stolen ship looking for more stuff to steal could be dating material. I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

			I tried to focus on ship’s tasks—yanking on ropes, coiling them, uncoiling them, taking a turn at the bilge pump—but my gaze kept drifting back to Captain Crowe in a fresh suit of clothes: white high-necked shirt, long stone-brown coat with gold embroidery on the lapels and pockets. The guy thought himself pretty hot. And, even as furious as I was with him, I couldn’t disagree. Though I wouldn’t let him know that.

			“Tend well to your ropes, girl,” came a deep voice behind me. I turned back and it was Captain Drednought, a psycho grin cracking his too-tanned face. “You wouldn’t want anyone tripping over a coil and falling overboard, would you?” 

			He strutted about, his deep pink shirt half undone, displaying a tangle of gold necklaces, his wispy tangerine-gold hair fluttering in the breeze. Later, I saw him up on the upper deck in conference with Captain Crowe. Crowe did most of the talking, pacing and waving his arms about as Drednought listened, stiller and calmer than I thought it possible to be on a rocking ship. 

			Was Crowe telling him what he’d learned: that the treasure was in the Vanishing Isles and I had more info on the subject to give. They could be brainstorming ways and means of getting it from me right now. 

			As they talked, Drednought’s eyes snaked around to find me and pin me with a death stare. I wasn’t feeling good about this.   

			A tap on my shoulder and I literally jumped. It was Riley, grinning behind me.

			“What are you doing on the Black Tide?” I asked, overjoyed to see him. 

			“I think Drednought wants to talk strategy with Captain Crowe. He brought me with him.”

			“Who’s captaining the Sea Mist?”

			“That would be Quartermaster Knox.” Noxious Knox, back on his feet again.

			I scanned the area around us to make sure no-one was listening and whispered: “Why didn’t you rescue me?” 

			“I wanted to,” he said. “But I overheard Drednought’s plan to go back for you later that day and figured it was better not to use the time machine if we didn’t have to. In case it alerted any Recall agents to our position.”

			“But they already know where we are, don’t they?” I said. “That badge we found on the beach means one of their agents is on our crew.”

			“Sure, but they might not be the only agent in the time period,” he said. “I’ve put a jamming signal out around the ships to stop them alerting anyone else to our position.” 

			“You mean there could be more than one agent after us?”

			Riley nodded. “To jump back and save you, I’d have had to lift the block. And they might have been able to get a signal through. Plus, well, that would be pretty hard to explain to Drednought. We’d have had to find another ship to take us to the treasure.”

			I couldn’t argue with his logic. Getting the pearls was ultra important, which was why I’d allowed myself to be thrown off the boat rather than reveal the treasure location. But it was one thing for me to sacrifice myself for the mission. Quite another when Riley did it.

			I was frosty and monosyllabic for the rest of the night. It didn’t help my mood that he and Charly seemed to be on such good terms. The two of them were together every time I looked over. Charly, the girl.

			“Missy, I’m so pleased to see you,” she said. “I was ever so worried when they threw you off the boat like that!”

			“You can drop the ‘Missy’ act,” I said, whispering. “I know you’re a girl.” 

			“Oh,” she said. “I did not enjoy lying to you, Madison. How long have you known?”

			“Since the first time we met.”

			“Truly?”

			“What’s your real name?”

			“Charlotte. You won’t give me away, will you?”

			“Of course not,” I said. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

			She was called away then—the ship’s “boy” was always needed for one thing or another. But I vowed I’d get her story soon. And I would test it. I wasn’t going to believe anything anyone told me from now on, not without checking and double-checking. From this day onwards, gullible Maddy was gone. Cool, calculating Madison was back on deck. 

			My feet were filthy, my hair so dried out it crackled. Fine grains of salt clung to my forearms and legs, as if I were a packaged chip. I’d been dumped overboard by Drednought, duped by Dustin and disappointed by Riley. But thankfully, the day was nearly done. It would soon be time to hit the deck and sleep. 

			A bowl of Garland’s warm goat stew helped. I was really hungry.

			“You’re a tough one, lass,” said Garland, clicking his tongue and banging his wooden leg for emphasis. “And you never gave up the treasure location? Burn and sink me, that makes you someone special—Captain Crowe’s charms as formidable as they are.”

			“I don’t know of any treasure,” I lied. “But even if I did, the captain’s not that hard to resist.”

			“Many a lass has fallen under his spell with nought but a broken heart to show for it.”

			Rocco and Mistral came down to see how I was. I assured them I was fine, just wiped out.

			“What are you doing on this boat, Mistral?” I asked. “I thought Drednought wanted you on the Sea Mist.”

			“I go wherever the captain goes,” she said. “He wants me always by his side.”

			“He’s getting more used to you, then?”

			Mistral shook her head. “The man would love to serve me up to the sharks for breakfast, but he’s superstitious. As long as he believes I have magic power, like the fool he is, he’ll be too scared to kill me.”

			“I wouldn’t let him do that, sister,” said Rocco.

			“Look at you, the big pirate man,” said Mistral. “Don’t you go forgetting your righteous ways, Sirocco. We are neither of us thieves and cut-throats. We are honest, free citizens.”

			Rocco raised an eyebrow and grinned. 

			“And wipe that devilish look off your face.” Mistral shook her head in disgust.

			“We have to play a part, sister,” he said. “I know Mama would want us to do what we needed to survive. And right now, that means blending in.”

			“It’s one thing to do what you must, but it’s more than blending in for you, isn’t it?” she said. “You like this life, this pirate life.” 

			“I like the fresh air and the shipmates,” said Rocco, “and the idea that we are giving those British sailors trouble. Trouble sleeping, trouble eating their food, and, when I have done with them, trouble keeping their guts from spilling out of their bellies.”

			I noted the pirates treated Rocco like one of them. There was no discrimination over his skin colour or his past as a “slave”. He shared something with them—a passionate hatred of authority, a desire to remain free. White or black, if they were caught now, it would be the end for them. And a grisly one. They all knew it and that bonded them. Like brothers in jeopardy. 

			“Are you on the Black Tide permanently now?” I asked Riley.

			“No,” he said. “Captain Drednought is planning for us to return to the Sea Mist tomorrow.”

			“He thinks Riley has magic, too,” said Mistral. “The captain’s mind is full of monsters.”

			“He wants me to show Rocco some of the tricks with smoke and the soil to use on the Black Tide in case of attack,” said Riley.

			“In case we attack or are attacked?” I asked. He shrugged. Either way.

			James Bolt appeared and wrapped a blanket around my shoulders. “You need to keep warm,” he said. “It’s been quite a day.”

			“Thanks,” I said.

			The blanket was cosy, and it made me sleepy. As people talked around me, I felt my eyes drifting shut. Bolt caught me before I slipped off my stool.

			“Why don’t you get some rest, Miss,” he said. “Riley, a hand please?”

			Riley wrapped my arm around his shoulders and guided me up the ladder.

			“Thanks,” I said, gaining the deck once more. 

			“The least I could do,” said Riley. 

			“After leaving me to rescue myself.”

			He steered me past the many obstacles on deck and over my unconscious shipmates to a spot by the railing before laying my blanket out and steadying me onto it.

			“I couldn’t save you today, Maddy,” he said. “If I could have—”

			“I know,” I said, stopping him. Time to give up that grudge. “But you must have been worried I’d give up the location to Crowe?”

			“I was a little,” he said. 

			“You needn’t have been.”

			“Good to hear. Sleep well, Maddy.” He pressed two of his fingers to his lips then touched them to my cheek. 
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			I dreamt of Riley, high up in the rigging, swinging on the ropes with a slash of a grin, the sun making his hair blaze like a summer bushfire. 

			“Big wave coming!” he called. 

			Next thing I knew, I was drenched. 

			I sat up. “What the—?”

			It wasn’t a dream. A wall of water had crashed over the boat. A growl of protest came from the guys who’d been rudely awakened. The guy next to me jumped up, his long, wet hair slapping his face as he looked around trying to figure out what was happening. As I stood up, water slid off my new coat, my face, my chin.

			“Clear the braces,” yelled Crowe, looking upwards. I followed his eyeline to Rocco, making his way up the rigging towards a sail that had caught on the mast as it opened. A torrent of sea spray squirted in my eye, the salt stinging like mad. I squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for the pain to pass.

			“Hands to halyards!” Drednought shouted. “Helm quarter to starboard.”

			“Look lively, lads,” Captain Crowe shouted. “Lest you fancy a neck stretching before suppertime.”

			Through blurry eyes, I saw pirates running about, unravelling ropes to get the sails billowing. One young guy with a bridge of freckles across his nose looked at me with eyes full of terror.

			And then I saw why. A ship—a big one—loomed on the horizon, chasing us. Through a watery haze, I made out a flag with red, white and blue. An English navy ship. 

			“If they catch us, I’m throwing myself over the side,” I heard one guy say. “There’s no way I’m ending up as a skeleton in one of them cages over the Thames.”

			“I’ll be right beside you,” said his friend.

			I gripped the railing and peered down at the water, dark grey and reflecting the clouds playing tip-chase across the sky. The waves were sloppy and alarmingly big. I held on tight as our ship climbed up the side of one wave, then seemed to hang suspended mid-air before pounding down on the other side. Then came the rain, thick and heavy, as if someone had switched on a shower. My clothes stuck to me like a second skin. The ship, which had seemed so big that first day in port, now seemed as fragile as a matchstick boat. 

			I looked around to see if Riley was among the crew. I couldn’t see him. But when I looked up, there he was, with Rocco trying to free the stuck sail, midway up the rear mast. 

			I freaked out as I noted the angle of that mast, relative to the sea. It was no longer anything like a right angle, but obtuse one way, acute the other as we heaved back and forth, dangerously close to tipping each time.

			“Draw on every rag of canvas the yards will hold!” Drednought roared.

			“Excuse me, Miss Madison, but Garland begs your assistance below,” said Charly.

			Downstairs, Garland and I raced about securing everything in the kitchen and eating area as best as we could, tying things down, wedging them into tight places. “Would you take Charly and Mistral and whoever else you can round up and secure the supplies below,” Garland said.

			I nodded, but I must have looked as scared as I felt, because Garland squeezed my shoulder and said: “Don’t worry, Miss Maddy. I’ve been through a few storms in my time, some of which had had even the most black-hearted pirates whimpering like children. We came through on those occasions and we’ll come through this one too. The Black Tide, she’s as fair a ship as I’ve ever seen. She’ll see us home safe.”

			Oddly, that did give me comfort—though Garland was both a pirate and a storyteller, which meant you couldn’t believe a word he said.

			Charly found Mistral and the three of us headed downstairs with two more skinny but strong pirates, Dashforth and Clark. As the ship rocked and rolled, we banged our heads and hips and shoulders securing barrels of food and crates of goods—tying them down or wedging them against each so they couldn’t move.

			On the lower deck, a cannon, which had come loose, slid towards us. We leapt out of the way.

			“Sorry,” said a young pirate, with an eye patch. He and an older guy with a hooked hand dragged the weapon back to its place and tied it down. I remembered how Mum called some people “loose cannons”. It made sense now. 

			We had to dodge a few cannon balls, too. Luckily, it wasn’t our job to secure that massive stack; the gunner crew did that. Meanwhile, Mistral and I made a temporary pen for a couple of poor goats wandering about. The goats bleated, unhappy at being restrained, but it was better than being crushed by moving objects.

			When we’d done, we went back up top. Into a watery hell.

			“Oh, Mother of God, spare us!” Mistral whispered.

			Everything on deck seemed taut and ready to snap. The sails billowed like over-puffed cheeks, straining against the ropes, which tugged hard at the mast, which creaked unnervingly under the assault of wind and sea. The boat rocked wildly. I clung to the side and hauled myself along, step by step. My hair blew back so hard it hurt.

			Squinting into the mist, I thought I saw the navy boat still after us, but perhaps a bit further away now.

			The sailors, with their ragged clothes wet-pasted to their scrawny bodies, raced about tying things up. I watched a man as thin as a stick pump the bilge out with the force of a circus strong man. It was a hopeless task. We were almost knee deep in water. Every time the ship bowed to the right, a new wave pounded us, its frothy aftermath zinging like freshly poured champagne on the deck. 

			“Close haul that jib,” Drednought cried.

			“Helm quarter to starboard,” added Crowe. 

			I couldn’t see exactly where he was. The whole scene was blurry, my hair constantly stuck to my face, like the tendrils of a dead octopus.

			“Riley, hold on!” came a cry above me. I looked up and saw my friend dangling from a rope, legs scissoring through the air, trying to get a foothold, though the extreme angle as the ship climbed up the watery mountain made it impossible. 

			The ship rolled back, righting itself briefly. Riley’s feet scrabbled at the yards but slipped off again. When the boat rolled the opposite way, he swung back and banged against a thick beam—boof—which made him let go of the rope and fall. I felt my heart tumble through my ribs as I watched him drop. Thankfully he jolted to a stop on the rigging on the way down. He managed to brace his legs on the rungs before the rolling started again. 

			For a long while he stayed there as the boat tipped this way and that. At first, I thought he might be too scared to move. Then I began to worry something was wrong. I saw Rocco higher up, shouting at him; his words were lost in the roar of the wind and the waves. As Rocco’s attention stayed on Riley, I realised my friend might be in trouble.

			“He’s frozen up there, isn’t he?” said Captain Crowe, appearing beside me.

			“I’m going up to see.” I turned towards the rigging.

			He held my arm, shaking his head. “That’s not a good place to be in a storm, Madison.” 

			“I know how to get the boy down.” Drednought popped up between us. “Boy, bring me my pistol!” he shouted to Charly. “A warning shot close by his ear should warm that frozen blood of his.”

			A warning shot? But how accurate would it be? With the boat all over the place? 

			Behind the crash and wail of the sea, I detected another sound—a tearing, followed by panicked shouts: “Captain! The sail! It’s ripping!” 

			“Do not go up there after him, Madison!” said Crowe. “Stay on the deck. That is an order.”

			“Aye aye, Captain,” I said. 

			“Full and by!” Crowe rushed off to command the helmsman, who I saw had tied himself to the ship’s steering wheel. Looking up, the captain called: “Bring in the sail!” 

			I had to get Riley down from the rigging and fast. He couldn’t be up there when Drednought returned with his pistol or that sail came down on him. I put my head down, grasped the rungs and began climbing.

			The sea spray was ice cold, the wind catching loose strands of my wet hair and flicking them against my face over and over with stinging force. As the boat rocked one way, it was like I was lying on top of the rigging. Then a scary half-minute or so later, it swung the other way and I was like a cat gripping on with my fingers and toes under it.

			“Hold on, Riley, I’m coming for you!” I cried. 

			A mighty wave hit me with tremendous force. I held on tight, squeezing my eyes and pressing my lips tightly together, but the salt water pushed into my eye sockets, my nostrils and mouth. I swallowed seawater till I was gagging on it and thought I might drown where I stood.

			It took four rolls back and forth, with me chancing a small step at a time, before I was within shouting distance of him.

			“Riley! Are you okay?” I screamed.

			He didn’t answer and I saw his eyes were closed. He was unconscious. Before he passed out, he must have threaded his arm and legs through the square netting. Good thinking! By now, I could barely keep my eyes open against the salt. So, I climbed with them shut.

			“Riley! Wake up!” 

			He didn’t move. I ventured a glance down. The deck was such a long way and—Oh no! —was that Drednought raising his arm and pointing his pistol at us? I thought I heard the crack of a shot but neither of us was hit. 

			 Drawing level with my friend, I sidestepped across to him and let go with my right arm to prod him. He stirred, opening his eyes and turning towards me. His face was ghostly white and I saw his right hand was dark red with blood. 

			“Hi, Maddy,” he said. 

			“Will you come down with me now?” I spoke gently, as if coaxing a small child. He seemed so fragile at that moment.

			Riley slid his hand along the rope till the side of his little finger touched mine. “Sorry I brought you here,” he said. Whether he meant up the rigging or to the pirate era, I wasn’t sure.

			“We have to go down,” I said. “One step at a time. Each step we take is a step closer to home.”

			He smiled and I was relieved when he started moving. I kept pace with him, making sure I was a few steps ahead—so I could try to block him if he slipped. 

			Then, whoosh, the ship jerked around suddenly as a sail unfurled—the one Rocco had been working loose. I lost, first, my footing, then my grip on the rail. Riley grabbed my hand with his good arm—his injured arm was hooked through the mesh. “Got you, Maddy,” he said. “I’m not letting go.”

			I dangled there till I regained my footing. Then, ever so slowly, rung by rung, the two of us came down. I made Riley go below to see James Bolt.

			The storm raged on. When we tipped really badly, I fell hard against the railing. Charly went sprawling into the knee-deep water and couldn’t regain her footing. She banged against a wooden post and another pirate barrelled into her.

			Meanwhile, two sailors who had been reaching up to untangle some ropes lost their balance and fell overboard. 

			“Curly! Joyner!” someone called. By then, the boat was already rolling back the other way. 

			Two more went over the railing on that side. Others gripped onto ropes as their legs lifted right off the ground. Poor Charly was still floating about, ramming into things. How bad must the water have been on the decks below, I wondered? 

			“Ready about! Hard alee!” shouted Drednought. “If I see a man among you shirking, he’ll take his supper this night with the bones of His Majesty’s most careless captains!” 

			Then came a creak like the sky itself had cracked open. We looked up in terror. 

			“Secure the mast,” called Drednought. 

			“All hands to the ropes. Hold fast,” cried Crowe.

			A dozen guys formed lines to haul on the ropes, creating an opposing force to keep the mast standing. I joined the line, adding what little strength I had left. The rigging swarmed with pirates, like a kitchen bench with ants after a Sunday toast brekkie.

			I saw Rocco climbing and then—I had to look twice—Mistral was there beside him. Her dress was sodden and limp, her hair a wild mess. But she moved as well as any of them. They climbed up to the yards on all the sails, yanking on ropes, retying them.

			“Clear the braces!” 

			“Ease off, cut sail.” 

			Orders from the two captains flew about like voices on the wind. I kept yanking that rope in time with the others as I watched the sails above us twist and realign.

			Then, abruptly, the boat altered course. I lost my footing as did a couple of the other guys on the ropes. But as we stood up, we seemed to be on a better angle to the waves. We weren’t rocking nearly so violently.

			The climbers descended. Rocco slid down the taut rope. Mistral twirled gracefully back down. 

			“How did you learn to climb like that?” I asked Mistral.

			“I grew up in a place where there were lots of trees,” she said. “I saw no reason why girls should not climb as well as boys.”

			Someone grabbed my shoulder and turned me around. It was Captain Crowe. “You disobeyed my order. You went up that rigging to save Riley when I specifically told you not to.”

			“Aye aye, Captain.” 

			He held my gaze, jaw clenched in anger. Then exhaled with relief. “Heave to, Miss Bryant.”

			Turning, he strode along the deck, bellowing: “Keep her steady. There’ll be rum for all who get through the storm. The rest...have my sympathies.” 

			“Watch that man, girl,” said Mistral. “There is danger in the way he looks at you—like you are the land and he has been at sea a long, long time.”  

			“Ahoy there,” came a shout from high up on a yardarm. It was Captain Drednought, leaning way out with his eyeglass. “Listen up, you scurvy lot! The navy boat is gone.”

			A joyous cheer arose.

			“And I see our next port on the horizon,” he said. “Let’s hope the island’s publicans are ready for us! Because I have such a thirst on me, I could drink a whole ocean and still want more. Aaargh!” 

			Drednought laughed like a maniac. I suspected he was one. But he was a maniac who had got us through the worst morning of my life! 

			The Black Tide was still rocking, though not nearly as badly as before. The water was only ankle deep when Riley emerged from below, his hand bandaged.

			“What did I miss?” he said.

			“Nothing much. We went for a swim inside the boat.” 

			Charly came over to check on him. My eyes drifted around the deck to settle on Captain Crowe strutting about shouting orders. It was hard not to watch him; he was so confident and competent in command. When he caught me looking, I turned away, chin high, letting him know I was not impressed with his attempts to romance the treasure out of me. But, in truth, I was impressed by him. Way too impressed.

			“He’s a good captain,” said Charly, who’d been watching me.

			“Good enough,” I said.

			“Those poor wretches who went overboard.”

			There was no talk of going back to search for them. Such was the life of a pirate.

			Behind Charly, I saw Riley’s eyes go wide, as if in sudden terror—disproportionate to our current danger level. Something was up.

			“What is it?” I whispered.

			He didn’t reply immediately. I had a sixth sense—or sick sense—that I knew what he was about to say. Though I really, really didn’t want him to say it.

			“The time machine...is gone.” 

			Chapter 28[image: ]

			“No! No! No! Are you telling me the time machine slipped out of its pouch while you were up there on the rigging?”

			“It must have.” Riley patted himself down, turned in circles, checking the deck around us, and grimaced.

			“So, you’re saying, if it’s not anywhere here, it must be out there,” I said. We stared out at the choppy sea. “Somewhere at the bottom of the ocean? Being slimed on by some giant octopus?”

			“Octopuses do like shiny things,” said Riley. “They commonly line their homes with reflecting objects.”

			I gave him a warning look. Now was not the time to go all Discovery Channel on me. For once, he got the message.

			“Are you sure you had it on you when you went up that rigging?” I asked.

			“I think so.”

			“You didn’t check before you went up?”

			“Err, no.”

			How could he not check constantly? That machine was our lifeline—our way back home to our families and everything we loved. I’d never thought of Riley as “careless” before. Now that I saw that he could make silly mistakes like the rest of us, I found I didn’t like it.

			“At least we have Peterson’s machine,” I said, trying to stay positive. “Wherever he is.”

			Riley nodded but continued chewing his lip.

			“What is it?” I asked.

			“Probably nothing.”

			“Spit it out.”

			“I just don’t see how the machine could have fallen out without me noticing.” 

			“But it was such a terrible storm,” I said, “the boat was all over the place. And you were unconscious.”

			“Even so.”

			“What are you saying?”

			Silence was his reply and a dark look I could read all too well. “You think someone stole the time machine?” A pause and he nodded.

			“But...how? You don’t leave it lying around, do you? They’d have to have pick-pocketed you where you stood.”

			He gripped the railing and gazed out at the horizon. “You’re right. It must have fallen out.”

			“Let out your hook!” bellowed Drednought.

			We were cruising into a port known as the Lost Island. It looked similar to Destiny Island, only not as big. The wooden buildings lining the water frontage seemed bleached and frail as if a strong breeze would blow them down.  

			Leaning on the bow, I felt an arm touch mine and turned, expecting to see Riley. But it was Dustin Crowe. I looked away and tried to resurrect my rage with him. But it wasn’t there. We’d survived a marooning and a killer storm. That bonded you. Though it was a guarded bond on my side.

			“Madison,” he said.

			“Captain Crowe,” I replied. “So, the Lost Island. Why is it called that?”

			“It was a busy port once, doing very well too,” said Crowe. “But a few years ago it was hit by a tidal wave. After that the navy stopped calling. For a while, it sat here with no-one bothering to visit ’cept crabs. Eventually, pirates claimed it. Now it’s our main port of sale for the goods we acquire during our travels.” The things they stole, he meant. It was an island of “fences”—people who traded in stolen goods. 

			“I bet the British navy would like to find this place,” I said.

			“For a certitude, they would,” said Captain Crowe. “But they’d never make it into the harbour.”

			He tipped his head towards a group of pirates on a hill with cannons and rifles pointed at the harbour entry. A man at the guns removed his three-cornered hat and gave a mock bow as our ship passed. 

			“As you see, we have taken steps to protect our port,” said Crowe.

			“Our port?” 

			“The Lost Island exists for every man and woman that calls themselves pirates.”

			A pirate haven. Interesting. 

			A dozen buildings lined the waterfront; the largest of them had a crude painted sign—THE SAWLTY DOG. The Sea Mist stood anchored in the bay, its crew already ashore.

			I felt my cheeks stretch into a grin. Despite my worries about the time machine and the treasure, I was excited to be getting off the ship onto solid ground. 

			“Was that a British navy boat chasing us earlier?” I asked. 

			Captain Crowe nodded. “We took a chance drawing on so much canvas in such bad weather. But it paid off. Their heavy vessel could not keep up. The Black Tide moved fast and fearless and did all we asked of her. She’s a fine ship. Though she did take a battering. We’ll have to do some repairs while we’re here.”

			“Do you think the navy boat will still be out there looking for us?”

			“They’re always looking for us, Miss Bryant,” he said. “They want to steal our booty and have themselves a hanging party in Old Blighty. But we won’t go along with their plans.”

			I should hope not.

			As soon as we hit the shore, the crew began spending the advance the captain gave them on their share of the treasure. That mostly meant, as far as I could tell, surging into the Sawlty Dog to guzzle enormous quantities of rum. Within half an hour, fights had broken out in the bar, on the beach and everywhere in between.

			The Sawlty Dog had a rough-hewn bar attended by a crusty owner, a mud floor, and furniture comprised of driftwood and shore salvage. A tang in the air made you catch your breath—a potpourri of strong spirits, dead fish and vomit.

			Riley and I kept a low profile in the corner with Rocco and Mistral, Charly and ship’s cook Garland Howell. Plus the doctor, James Bolt. We sat on upturned crates and rested our drinks on an empty ale barrel. Someone had carved a stick figure hangman in the top, reminding us what might happen if the navy ever made it into port.

			Garland was the only one of us who drank rum and he drank far less than the other pirates. The rest of us just took a mug of watered-down ale and sat there, trying to stay out of the trouble bubbling around the room. The Sea Mist crew had already been there for an hour. Their brains were addled, their fists itchy. They seemed ready to take offence and take a swing at anyone who spoke the teeniest bit out of turn.

			“Ahoy matey, look what’s washed up on these shores,” said one of our crew in cheeky greeting to the Sea Mist pirates as he entered. Whap! He got a fist in the face for his trouble. He was out cold for the next hour, and puked on, spat on and trod upon. 

			“Rum is a liquid that flows backwards,” said Mistral. “‘Instead of flowing from the mouth down to the belly, it flows back up to the brain and makes a man as stupid as a half-cooked chicken!”

			“Just a bit of high-spirited fun.” Garland chuckled. 

			“Nothing quite says pirate fun like a pile of vomit with someone’s face in it,” I muttered.

			Riley spluttered into laughter.

			“They’re a wild bunch, aren’t they?” said Charly nervously. The poor English girl must have been terrified by all this.

			“You’d better stay in the shadows in case any of the crew gets an idea to involve the ship’s boy in a bit of fun,” said Riley.

			Laughter rose above the general din as one guy’s head crunched into a wall.

			“Oh, that had to hurt,” I said.

			“’Scuse me, chaps,” said James Bolt, getting up to check on the poor pirate. I watched Bolt check the guy’s vital signs—his heart, his pulse. Did people from this time even do those things? 

			“What do we think about him?” I whispered in Riley’s ear.

			“A bit suss,” he said quietly. “Maybe we could come up with some kind of test to make it clear? Like, we could ask him something about Australia. It’s fifty years yet till anyone hears the name. If he bites, we’ll know.”

			“No, we need something less obvious.”

			“If he is the Recall agent, what do we do then?” asked Riley.

			“We have to make sure he’s not on the ship when we leave here.”

			Chapter 29[image: ]

			Of all the pirates, Knox—Dustin’s main rival for captain—was the worst. His idea of a good time was making fun of others and stirring up bad vibes between shipmates. 

			“Look at the ears on that one,” said Knox, pointing to a pirate called Hartley. “They’re so big, they had to be furled along with the sails during the storm to avoid the boat tipping.” Gales of laughter from his cronies greeted his cheap dig.

			Yet when Meriton, one of his crewmates, called Hartley “big ears”, Knox turned against him.

			“Hartley, you don’t need to take that insult,” he said. “If you wish to settle this outside, I’ll gladly stand as second for you, lad.”

			He was pushing the two of them into a duel? Why? For his own sadistic amusement. The guy was cruel, pure and simple. Drednought’s antics by comparison seemed like good psychotic fun. The more I watched Knox, the more relieved I was that Dustin Crowe—and not him—was captain of the Black Tide. 

			Speaking of whom, while Drednought was at the centre of things in here, taking rum with the crew, I saw no sign of Captain Crowe. Recalling Garland’s comment about how successful Crowe was with the ladies, I wondered if he might be off visiting a female “friend” on the island. 

			After a long hour there, we spilled back onto the beach for some much-needed fresh air. Garland went off to talk to the inn’s cook about dinner. The rest of us walked along the sand, glad to be watching the sea from this side for a change.

			The sun was about to set, casting everything in a soft light. Someone was walking towards us. From their shape I saw they were well dressed and steady on their feet—no drunken weaving or staggering about like the rest. 

			“Here comes the captain,” said Mistral. “He thinks himself mighty fine, doesn’t he? Well, he’s right. He is so fine!” She giggled like a schoolgirl, her laugh rising to an ear-shredding squeak mid-flow. 

			It was Captain Crowe in a new suit of clothes. And he did look good.

			“If a girl likes that sort of fussy look, she might think him fine,” said Rocco. “But if she prefers a man with a touch of wild about him...” He flexed his arm muscles.

			“Then she’d best look to the animals in the forest,” said Mistral. 

			Charly glanced over at Rocco and smiled. He looked back at her with big sparkly eyes.

			“Evening, folks,” said Crowe. “Ms Bryant, may I beg a word?”

			“Sure.”

			We slowed to allow the others to go ahead, then continued along the sand, weaving around several unconscious crewmates.

			“Where have you been, Captain?” I said.

			“You know we pirates. Soon as we hit town, it’s straight to the rum for us. Like mother’s milk.”

			I leaned in and sniffed his breath. “I know you haven’t had any rum. So why say you did? Or does lying come as naturally to you as breathing?”

			“Have you ever heard of a pirate who doesn’t drink rum?” he said. “My crew would be suspicious if they knew the truth.”

			“What is the truth?”

			“Let’s just say, my father used to drink. It did not improve him. Or life for my mother and sisters. I prefer to spend my wealth on more worthwhile things.”

			“Like clothes?”

			He ran his hands through his thick dark hair and looked out to sea. “When I was taken to sea, on those first few journeys, I focused all my energies on ways to get home. But after a time, I realised this was a fool’s dream. I grew reconciled to my fate and decided that, if the sea were to be my life, I would endeavour to make the best life I could of it—to go as far in the life as my strength and wits could take me. 

			“Taking a close look around me, I saw that those who commanded the most respect were the ones who dressed best. From that moment, I resolved to take the money I earned, which might otherwise be spent on rum, and give it to several ladies who liked to sew around ports we called into. The ladies know my measurements and taste, and always have a new outfit or two ready for me upon my arrival.”

			Clever. “Then, this is a new outfit?” 

			He did a slow turn, arms out. There was the usual long coat, this time in dusky blue with fancy embroidery on the edges, crisp high-necked white shirt, and beige waistcoat with blue trim. His face was tanned, his eyes dark and rich. His hair seemed thicker and shinier than usual. And clean. 

			“Have you had a wash?” I asked.

			“Does it please you?”

			I shrugged, as if I couldn’t care less but, yes, it pleased me. What would please me even more was having one myself.  

			“What do you think?” he asked.

			“Is there some reason you wanted to dress up tonight? Like, is there someone on the island you want to impress?”

			“As it happens, yes,” he said. “I was hoping to impress you, Miss Bryant.” 

			“Well, I am impressed...by your skill at lying,” I said. “You really made me believe you were on my side when they threw us overboard. But I don’t feel so bad about that now, since clearly you lie to everyone.”

			We walked along in silence, his usual playfulness subdued. “As captain, I have a responsibility to advance my crew’s worldly wealth,” he began. “It is my job to find treasure or take it by force. As long as I do that, I will continue as captain. But if enough water passes beneath our hull without an increase in our fortunes, someone else will take that title from me.”

			Someone like Knox. He had a point.

			“Besides...” he said.

			“Besides, what?”

			“It was either I learn the location of the treasure my way or Ezekhiel would use his methods to discover it.”

			What was he telling me? That Drednought wanted to torture the location out of me? I hadn’t considered that as a possibility. 

			“What does he think about the treasure now?” I asked. Maybe the psycho captain was still planning to come after me? 

			“I convinced him you didn’t have any more information to give,” he said. “I will only say otherwise if and when you give me leave to do so.”

			That was a relief. He let me drink that in for a moment, then stepped in front of me. “I couldn’t watch him hurt you, Madison. I’ve grown much too fond of you for that.”

			His lips slowly drifted towards mine. And while part of me wanted to stay there and let this play out, I placed my two hands on his chest and shoved him away, hard. He stumbled back.

			“Please, Captain, can we just drop all this and stick to business?” 

			“Asking me to stay away from you is like asking a pirate to turn from treasure,” he said. “For you are more of a lure to me, Ms Bryant, than any jewels, any purse of coins, or siren’s song. I would gladly dive into any sea, face any danger for one more kiss from your angel lips.”

			Seriously! “No need to go to all that trouble on my account, Captain,” I said. “If you’re feeling lonely, I’m sure there are plenty of girls in town with angel lips who would gladly oblige you.”

			He folded his arms but in the dim light I saw the corners of his lips curl up in amusement. He’d been caught out and apparently enjoyed it. After that, the lovestruck, flowery captain vanished and the shrewd, calculating one took his place. Him, I could handle.

			“In the matter of this buried treasure of yours, Madison,” he said, “I believe we can help each other. I need the crew to have faith in me, you need someone to get you to the location. Our interests would appear to be aligned.”

			That seemed a fair summary. “So how do we go about this, then?”

			“Have you discovered yet who be the blackheart who also desires this treasure you seek?” 

			Meaning…had we found the Recall agent? “Not yet.”

			He paced. “So, we would need to get to the treasure without the crew being aware of what we were doing. Just you and I together?”

			“And Riley.”

			“Your brother. Very well. I will do my best to assist you and your brother to obtain what you desire, if you will help me with something first.”

			Chapter 30[image: ]

			Later that night, I joined some of the crew in the back room of the Sawlty Dog. This room was more richly decorated than the general bar. A polished round table and a dozen elaborately carved wooden chairs stood on a deep red rug. Paintings of buxom women and well-dressed sea captains adorned the walls. A large gold-framed mirror across from me allowed me to see myself for the first time in a while.

			I had on a new, dry set of pirate clothes, which were almost as smart as Captain Crowe’s. Deep brown and embroidered with flowers and leaves, they fitted me perfectly—thanks to the captain’s seamstress. 

			He had ordered the outfit for me earlier today and arranged for Mistral, Charly and I to take a room at the inn and a bath. The bath took ages to draw, in a round metal tub, and it was almost cold by the time I got in. But I felt so much better afterwards. And looked it too. It was all part of his plan to improve our standing tonight in negotiations with their “fence”—the man who would buy all their pirate goods to on-sell later for a tidy profit. 

			“Would you care for a drink, Ms Bryant?” our host asked.

			“Thank you, just a little.”

			Bastion Tarwell, the prospective buyer, poured the gold-brown liquid from a painted ceramic vessel. The man was about forty, barrel-bellied with tiny features in a balloon face. He wore a gawdy outfit—heavy on the colourful silk sashes—with rings on all his fingers, a gold drop earring and shiny blue headscarf. Flanking him were two swarthy minders also dressed in a rainbow of colours. 

			“I’m delighted to make your acquaintance,” said Tarwell, his accent a mix of posh English and gutter rat. “What a pretty young flower you are. Whatever are you doing with these slimy blaggards, madam, might I enquire?”

			“She is here as our guest,” said Crowe. 

			“Well, she certainly makes the table prettier,” said Tarwell. As he leaned forward to leer at me, I got a whiff of a cloying perfume. And then I did a double take—at his face, and that of the pirate captain in the painting on the wall. One and the same! Though it was a much slimmer, younger version on the wall. And I seriously doubted he’d ever commanded a ship. Not with that custard complexion and meringue body.

			“Now, gents, what’ve you brought Basty this time?” he said.

			Crowe had asked me to come along today because I was “an educated woman” and could read and write. He and Drednought were “a little rusty on their letters” and wanted to be sure Tarwell wasn’t ripping them off. Mistral came too. She looked fabulous in a dress of pale green cotton and lace, her hair washed and tiny orange flowers threaded into the curls—also ordered by Crowe. Captain Drednought could barely take his eyes off her—with a mix of desire and dread. Nor could anyone else, which I think was the point.

			We had to leave our pistols and swords at the door with Charly and Riley, as weapons were not permitted at the negotiating table. Of course, it didn’t mean we were unarmed. Crowe had several knives secreted in his boots and in hidden pockets sewn into his new outfit, as did I. Though I really hoped we wouldn’t need them.

			Tarwell had arranged for soup and stew to be served to the rest of the pirate crew. But in his private room, we feasted on spicy prawns, pork in a fruity sauce, and turtle soup—far better than Garland’s. Plus a platter of exotic fruits. 

			When we’d done, he ordered the table cleared for business. Crew members laid the boxes and baskets of booty on the table for Tarwell’s inspection, under the watchful eye of his minders. The haul included bolts of silk and other fine cloths, spices in ceramic jars, a selection of daggers and knives with jewelled handles. Drednought unrolled a dark piece of velvet revealing a dazzling display of jewellery—gold and silver and stones of red, green and pale blue. 

			Fire flared in Tarwell’s eyes and the tip of his tongue darted out to moisten his lips. “Is that a ruby? And are those emeralds?” We waited as he squinted at each jewel through a special glass and made notes in a large book.

			“Sleep well tonight, captains,” he said. “I will do my sums and present you with a handsome offer tomorrow morning.”

			As the goods were collected and boxed up again, Tarwell scrawled a few more notes in the book. His old style of handwriting was spindly and difficult to read, particularly upside-down. He must have seen me trying.

			“Am I to understand you are not just beautiful but educated as well?” he asked. “Can you read, Ms Bryant?” His cheeks stretched into a broad smile, but there was no light in his eyes. This was no casual enquiry he was making.

			“Read? No,” I said. “But I admire the hand of one such as yourself. Can you really interpret all those symbols and scrawls on the page?”

			“Yes, would you like a closer look.”

			I took the ledger and gazed at it, turning the pages over, one by one. “Oh, you must know so much.” 

			“Is he dealing honestly with us?” Captain Crowe quizzed me as soon as we were on the beach again.

			“He made a note of everything you laid on that table, and—”

			“And...what?”

			I paused, wondering whether to tell him what I’d seen. The right thing to do, according to time travel rules, would be to say nothing, as if I’d never been in the meeting that night. To allow future events to play out without changing anything.

			“And, err, nothing,” I said. 

			Crowe nodded and began walking away. He’d taken a dozen steps when I called him back. “Wait. There was something else.” 

			Hang the rules! I was invested with these people now. I didn’t want them hurt.

			“Tarwell wrote down your name and Drednought’s and the names of our ships. And the names of everyone he met in the room.” Which was why, I realised, he’d made such a point of introductions and insisted on hearing all our names, even Charly’s. 

			“It looks like he’s been doing it for quite some time too. There was a long list of crew members and not just our own but other boats as well.”

			“Why would he do that, do you think?” Crowe tipped his head.

			“It might be his insurance policy,” I said.

			“His what?” 

			Okay, so “insurance” wasn’t a household word yet. 

			“Protection against arrest,” I said. “If the navy gets through the island’s defences, he could trade his life in return for information on the pirates he’d dealt with.”

			Crowe made me tell Drednought all over again. As I did, he had this smug look on his face.

			“Captain,” said Crowe. “I told you we could trust Miss Bryant. She told me about Tarwell’s book with the names in it. That proves she is truly on our side.”

			“Good to hear, Miss Bryant,” said Drednought before walking on. 

			The task they’d given me had been an allegiance test. I didn’t like it though I suppose I understood it.

			“The names in the book don’t worry you?” I asked Crowe.

			He shrugged. “They’re just names. They can be changed any time.”

			“So, Dustin Crowe isn’t your real name? Ezekhiel Drednought isn’t his?”

			He raised an eyebrow in a “du-uh” way. “Is Madison Bryant yours?”

			“Of course not.” I didn’t want to seem like a gullible fool. 

			“I doubt any of the pirates on our ship call themselves by the names their mothers gave them. It would not serve their family members back home if they were caught and their family had to bear the shame.”

			“But what about the descriptions of people he wrote down?”

			“Descriptions?”

			“He made notes next to people’s names—hair colour, height, identifying tattoos, whatever he saw.”

			Crowe frowned. “Would you excuse me, Ms Bryant?” He ran ahead to catch up with Drednought. They whispered together, their expressions dark.

			“What’s going on?” asked Riley, beside me.

			“I think I might have done something bad. I told Captain Crowe about something I saw in that ledger and he’s gone off to discuss it with Drednought.”

			“Oh, did you consider the—”

			“Time travel consequences? Yes, I did. But I didn’t want anything bad to happen to the crew.”

			“Was it the crew in general you were trying to protect? Or just Captain Crowe?”
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			I awoke the next day to the sound of screaming. For a moment, I wasn’t sure where I was, but the smell of the sea brought it back. I was in the best room in the Sawlty Dog inn. Mistral and Charly were asleep beside me. 

			Had I imagined that scream? No, there it was again, like a dog howling but louder and much, much sadder. I shook the girls awake. We dressed quickly and raced outside to see. 

			A crowd had gathered on the beach. Rows of backs blocked my view of whatever was happening. But I had a sick feeling it had something to do with me and my big mouth. 

			Mistral, Charly and I pushed through to the front to see Bastion Tarwell, in his white cotton nightgown, kneeling on the sand, his right arm secured to a tree stump, his hand dripping blood. On the ground before him were two of his severed fingers. Knox stood by, clutching a bloodied axe, as Drednought paced.

			“Ezekhiel, please!” shrieked Tarwell. “We’ve known each other a long time. I’d rather die than give you up, I swear. Don’t I always give you a good price on the things you bring me? That’s why you come to me first. You’ll be happy—more than happy—with the sum I’ve allocated for your latest haul, I promise you.”

			A tap on my left shoulder and I turned to see Riley, frowning.

			“All the wealth in the world is no use to me if I’m locked up in a stinking jail and hanged afterwards,” said Drednought. “And that’s what would happen if the British navy ever got to see the descriptions of us you noted in your journal.”

			“But I would never give that to the navy.”

			“Then why write them down at all?”

			“It was only to remember your fine and distinctive features, I swear!”

			Oh no! “He’s a goner,” I whispered to Riley. “And it’s my fault.”

			“You understand it’s not just my own welfare I have to consider,” Drednought said, “but that of my whole crew. I put my trust in you, Bastion, and you’ve betrayed that. You’ve betrayed us all.” 

			“No, I haven’t! I wouldn’t do that!” The poor guy broke down, whimpering pitifully. Drednought rolled his eyes. “Do you want to see each member of my crew swinging in a rusty cage over the Thames as crows peck out their eyes and small children jeer at the pain and sorrow of our passing?”

			My stomach twisted like a wet towel being wrung out at his description.

			“We’re friends, Ezekhiel,” said Tarwell. “I would rather die than see that.”

			“Interesting choice of words,” said Drednought.

			Riley squeezed my arm. 

			“To preserve your life, but remove the temptation to say the wrong thing,” said Drednought, “off with his tongue!” 

			“No, wait!” Tarwell’s face was as pale as coconut meat and slimy with sweat. “If I had no tongue, I could not pass on the valuable information I have to give. Information which could make you and your crew richer than Croesus, wealthier than you could imagine even in your wildest dreams!”

			Drednought paused, stroking his eyebrow. “Speak,” he whispered.

			“Word has come to me of a Spanish armada, a dozen vessels at least, which will soon be leaving the Spanish Main bound for home,” said Tarwell. “They stayed too long, greedily gathering silver and jewels and all manner of Aztec treasures. Now, they must leave quickly to beat the season of storms and hurricanes on its way. Their holds are bursting with bounty. They’re a fat bird waiting to be plucked by a captain with the courage for the chase.”

			“How came you by this information?” asked Drednought.

			“A pirate captain told me. He was deathly ill with a pox so had no appetite for the pursuit himself. But he said a king’s fortune awaited anyone bold enough to go after a Spanish galleon called the Corazon d’Oro—Heart of Gold—which must leave the port in New Spain within the week.”

			Drednought’s fingers twisted in his many necklaces as he mulled this over. “Thank you for the information,” he said. “I do appreciate it.” Then he turned to Knox: “Take his tongue.”

			“Wait!” 

			All heads turned—to me! 

			“Captain Drednought—” I stepped inside the circle “—perhaps you could consider leaving his tongue where it is so he can he tell you the price he’s offering for your treasure haul. For, clearly, he cannot write it down now.”

			“The girl’s right, Captain,” Mistral said, standing by me. “And it’s very bad luck to take a man’s tongue. Such bad luck as could bring the devil down upon a captain and his whole crew.” She was playing the superstition card.  

			“Ah, let him keep his tongue.” Drednought waved it away, as though he didn’t care one way or the other. “Perhaps we’ll just stitch up his mouth so he can’t gossip about us.”

			“Captain!” Crowe shook his head.

			“Very well.” Drednought sighed. “I have two of his fingers. That will have to do...for now. But I promise you, Bastion, my friend, if you ever turn against me or any of my fellow gentlemen of fortune, that oily tongue of yours will be the next to fall to my knife.”

			James Bolt bandaged the bloody stumps of Tarwell’s thumb and the first finger on his right hand. We took the ledger with us to remove all future temptation. 

			Tarwell paid handsomely for the treasure. But we stayed on the island for two more days anyway, while repairs were carried out on the Sea Mist and the Black Tide. During that time we ate well, thanks to Tarwell’s hospitality, and we girls kept our room at the Sawlty Dog. 

			Bastion Tarwell didn’t join us for dinner the next night or on our last night on the island. He begged to be excused on “a private matter”. I could guess what that was—lying flat out in pain and terror and steering well clear of pirate captain Ezekhiel Drednought.

			For the rest of our stay, Drednought wore his ceremonial necklace—the one stacked full of the rotting and dried out fingers of his enemies. The freshest two digits still dripped blood occasionally onto the front of his pink, silk shirt. 

			“Makes your fingertips feel all tingly, doesn’t it?” said Riley.

			Chapter 32[image: ]

			Charly sat in the shadow of a crooked palm tree, looking out at the turquoise sea. In front of her, at least a dozen guys frolicked in the water, bare-chested. Splashing, screaming, chasing each other about. Like kids from the outback on Bondi beach for the first time. 

			In the centre of the melee was Riley. And lucky he was, too, as, twice, he had to rescue guys who went too far out in the water and couldn’t stay afloat. Pirates and water! What a disaster! 

			Except for James Bolt. He looked completely at home in the sea. When he dived, it was in that pencil-straight way my swimming squad master loved. As he floated on his back, he reminded me of my dad who was so stable in that position that, when I was really young, I used him as a surfboard. 

			“Hey,” I greeted Charly as I sat beside her on the sand.  

			“Good afternoon, Miss Madison.”

			I watched her intense expression, barely blinking as she stared out to sea. “Let me guess,” I said. “You wish you could have a swim too?”

			She nodded. “To feel a touch of cool on my skin would be a welcome relief.” But obviously, the bare-chested thing wouldn’t work for her.

			“At least we have the bath.” I’d organised for us to have one every night while we were here. Mistral had only had one on the first night, but Charly was as keen as me to get clean at the end of each sweaty day.

			“Yes,” she said. “The bath is a delight.”

			We watched the bizarre scene before us of pirates playing in the water with childlike glee. I scanned the faces. Once again, Captain Crowe was nowhere to be seen—a tad disappointing. But Rocco was there. And I couldn’t help noticing how Charly’s eyes followed him wherever he went. It confirmed what I’d suspected: she had a crush on him.

			I leaned close to her ear. “Does he know you’re a girl yet?” 

			“Who?”

			I gave her some “Seriously, dude?” eyebrow action. 

			Her cheeks pinked up a little. “He’s never said.”

			Rocco looked up and waved, a grin breaking out on his face like sunshine after rain. Now sure of our attention, he dived under the water and his legs popped up, scissoring about in the air until he lined them up together straight as a ship’s mast.

			“Show off!” Charly murmured.

			“You do like him, don’t you?” 

			“To admit I do would make my life, which is already complicated, more so. Best to ignore all such feelings.” 

			“How did you end up here, Charly, on this beach, as a member of a pirate crew?” I asked.

			And she told me. It seemed that Charly—or Charlotte—was from a good home in a seaside town in the south of England. When her family fell on hard times, her father thought it was time to marry her off. 

			“Papa was talking to Mr Playfair, the local minister, about me wedding his son, Jonas.”

			“And you didn’t like Jonas?”

			“The man is a fool who beats his servants.”

			“Did you tell your father how you felt?”

			“I tried, but he said I was a foolish girl who didn’t know what was good for me.” She sighed. “Given where I have ended up, I have to concede he may have been right.”

			After that, Charly ran away to London, disguised herself as a boy and tried to find work using her reading and writing skills. 

			“But I found no employment. Rather, I learned that the city is a hard place to be when you are friendless, with limited resources. What little money I had was stolen by a cutpurse. 

			“Desperate, one night I snuck into the stables behind an inn, near the docks, to take my rest, but the innkeeper discovered me and threw me into the streets. It so happened Captain Broadbent was leaving the premises at the same time.”

			It was an awful tale but not unusual among sailors and pirates, it seemed. 

			“Do you ever regret not marrying Jonas?” I asked.

			“Spending my life with Jonas Playfair would have been worse than death for me,” she said. “Though I do miss my home and pray my family does not think too ill of me.”

			At that point, Rocco surged out of the water and ran up the sand to us, stopping near Charly, droplets of saltwater sliding off his muscular torso onto her legs. His eyes were wild, and he looked at her with a breathless awe.

			“Riley just told me something,” he said. “That you’re a...you’re a…” 

			“A fish?” I said. Couldn’t help myself. 

			“A girl,” he whispered.

			“Please don’t give me away, Rocco,” Charly said.

			“I would rather die than put you in a moment’s danger, madam,” he said. “I apologise if I have been out of order in my rough treatment of you. I assure you there was no slight intended.” 

			“When it comes to order,” said Charly, “this is the correct order—me up that tree first, you a sorry second.”

			She raced over to a leaning palm tree, then flashed a taunting grin before shinnying up the trunk. Rocco stood gawping for a time, then launched himself after her. They were like a couple of circus performers. I could understand it with him, raised on a Caribbean island and all. But how could a girl from an English town climb like that? Thankfully, she’d got away from that buttoned-up, restricted life her family had planned for her. Someone with that much athletic energy needed to run free. The pirate life might actually turn out to be the perfect one for her.

			Charly and Rocco reached the top of the tree, grabbed a coconut each and scrambled down, then tore off along the water’s edge.

			“Has his brain woken up at last?” Mistral came to join me, shaking her head. “Does he know yet that she’s a girl?” 

			“I told him,” said Riley, walking up to join us. “He needed to know the truth.”

			Mistral tutted as she watched the pair kicking up a storm of droplets at the water’s edge. “Sometimes, it’s as if his head is wrapped in banana leaves. He can’t see what’s right in front of him.”

			As the pair stopped to get their breath, Mistral went over to talk to them. I noticed Rocco staring at Charly like she was a rare jewel. I hoped this new knowledge wouldn’t spoil their easy friendship.

			Riley squatted on the sand beside me.

			“Are you okay with that?” I asked him, nodding to Charly and Rocco.

			“With them? Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?” 

			“It’s just I thought maybe you and Charly...?”

			“Nah. We’re just friends,” he said. “Anyway, it’s time travel. We know the rules.” 

			Somehow, I felt he was digging at me. 

			“Yeah,” I said, “and, besides, you have a girlfriend already. Samantha.” I probably did add a little splash of disdain to her name. 

			“What about you and Captain Crowe?” he said. “How’s that going?”

			“How’s what going?”

			“Oh, come on! He’s all over you, like a swarm of sand flies, every chance he gets.”

			“He’s trying it on. That’s what pirates do,” I said. “Anyway, I’m sure he has loads of women in ports all over the place. He’s not going to fall for me and I’m not going to fall for him. So, whatever happens between us won’t affect the timeline.”

			There was a beat of bruised silence on both sides. “I just think you should be careful, Maddy.”

			“Stick to science, Riley,” I said. “That’s what you’re good at. Leave me to work out what’s going on with human contact.”

			Riley drank that in, then stood up to walk away. And, instantly, I wished I could unsay it. Curse my stupid mouth. 

			“Riley! Help! Knox is drowned!” a cry came from the water.

			A couple of pirates carried the unconscious Knox out of the water and laid him on the sand. Riley was about to move forward to help. But I grabbed his leg.

			“Stay here,” I said.

			“I have to save him,” he said.

			“Just wait!” I said.

			“Knox! Wake up!” one of the guys shouted. I saw one of them kneel down and slap his face—for all the good it would do. “Knox! Can you hear me?”

			“He’ll die if I don’t go now,” said Riley.

			“Just a bit longer.”

			And then, heaving out of the water came James Bolt, who dropped to the sand beside Knox, cleared his airways and clamped his mouth over the pirate’s to perform mouth-to-mouth resuscitation on him, interspersed with chest compressions—pretty much exactly as we’d been taught in our first-aid unit at school. 

			“He’s kissin’ him!” a pirate shouted. His shipmates were aghast.

			Knox coughed and spluttered. Bolt rolled him onto his side, the pirate vomited up a load of seawater and came back to life. Everyone turned to Bolt, faces full of awe, as if Poseidon himself had risen from the depths to save their quartermaster.

			“Well,” I said, “we’ve found our Recall agent.” 

			Riley nodded. “Bolt’s the agent.” 

			“Now what do we do?”
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			At night, the humidity relaxed its grip on the town and a sea breeze drifted in, cooling the place and people down. Including Riley and me. As we ate dinner—once again in the special negotiating room in the Sawlty Dog with a dozen others—we took baby steps towards mending our friendship.

			“You okay?” I asked Riley.

			He nodded, sullenly. “You?” 

			“Sorry I was such a...you know.”

			He covered his mouth quickly, almost losing the prawn he was chewing. I guess maybe it was the first time I’d almost apologised to him. 

			“It’s all right,” he said, with a mouthful.

			Tonight, he had a new outfit on, one Drednought had ordered made for him as a reward for his special smoke effects. A long blue coat with shiny gold buttons, black trousers to the knee, and a fresh white shirt with lace on the collar. The blue of his coat made his blue eye colour flare. With the top layer of his wavy blond hair tied up and his new gold earring, he looked...well, not bad.

			“When did you get your ear pierced?” I asked.

			“Drednought did it, earlier tonight.”

			“You let that man near your ear with a knife? You’re lucky you have an ear left at all.” 

			We both laughed at that. Dark humour. A re-bonding moment.

			“An earring suits you,” I said. 

			“Hurts a bit,” he said.

			“Wimp.”

			I wandered off to the buffet table, which was laid with the usual silver trays of prawns, crabs and crayfish with a spicy orange-brown sauce, tureens of vegetable and turtle soups, and some kind of sweet potato stew as well as a rainbow assortment of fruits. Tonight, a dish of white fish with a spicy relish was served up as well, and freshly baked bread—sweet, like a cake. I suspected Tarwell’s generosity had something to do with his relief that we would be leaving tomorrow. Apparently, the ship’s repairs were complete. 

			Some young, lavishly dressed women shared food with us tonight. A girl with a mop of fussy brown curls seemed to hang on Captain Crowe, fluttering her fan at him and laughing uproariously at all he said as if he were the Pirate King of Comedy. He seemed to enjoy the attention. 

			I felt a stab of jealousy and cursed myself for being a complete idiot. It was good to see this and be reminded of who the guy was and what he truly wanted. He was a pirate after treasure. And a bit of fun. No point imagining this as some epic time travel romance when it was anything but.

			“Ms Bryant, you look and smell lovely today.” Crowe was right behind me.

			“Captain Crowe,” I said, my tone icy. “I didn’t ask for your opinion.”

			“That girl I was talking to was an old friend. I’ve known her since my first trip—”

			“It’s good to catch up with old friends.” I looked away as if I was so not interested in the details. When I turned back, he was smirking. 

			“What?” I demanded.

			“She is not without her attractions,” he said, “but when you’re in the room, Ms Bryant, all other stars lose their brilliance.”

			“Please, Captain,” I said. “I’m trying to eat. You’ll put me off my food.”

			I picked up some fruit and popped it in my mouth, barely tasting it. He watched me chew, struggling not to laugh. But how was any of this funny?

			“I’ve never known a woman to be so terrible at receiving compliments.” 

			“Can we talk business for a moment?” I said. “When should we bring up the subject of our treasure with Captain Drednought?”

			“The captain is set upon the Spanish treasure for the moment,” he said. “He thinks of little else. Once we’ve secured that, we may turn our minds to your map.”

			That was disappointing, though not unexpected. The Spanish treasure was too big a prize for the pirates to ignore. We’d have to go with them as they went after it, then make a dash for ours. Perhaps if Bolt were no longer on the boat, it might be a more straightforward quest. 

			“Have you discovered who it is who seeks your treasure?” asked Crowe.

			“I believe so.”

			“Who is the blackheart?”

			I leaned in to tell him but Drednought called him away. Just as well. I wanted to double-check before outing Bolt as the spy.

			“This food reminds me of home.” Mistral drifted over to me, nibbling a prawn. “And of those who will not be there upon my return. Mama always made the best bread. The angels in Heaven would weep to smell that loaf cooking.” 

			I was suddenly conscious of everyone’s jaws moving up and down as we consumed all the food laid out for us. 

			“Oh. My. God,” I said. “What if Bastion Tarwell poisoned the food in retaliation for what Drednought did to him? He could wipe us all out.”

			“Beware the snake who wishes to bite his enemy’s tail, that he doesn’t bite his own by mistake,” said Mistral.

			“Huh?”

			“Captain Drednought made Bastion Tarwell food taster for the evening’s feast. Everything we’re eating, the man has already swallowed. If it’s poisoned, he’ll be waiting for us at the gates of Hell.”

			“That was clever of the captain,” I said.

			“For a man, Drednought is wily enough. But to be truly devious, down to the fingernails, that requires a woman. It was my idea.”

			“Good one.”

			Captain Crowe was kept busy talking to all the ladies. Once or twice, our eyes met. I looked away quickly; the guy had quite enough attention and didn’t need any more from me. 

			As I tried to move past, he blocked my path.

			“Madison, you don’t seem yourself tonight,” he said.

			“I am perfectly myself, Captain,” I said. “More so, perhaps, than I have been for a while.”

			I tried to skirt around him—he sidestepped to block me again. “Was it my catching up with an old friend that brought about this change in you?” he asked. “Or perhaps you don’t like the rosewater scent that lingers from the bath I took?”

			“I am happy you and your friend got together. And your odour is no more offensive to me than usual.”

			I walked off before he could reply and signalled Riley to come outside with me.

			We headed out of the inn and along the beach, where we could talk openly. In the dark, the pirates crashed out on the sand around us looked like a colony of seals.

			“Where’s Peterson?” I said. 

			“I don’t know,” said Riley. “But I’d bet he’s looking for the aqua pearls or trying to find some alternate fuel source.”

			“Who is he?” I said, suddenly remembering something. “You said you had an idea who he might be that night at the Lost Virtue inn just before you were crimped.”

			Riley nodded slowly. “I’m not sure about that, now. It seems a crazy idea.”

			“Tell me.”

			He scratched his head and looked around. “I had this idea he was someone we both know very well.”

			“Johnno?” Could he be our former science teacher and time travel enemy turned ally?

			“No,” Riley said. 

			“Then who?”

			A few pirates stumbled past and we waited till they’d gone. But by then, Captain Crowe was coming our way.

			“May I have a word, Miss Bryant?” He didn’t wait for an answer, just grabbed my arm and hauled me off further along the beach. 

			“Where are we going?” I demanded.

			He marched me to a secluded spot by a palm tree. Then glared at me, raking his hand through his hair.

			“Before I met you, I was a pirate, sailing the seas without a care. I had many females I enjoyed spending time with, but none gave me a moment’s worry. Now, when I’m with a beautiful girl, I think of you. You’re in my head, like a fly I can’t swat away.”

			“That’s charming.” Not!

			“You are charming. Whenever you’re around, strange feelings swirl inside me. Like a storm I cannot navigate.” He paced and clawed his fingers through his hair as if seeking buried treasure there. “I understand that, through my actions, I have lost your trust. But I would have it back at any cost.”

			“I’m not sure, once lost, it can ever be given again, Captain,” I said.

			“I will work to win back your good opinion and your trust,” he said. “Good night, Madison. Sleep well.” 

			And he slipped into the shadows. 

			Whoa! That was…! I wasn’t sure quite what it was, I just felt in a better mood afterwards. Though, I knew him trying to win back my good opinion was not something that was actually good for me, or for the world. 

			Riley emerged from the shadows. 

			“Sounds like he really likes you,” he said.

			He’d heard, then. Maybe the captain did like me or maybe it was a lie. Either way, I couldn’t do a thing about it, because…time travel. 

			“It’s probably just some new scheme of his to take our treasure,” I said.

			James Bolt staggered past us, the worse for drink. He saluted us before stumbling off singing Summertime, an old jazz song. But not nearly old enough. 

			“He can’t be on the boat when we leave here tomorrow,” I said.

			Riley nodded. “Agreed.”

			“Have you got what we need to make sure of that?”

			Riley nodded.

			“Can I see?”

			He handed me two pages torn from Tarwell’s journal. I manoeuvred them into the moonlight to see them more clearly. They were sketches of Ezekhiel Drednought and Dustin Crowe that Riley had drawn. He wasn’t an artist, but it was not a bad likeness. The thought of what could happen to Bolt as a result of these, though, made me feel chilly for the first time all day. 
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			“Those sketches are not mine! I swear it!” shouted James Bolt. 

			It was early morning and crews from both ships stood on the beach in a loose circle around the doctor, who was on his knees on the sand in an all-too-familiar scene. Captain Drednought and Crowe stood in front of him, holding the torn ledger pages with Riley’s sketches on them.

			“I have never seen those pages before you showed them to me,” said Bolt.

			“Then how do you explain them being in your coat pocket, doctor?” asked Crowe.

			“Someone put them there! Obviously!”

			“Who? Who put them there?” Captain Crowe demanded. “Point out the artist whose excellent work would surely result in Captain Drednought and I swinging on a hangman’s noose if the British navy ever laid eyes on them.”

			Bolt turned to look directly at Riley and me. “I don’t know who did it,” he said. “Someone who suspected me of something bad, perhaps? But they would be wrong about that. Very wrong, when all I ever did was try to watch their backs.”

			What the—? How was a Recall agent from the future watching our backs? Unless he was waiting for a chance to stick a knife in.

			“Have you drawn any other likenesses of crew members?” asked Crowe. “Perhaps there’s one for every man and boy among us?”

			“I’m not even good at drawing,” Bolt said. 

			“Oh, give yourself credit, doctor,” Drednought said. “There’s not many on the crew could manage such a fine piece of work as this. And it’s all thanks to those skilful fingers of yours.” 

			Oh no!

			I think Bolt stopped breathing at that point. I know I did. Riley looked over at me, face as pale as a new sail. When we’d planted those sketches in Bolt’s pocket earlier this morning and tipped the captains off about them (via a lengthy pirate version of whispers, so no-one would know who started the rumour), we hoped it would result in Bolt being left behind on the island as we sailed off. Not in him losing his fingers—or worse.

			Bolt might be a Recall agent out to steal the aqua pearls for commercial gain, destroying the fabric of the world in the process, but he wasn’t a bad guy. He’d saved a lot of lives while he was here and had almost got himself keelhauled to protect Charly from Hastings Broadbent.  

			Drednought scratched his goatee beard and watched his prisoner as a hawk watches a mouse before it snatches it up in its talons.

			“Take him to the tree stump,” he said.

			My stomach rolled like a ship in a heavy sea. Opposite me, I watched Knox’s lips recede from his grey teeth in a sick grin.

			“Wait, Captain!” The words flew from my mouth—once again before I had worked out what to follow up with. All eyes turned my way. “Doctor Bolt has been very useful on this trip. He saved your life, Mr Knox. And yours, too, Captain Drednought. Why would he save your life one day if he planned to end it with these sketches another?”

			I thought it was a killer argument. My legal studies teacher, Ms Galbraith, would have agreed. 

			“Perhaps he wanted to preserve our lives until such time as he could earn a handsome reward for his betrayal,” Drednought answered. 

			“But he has skills that we pirates need,” I said. “How many more will die if you...cut off his fingers and he can’t do doctor’s work anymore?”

			“The girl is right, Captain!” Mistral backed me up again. “Mr Bolt is a better doctor than on most ships, many of which have a trail of sharks following them hoping for severed limbs for their supper. Cut off his fingers today and we may see the sharks behind us once more.”

			Drednought licked his lips nervously. “Mr Bolt, I have reached my decision.”  

			A couple of pirates forced Bolt to his feet to hear the verdict. “You will remain here on the island as a doctor that we can call on in times of need. Mr Benedict and Mr Colphry will stay behind to assist you. If you try to get onto another boat and sail away—they will shoot you. If you try to board a navy boat or make contact with officers in the royal service—they’ll cut off your fingers, your tongue and then shoot you.

			“For as long as you are useful to us, you may remain alive, but if you should become less so...”

			“Mr Benedict and Colphry will cut me up and shoot me,” Bolt finished his sentence. “Got it.”

			Riley and I sighed with relief. I gave Mistral a nod of thanks for backing me up.

			Turning, I found Bolt watching me coolly. He nodded in grudging thanks. He’d guessed that Riley and I were the ones who’d brought this upon him. But I’d saved him from the worst of it too. 

			He’d be stuck on the Lost Island, unable to follow, as Riley and I went after the pearls. Mission accomplished.

			We sailed away later that morning chasing the Spanish treasure Bastion Tarwell had told us about.

			Riley went back to the Sea Mist with Drednought to work on some new smoke tricks to help psych out our enemy. Mistral went over with them, while Charly, Rocco and I stayed on the Black Tide under the command of Captain Crowe.

			It was all hands on deck. Captain Crowe and his quartermaster, Vale Kendrick, tried to motivate the crew to keep pace with the Sea Mist. Kendrick was a short, muscular man, with a close-cropped black beard and a voice that boomed above the crash of the waves. It was his job to organise the ship’s tasks and deal out discipline day to day. Captain Crowe was only really in charge in battle situations, which was the same on all pirate boats, apparently. 

			Today, the captain wore his “work” clothes—red and white striped shirt, black trousers, and waistcoat secured with a metal buckle. While most other pirates’ clothes sagged at the knees, his fit him perfectly—courtesy of his army of dressmakers. His thick dark hair was tied back, the sun flared off his gold earring. 

			“Miss Bryant, go aloft and tie that loose rope,” he said.

			I looked up, leaned back and kept on looking. “That one right up top, Captain?” 

			He raised an eyebrow in challenge. “That be the one, girl. Hop to it.”

			I started up the rigging—not as unsteady as I once was, but still not comfortable. Hand over hand I went, gripping tighter as the wind grew stronger. Glancing down, fear shot through me, jellying my legs.  

			I was glad to finally plant my foot on the platform at the top, though I wished it was wider and had some kind of railing around it. I had only just caught my breath when the whole platform dipped backwards. Someone had stepped up with me. Captain Crowe. 

			“It’s lucky I didn’t want the job done quickly,” he said, disentangling the rope himself, not the least bit uncomfortable being so high up.

			“My apologies, Captain.”

			As the ship tipped heavily to one side, I gripped on tight, but, unfortunately, looked down again and suffered instant vertigo. I squeezed my eyes shut until the panic eased a bit. 

			“I’ve got you.” The captain’s arms were around me. “You’re safe, girl.” 

			“If you were intending to fix the rope yourself, Captain, why did you make me come all the way up here?”

			“I needed a word where we would not be overheard. I wanted to say, that if, perchance, the Spanish try to resist our approach and fighting breaks out, you should confine yourself safely below.” 

			“I can’t hide below while the rest of the crew fights for their lives. What would they think of me?” 

			“Would you rather have their good opinion or your head separated from your body?”

			It was a good point, but...“I can fight,” I said. “I know how to use a sword.”

			“A woman use a sword?” He scoffed and chuckled heartily.

			“It’s not the same kind of sword you have here, but I imagine it works the same way. Stick them with the pointy end, right?”

			His humour vanished. “As your captain, I command you to stay below if any fighting breaks out. And in case you were thinking of disobeying, it states in the articles you signed that any pirate who fails to follow their captain’s commands during battle will be thrown overboard.”

			He let that one sink in, before adding: “I do not wish to be distracted in the heat of battle by concern for your wellbeing.” 

			“Don’t worry about me. I can look after myself.”

			He frowned and his gaze locked onto mine. “But can you kill if you need to? Can you look into the eye of your enemy and thrust your sword through his heart?” 

			That was a different question. One I couldn’t answer. And hoped I never had to.
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			It turned out that getting the Spanish treasure would take longer than I’d imagined. The treasure convoy was leaving New Spain bound for Spain, so we had to intercept them on their way. It was over a week’s sailing to that point, maybe two, the navigator said.

			Not good. 

			The sailing was reasonably smooth over the week. We had some choppy weather but no big storms. But we didn’t see land the whole time, which was kind of unnerving. Though, thankfully, the Sea Mist, with Riley aboard, was never more than a few waves away. At sunset each night, he stood at the rear of his ship and I made my way to the front of mine—to wave and just eyeball each other for a time.

			We kept busy in the manner of pirate ships at sea. The pump worked constantly, sucking up and expelling water from around the ship. I helped with that—my muscles ached the first few times, but not so much after that. The decks were swabbed constantly with some kind of tar and vinegar to stave off disease. The hold, in the bottom part of the boat, was washed out regularly to deter the rats and cockroaches there! 

			There always seemed to be ropes to yank on or tie up or let loose as the sails were adjusted, according to wind and sea conditions. Charly and Rocco spent the bulk of the days going up and down the rigging, along the yards to roll and tie up the canvas or untie it again.

			“All hands make sail!”

			“Square away!”

			“Up that rigging! You, monkeys! Aloft!”

			Quartermaster Kendrick’s voice booming out these familiar commands was the soundtrack to our life, along with the suck, slop, whoosh of the waves slapping the hull and the wind’s ghostly howl. 

			Kendrick steered the boat for much of the time, alongside the navigator, who spent the day looking at his compass or the sun. His eyes seemed constantly watery, the pupils so constricted they were barely there.  

			The team of four gunners kept their sixteen cannons—on and below decks—constantly cleaned in readiness for battle. At least once a day, they let the cannons fly to check they worked, scaring the fish and waking us all up. I watched one firing at close quarters, hands pressed against my ears to block out the sound. The cannon recoiled violently, almost hitting Samina, a fourteen-year-old boy they called the powder monkey, whose job was to ferry gunpowder from the hold where it was stored to the gunners during battle. 

			Pirates had to maintain their own pistols and Kendrick was strict on that.

			“Weapons will be inspected daily,” said Kendrick. “Any blaggard who neglects his pistol care will feel the sting of the cat.”

			There was a constant hammering round the ship from the carpenter, Mr Croft, and his gangly assistant. Every time I asked one of them what they were fixing, I got the same answer: “Leaks.” Despite this, there seemed to be water constantly sloshing at our feet on deck, below decks, and, when waves breached the sides, cascading down the hatchways.

			I was somewhere between damp and sodden all week, the cold against your skin mingled with the humidity of the day. If you didn’t manage to dry out during daylight hours, it was an uncomfortable night. 

			The air up on deck was much fresher than below, but it still smelt of salt and fish, tar and wet wood.

			Garland made dinner—such as it was—every night. Rocco and I helped when we weren’t busy with other tasks. Garland’s idea of a good meal was to put lots in—the more ingredients the better. And he wasn’t fussy about how they went together. We had turtle soup, with guava broth, goat stew with a sour-tasting orange fruit all over it. After five days at sea, little was left in the way of fresh produce and we had to bulk up the plates from the barrel of salted meat. I was there one afternoon when the barrel was opened and a ghastly stench emerged. I didn’t peer directly inside for fear I’d never eat again. But out of the corner of my eye, I was sure I sensed something wriggling about. Gross. I ate as little as I could to stave off hunger, bulking up with anything else I could find—stale bread, too-ripe fruit or vegetables. Many of the guys ate with their eyes shut.

			If that didn’t fill you up, there was always “ship’s biscuit”, which was nothing like choc-chip cookies from home. They looked like chunks of broken concrete and were as hard to bite with little black specks in them, not meant to be there. 

			“Best to bang the biscuit on the table a few times before you eat ’em, Miss Madison,” said Garland with a chuckle. “Give the little weevils a chance to clear off and find a new home.” 

			On day six, Fairley, a scrawny pirate not overly blessed with wit, was walking about with a candle with no glass cover over it.

			“Halt there, Mr Fairley,” said Quartermaster Kendrick. “Do you realise, lad, what the consequences would be for all of us if you tripped over with that candle with no cover over it?”

			“Oh, sorry, Quartermaster, sir,” said Fairley. “I forgot, sir.”

			“What would they be? Please tell me,” Kendrick insisted.

			“It would burn the ship.”

			“And what would happen to every man or woman here?”

			“We would, err, burn too.”

			“Flames would scorch the skin from our bones. We would scream in exquisite agony till our throats burned through, silencing our screams. Then, still alive, we would enter the water, and any shark passing would enjoy a nice flamed pirate snack.”

			“I’m sorry, I won’t forget again.”

			“That’s right son,” said Kendrick. “Because today we will help you to remember it, forever and always.”

			The boy grinned as though the quartermaster was doing him a favour, but I guessed what was coming. Fairley’s shirt was ripped from his body, his scrawny arms tied to the mast and he was lashed twenty times—one lash from twenty members of our crew. Some went easy, others hit hard, their faces twisted with anger. Captain Crowe gave the final and one of the hardest lashes. The guy collapsed afterwards, unconscious. 

			It wasn’t easy to watch. But it reminded me who Dustin Crowe was. Not a hot boy from school or someone I fancied at the local cafe. A ruthless pirate captain. 

			“We had to do that,” said Crowe when I ran into him later. “You see that, don’t you?”

			“Yes, Captain,” I said.

			“You can’t be careless at sea, Miss Bryant,” he said. “Else you may never get back to land. And we all want to make it back one day.”

			I couldn’t argue with that. 
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			There was a lot of work involved in running a ship, but not enough to keep our crew busy. Pirate ships, so Garland explained, always had an oversupply of men in order to overwhelm target ships with sheer numbers. And idle pirates were dangerous to be around.

			Garland and I spent quite a bit of time entertaining them—him on fiddle and mouth harp, me singing. I enjoyed playing with him—he often used his peg leg to drum the beat. He taught me a couple of pirate classics. 

			Captain Blackheart and his fearful crew

			When, one evening, had nowt to do 

			Went out, and caught a naval crew

			And turned them into pirate stew.

			A nasty pirate stew!

			I taught them a song we used to sing in primary school—What Shall We Do with the Drunken Sailor?—which went down a treat.

			But even this was not enough to occupy them. So, a few days into the journey, Captain Crowe started a program of “friendly battles” to prepare the crew for the potential fight ahead.

			Every afternoon, a space was cleared on deck for pirates to fight each other with swords and cutlasses. Trying to swing a sword and move about on a rocking ship didn’t look easy. The fighters were told they should fight to wound slightly or overwhelm their opponent, not to kill or maim. Still, several guys got some nasty gashes during these sessions. The new doctor, Edmund Carter, a ghost-pale man with a gentle manner, was kept busy patching up the participants.

			When Rocco was picked for a bout with a big hairy guy named Meadows, the head of the gunners, I was worried. And with good reason. Meadows cut him badly in their bout, opening his left arm from shoulder to elbow. The sailmaker was brought in to stitch up the wound—just the thought of that made my stomach churn, though Rocco gritted his teeth throughout and didn’t make a sound. 

			About a week into the journey, as the sun set over the darkening sea, turning it dazzling gold, we gathered for the usual fight session. Pirates sat on bollards and piles of rope to watch. A few made themselves comfortable on the yards of the mast above, legs dangling like they were on a fishing wharf.

			Captain Crowe stepped into the space that was to be the gladiatorial arena for the night. “As the first contender tonight, I call…Madison Bryant.”

			That I did not expect. Nor did the crew, who looked around to spot me, some smiling with real amusement, others with crinkled brows of concern.

			“Miss Bryant, are you willing to fight?” Crowe asked as part of the ritual.

			“Aye aye, sir,” I said, clearing my throat. As I stood, a path opened before me to the fight space. Mr Kendrick handed me a cutlass, which was like a sword but slightly curved, with a metal protector over the handle. 

			“I name your opponent,” said Crowe. “Captain Dustin Crowe.”

			A cheer went up from the pirates as he took his weapon and, smirking, stood opposite me.

			“Teach that girl a lesson!” cried one pirate.

			“Show her that women and ships don’t go together, sir.”

			“Send her down to the depths where only dead men hear her cries.”

			I glared at the speaker and was greeted by a line of yellow teeth, like dirty piano keys.

			“You give him your best, love!” That was Garland, with a wink and a peg-leg stamp. “He’s a big boy, he can take it.”

			“Cut him down, girl!” said Charly.

			“We fight to wound, not to kill. Remember, Miss Bryant,” said the captain.

			I thought back to my sword fighting lessons in medieval England. Jester, what did you teach me? The menacing stance. I took it—a “Whoo!” went up from the guys. Keep balanced. Don’t make your legs a target.

			Crowe and I stared down the blades at each other. It was a weird sensation. Was it a game or was this for real? He lunged at me and I raised my blade to block his stroke. There was a slow scrape of metal on metal as our blades slid apart. The crew gave a cheer.

			“Go, Captain! Run her through!”

			“Give it to him, Missy.”

			He lunged again and I hit his blade away, again—though harder this time. His lips curled up and his dark eyes seemed to flare with light. Three times more he surged at me. Each time I countered. On the fifth time, I moved to counter in the same way, but he pulled out of the lunge, bringing his blade up under my chin. I froze.

			With the sharp tip of his weapon, he lifted my head up till I saw stars—literally, in the sky above me. I felt a sting as his blade pierced my skin slightly. There were cheers and whoops and applause all around. I’d been a tad chilly all day but now my face felt like it was on fire.

			The guy had tricked me into thinking he would move one way, then went another. It was a piratey kind of way to win—a cheating manoeuvre.

			I handed my weapon back to the quartermaster, wiping away a trickle of blood on my neck, as the captain called the next two bouts.

			“You’re bleeding,” said Charly.

			“It’s nothing,” I growled.

			“You did well,” she said. “You’re just not as experienced as him.”

			As I watched the rest of the battles, I tried to appear calm and composed. But it was an effort. I seethed with anger and hurt pride. When Captain Crowe caught my eye, I looked away quickly, chin high.

			I avoided him at dinner, gave him short shrift during the singing and lay down to sleep on the deck, still hot with humiliation.

			I was nowhere near asleep when I felt a tap on my shoulder. “Excuse me, Madison.” It was Charly, the moon outlining her blond, pixie haircut. “The captain would like a word.”

			I thought about just staying there, face pressed against the damp wood and ignoring his request. But in the end, I went up and leaned on the rail beside him—not too close—staring out at the liquorice water. 

			Before he got a word out, I had a few thoughts of my own to share. “It’s the first time I’ve had a cutlass,” I said. “It’s not like the sword I normally fight with.”

			“The sword you normally fight with?” His left eyebrow pinged up at that. “And what manner of sword would that be?” 

			A medieval one? “I was taught briefly by a sword master,” I said. “But he didn’t fight like you. He fought by a set of rules.”

			“Rules? I see.” Crowe nodded. “Well, here’s a rule for you. You win or you die.”

			I huffed as I leaned on the railing, watching the moon’s reflection ride up the side of one wave and down another. 

			“You fought well—better than any woman I’ve ever fought before.” I gave him the stink-eye as I knew I was the only woman he’d ever fought. He grinned. “What I mean is, there are many men who don’t fight as well as you. But that won’t be enough to save you from a Spanish sailor fighting for his life.”

			“Then teach me more,” I said. 

			“No. During the fighting you stay below. It’s safer.”

			“Teach me more. Or I’ll take what I already know and take my chances.”

			“Dancing about with a sword is hardly ladylike.”

			“Nor is bleeding to death on the deck or swinging by my neck at the end of a rope. All of which might happen if I can’t stand my ground.”

			Captain Crowe went off then, down the hatchway, returning soon after with a couple of cutlasses, a bottle of rum and some bandages.

			“Very well,” he said. “I will teach you how to fight like a pirate.”

			“I thought you didn’t drink rum,” I said.

			“That’s not for me to drink. That’s for the wounds you will receive during the training.”

			Oh.

			“All right, let’s begin with the stance,” he said.

			I assumed the menacing position I’d been taught—one foot forward, the other further back, at right angles. 

			“Not bad, but you won’t have that much space. Let’s bring it in closer.” We worked on that for a while and on making sure I was well balanced on my legs.

			“Let’s see how you hold the weapon,” he said.

			Unlike the sword from medieval times, this one had a hand guard to stop your opponent hacking at your fingers. I gripped it the way I would hold a tennis racket.

			Crowe shook his head. “Rest your thumb up here, along the blade, it gives you more control of the movement. Your sword should be—”

			“An extension of your arm.” I recalled Jester’s often repeated words.

			“Yes,” he said, smiling. “You have had some training. Now come at me.” 

			I held my weapon out straight, then moved forward and slashed from the wrist as I’d been taught. He blocked with a small movement and allowed his weapon to slide along the edge of my blade till it was pointed at my chest. Then pulled back.

			“Hold the weapon up, like this.” He demonstrated a diagonal hold. “Move your arm, so your wrist is always up. And don’t use big strokes. With small movements, you can block strikes to your chest, to your shoulder and above your head while keeping your elbows close to your sides.”

			He showed me a training drill and we did it several times. Moving the raised sword left, then right, then at right angles. Not that different to medieval times but adapted for a tighter space.

			“Don’t chase the other man’s blade,” said Crowe. “It’s too easy for your Spaniard or your navy officer to pretend they’re going to strike one way then, as you go to block, to come up on the inside.”

			“That’s what you did in our fight!” I said.

			“Indeed,” he said. “Keep your movements small. They’re easier to recover from.”

			We did a few drills, then repeated them faster. He pushed me back harder and I pushed him harder. He showed me how to pretend to go one way, then change direction. And how to use the handle in the fight, hitting my opponent on the face with the hand guard.

			My arms tired quickly. I wasn’t used to the weight of the blade and it had been a while since I’d trained like this. We backed up, assumed the starting position, then came at each other, fast and hard. Back and forth, back and forth. He was really good at pretending he was going one way, then changing direction and almost getting inside my guard. But he never managed to trick me again.

			Eventually, as I was tiring, I saw my chance and lunged for his chest...and found his blade at my chin again. I thought he might cut a bit more skin to prove his point, but he lowered his weapon then let it drop and pushed mine down too.

			As they clanged on the deck, he wrapped his arm around my waist and drew me towards him. A voice in my head told me to back away! Fast! I ignored it. 

			He kissed me, once, twice. I had no strength to resist. In that moment, I felt half in love with him. But only half.

			I stepped back, hoping the breeze would blow away the confusion in my mind. He didn’t try again. We leaned side by side on the rail, looking out at the dark sea with who knew what dangers lurking beneath.

			“Wherever you go, no matter how bumpy or messy the sea is, there’s always that straight line in the distance,” he said.

			“The horizon,” I said.

			“The lure of the horizon, the promise of a better tomorrow,” he said.

			“Is it okay if I fight when the time comes, Captain?”

			“No, I’ve given my orders,” he said. 

			“What about if you train me every night till we get there? Could I fight then?”

			“No. You must not risk your life. I never wish to part with you.”

			That was a sobering thought. Not much in any of this was certain, except the fact that we would part as soon as we’d done what we came here for. I had to go home—I wanted to go home. And when I did, I would never see Captain Crowe again.

			“I’m tired, Captain,” I said. “If it’s okay with you, I’m going to get some sleep.”

			“Of course.”

			“Shall we train tomorrow night?”

			“As you wish.”

			I lay down and closed my eyes. The confinement on board and the moonlight were playing tricks on my mind, making me believe I had stronger feelings for the captain than I really did. That had to be it. And it wasn’t only me affected. Charly was getting closer to Rocco, too. I’d spotted them embracing earlier in the evening. I hoped she knew what she was doing and, if not, sanity would return to both of us as the coastline did.

			For the next week, I trained with Captain Crowe every night. He taught me how to trick an opponent, using all means possible—kicking, hitting with the handle, leaping up onto things, wrapping rope round their neck with one hand while slashing with the other. 

			“If all else fails, you could open your shirt and your opponent would be so surprised, you could slash him across the throat!”

			“What?”

			“In a battle to the death, you do whatever you can to stay alive.” 

			He cut me eight times in total. None was serious. But I began to feel like a human corkboard. Each time he splashed rum onto the wound, it stung like mad and I reeked of the stuff. 

			Every night after training, I rushed off quickly in case the captain made another move. I couldn’t risk that. With each day, I felt more isolated, more disconnected from normal life, less able to resist. 

			 Finally, one night, I landed a blow on his left arm, just below the shoulder. He was shocked but gave me a lop-sided grin. “Now you’re attacking your captain,” he said.

			“Can I fight with you and the others?”

			“No.”

			“Tell me I can fight,” I said, sword at his throat.

			“No.”

			“Let’s go again, then.”

			We practised a bit more, till he lunged forward, grabbed my cutlass by the handle and threw it down, then pulled my face close to his. I pulled back.

			“Tell me I can fight.”

			“Okay, then,” he said.

			“Thank you, Captain.” I picked up his cutlass and tossed it to him.

			“Then let’s practise some more.”

			Just short of two weeks in, a cry came from up top.

			“Spanish fleet ahoy.”

			We’d spotted our prey.
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			We lurked at the edge of the coral cay, lanterns extinguished, waiting for the convoy of Spanish ships to pass. So we could pounce.

			I crouched by the rail next to Charly. My cutlass was in a scabbard attached to a red fabric sash tied around my waist, along with two pistols, each with one shot, and a dagger. My legs and back were starting to ache; we’d been there a while. I shifted about a little. Charly gave me a tight smile, no joy around the eyes. 

			The Sea Mist was up ahead, closer to the mouth of the bay. In the pale starlight, I made out someone halfway up its rear mast. It would be Mistral, I knew, standing on a yard, awaiting her cue. She wore her fancy green dress, which we’d hacked and snipped at so it looked like it had been through a shredder. That was my idea—based on a Halloween costume I’d worn to a party once. The hope was that, in silhouette, with the fabric fluttering in the breeze, she would look like a wild witch and spook the Spanish. 

			It had totally worked on Captain Drednought. When he first saw her in it, he reared back with the bug-eyed, facial freeze of a horror film extra.

			“Pull yourself together, man,” Mistral had said, blunt as ever with him. “There are worse things at sea than a woman in a torn dress.”

			“Depends on the woman!” he said. “And the dress.”

			Garland and I had also worked on a musical performance with the Black Tide crew, one designed to scare. We got them into formation along the deck, stamping their feet in time. In the off-beat, they had sticks to hit any nearby object to create a relentless and nerve-jangling syncopated rhythm. Over the top of that, they hummed a tune in a three-part harmony. I was counting on that rhythm with that humming to unhinge the Spanish and make them keen to give up the fight before they’d begun. 

			To complete the effect, Riley had taught Rocco some of his tricks with soil to create the ghostly mist on deck he’d used to psych out Broadbent’s crew. Riley planned to take things a step further on the Sea Mist with a fireworks display. He and I were, of course, used to fireworks. Colourful flares lit up Sydney’s skies most weekends. But to these guys, it was total freakout time.

			Riley had made the fireworks during a stopover we had on a deserted island. We’d been chasing the Spanish convoy for a day and a half when we took a short cut through a sprawling area of islands and coral cays. The Spanish ships needed deeper clearance beneath their hulls, so had to sail around the land mass—which would take three days, our navigator reckoned. We could go through it in two.

			Which meant we had an extra day up our sleeve to prepare.

			Both ships anchored near an island to spend the day together. Riley set up his fireworks lab at the end of the beach, placing buckets of seawater in a semi-circle around him to douse any rogue blazes, his blond sea-crisped hair and clothes spattered with wet sand and mud. 

			Captain Drednought loved the explosions, shrieking at each new bang Riley produced. He particularly loved the sand grenade clumps Riley made with coconut hair fuses and  chased Knox about the beach with one as the grenade fizzed in his hand.

			“Captain, please,” Knox implored. “Haven’t I served you well?”

			Catching him, Drednought shoved the explosive down Knox’s trousers. Knox shrieked and dropped his pants to get it out. Luckily, that one went off with a pff, not a bang. I tried not to watch too closely. Eeoo.

			“These island stopovers are more dangerous than our time at sea,” I said to Riley.

			“Captain Drednought needs to be kept busy,” said Riley, pouring liquid out of a coconut shell onto a pile of mud before him. It steamed and smouldered and then...went out. Riley scratched his head.

			“Is it a good idea to be doing this, Riley?” I asked. 

			“How do you mean?” he asked

			“Did it ever occur to you that this—” I pointed to the piles of mud and sludge “—is just the sort of thing that might change history with all the consequences that will flow from it?”

			He scratched his chin, giving himself a sand goatee. “I’m just trying to stop lives being lost.” 

			“Well, maybe some of these lives are meant to be lost?”

			“Like Charly’s, or Rocco’s? Or Captain Crowe’s?”

			Now, back on the ship, crouching on deck as I waited for the battle to begin, I saw someone moving around up top of the Sea Mist and knew it was probably Riley preparing his fireworks show. An image of that headstone with his name and the date of his death on it popped into my head. But we were weeks past that date, which must mean we had changed that future. Or had we? If he died up there today and we never made it back to our time, it would be just as if he’d died on the date we left. That thought made me shudder.

			Please take care, Riley. 

			“Listen up, blaggards.” Captain Crowe delivered his final crew briefing in a semi-whisper. “Remember! Don’t hurt the Spanish ships unless you have to. The Spanish you can do what you like with. But their ships will make fine prizes for us to keep or sell later!”

			“What chance do you think we have, Captain, of getting the treasure without a fight?” one of the pirates asked.

			“We might be lucky,” said the captain. “But more’n likely, we’ll have to force their hand.”

			“There’s twelve ships or more in the convoy protecting the treasure ship, Captain,” said Kendrick. “That number speaks to how serious the Spanish are about protecting their jewels and coin.”

			“Perhaps,” said Captain Crowe. “But it also speaks to how valuable the treasure they carry must be.” 

			I closed my eyes and leaned back heavily against the wooden planking and tried to imagine I was back in our school gym, waiting to sub for a basketball game. However, when I opened my eyes again, it was clear this was no game we played. 

			Even on the attacking team, many of the pirates looked terrified. Fife had put on a big show of “Arrgh!”s as he psyched up with the rest of the crew. But sitting opposite me, now, I saw his lips moving in muttered prayers. Dunn, next to him, stared at a tattoo on his forearm with the name DORA on it. When no-one was watching, he kissed the top of two fingers and pressed them to the word.

			Charly and Rocco sat close, trying to hide the fact they were holding hands. 

			As Captain Crowe made his final rounds of the deck, his dagger clattered to the deck beside me. Crouching down to retrieve it, he whispered: “I beg you, Madison, please go below now while you have the chance.”

			“I’m staying.”

			“Won’t you save yourself, for my sake?”

			“I’ll save myself. And if anyone tries to kill my captain, I’ll consider saving you too, for all our sakes.”

			He smiled at me then, not much around the lips but a world of sparkle in his eyes. 

			Stepping up onto the rail, he clutched the rigging with his right hand as he stared out to sea. In his long coat and three-cornered hat, he looked every bit the pirate captain—which I guess was the point. 

			We were as prepared as we could be. We’d soaked our coats in a mixture of tar and some other liquid to make them harder to penetrate. We’d scuffed and scraped the bottoms of our boots to increase their grip, in case the Spanish ships did the old butter-on-the-deck trick to mess with our footing. 

			And of course, we’d practised our sword skills. I was back to my old form from medieval England with a little something extra in pirate strategy—thanks to Crowe. Though I really hoped I wouldn’t have to kill anybody tonight.

			“If we get close to a boat,” Crowe had told us, “look out for the captain and single him out for your biggest verbal assault.”

			Verbal assault—or shouting out insults—was something else we’d practised. Standing at the rails one afternoon, we yelled insults at the fishes. “The blood-thirstier, the better,” urged Kendrick.

			“I’ll eat your liver for breakfast,” one pirate yelled. He got a hum of general approval. 

			“You’ll be over the side with your gut full of shot,” Rocco called with real feeling. 

			“You’re as boneheaded as a backwards blowfish,” said another. (I liked that one. I’d have to remember it for school.)

			When it came to my turn, I roared: “The death you face today will make people’s blood run cold for a thousand years!” Tough pirate faces turned to me with a “You’re a real sicko!”  look. I’d taken it too far even for them, it seemed.

			Chapter 38[image: ]

			The sky was blue-black, the air was cool. We waited behind a small sparsely vegetated island, telescopes out, straining to see through the mesh of night. In the silence, the ropes and hull creaked and moaned.

			And then the convoy began passing. Their boats moved in darkness, all lamps extinguished. The silence was heavy aboard. Did they know we were here? Or were they just playing it safe?

			A high-pitched whistling shattered the silence and light exploded in the sky like a shooting star. For a few seconds, our world was in semi-daylight, thanks to Riley’s fireworks.

			In that light, we saw it—the galleon, the Corazon D’Oro—the Heart of Gold. Four-masted with a hull that was narrower at the top, wider at the base and heaps of black squares cut out of the sides, for cannons. We glimpsed gold paint on the railings and a golden angel figurehead. It was impressive. 

			Captain Crowe, standing on the ship’s rail, leaned out impossibly far, straining to pick out details. A second firework followed, lighting up the sky. 

			“It’s true then. Captain Drednought has magic,” said Brooks, near me.

			“Don’t be daft,” said Clark. “That’s not Drednought, that’s Riley. He’s the one with magic.” I smiled at that. 

			“Hoist up the Jolly Roger, me hearties,” whispered Captain Crowe. “And wait upon my orders.”

			Rocco and Charly worked the rope together and the large red flag with the skull and crossed bones rose up the pole to announce who we were and how we would view any resistance. We would kill anyone who lifted a finger to stop us. 

			The Sea Mist burst out of the bay in pursuit of the convoy. 

			The sky exploded with light from a third firework. Now, we glimpsed the decks of the last two Spanish boats in the line, their crews rushing about in panic. Many, just woken, would be stumbling about in semi-sleep, I knew. Drednought would take advantage of that.

			We followed the Sea Mist into the bay, staying behind to guard their stern, but still close enough to see the smoke spilling over the sides, and the crew lining up to perform their demons-from-hell song and dance routine. As the strains of the singing drifted to our ears, I found myself shivering. The low voices of the Sea Mist crew sounded like they were coming from the deep, that thump-and-hit rhythm Garland and I had devised was totally unsettling. Halfway up the yards, Mistral screeched—this horrible, gut-twisting scream, like a crazed banshee. Riley let off a firework so the Spanish sailors could see her. I imagined their faces paled in an instant.

			The Sea Mist pulled up alongside the second last boat in the Spanish convoy. 

			“Isn’t it presenting its broadside to the Spanish, in exactly the way Captain Crowe said we shouldn’t?” I asked Charly, beside me. Because wouldn’t that make it an easy target for enemy cannon? 

			“Seems like it,” said Charly.

			I held my breath. Would the Spanish fire on the Sea Mist? Or would they give up without any resistance, as we had done on Broadbent’s boat? Drednought was taking a huge risk with all their lives.

			A few shots were fired—not from that boat, but from the one behind it, the last in the convoy.

			“Send ’em to Hell!” Drednought cried.

			The Sea Mist gunners launched cannons at that rear ship. Two hit the water, the rest landed on the ship’s deck, with a series of small explosions followed by screams and flames rising.

			“Fire!” That was Captain Crowe.

			Our cannons blasted the rear boat too, the noise so loud it made me jump. One cannonball tore through their main mast, causing all kinds of havoc on deck.

			Meanwhile, on the second-to-last Spanish boat—the one alongside the Sea Mist—the crew stood rigid with terror, staring at the pirates. No-one lifted a finger nor fired a single shot in defence of their comrades. The psych-out had worked. 

			“Grappling hooks and be quick about it.” Drednought’s command carried across the inky water. He stepped up onto the railing and pointed an accusing finger at those on deck. “You’re mine, lily-livered swine!” 

			Ropes and hooks flew across to the enemy boat, biting into the wood at the sides. A couple of strong men drew the boats closer together and the Sea Mist crew laid planks between the ships. Pirates poured across to the enemy deck. A dozen swung across on ropes from the yards.

			“Why aren’t the boats in front trying to help?” I asked Garland. “Is it because…?”

			“Because to turn back, they’d have to sail against the current, which would take a lot of time and skill in sailing and navigating.”

			I could see that. It was clever to start attacking the rear boats.

			From our ship, we could hear Drednought terrorising the Spanish—hitting them and screaming abuse. Some pirates danced about, swinging their cutlasses. I knew the plan was for Drednought to be mean—really mean—to a few key guys, including the ship’s captain, in case anyone got ideas about being brave. This is where Drednought excelled. Screams followed and a few splashes as pirates threw select sailors overboard. I was sure I heard crying and whimpering from the Spanish men.

			Later, Riley told me Drednought asked the Spanish captain questions about treasure. When he didn’t—or couldn’t—answer, he had the sailmaker sew the man’s lips shut. 

			Captain Crowe watched Drednought’s success through his eyeglass. He scanned each of the ships along the convoy. The galleon, the biggest ship, was a few boats ahead. 

			“Listen up,” he said. “Do you see how the galleon rides low in the water? Its holds must be bursting with cargo. If you have the heart, it can all be ours for the taking.”

			“But, Captain, the guns,” said Kendrick. “They have so many.”

			The Corazon D’Oro had up to forty cannons—I counted twenty cannon holes on one side as they passed—as well as platforms midway up the mast from which archers could fire upon us and razor-sharp blades on the edge of the yards to tear our sail to pieces if we got too close.

			“I saw cannons in only some of the gun ports,” said Crowe. “Deep shadows lie in the rest. It’s my belief many ports have been emptied of their threat to make more space for treasure.” 

			“What if you’re wrong, Captain?” said Kendrick.

			Captain Crowe paused and looked around until he had everyone’s attention. “The biggest rewards go to those who dare to take them,” he said. “What say you? Do you have the courage to go for the big prize? The biggest you’re ever likely to see if you spend every day on the water for the rest of your miserable lives. A show of hands please!”

			I looked around at a forest of bony arms raised in the air. Only one or two stayed down.

			“The galleon, she’s our target, Mr Kendrick.”

			“Aye aye, Captain.” The quartermaster seemed less than enthusiastic.

			“Bring her about,” the captain called. “We’re lighter and faster than her. Let her burn up her cannon fire to try to stop us.”

			We sailed wide, alongside the convoy, out of cannon range. We were faster than the Spanish ships and progressed swiftly along the line till we were level with the boat directly behind the galleon. 

			Shouts, like cries of distant ghosts, wafted to our ears from the boat on fire at the convoy’s rear. In the golden light, I saw the silhouettes of enemy men leaping into the water. If their water skills were anything like our guys’, they wouldn’t last long. The second last boat was now overrun by pirates. I tried not to think about what Drednought-devised horrors might be taking place there.

			Dustin Crowe shouted commands to the crew and seemed to be everywhere all at once. His dark hair blew back in the night breeze. He paced the deck with confident strides, shinnying up and down the rigging to get an overview of our position. He was good at this and seemed to love it, his right cheek creasing into a pirate grin with each Spanish cannon that fired and failed to hit its target—us. All around I heard deep booms and big splashes. 

			The Black Tide approached the boat directly behind the galleon at almost a right angle to make us a narrow target for their cannons. Though there were still two cannons mounted aft that could do us damage, I saw. 

			“Clear the decks,” cried Crowe. 

			Some of our guys fired muskets to deter the Spanish gunners on that ship from taking positions at the cannons. The Spanish returned fire and we all dropped to the deck as pistol fire cut the air over our heads. A couple of our pirates went down and never rose again.

			“Mr Gunner, fire out the rudder,” called Captain Crowe.

			“Aye aye, Captain!” yelled the gunner.

			As we sailed almost perpendicular to them, each cannon on our larboard side fired at the ship to the galleon’s rear. The first three of our shots missed, sending plumes of water shooting up into the sky. The boat began nosing out of the convoy line, trying to make a run for it. Our fourth cannon hit its target, making a hole in the hull through which I could see panicked movement on the lower deck. 

			Our fifth shot hit the boat’s rudder, which controlled their steering. Now the ship, which had been powering forward, began drifting out of line. From my understanding, it would be like a giant cork with no control, carried wherever the tide took it. 

			“Shall we finish them off, Captain?” asked Kendrick. “Send ’em to the depths?”

			Captain Crowe stroked his chin, considering the helpless ship.

			“Let’s focus on the main prize—the galleon,” he said. “We’ll deal with that one after we’ve—”

			A massive explosion on the battered enemy ship sent shards of wood and metal up into the air to rain down upon the sea. A few shards landed on our deck.

			Garland shook his head. “Fire must have got into their gunpowder barrels. Poor souls.”

			The middle mast on the ship began to creak. Sailors fled, screaming, as it tipped and crashed down onto them. A dozen of the Spanish crew dived into the water, which was already thick with ship debris, much of it ablaze. We had to steer our boat around it carefully so as not to catch fire ourselves. 

			“What happens now?” I asked Garland. “Do we rescue them?”

			He shook his head, mouth set in a grim line. This was the reality for pirates. Treasure first, people—especially enemies—second.

			I watched Captain Crowe watching the Spanish men struggling to stay afloat or crying out for help. Shadows slipped into furrows of pity on his forehead. Still, he made no move to help them. 

			There was a loud crack and the Spanish boat broke in two, with the bow and stern tipping inwards. It sank fast, like it was being sucked down by a hungry monster. Anguished cries filled the night as men leapt into the water to almost certain death. One man, in fancy uniform, stood on deck, hat in hand, till the very last second, when he dropped into the maw of the broken ship. 

			Within minutes, he and the boat were gone. A few of our pirates cheered at that but most were flat-faced with horror, aware that if luck had been against us, it could have been the Black Tide going down.

			Now our focus turned to the boat directly ahead—the galleon, the Corazon D’Oro. We followed behind like a dog on its heels: one set to bite. 

			Angling out of line, we got a clearer look at her larboard side. It was a huge boat—a few stories taller than us. On closer inspection, I saw that Crowe had been right. Light caught the edges of a dozen cannons hanging out of the gun ports. The other dozen holes were empty of weapons. The ship wasn’t nearly as well armed as it might have been and probably should have been. Good news for us. 

			As we moved alongside the galleon, the Spanish sailors lined up on the deck to look at us. So, we began our show. Stamping our feet and humming.

			Rocco had prepared his soil trick and, with Charly’s help, smoke began to rise from buckets around the deck. The Spanish gasped and reared back. At Captain Crowe’s command, we danced about like maniacs, brandishing weapons, jeering, yelling insults—in English. I felt like a bit of a dork, I admit, like I was in some low-quality school play. But this was horribly real. The Spanish may not have understood the words, but they got our meaning right enough.

			They watched, eyes round with fear. I thought they might give up and we could all just go home. But a shout from the Spanish captain and they lurched into action, taking up guns and firing on us.

			A group of five at the galleon’s stern swivelled their cannons round to target us. 

			“ENCIENDAN!” came the cry.

			A blast followed and some blood-curdling screams—from them, not us. Their cannon had blown up in their faces. Guess they had neglected their cannon care.

			A fire broke out on the end of the galleon’s deck. Men screamed and raced about trying to put it out. One man was alight and staggering about like a Hollywood stunt man. His crewmates backed away as he staggered right off the end of the boat, into the water, never to resurface.

			We fired on them, forcing them to stay low on deck as the flames on the ship grew taller.

			Keeping a safe distance, Crowe shouted commands to make our ship swing left, then right. The galleon returned cannon fire, but none hit us. Though one got so close to the boat, Garland and I were soaked from the splashback.

			Now, the Spanish ships ahead of the galleon in line sailed off in a wide arc.

			“Garland, what are they doing?” I asked.

			“They’re attempting to double back to protect their treasure ship,” he said. “They’re coming to their captain’s aid. But so is Captain Drednought.”

			The Sea Mist and our Spanish prize flanked us to help us take on the galleon and any other ships in the convoy who backed her.

			“Oh, Missy, this is shaping up to be one epic battle,” said Garland. “Pirates will speak of this for a hundred years!”

			Bad weather blew in then. The waves seemed bigger, the winds stronger. Our ship rocked more noticeably as we menaced the galleon. The boats ahead of the galleon struggled, but failed, to sail against the wind to confront us. Eventually, they gave up and continued forward, all their efforts going into not tipping over.

			We moved fast. Waves licked the deck. The huge, heavy galleon rocked wildly, dangerously unstable.

			“We have them on the run, Miss Bryant,” said Captain Crowe, briefly beside me, wild-eyed with the chase, shouting instructions to the gunners and to the sailors in the rigging. 

			Kendrick’s arm and neck muscles bulged as he pulled on the steering wheel. We wove in and out of the waves. 

			And then I spotted some Spanish men on the galleon’s upper platforms drawing bowstrings to fire. The first volley of arrows fell short of us and dropped harmlessly into the water. But then they changed angles, to shoot higher in the sky, which I knew—from the siege I’d witnessed in medieval England—would mean the arrows would travel further.

			Charly and Rocco were on the mast with several others responding to quick-fire instructions to alter the ship’s position, minute by minute. 

			“Watch out for arrows!” I called to them.

			When one of our sails got stuck open, Captain Crowe climbed the rigging himself to help fix it. And, I saw, as if in slow motion, him moving right into the path of one arrow that had travelled further than the rest.

			“Captain, watch out!” I shrieked. At the last second, he swung out on the rope, with the wind and rain lashing him, and the arrow flew past him to drop into the sea. Whereupon he swung down to the deck like a circus performer, grinning and saluting me.

			“That was close,” said Garland. “Thanks for your sharp eyes, girl. And the fact you happened to be looking at him at that moment.”

			My head snapped around to see if Garland was implying something, but he seemed innocent enough. 

			Across the water, a huge wave knocked some of the sailors and archers off the galleon’s decks.

			“That boat seems to be rocking even more than ours,” I said.

			“It is not a boat meant for such heavy cargo and weather.” Garland shook his head. “She can’t keep it up much longer! All that treasure and they’re going to lose it sure as my name’s Garland Howell.”

			I rushed about, pulling ropes, rolling them up, letting them go. I even went up the rigging twice, to unhook things or pass on the captain’s instructions which were lost in the roar of the sea.

			At some point, I noticed, I could see more of what was happening ahead than before. The sky was lightening; morning was almost here. We’d worked through the night, fear of death banishing all fatigue.

			By then, sea conditions had worsened. Once more, we travelled up one side of the wave and down the other. I glimpsed land in the distance. And then I didn’t. And then it was there again, too close.

			We heard a crunch and a horrible splitting and crashing sound. Thankfully, it was not the Black Tide. The Spanish galleon had hit some submerged rocks and was now stuck fast upon them as it was pounded over and over by the angry waves.

			 The treasure ship could no longer run from us. It had become shipwrecked. 
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			The sun rose on a strange scene. The galleon smashed to ruins on a reef, its treasure hoard sprinkled around the shallow waters of a Caribbean paradise—palm trees, white sand, turquoise water, dead bodies and half-drowned Spanish sailors.

			From the Black Tide, we’d watched with horror as the galleon crashed and broke up on the hidden reef, near an island that seemed to emerge from the black of night. Steering clear of the rocks, we sailed east around the island and anchored in a protected bay, near the Sea Mist. Then rowed ashore and made our way on foot, over rocks and sand, through a tropical forest to emerge on the treasure beach.

			It was about an hour or more after the shipwreck had occurred. The wind had dropped to a tickly breeze, the sun had just risen but already had a bite to it. The water was as clear as cling wrap over glass, revealing colourful fish, broken boat bits and glints of gold and silver on the ocean floor. 

			Less than twenty yards offshore, what remained of the galleon was wedged on a reef. Smashed bits of wood and mast, and all sorts of debris from the boat—barrels, ripped hammocks, tin mugs—floated in the water. Half a dozen dead bodies bobbed about, too, with many more washed up on the sand. Grim.

			I took my boots off and waded into the water. A dozen steps in, my toe nudged something I thought was a stone. Squatting down, I raked my fingers through the sand to emerge with a silver coin with Spanish markings. Within a few minutes, I had four more. They were “pieces of eight”, the currency of the time. I also found a pendant with a gold pig on a thick chain, and a couple of rings with coloured stones. 

			Not far away, I spotted Riley, chin deep in water, doing the same.

			“Find anything interesting?” I called out.

			He stood up, gold coins in each hand. “Just a bit of pirate booty!” 

			All around the bay, pirate heads bobbed up and disappeared again. I spotted Charly and Rocco, Mistral and Knox, hair like rats’ tails, grins like Christmas. This was pirate heaven.

			“Don’t forget to put all the treasure you collect into the big pile over here for us all to share.” Captain Crowe pointed to a stack of goods on the beach.

			Pirate treasure was meant to be divided equally among the crew. Would all the crew be honest about what they found? And, if they did keep some things for themselves, would Drednought be okay with that?

			I thought we might have to fight the Spanish for the booty but the galleon survivors were too physically and psychologically battered to resist. They slumped or slept on the sand. Or sulked as they watched us stealing their treasure. All the other boats in their convoy—apart from the two that had sunk and the one Drednought had taken as a “prize”—had sailed on, carried forward by powerful currents or by a fear of facing pirates. 

			Drednought wasn’t too bothered with the Spanish sailors on the beach and largely left them alone. Though they were not allowed to join the treasure hunt. He forced the Spanish officers to sit in line for inspection. A dozen guys with dark hair and bronzed skin, in ripped and battered red uniforms, took their place on the sand—bruised but surly. 

			Drednought and Captain Crowe, with quartermasters Knox and Kendrick, paced up and down the line, eyeballing each officer. Mistral stood nearby, arms crossed, scowling. She had changed into pirate gear before we came onto the island. As each Spanish officer spotted her, they took a second look to be sure of what they’d seen. 

			“Where is the special treasure?” Drednought asked the guy in the middle with the fanciest hat and uniform.

			“No English,” said the man. “I would not speak the language of dogs.”

			Oh no! I was afraid to watch Drednought’s reaction. But he didn’t react at all. Of course! The last sentence was spoken in Spanish. I understood it because I had taken Riley’s language pill in Egypt and it had rewired my brain to speak all languages. 

			I thought about offering to translate for them, but Mistral got in first. She strode up to the Spanish captain, leaned real close to his face and said: “Remember who’s the dog here, Captain. And who’s the lion.” 

			She pointed to Drednought. “That lion there—he has a bite that’s worse than his roar. And his roar would make the Heavens shake.”

			“What did she say?” Knox asked Kendrick.

			“I’ll be blowed if I know,” the quartermaster replied.

			“I told the captain I will act as the middle voice,” she said. “I have had dealings with the Spanish. I speak their language...a little.”

			Charly ran up, dripping wet. Rocco followed, sunbursts flaring off droplets of water in his wild nest of hair. 

			“What’s going on?” Charly asked. 

			“Captain Drednought’s interrogating the Spanish,” I whispered.

			“I wouldn’t be in their shoes,” said Rocco, “not for all the treasure in the ocean.”

			Drednought glared at each Spanish man till they squirmed. He squatted down so he was eye to eye with the Spanish captain.

			“Where be the captain’s special treasure?” he asked calmly. Though his “calm” made me as uneasy as his crazy.

			Mistral translated his words. 

			“Treasure? It is all around you,” said the Spanish captain. “Any idiot with eyes in his ugly face can see. It spills out of the belly of the Heart of Gold galleon, like your guts will spill out of you when I run you through with my cutlass.”

			“He said it’s all over the beach,” said Mistral. Smart. No sense making a bad situation worse. 

			“You and your crew had a good deal of time here before we arrived,” said Drednought. “What did you do during that time? Apart from soil your Spanish trousers in fear.”

			Mistral translated the captain’s words, leaving out the trousers part. 

			“Before your arrival,” the Spanish captain said, “we tended our wounded and collected as much of Spain’s treasure as we could.”

			“Spain’s treasure?” said Drednought. “You mean Aztec treasure, don’t you, Captain?”

			“The Aztecs submitted to Spanish authority, therefore their land and everything that comes from it belongs to the King of Spain.”

			“Tell me, Captain,” said Drednought, “when you submit to me, does that mean everything that comes out of you belongs to me?”

			Our guys hooted with laughter at that. But I had a bad feeling about it. Riley appeared on the sand beside me, pockets bulging with booty. 

			“Drednought’s interrogating the Spanish captain,” I whispered. “But I don’t like the look in his eye.”

			“I guess he’s trying to intimidate the Spanish man,” said Riley.

			If it was me, it would have worked. I would have told him whatever he wanted to know. But the Spanish captain raised his chin and shot him a lazy-lidded look of contempt.

			“Where be the captain’s treasure?” Drednought repeated.

			“The what?” said the Spanish captain.

			“The special items of treasure, which the captain keeps in his care at all times,” Drednought clarified.

			“I know nothing of this...captain’s treasure, English fool!”

			Mistral posed a question of her own. “Now tell me, were any of the Spanish ships carrying slaves?”

			“That question does not come from your captain,” said the Spaniard.

			“It comes from me. And if you don’t answer, I will translate every word of what you say in future.”

			“I do not answer to slaves,” he said.

			“What are you two talking about?” asked Drednought.

			“He said—” she paused “—an insult to you, Captain. One that should not be ignored.”

			Drednought tilted his head to study the guy, a psycho smile on his face. Then he grabbed the guy’s hair and dragged him backwards, kicking and screaming, to a palm tree bent almost horizontal. Knox and a couple of crewmates slung a rope over the trunk and hung the guy up, feet first. 

			As he dangled upside down, fingertips grazing the sand, his complexion turned a shade of red-brown. 

			“Who wants to play a game of hit-the-captain-with-the-coconut?” called Drednought. 

			A dozen Sea Mist crew gathered coconuts and hurled them, hard, at the Spanish guy, who slapped them away with his hands, like a goalkeeper—where the goal was his head and tender parts. 

			I winced at the schoolboy jeering that followed this cruel display.

			“Rubbish!” one pirate shouted.

			“Call that a shot. This is a shot!” said another.

			“Bet you a week’s rum ration I can flatten his Spanish nose.”

			“You’re on.”

			The Spanish captain groaned. Blood from his squished nose ran down—or, rather, up his face, trickling into his eyes. After several hard hits, he was dazed and less co-ordinated and so got hit again and again. Till his arms dangled limply and he was barely conscious.

			“Cut him down!” Drednought said, shaking his head, as if disgusted by the captain’s lack of endurance. 

			A couple of guys carried the man over to dump him on the sand back in the centre of the group. Crowe roused him with a bucket of seawater to the face. He moaned as he sat up though one of his eyes stayed shut, already swelling from the coconut blows.

			“I’ll ask you once more, Captain,” said Drednought, his face so close he was almost kissing the man. “Where be the captain’s special treasure?” 

			And then I caught something. Just before answering, the Spanish captain’s eyes slid along the line of officers to rest on a guy, second from the end. The guy had light brown eyes and perfect features. When he caught me studying him, he swept back a rogue strand of dark hair and gave a hint of a smile. Arrogant or what? 

			“I do not know of any more treasure than what you see,” said the Spanish captain, less surly now. 

			“You buried it, didn’t you? Before we got here.” Drednought raised his eyebrows. “That’s what I would have done. So where is it? Tell me and I won’t have to pluck out your eyes, one at a time and feed ’em to the fish.”

			Mistral translated that in full. The guy sniffled and whimpered but kept protesting that he didn’t know of any special treasure. So Drednought got his guys to carry the man down to the water for a game of how-long-can-the-captain-hold-his-breath? 

			“What the Hell are we doing here?” I asked Riley. “I can’t believe we’re actually part of a crew doing this and apparently enjoying it.” Knox had a real glow going on. 

			The Spanish guy howled: “I know of no other treasure. Please! I beg—” His cry ended abruptly. Underwater, no-one can hear you scream.

			“Do you think he knows of any special captain’s treasure?” Riley asked. 

			“Maybe. Maybe not.”

			When he was allowed up again, he took a breath and cried: “I swear on the life of my king, I am telling the truth.” 

			While this went on, I watched the Spanish guys closely and noticed that every one of the men glanced at the good-looking man second from the end before looking away. 

			“Do you see that?” I asked Riley.

			“See what?” said Riley (his usual response). 

			“Enough, Captain!” Crowe warned Drednought. “Unless you wish to kill him.”

			As the Spaniards watched their leader carried back, two-thirds drowned, I studied the hot guy. There was a lot of blood on his shirt, around the mid-chest. But no obvious wound to explain it.

			“Look at that guy’s shirt,” I said to Riley. “What does the blood tell you?”

			Riley studied him for almost a minute. “He’s wearing someone else’s clothes.”

			The pirates dropped the Spanish captain onto the sand like a bag of rubbish, as a couple of crew members appeared with a silver tray of fruit for us to share. Garland couldn’t make the trek himself, with his peg leg; he was back on the boat awaiting ingredients for the evening’s dinner. Pirates Crawley and Watson fed the crew this morning. 

			As we grabbed pieces to eat, there were slurps and pleasurable mmms all around. I got a burst of sweetness and closed my eyes in a kind of ecstasy. My tummy had been twisted with tension for so long, I hadn’t even noticed the hunger. But I was really hungry. And so were the Spanish. The ragged line of officers watched us eat with the unblinking focus of dogs at the dinner table, begging for scraps. As I took a second piece of sweet green fruit, I turned to find the good-looking Spanish guy watching me. His lips curled on one side, imagining he could charm a piece of fruit from me.

			And then I knew.

			I called Mistral over and told her what I was thinking. She nodded and whispered to Drednought, who looked over at me, frowning. 

			Mistral took the tray of fruit and presented it to the puffy-eyed Spanish captain. “Please eat,” she said. “With our captain’s compliments. Captain Drednought is a practical man. He knows he cannot get the answers he needs from dead men.” She smiled sweetly at the guy.

			The Spanish captain regarded the fruit, warily, then glanced along the line at the other man before snatching a piece and wolfing it down. 

			I felt someone touch my arm. Captain Crowe drew me away from the others. 

			“So, the Spanish captain...isn’t really their captain at all?” he said. “What makes you draw that conclusion?”

			“You see the way the crew defers to the other man, the good-looking one there, every time. And look at the captain’s coat—it is definitely too big for him. But it would fit that other man perfectly.”

			Captain Crowe nodded. “You think like a pirate. But do you really think he is good looking?”

			“What’s Drednought going to do?” I asked, ignoring the last. “Will he start torturing the other man now?”

			“Unless we find some feathers along the beach so he can tickle the treasure location out of him.”

			Captain Crowe grimaced and turned to go.

			“Wait!” I said. “I have a better idea.”
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			That evening we left the Spanish in charge of the island. With a broken ship, in the dark, where could they go? Any treasure they found would only be seized by us the next morning when our guys thoroughly searched theirs—and I do mean thoroughly. 

			We returned to the Black Tide and ate a hearty stew of fresh fish and veggies mixed with tropical fruit.

			After dinner, a small group—Captain Crowe, Charly, Mistral, Rocco, Riley and me—rowed back to the island. Slipping quietly through the forest, we hid in the bushes behind the beach to observe our captives.

			They’d built a bonfire on the sand. Now they were alone, they let their guard down. We watched till our suspicions were confirmed—the hot guy was the one giving the commands. Not the other poor fellow who’d taken the captain’s punishments. 

			“It was clever of you, Maddy, to figure that out,” said Riley.

			“I was about the make the same point,” said Captain Crowe. “Madison is a clever girl.”

			“You don’t know the half of it,” said Riley.

			“Oh, I believe I have some idea,” said Crowe.

			“Well, I have known her a lot longer than you. I have a much better idea.”

			“And I believe I know her in ways a brother can never share.”

			“Guys! Focus, please!” I shook my head at the pair of them.

			We put my plan into action. If it worked, we’d learn once and for all whether there was any special captain’s treasure and its location. If not? Well, Drednought would resume his interrogation on the real captain tomorrow morning.

			It was quite dark in the forest. “It’s going to be hard to monitor the whole area,” I said to Riley.

			“Perhaps we can narrow down our search area,” he said. “Think logically about where it’s most likely to be.”

			“Well, for a start,” I said, “I doubt any secret treasure would be buried on the beach. The other sailors might see and be tempted to steal it during the night.”

			“That’s correct,” said Captain Crowe. “If I were the Spanish captain, I would limit those who shared the secret location to a trusted few.”

			We looked about us for a likely spot. Riley nudged the earth with his boot. “They wouldn’t have any spades or tools with them,” he said. “They’d have to look for soft ground they could dig with their hands.”

			Crowe nodded. “Yes, yes.”

			Riley dashed into the forest over a rocky mound, returning quickly. “The ground over there is rockier and more compacted,” he said. “I think we can rule that out.”

			“And the day the ship crashed,” I said, “they would have known we’d be coming after them and soon. They’d hide the treasure quickly.”

			“If such treasure were mine,” said Crowe, “I’d want it close by, where I might reach it easily—but somewhere the crew would not find it. If there is such treasure, it will be buried somewhere around here, where the soil is soft and the digging would not be seen by those on the beach.” 

			I nodded. “That would be my guess. Let’s stake this area out, from here to over there by that curved palm tree.” It was a space around twenty yards in all directions.

			“Okay, everyone,” said Crowe. “Take up positions.” 

			We spread ourselves around the space. Crowe and Mistral crouched behind bushes, Rocco and Charly climbed up trees. I hid behind a rock, trying to make myself as small as possible while maintaining good lines of sight in most directions. I nodded to Riley when we were ready and he crept up to the bushes just behind the beach and shouted in Spanish: “Captain! There are pirates in the forest. They seem to be digging for something!”

			Quietly, my friend slipped into his hiding place beneath the fronds of a large fern. A few minutes later, we heard the crunch of a dozen footsteps as the Spanish sailors fanned out, searching for pirates. Charly and Rocco watched from the trees above, though, thankfully, none of the Spanish thought to look up. At one point, one of the men got so close to me, he almost trod on my hand. I held my breath and stayed rigid till he moved off again.

			“False alarm,” said a voice several minutes later. “There are no pirates here.”

			“Who said there were?” I heard someone ask as they returned to the beach. 

			All went quiet after that. Now, we just had to sit tight and wait. It was cold behind the rock, especially staying so still. I waited a long time and then some. I was on the point of calling it off when I heard the soft crunch of twigs and footsteps—much softer and sneakier this time—of someone moving around the forest nearby.

			Staying low, I peered out from the rock and saw...one, two, three men, padding through the undergrowth. A slash of moonlight revealed one of them as the good-looking guy from the line—the real Spanish captain. It went quiet for a while, then I heard a voice: “The treasure’s still here, Captain. It is safe. If the pirates were in the forest tonight, they did not find it.” 

			“Very good, Santiago,” said the captain. “One day soon, when the English dogs have gone, we will return to claim it.”

			The sound of footsteps crunching through the bushes diminished. I stayed behind my rock for several minutes more before creeping out. Captain Crowe, Riley, Charly and Rocco were waiting on the path. 

			“They dug right beneath me, over there,” Charly whispered, pointing into the bushes.

			Rocco rushed up ahead. “I see where earth has been freshly turned.”

			We followed him and Captain Crowe knelt down to dig the spot she’d pointed out. 

			“You were right, Madison.” Crowe grinned back at me as he pawed at the earth. “Ah, I think I’ve got something.”

			Crowe pulled and strained but couldn’t shift it. Whatever it was, it was stuck firmly in the ground. We squatted down to dig beside him till we had exposed the red sleeve of a Spanish uniform. Rocco gripped and pulled it from the ground, dirt cascading off the material. The coat was a thick one, and its sleeves had been tied up into a makeshift bag, containing some heavy items from the feel of it.

			Untying the sleeves, we laid the coat on the ground and found chunky rubies and emeralds, a clutch of gold doubloons, some silver pieces of eight, and a skull of gold as big as your hand, with six diamonds across the mouth, a couple of rubies for the nose and four emeralds in the eye cavities. 

			“Ezekhiel will be pleased!” Crowe beamed. 

			Riley patted around the coat bag and brought out a piece of loose cloth. I thought it was the material the jewels had been wrapped in...until I saw the markings. 

			Captain Crowe noticed at the same time and snatched the cloth, holding it up to the light. “It’s a map...to more treasure. Perhaps of even greater worth.” 

			His white teeth seemed unnaturally bright in the dim light.

			Back at the ship, we got a hero’s welcome. Even Drednought seemed happy. 

			“I may have been wrong about women on ships being bad luck,” he said. “My apologies, ladies.”

			A rum cask was opened to celebrate how we’d outsmarted those “mutton-brained” Spanish.

			“How you outsmarted them, Madison,” Captain Crowe whispered to me, so close his breath tickled my ear.

			“Won’t that Spanish captain get a shock when he goes back to claim his treasure?” said Charly.

			“Being as they’ve so generously contributed to our pirate coffers,” said Garland, “I feel we owe the Spanish a dedication.” And he sang:

			Farewell and adieu unto you Spanish ladies.

			Farewell and adieu to you ladies of Spain

			For we’ve received orders to sail for old England

			But we hope very soon we shall see you again.

			I joined him in the chorus, singing the harmony as best as I could. The pirates sang it loudly and started dancing together with goofy gap-toothed smiles. 

			And then Captain Crowe was before me, bowing low and holding his hand out in invitation to dance. I tried to say no but the other pirates clapped and cheered till I accepted. We did some kind of pirate jigging, hooking arms and spinning round this way and that.

			“Thank you for the dance, Miss Bryant,” Crowe said and bowed.

			“Thank you, Captain.”

			He was too dreamy for his own good. And mine.
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			We were over the side of the boat and back on the beach before the sun rose the next morning. The Spanish were already hard at work setting piles of palm leaves and broken wood ablaze to create a giant signal fire.

			“Put that out,” ordered Knox, storming over.

			Our pirates threw water and sand onto the flames, reducing it to a smouldering hiss within minutes, then kicked and beat the Spanish sailors to remind them not to do it again.

			We’d retrieved most of the treasure from the shallows and now, Drednought said, it was time to explore the deeper waters around the reef. This involved rowing the Spanish guys out to the wrecked galleon site, making them hold a heavy rock and jump over the side. They sank to the depths where they were meant to scoop up bits of treasure and spot others for their next trip, then swim back up before their lungs burst. Dodgy with a capital D. And, as the human lung could only take so much, this kind of treasure recovery was painfully slow.

			So, Drednought came up with a new plan to help them stay down longer and get stuff faster. The crew retrieved a giant bell from the Spanish ship to dive down with. The idea was that air would be trapped in the hollow of the bell, and if the diver needed to breathe, they could grab a quick lungful under the bell and continue searching. A good plan? Not at all. Within the first hour, three Spanish sailors were dumped on the sand after their lungs burst. 

			“This is hideous,” I said to Riley.

			“It’s hard to watch,” he agreed.

			“The Spaniards are our enemies but they’re still human beings,” said Charly. 

			 But we three were the only ones that seemed at all bothered. “They would do as much to us if they had the upper hand,” said Rocco.

			So, our guys might be bad but the Spanish were too. It seemed everyone at sea was—pirates, navy, privateers of all nationalities. 

			I had a sudden sharp pang for Sydney and simple laughter with my friends. Would we ever get back there? Just now, home felt impossibly far away.

			Garland asked me to help collect fresh fruit and veggies for the Black Tide’s supplies before our departure. The plan was that the Sea Mist crew and those on the Spanish boat we’d taken as a prize would stay on the island to collect as much wreck treasure as possible, under the command of Kendrick, while the Black Tide with both Crowe and Drednought aboard—and Riley and Mistral, his lucky charms—went after the treasure on the Spanish map we’d found. 

			While I couldn’t wait to leave this island of desperation, I’d hoped our next quest would be for the treasure on Peterson’s map. But now that a new map had been found, we’d have to wait until that treasure had been retrieved before our search could start. 

			Anyway, we still hadn’t figured out how we’d get to our treasure haul. Or, if we did get there and, by some miracle, find it, how we’d persuade Drednought to let us keep all the aqua pearls. And even if we figured that out, Riley no longer had his time machine. So, we might get the pearls but not be able to blast off from this time period till Peterson showed up again—whenever that might be!

			I was stressing over all this as I collected fruit and anything resembling a vegetable in the forest. At the base of a wide tree trunk, I saw a cluster of long-stemmed mushrooms. I knelt down and sniffed them but had no clue whether they were safe to eat so left them there. When I turned around, Captain Crowe was right behind me.

			He stepped forward as if to make a move on me, then took a step back again. 

			“Captain?”

			For several seconds, he stared at the ground, lips pressed tightly together as if trying to regain his composure. Then he looked up again.

			“I never imagined I could feel like this,” he said. “Here, we have a treasure most pirates only ever dream about, but all that I can think of is you—your eyes, your smile.” 

			“Please, let’s not do this again,” I said. 

			I tried to move around him. He blocked me. “Now I have met you,” he said, “it is like all the females in all the ports I’ve visited never existed.”

			“How many ports?” I asked. 

			“A few,” he said. “I have been fortunate to have my share of female company.”

			“Your share and someone else’s from the sound of it.” I pretended to go one way, and when he moved to block me again, ducked around him the other way. He followed at my heels.

			“No matter how many others there have been, none hold a flame to you.”

			I stopped and turned, frowning. “You’ll forgive me, Captain, if I have some difficulty believing you after all that’s happened.” 

			He huffed and raked his fingers through his hair. “Since that time, when, regrettably, I may have had an underlying motive for my attentions to you, I’ve got to know you—your courage, your spirit. You have bewitched me, Madison, as truly as any siren who sang to any sailor. With your courage and cleverness, my daring and strength, we two could rule the high seas, take any treasure we desired.”

			“Threaten and kill people to steal their treasures, you mean?” I said, scanning the surroundings for something edible. “With the navy chasing us the whole time, hoping to hang us for our crimes?”

			“A life at sea is full of peril but—” he grasped my shoulders and turned me around to face him “—you have the heart for it like no other woman I’ve met.” His eyes darted about my face like he was trying to memorise each feature, then he let me go. “However, I will not force myself upon you. In this, you are my captain and I wait upon your orders.”

			I knew I should move away. Step back, Maddy! Move! But I stayed there, as if I had concrete boots, as his face drifted forward and his lips brushed mine ever so lightly. 

			Nononono. It had to stop. Now. Once and for all.

			“I’m sorry, Captain. I am flattered by your declaration. But the truth is...I love another.”

			He staggered back, his mouth falling open as if the muscles connecting the jaw had been slashed. 

			“You lie, Miss Bryant! I see in your eyes and feel in your kiss that you return my affections.” 

			He was right. I did return them. It was a struggle not to return them over and over again right now. 

			“If it’s a life at sea that deters you,” he said, “we could begin a life on land as soon as we acquire enough wealth. Perhaps the treasure on the map you possess will be enough to free us from this pirate life. If you would but give me the landmarks and course to follow to the treasure site, we could be on our way to a better life together this very afternoon.”

			There it was. His thoughts boomeranging back to the treasure, as ever. But I was grateful they did, as it gave me the strength to say what was necessary. 

			“Land or sea, my future lies with another,” I said. “Nothing will change that. Not even a passable kiss.”

			That was the biggest lie of all. 

			“I see you remain loyal to someone from your former life,” said Crowe. “But I hope to change your mind before our journey is done.”

			I was relieved when I heard the crunch of footsteps and spotted Riley’s blond head bobbing among the greenery.

			“Riley, hi!” I called out. “Are you collecting fruit? I’ve been doing that too.” Well, du-uh!

			Riley came over, looking from me to the captain and back with confusion and growing suspicion. 

			Just then, someone on the beach called to Crowe. He bowed to us and took off to answer.

			I waited till he was out of sight, then exhaled.

			“What was that about?” Riley asked. “You haven’t fallen for the captain, have you?”

			Yes. “Of course not. All I am to him is a treasure map.”

			“We do still need him to take us to that treasure.” 

			“Yeah, I know,” I said. 

			Why had I let him kiss me? Or, a better question was: why, knowing all I did about him, did I still want more kisses?

			“Because we really need the aqua pearls to save the world,” said Riley.

			“Save the world, yeah.” 

			But what if he was telling the truth? And he really did like me more than the other girls—the many, many in all those ports. I wonder how many there are.

			“Are you listening, Maddy?” Riley exclaimed. 

			“Ye-ah!” I said. “The mission comes first. Always and forever. Got it.” 

			Sailing the seas with the delectable Dustin Crowe was not on this or any other horizon for me.

			Back on the beach, I scanned the scene with growing horror—more dead bodies at the water’s edge, rowboats around the wrecked galleon and heads bobbing up, gasping for air, before being sent down again to grab more stuff. A group of pirates menaced the Spanish officers. My gaze stopped on Captain Crowe talking to Drednought.

			Catching my eye, Dustin broke off mid-sentence and came over with big angry strides. “Whatever happens—or does not happen between us—Miss Bryant,” he said, “I want you to know I will honour our agreement. I might be a pirate but I will not go back on the promise I made to a fellow seafarer to help you find the treasure on your map.”

			“Thank you, Captain.”

			“As long as I am familiar with the location,” he said. “You’ve told me it’s in the Vanishing Islands. Perhaps, if you acquaint me with some of the landmarks you remember, I may advise whether I am acquainted with them. That is, if you trust me enough to reveal the details.”

			Did I trust him? No. But we needed to know sooner rather than later whether the map was real or just a fool’s hope. 

			So, I gave him most of the info I had—a circular bay with a range of hills on the left, one with a clean scoop, like a cradle, out of the centre. Of a series of circles and shapes that I hoped meant something to him. Of a picture of a smiling shark. 

			He listened to the details, as still as a ship on calm seas, then nodded. “I believe I know the area.”

			“Do you think if we manage to get there and if there is treasure where it’s supposed to be, Drednought will let us keep the aqua pearls?”

			“Leave that to me.”
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			By twilight, a pile of treasure sat on the beach alongside several fresh corpses. When the pirates set about burning the bodies, I almost hurled. It was a great relief to hear Captain Crowe shouting for the crew shipping out on the Black Tide to gather their supplies and start back to the ship.

			I picked up a sack of stuff and balanced it on my shoulder for the trek through the forest. 

			“Sure that’s not too heavy for you, Miss?” someone said behind me. I turned to answer and who should I find? Peterson! 

			I couldn’t even pretend I wasn’t happy to see him. I waved Riley over and the three of us slipped behind a palm tree for a quick chat.

			“Where have you been?” I went straight to interrogation.

			Peterson looked tanned and his hair and beard seemed lighter—bleached by sun and sea. He wore the usual pirate gear—striped shirt and tattered black knee-length trousers with a blue headscarf and gold earring. 

			“You both okay?” he asked.

			“Depends what you call okay,” I said, catching a whiff of burning flesh on the breeze. 

			“It’s been an interesting experience,” said Riley.

			“What about you? What have you been up to?” I circled back to my unanswered question.

			“I’ve been trying to find aqua pearls through other means,” he said, “with no luck.”

			Heartsink.

			“We’ll have to rely on that treasure map,” he said. “Do you still have it?” 

			“Half of it. The other half’s up here.” I tapped my temple.

			“You’ll need someone who knows those waterways to make sense of it,” said Peterson. 

			“We have Captain Crowe,” I said. “He says he knows where it is.”

			“So you told him?” Riley said.

			“We have to trust someone,” I said. 

			“Is he someone we can trust?” asked Peterson.

			Riley and I traded a look. “Probably not,” I said. As Riley said: “No.” 

			Peterson looked from me to Riley and waited. 

			“I guess time will tell.” For once, I was the one who said it. I’m happy to say they both found it as annoying as I always did.

			“How did you find us?” asked Riley.

			“I used the tracker to locate your time machine signal,” said Peterson. “It’s been hard to pin down while you were on the move.”

			“Wait,” I said. “You found us because of...what signal?” I asked.

			“The time machine emits a strong atmospheric pulse, like a ping, which can be received by—”

			“But Riley lost his machine,” I said. “We thought it might have been washed overboard during a storm a couple of weeks ago.”

			Peterson pulled the tracker out of his pocket. “I’ve got a signal from somewhere on this beach.”

			We looked around at the pirates gathering supplies.

			“Could someone else have a time machine that’s giving off a signal?” I asked.

			“No, this is tuned to Riley’s machine.”

			“So, whoever took the machine is still on the beach?”

			“Seems like it,” said Peterson.

			We cast our eye over our sodden and sandy shipmates, seeing new possibilities in all of them. 

			“Can you tell where it’s coming from?” Riley asked. 

			Peterson shook his head. “It gives me a general area of about a hundred yards in any direction.”

			Which pretty much covered all the pirates gathering on the beach just now. The Recall agent could be anyone. 

			“And there’s some kind of interference, making it less clear,” Peterson said.

			“Interference? From Recall?” I asked.

			“That would be my guess. They’ve been shooting signals out hoping to lock onto their agents’ locations. I’ve been sending out scrambling pulses to make that more difficult for them. But they may get around that. At the moment, the sea’s the safest place for you two. Where they can’t track you easily.”

			Being on a pirate ship, on the ocean, hunted by the navy and privateers was the safest place for us? 

			“Madison, Riley, time to move out,” called Captain Crowe.

			“Aye aye, Captain!” I answered. 

			Peterson stayed low, keeping out of the captain’s view.

			“By the way, where’s Johnno?” he asked, looking around. (Johnno, aka Mr Johnson, our old science teacher and time travel ally/enemy.)

			“Johnno? We haven’t seen him this trip,” I said. “I wasn’t even aware he was in the period.” 

			Riley shrugged, clueless too.

			“He was on Broadbent’s ship. I put him there to watch Maddy’s back,” said Peterson.

			We looked blankly at him. 

			“He was the doctor, James Bolt,” said Peterson.

			The same James Bolt who had narrowly escaped with his life and fingers on the Lost Island—because of our actions.

			“Oh, no!” Riley grimaced.

			“It was a good disguise,” I said. “Too good.” 

			We explained what had happened and how we’d set him up. “We thought he was a Recall agent,” I said.

			We might have been wrong about Bolt but, clearly, someone here was an agent for our enemy, Recall. Someone on the crews of the Sea Mist or Black Tide had Riley’s time machine hidden right now and was waiting for us to make a move on the treasure.

			So that they could make a move—perhaps a fatal one—on us.
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			I never thought I’d be so happy to get back on a ship. But I was keen to put as much distance as possible between me and that awful scene.

			It was almost sunset by the time we loaded up and weighed anchor, bound for the X on the Spanish treasure map. Our destination was about three days’ sail away.

			Both captains Crowe and Drednought were on the Black Tide, with Knox as quartermaster. Mistral, Rocco and Charly were aboard, too, along with Riley and me. Kendrick had stayed behind on the island with about a third of the crew and two ships—the Sea Mist and the Spanish prize—to continue the treasure retrieval. Now that the easy-to-get treasure had been claimed, the rest would be a slog to salvage. Drednought wasn’t a patient man and was itching for a new adventure, so he left them to it and came with us. 

			“Captain Drednought loves treasure,” said Mistral. “He always wants to be there when the chest is opened.”

			I had hoped the next treasure we sought would be from our map, for the aqua pearls. But now the Recall agent might be aboard, we had to rethink.

			I was trying to come up with a plan to flush out the agent before we went for the pearls. But until I made progress on that, I wouldn’t let Captain Crowe mention our treasure to Drednought. Crowe found this very frustrating—he was dying to tell his boss and get the kudos for spotting the next haul. But he promised to stay silent for now. 

			“As soon as you know who this blackheart is,” said Crowe, “point them out to me and I’ll make sure they never see a glint of gold or pearls—aqua or any other colour—ever again.” 

			Every time I thought of poor Bolt—Mr Johnson—stuck on the Lost Island, I felt a stab of guilt. Especially when I considered how close he’d come to losing his fingers. I just hoped he was doing okay there. 

			“I’ll check on him, make sure he’s all right,” Peterson had said as we began moving out. “I’ll keep searching for the treasure through other channels. If I find it, I’ll come get you and we can all leave in my machine. But if you find the aqua pearls first, activate this.” He gave us a device about the size of a small remote. “When I get your signal, I’ll fix your location and lift you out of that position five minutes later.”

			I nodded. “Find the treasure, activate the device, you zip us out five minutes later. Got it.” 

			Riley slipped it into the pouch down his shirtfront.

			“Can you double check there are no holes in that thing?” I asked Riley.

			My friend reached around inside his shirt, face twisting as his hand moved beneath the material. “It seems secure.”

			“Seems?”

			“It is secure.”

			Yeah, we’d thought that before and somehow the time machine had been stolen without Riley noticing! 

			Now, as I leaned against the rail on the boat, I took a hard look at my crewmates, wondering whether one of them was the Recall agent. 

			There was Charly and Rocco, sidestepping along the yard on the rear mast. Did one of them have the time machine down their shirts or among their scrappy belongings? 

			Was Knox, with his cold, sly looks, actually from the future and only pretending to care about becoming captain of the ship?

			What about Dashforth and Clark? Were they Recall agents? I doubted they could spell Recall, let alone scheme for them.

			In truth, it could be anyone. Any of these sunburnt, scrawny guys could have taken our time machine and be waiting for the chance to seize the treasure and bury Riley and me in the process.

			“Let her run before the wind!” cried Captain Crowe, hanging on the rigging single-handed. 

			“Can we do anything to narrow the search for the agent?” I said. “Come up with a short list, maybe?”

			“We could try singing Happy Birthday, like you did in the Wild West,” Riley said. “See if anyone mouths the words?”

			“They may not fall for it,” I said. “And then whoever it was would know we were onto them.”

			“You’re right,” said Riley. “That is the one advantage we have at the moment. The thief thinks they’re safe.”

			“Best keep it that way,” I said. “Perhaps they’ll slip up and reveal themselves. In the meantime, we could check through people’s stuff—see if the time machine’s there?”

			But there were two problems with that. First, pirates’ belongings were never unattended. There was always someone in the hammock area with the stuff. And, second, any searching would have to be done by Riley alone for Knox’s red-rimmed eyes were stuck on me like tar on a pirate’s boot each time I looked his way.

			“I think I know why he’s watching you,” said Riley. “I overheard him talking to Drednought about you and Captain Crowe. He said the captain was keener on you than he was on treasure.”

			“Well, that’s stupid,” I said.

			“He said the Black Tide needed a leader who could focus on the big prize for everyone, not one prize for himself. Someone who has the proper pirate priorities.”

			“Proper pirate priorities?” 

			Riley nodded and leaned closer to whisper. “He said if it came to a fight, Captain Crowe would be more focused on saving you than anyone or anything else.”

			“And what did Drednought say to that?”

			“Nothing much,” said Riley. “But I’ve seen him watching Crowe when he’s around you, and picking his teeth—which is what he does when he’s thinking something through.”

			Not good. But it made sense. Knox was hoping to use me as an excuse to replace Crowe as captain of the Black Tide. While I knew what he said wasn’t true—I would never get between Captain Crowe and a treasure box—we were navigating treacherous waters here. If Knox managed to plant a seed of doubt in Drednought’s mind, Crowe would lose more than his rank. To protect him and myself, I avoided him for a time. I tried not to look at him and, whenever he came near me, I scarpered. 

			Once I even walked away in the middle of the conversation. “What a beautiful evening tonight,” he said. “Almost as beautiful as...” By then, I was halfway down the stairs to the deck below. 

			I didn’t feel good about it. But it was for the best. Being around Captain Crowe was like being in a Bermuda Triangle of emotions. In that area—which was actually somewhere near here—ships and planes disappeared without a trace, compasses lost their polar bearings. It was the same with me and Dustin Crowe. When I was near him, all my time travel sense went off. Everything I knew to be a bad idea, suddenly seemed a really good one. 

			I think Crowe caught on to what was happening, because the next day he avoided me too. He didn’t speak to me or look my way once, as far as I could tell.

			After a while, Knox got bored waiting for us to slip up and decided to be more proactive. He took to calling on me to fix anything that needed fixing up high and abusing me loudly as I struggled to carry out his orders.

			“Get up that mast and unfurl that sail, Bryant!” When I hesitated, he screamed: “Be you a sailor or a weak and frightened landlubber?”

			And while I was up there, he harangued me from below. “I’ve seen turtles climb ropes faster than you.”

			“Any time before the new day dawns would be good, Bryant.”

			As well as: “GOD CURSE US FOR USELESS WOMEN ABOARD.” (I nearly slid down the rope and throttled him for that one.)

			His lizard eyes slipped around to Captain Crowe after each insult, hoping to provoke some reaction, but the pirate captain stayed cool as a deep sea fish. The only sign he was bothered was a clenched jaw and his iron grip on the ship’s railings as he stared out to sea. He knew, I knew, and everyone knew, Knox was daring him to intervene on my behalf, to show Captain Drednought he was no longer a man of the people—just of one person. Me.

			Meanwhile, Ezekhiel Drednought paced around the ship, starlight glancing off his dangly earrings, wispy auburn hair fluttering in the breeze, his cutlass thrust into the waistband of his deep blue billowing trousers looking like a circus performer. I’m pretty sure he got the whole competition thing going on between Crowe and Knox, but, stirrer that he was, he was happy to watch and see what transpired. 

			I was up and down the rigging so much my thighs and calves began to throb, then seize up. 

			“I can give you a few tips on climbing,” said Charly, dropping gracefully to the deck beside me.” How is a young English lady so good on the ropes?

			“Thanks,” I said. “If you could call up a big wave to knock Knox over the side, that would be helpful too.”

			“Would you like me to have a word with Captain Drednought?” asked Mistral. “I could tell him that Knox brings the ship bad luck and that I hear creatures of the deep calling for his company on the ocean’s sandy bottom.”

			It was tempting, but...“It’s okay,” I said. “I can handle it.”

			“Bryant. Up top and fix that rope flying about,” Knox called right on cue. Up I went. Of course, there was no rogue rope. Knox was being a git.

			“Would you like me to put a little something extra in the quartermaster’s bowl this eve,” Garland asked, “to keep him busy during the night and give you the rest you require?” 

			Now that I could agree to.

			So it was that Knox groaned with tummy pain all night and spent most of the evening in the head—the ship’s toilet. Or at least that’s what I was told. I didn’t see a thing. I was fast asleep. 
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			“Madison,” came a whisper. I opened my eyes and, for a second, thought I was dreaming. Captain Crowe’s thick hair hung down, tickling my cheek. “Knox has dozed off. Come up on deck with me for a moment.”

			I followed him, drowsy and cold, my legs wobbly after all the climbing. He led me to a shadowy corner of the upper deck, took both my hands in his and kissed my fingertips. It was the lightest of touches but it was like a demolition ball on my carefully built tower of resistance.

			“You love another,” he said. “Is that true?”

			“Mm-hh.” I looked out at the sea and didn’t meet his eye.

			“Is there any chance I can win your affections away from this other love?”

			I cleared my throat. “No chance. I’m sorry, Captain.”

			He let go of my hands and paced. “Well, may I know who my rival is, that I may challenge him?”

			“Challenge him?”

			“To a duel.”

			“And what? The winner gets me?” I said. “No way. I make my own choices.”

			“Is there nothing I can do to persuade you to look more favourably upon me.”

			How was that even possible?

			I turned to deliver a romance-killing lie straight to his face. The starlight gave his skin a gossamer sheen and made his eyes seem as glossy as the sea.

			“Please, Captain, can we just focus on the business of treasure,” I said.

			“Very well,” he said. “If that is what you truly wish?”

			What I truly wished was that we had the pearls and were safely home. With Riley. And Mum and Dad. And my friends. And Captain Crowe. I wished he could travel back with us and we could go on a regular date. Or that I could take him to the year twelve formal as my date. Imagine how the other girls’ eyes would bug out at that. That’s what I wished—for all the good it did me.

			“Stick to business and forget the rest,” I said. “That’s what I want.” 

			He leaned on the rail and stared towards the horizon. “I don’t believe you,” he murmured. All around Captain Crowe was a wild star-filled sky. “Is there nothing I can say to change your mind?” 

			“No, my mind is—” mush “—made up.”

			“Would a gift, perhaps, of precious jewels, help you to forget my rival?”

			“Jewels?” 

			“Or maybe a golden skull would demonstrate how earnest I am in my affection?”

			What the—?

			“A skull? You don’t mean Captain Drednought’s treasure, do you? You’re not thinking of stealing that?” He couldn’t be serious. Surely? “If Drednought or one of his men heard you say that, you’d be over the side faster than Knox’s undigested dinner!” 

			“Do not fear, Madison,” he said, reaching for my hand and holding it between both of his, “it is just you and I and the stars and moon as our witness.” 

			“Captain, I need you to focus on how we can get to our treasure without our enemy finding out what we’re up to and taking the pearls. That is all I want from you.”

			 A creak made us turn around. I pulled my hand away as Riley came up the stairs. 

			“Riley, hi,” I said. “Captain Crowe and I were just talking about the treasure.”

			His eyes slid from my face to Crowe’s, no trace of a smile. “Did my sister tell you she is betrothed?” Holey lifeboats! Where did that come from?

			“She has told me that my hopes for her are to no avail,” said Crowe.

			“That is correct,” said Riley. 

			Riley looked sideways at me, brows tight with disapproval. What right did he have to disapprove of me? 

			“My brother is betrothed too,” I said. “To a girl named Samantha.”

			“Lucky man,” said Crowe. 

			“He thinks he is,” I said, smiling-not-smiling. 

			“Samantha is everything you could want in a betrothed,” said Riley. “I believe my sister wishes she were more like her.”

			Does he really want to go there? Okay then. Bring. It. On.

			“Is she a beauty?” asked the captain.

			“Most definitely,” said Riley.

			“I wish I could be as hearty with my praise, brother, but I have rarely seen her face, as her hair is like a veil and hides her good features from public view.”

			“She has much modesty,” said Riley, baring teeth in imitation of a good humour that neither of us felt. “You would do well to take a lesson from her, sister.”

			Whoa! He was heading into a storm of trouble now.

			“Modesty is a much desirable in a wife,” said the captain, kind of awkwardly as if sensing a dark undercurrent to the conversation.

			“Some people have a lot to be modest about,” I said. Boom, boom! Round one to me.

			Riley paced, hands behind his back, shadows highlighting the deep dimple on his right cheek. Is he enjoying this?

			“Set aside your fears, sister,” he said. “Samantha has no need to be afraid on that score. She has many talents of which you are not aware.”

			That was low. Riley clearly had a few talents I wasn’t aware of either. 

			“Perhaps I would be more aware of her talents, if she would but show them more readily. Rather than hiding like a scared rabbit.”

			“Many delicate ladies have a nervous disposition,” Captain Crowe said, turning to Riley, then me, as if sensing sharks circling in the perilous waters of the conversation.

			“There are some who are content to have talents without the need to shout about them,” said Riley. “And, to have opinions, too, and quite intelligent ones without the need to ram them down everyone else’s throats.” 

			“True,” I said, my face warming up like a Caribbean sunset. “But if there’s no noise coming from a grave, do we assume it’s empty or full?”

			Captain Crowe frowned. “If it’s a grave, wouldn’t it be silent either way?” 

			“Exactly,” I said.

			“Samantha’s not the sort to profess strong opinions on a subject she knows nothing about,” said Riley. “Though there are others who do.”

			“Admirable indeed, brother,” I said. “But as she remains silent on all things, how can we tell where her ignorance ends and her wisdom begins?”

			Riley’s lips were pressed into a tight line. He was getting angry now. Good! The captain looked back and forth between us. “I take my leave,” he said. “It’s been a tiring day on the sea. I bid you both a good night.”

			He left the two of us white-knuckling the stern rails as we glared out at the sea. A long beat of silence.

			“What’s going on between you and Captain Crowe?” said Riley.

			“Nothing,” I said.

			“It didn’t look like nothing to me.”

			“Well, it’s nothing to worry about,” I said. 

			Riley turned to study my face. “You really like him, don’t you?”

			“He’s okay. For a pirate. What about you and Samantha. Is it true love?” 

			He glared at me for a long uncomfortable minute. “You think you’re smart, Maddy, but, sometimes you’re just not.”

			I watched him go down the stairs and vanish into the ship’s shadows. I stamped downstairs after him, furious. How dare he say I wasn’t always smart. I knew that! But he didn’t have the right to know it!

			Though as I lay on the deck that night, damp wood pressing against my cheek, my world tipping first one way, then the other, I wondered whether I’d ever been smart.
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			“Bryant!” 

			I was on my feet before I was fully awake.

			“Get up top and see what lies on the horizon,” said Knox.

			“Aye aye, sir.”

			I grasped the ropes, heaving myself up, up, up. It was hard going. Maybe if I’d had time to gather my thoughts and have a bite to eat, I wouldn’t have felt so wobbly! Great. Another day of being a human yo-yo!

			It was breezy and cool and I was relieved to make it to the top platform to catch my breath. Jabez was on duty, his telescope trained on the horizon. 

			The sky was pale blue. I did a 360-degree turn, gazing out at the huge expanse of water all around me. To my right, the sun had painted blinding patches of white on the deep-blue water, making it hard to look at. From my brief glance, I thought I saw something—a blip on the horizon.

			“What’s over there?” I shouted. Jabez handed me a telescope. Squinting through it, I made out a tiny speck of bright colour a long way away. 

			“Is it a ship?” I said.

			Jabez nodded grimly. He had the glassy-eyed look of someone who would soon need eye surgery or a guide dog to get around. “She’s too far away to say what she be. But Captain Drednought doesn’t take kindly to any ship sneaking up on us. He likes to be the one doing the sneaking.

			“Ship ahoy!” he shouted. 

			I winced. For such a small man, Jabez had a massive voice. I took a second look through the glass and thought I counted six white sails before climbing down to report to Knox, with Crowe and Drednought.

			“There’s a ship on the horizon, Quartermaster,” I said. “But it’s too far away to see what sort yet.”

			“Well, get back up there and wait till you can provide us with a clearer answer,” said Knox. “Have you ever come across a more useless lookout?” he asked the captains.

			“Send the ship’s boy up,” said Drednought. “Let this deckhand have a bite to eat first.”

			I went down to the kitchen to eat breakfast—leftover stew. And, though I wouldn’t have fancied it if I was in Sydney, this morning it tasted like heaven.

			“How be you this morning, Miss Maddy?” said Garland. “Is Quartermaster Knox riding you like a sloop in a wild sea?”

			“Aye aye, Galleymaster.”

			“Perhaps he needs a little spice with his breakfast bowl?”

			I grinned at his suggestion to put Knox out of action again today. Sweet!

			“Better not. There’s a ship on the horizon,” I said. “We need him fit and well today.”

			Everyone was tense and all business as we tried to increase the distance between us and the mystery boat. Mid-morning, I made a second trip up top. Our pursuer had gained on us slightly, allowing us to identify it as British, a privateer vessel. Not good. Privateers were as keen on treasure as pirates. And if they ever got their hands on us, we’d all be shipped back to London to be hanged.

			When I told Riley, he didn’t seem too worried: “No privateer would be able to take us,” he said. “They have a lot less crew than we do. A lot of the guys have been crimped and wouldn’t want to give their lives for the cause.”

			“Shall we take her as a prize, Captain?” Knox called out. 

			Drednought stroked his beard in thought. “What think you, Crowe? Shall we take her?”

			“It may slow us down, Captain,” said Crowe. “And if any of the other Spanish boats in that armada were familiar with the details on the map we recovered, they might beat us to the treasure.”

			“We’ll keep a watchful eye on her,” said Drednought. “Let her follow us to our destination. Once we’ve secured the treasure, then we’ll take her. The privateer captain and crew will have to wait for a convenient moment to have their throats slit.”

			During the early evening, though, the boat dropped further back. By sunset, neither Jabez nor I could see even a speck of colour to break up the blue all around us.

			Over the next two days, we saw a couple of other ships, which gave us a few tense hours. Though none of the captains were crazy enough to take on such a crewed-up pirate ship.

			Early on the third morning, we left the open sea and entered an area of sheltered waterways that I heard someone call the Vanishing Islands.

			“Riley,” I said. “Did you hear that? We’re in the Vanishing Islands. The aqua pearls are somewhere around here.”

			We passed through narrow channels into wide bays, skirted sand bars and sailed past islands—some quite a size, with large hills backing them and sand so white it hurt your eyes, others no more than a literal drop in the sea. It was a twisty-turny kind of place, where it would be easy to get lost. But the pirates seemed to know their way around. 

			The chances of British, Spanish or French ships finding us in this labyrinth had to be slim. So, for a time, everyone relaxed. Even Knox chilled out a tad—either that or his throat gave out. The commands, at least, stopped for a while, giving my legs and arms a rest.

			It was almost sunset later that day when Riley came to lean beside me on the larboard rail. We’d been tiptoeing around each other since our fight, both keen to make things better but not sure how. I was glad he made the first move.

			With a breeze tickling our sweaty necks, we watched the water beneath us, so clear we could see fish zipping by like weird spaceships in a watery stratosphere. 

			“That fish down there reminds me of the deputy principal,” I said. 

			Riley smiled. “I think he wears a shirt with blue and red stripes just like that.”

			We both got a fit of the giggles. 

			“There really are a lot more fish here than in our time,” he said.

			“Yeah.” I’d never seen so many fish together outside of the aquarium. And some of them seemed to be keeping pace with the ship for the sheer fun of it. “What do you suppose it’d be like to be a fish? Less complicated?”

			“Maybe. Except you’d never have a really good night’s sleep. You’d have to be constantly on alert, in case some hungry shark swam by.”

			“Or just a bigger fish,” I added. It was a fish eat fish world out here.

			“And…you’d have to eat fish all the time,” said Riley.

			“And stay in schools all your life. Nah, forget it. I’d rather be a pirate.” 

			“Though we have sharks in blue uniforms coming after us too,” he said.

			Sunbursts flared like jewels on the water’s surface. It was easy to imagine treasure lurking in the sands beneath. 

			“Did you know fish can drown in water,” said Riley. “Just like us, they need oxygen. And if there isn’t enough, they suffocate.”

			“I didn’t know that.”

			I thought he might launch into more facts about fish than I ever wanted to know. But he leaned over the railing to watch them flitting just beneath the surface. 

			“You know what our problem is, Maddy? We know too much…about what’s coming. And we can’t change it.”

			“Not even a brain box with a time machine?”

			Riley shook his head. “I’d probably make things worse. Haven’t I done that already? All these trips we’re taking, just trying to get things back to where they were when we started.”

			Yeah, time travel was dangerous. We’d found that out the hard way.

			“But, you know, I’d do it all again,” said Riley, his eyes meeting mine. “I wouldn’t change a thing. Would you?”

			Well, there was a question. Would I want to undo the trips to Ancient Egypt, medieval England, the Wild West? With him? Yes. And no. Yes, I’d have preferred there were no bad consequences resulting from our actions that required more time travelling to put things right. And that Recall had never found out about time travel and brought the world to the brink. But the trips themselves? The people we’d met? The time I’d spent with Riley? 

			“It has been fun…in a terrifying end-of-the-world sort of way.”

			We chuckled at that…ridiculous but true sentence.

			“Call the crew together,” Drednought said to a sailor near us, “for I wish to share a word with them.”

			The guys all began assembling on deck. 

			“We’d better…” Riley tipped his head towards the others. We moved to join them.
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			I stood at the back of the crowd as captains Crowe and Drednought waited to address us on the upper deck. Knox was up there, too, showing a lot more yellow-brown teeth than normal—which was disturbing and not just because they were like the Before shot in a dentist’s magazine. He was happy about something. The only time he was ever happy was when someone was suffering. 

			Drednought looked relaxed but that didn’t mean much. They guy was a psycho and was as calm in the face of death as lazing on a beach. Captain Crowe, however, couldn’t keep still and kept whispering in Knox’s ear, his expression fretful. His gaze slid over to meet mine once, his eyes big with worry. Uh-oh. Whatever was about to happen, I sensed I wasn’t going to like it. 

			Charly darted through the crush of pirates and handed something wrapped in a white cloth to Captain Drednought.

			Silence fell on deck, filled by the hiss of the sea and creaks of the boat surfing the gentle waves.

			“My fellow gentlemen of fortune,” Drednought began. “We had a stroke of luck recently.” With a sense of drama, he whipped away the white cloth to reveal...the golden skull. “Ain’t she a beauty. We worked hard for it, we risked our lives for it, and now we will all share in the riches that flow from it. Equally.”

			The crew cheered. Drednought nodded indulgently till the noise died down. Then he looked more serious than I’d ever seen him. 

			“But there is one among us not content with an equal share,” said Drednought. “One who thinks he—and those he favours—should have more than the rest of us. He thinks it fair and proper to rob us of the treasure we worked so hard to obtain.”

			“No!” called a couple of pirates.

			“Blaggard!” called another.

			“Who be the devil, Cap’n?” cried Crawley. “Point him out!” 

			Captain Drednought allowed his gaze to roam slowly around the crew. Everyone squirmed as his eyes passed over them. Meanwhile, Knox’s grin stretched his pulpy skin, his red eyes turning to lidless slits of delight; he was clearly enjoying himself. And Captain Crowe’s eyes darted about furiously, as if looking for somewhere to run. 

			Uh-oh! 

			“It be...it be...” Drednought stretched his arm out, index finger pointed straight—like the finger of God. His arm arced through the air, moving through a full 180 degrees and kept going. Right back up to the deck. “Captain Crowe,” said Drednought.

			Crowe looked from Drednought to a grinning Knox at his side. “What is the meaning of this, Captain?” he said.

			Knox stepped forward. “Turn out your pockets, Crowe.”

			“Ezekhiel, what’s going on here?”

			“Your pockets, Crowe!” said Knox. “Now.”

			When Crowe did not jump to his commands, Knox jerked his head and a couple of his cronies, two bulked-up boneheads called Flowers and Crane, came upstairs and yanked the finely tailored coat off him—almost taking his arms along with it.

			They shook the coat and we heard a clacking as something like stones fell out of his pockets onto the wooden deck. Scooping up the objects, they held them on open palms out to Drednought. I caught a glint of red and green and guessed they might be some of the rubies and emeralds from the treasure haul we’d dug up. Drednought frowned at the jewels, then his gaze slid, homicidally, to Captain Crowe.

			“They’re not mine, Ezekhiel,” Crowe cried. “I swear it! Someone must have put them there.” 

			Oh no! He was about as convincing as David Payne when he told our maths teacher his dog had eaten his homework—and he doesn’t even have a dog! Surely Crowe could have done better? He was a pirate and was supposed to be a good liar.

			“We have witnesses who saw him take the jewels, Captain,” said Knox with sickening glee. “Flowers, Crane, speak up.” The witnesses were Knox’s besties. What a coincidence!

			“Crowe snuck into your cabin, Captain Drednought,” said Flowers, “while your attention was elsewhere. We saw him fiddlin’ about with the skull.”

			“And then he put something in his pocket, greedy blighter,” added Crane. “I wanted to spill his guts right there and then.”

			“’Cept they didn’t want to deprive you of that particular pleasure, Cap’n,” said Knox.

			Drednought folded his arms and looked over at Crowe. “Have you anything to say in your defence, Captain?” 

			“They’re lying,” Captain Crowe insisted. “Someone slipped those jewels into my pocket. I would never steal from you or my crew.”

			“Every stone he took was stealing from each and every one of you!” Knox addressed the crew, who grumbled and glared at Crowe. 

			“What should I do with him?” Drednought bellowed. “What be your advice, gents?”

			“Hang him,” Flowers cried. And a chant began—taken up by only half the pirates, those from the Sea Mist. The Black Tide crew, still loyal to their captain, remained silent.

			“You think I should hang him?” Drednought asked.

			“HANG HIM! HANG HIM!” The chant grew louder, travelling across the water.

			“But he should not perish alone!” Knox’s voice sliced through the din. “He did not do this for himself. But for the woman who has bewitched him. Madison Bryant!”

			“What? No! That’s not true!” I said.

			Now all the bloodshot, angry eyes turned my way.

			“‘Witch’ being a key word,” said Knox. “Crowe was a good captain once. But she enchanted his mind until he was in her power.” 

			“Hang her! Hang her!”

			“You can’t hang my sister!” shouted Riley.

			Drednought put a hand up to silence the crew. “And why not?” 

			“If you do, you’ll have to hang me too!” said Riley. Drednought stared at Riley and stroked his beard—considering what he would lose if he strung Riley up too.

			“It is very bad luck to hang a girl, Captain!” said Mistral. 

			“Very well,” said Drednought peevishly. 

			“But Captain Drednought—” began Knox.

			“Silence!” said Drednought. “There’ll be no hangings today. But we cannot let this lapse go unpunished. Greed among pirates will not be borne. Not on my ship. Mr Knox, please instruct the crew to secure a plank to the larboard side.”

			Not again!

			My legs, already wobbly, gave out altogether as the boat rocked slightly. I fell, banging my knee on the wood. Looking up, I saw a circle of eyes around me—some happy and leering, others creased with worry.

			Charly rushed to my side, grasping my left arm to support me as Rocco held my right. “If you have any means of escape, Miss,” whispered Charly, “now would be the time to use it.”

			What did she mean? Was she talking about the time machine? Could Charly be the agent? Then it hit me. She meant the treasure map I had in my head. Now would be the time to use that as a bargaining chip.

			And I wanted to. I really, really did. But I couldn’t. I was in the same bind as last time. Someone on board was from Recall, out to get the aqua pearls and win the battle for control of the timeline. If they managed to do so, it would be disaster on an epic scale.

			“The plank’s ready,” said Flowers.

			“Captain Crowe.” Drednought gestured towards the plank. Captain Crowe put his coat back on, taking his time, brushing the dirt off his sleeves. As he turned towards the plank, a path opened between the pirates. Slowly, he walked through, meeting each crew member’s gaze coolly. He stepped onto the upturned crate, then walked out to the end of the plank.

			“The girl knew nothing about any of this,” he said. “Please let her go!”

			“Whether or not she knew of it, it was her female wiles that brought this about,” said Drednought. “The downfall of one of the finest captains that ever sailed the seas. We cannot risk a creature as dangerous as that infecting the crew.”

			“She goes over the side with him,” someone shouted.

			Flowers and Crane swept Charly and Rocco away from me and seized my arms.

			“No-oo!” I shrieked.

			I looked back at Riley, who was watching in horror. Flowers lifted me over his shoulder and carried me over to line up behind the captain.

			Crowe turned to look at me, eyes watery with sorrow. He was up there one minute. Then—splash—he was gone. Everyone peered over the rail to witness his struggles. “Such a waste,” Drednought muttered.

			He turned to me with psycho anger. “Now, you!”

			“Captain Drednought,” cried Mistral. “It is very bad luck to treat a woman like this.” 

			Drednought twisted his lips to the side. “It’ll be much worse to have such a skilled temptress on board.” It was the first time he’d gone against Mistral. 

			I was forced onto the crate, then up onto the end of the squeaky plank of wood. I stared down at the sea beneath me, which suddenly seemed less clear and inviting, more full of menacing shadows. The last thing I heard was a bang and a protest of wood as someone stamped on the plank, making me lose my balance.

			I fell through the air, hitting the water hard, and plunging deep. Clawing my way back up, I broke the surface in time to see someone dive off the side of the boat—a beautiful, pencil-straight diving-team descent. Splash.

			A few seconds later, a pale head popped up—Riley’s. He’d jumped over the side after me. There were a couple of other splashes too—something was thrown off the back of the boat. Planks of wood, I hoped. I made out pirate faces gawping from the deck and high up on the mast. Jabez probably watched us through his eye glass from the top. Rocco hung on the rigging, looking down, shocked. The rest watched us from the back of the boat, their faces growing smaller with each wave.
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			Captain Crowe’s dark head bobbed about in the turquoise water a dozen yards from me. His arms flailed about a bit, I saw a few splashes, then he was gone. Here we go again!

			I dived down and yanked him back up. 

			“Maddy, you are my saviour,” he said, wrapping both arms around me, which made staying afloat so much harder.

			“Not so tight, Captain! And maybe it’s time I taught you how to swim!”

			I looked around but couldn’t see Riley’s blond head anywhere. A tide of panic was rising in me when I heard a splash and turned to see Riley surfacing behind me, as relaxed as if he’d just dived into the local pool.

			“Hi,” he said.

			“Hi.” 

			“Riley, it is good—” Crowe spluttered “—to see you.” The captain coughed out seawater. 

			“Don’t try to speak, Captain,” I said.

			“I’ll get the planks,” said Riley.

			He swam the twenty yards or so and slowly dragged the planks back. We helped Crowe balance on one of them. Riley and I hauled ourselves up onto the other.

			“I didn’t expect Drednought to throw these over for us,” I said. 

			“It wasn’t Drednought, it was Mistral,” said Riley. “I asked her to do it.”

			We were in a wide bay of deep turquoise broken here and there by white sands pushing through the shallows. Around us, the hills looked like sleeping animals, heads lowered, paws stretched to the sea. 

			To me, it looked like any other watery mile we’d passed through. But seafarers could tell the difference between each bay and grouping of islands. Or so we hoped.

			“You’re sure this is the right spot?” Riley asked Crowe.

			“I believe so.” Crowe leaned up and looked around our location. “As long as the map Madison drew for me was accurate.”

			“What accurate?” I said, nervously. “I memorised a bunch of shapes and scrawls from a fading piece of material. How accurate could it be?” 

			“It was much more than that,” the captain insisted. “Firstly, there was the pattern of lines and circles at the mouth of the bay. Do you recall? They represented the shape of sands beneath the shallow surface. You have to be high up on the ship’s mast to see them, but they’re most definitely there.”

			“Those shapes meant something?” I was amazed. 

			“And see the hills on the left.” He tipped his head towards them. “There is a deep scoop out of the rock in the middle, like a cradle with a mother’s head bent over it.” I looked over. I hadn’t noticed it before, but now that he pointed it out... 

			“And the sketch you made of the shark with sharp teeth off to the right?” he added.

			It was a childlike cartoon drawn on the side of the map that I tried to recreate perfectly. Though, at the time, I suspected it was no more than the mapmaker’s decoration. 

			“There’s a similar picture of a shark on a rock on that island over there, as I recall.” Crowe pointed to our right…to an unbroken expanse of water. 

			“Err, Captain,” I said. “There’s nothing over there. Nothing but water.” 

			“Wait a sec,” said Riley. “The Vanishing Islands are tidal, aren’t they?” 

			“That they be, matey,” Crowe grinned.

			“Tidal islands,” I said.

			“They only appear above the water at low tide,” said Crowe. “It’s high tide at present. They’re hidden from sight. But as the water retreats, it will reveal an island—where, with luck, your treasure awaits us.”

			“Then the treasure is on an island, which is currently underwater?” 

			“If your map is right, that palm tree over there—” Crowe nodded towards it “—that’s the island’s highest point.”

			I stared across the water at a palm tree I had noticed but thought was part of the scenery behind it. Now I saw it had been an optical illusion and the tree was much closer to us than the rest. 

			“We’ll make our way over there and wait,” said Crowe. “By morning, the island should have returned. And we can look for the X that marks the spot.”

			Was this an incredible coincidence? Being thrown overboard at just the right spot to claim our treasure? Absolutely not.

			The whole Crowe-stealing-Drednought’s-jewels and being-exposed-by-Knox and us- being-thrown-overboard was part of our plan—or my plan—to get to the treasure location without Recall catching on. 

			I got the idea when Captain Crowe mentioned that, according to the details I had given him, we would actually sail right past the location on our way to the Spanish treasure. 

			“If only we could get off the boat along the way,” I said, “without the spy on the boat catching on to what we were doing.”

			“Maybe we could jump off,” Riley said. 

			“No, they’d see us or realise we were missing and go back to search for us,” said Captain Crowe.

			And then it hit me. With Knox breathing down my neck and keeping tabs on Crowe as well, we were already at risk of going over the side. Why not grant him his wish, do something he could report to Drednought at the right time, so we got thrown off the boat in the area we wanted to be? Then, provided I could keep up the façade and look terrified enough, the Recall agent—whoever they were—would not suspect we were actually going after the treasure. And, even if they did, they couldn’t do much about it. It was risky but our best chance to snatch the treasure unseen. 

			It was Crowe’s idea to steal Drednought’s treasure. He thought that was the quickest way to be cast to the sea. Although we were a tad worried he might over-react and want to hang us instead. That was why we brought Mistral in on the plan. I warned her that there was a strong chance Captain Drednought would soon be very angry and looking to punish us. And I asked her to steer his mind towards marooning or hefting us over the side rather than anything more drastic, like stabbing or shooting or hanging us.

			“What is it you’ll be doing?” Mistral asked.

			“I can’t say,” I said. “And you can’t either. You can’t tell anyone about this conversation. Not even Rocco. Not even after we’re thrown off. Promise?”

			I was pretty sure Mistral wasn’t from Recall. The way I found her, tied up in the bowels of Broadbent’s boat, was too random to have been a set-up. I figured, if she was legit, so was Rocco. But anything we told him, Charly would find out and we couldn’t trust her any more than any other crew member. 

			“Very well,” said Mistral. “If the captain tries to lay a hand on you, I will call the winds down from the skies to strike at him and his ship and send them to the depths. He thinks I can do it.”

			“Timing will be crucial,” said Riley. “We don’t want to get thrown overboard too early—or too late.” 

			“The timing, you can leave to me,” said Crowe. 

			So now here we were, floating somewhere near a sunken island containing a sunken treasure that included aqua pearls that we hoped could help Riley and Peterson stop Recall from sinking the whole world.

			As soon as we had the treasure, we’d activate the tracker Peterson had given us so he could zip us out of here, back home. To Sydney. Our families, friends. Our old lives. It was an exciting thought. I wasn’t sure how Crowe planned to get off the island. I don’t think he had a plan. Treasure first, worry about escape later seemed the natural order of things for him.

			Though it was weird to think that if all went smoothly, by tomorrow morning I would be leaving this time zone and I would never see Captain Crowe again. I was disturbed by how not good that felt.
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			Kicking and stroking our way over to the palm tree was slow and tiring work. Though, about a hundred yards out, we found the water was shallow enough to wade the rest of the way, dragging the planks behind us. Strange to think that the island was right here, below the surface. Awaiting its time to rise. Like Atlantis.

			The palm tree was atop a small hill of sand and beachy scrub. The three of us climbed up and sat around the base, the only part to have emerged fully from the sea so far. I took off my boots and turned them upside down, hoping they’d dry out quickly.  

			It took several hours for the island to emerge. By then, the sky was a deep fruity orange, and the sun blazed like an electrified lemon perched on the watery horizon.  

			“Wow!” I said.

			“Yeah,” said Riley.

			“Hard to imagine anything more beautiful,” said Captain Crowe. “Until I turn and catch sight of you, Madison.”

			“I must really look gorgeous at the moment,” I said, “in a drowned rat sort of way.”

			“You do,” came the reply—in stereo—from the captain on my left and Riley on my right. 

			“Look good,” said Riley. “Not like a rat.” 

			“The sun and sea are very becoming to you,” said Crowe. 

			“Did you guys get hit on the head by a coconut or something?”

			I sat up straighter, trying to increase the distance between me and them. I was tired and starting to feel cold. How I would have loved a hot bath!

			“Madison, you’re shivering?” said Crowe. “Here, let me warm you.”

			He put his arm around me and pulled me closer. 

			“My poor sister! I wouldn’t want you to catch cold,” said Riley, yanking me the other way.

			“Guys, please!”

			This was too weird. They removed their arms and went quiet, scowling at each other by turn. Then I felt a weight resting on my shoulder. Captain Crowe had rested his head there. Awkward! 

			“I imagine you are missing your betrothed,” Riley burst out, like he was on stage playing to the back row of a theatre. 

			“Err, yes, I suppose I am.” What else could I say? And what was Riley trying to start here?

			The fire in the sky faded to streaks of red and pink on a blue-black background. 

			Captain Crowe sat up, patting down his hair. “May I make some enquiries about your betrothed?” he asked. “What manner of man is he?”

			“Do we need to talk about that now?” I said. 

			“’Tis many hours till morn,” said Crowe. “As we’re all together, I would know a bit more about the man who holds the key to your heart.”

			“What would you like to know?” said Riley. Thanks, brother! Not!

			“To start with, is he worthy of Madison?”

			“Oh, he’s worthy,” said Riley. “Well, worthier than some anyway. For a start, he’s not a pirate.” 

			Here we go! 

			“What be his trade then?” Crowe asked.

			“He be...a candlemaker,” said Riley.

			A candlemaker? Who was this blond person next to me, lying through his teeth? (And why a candlemaker?)

			“A candlemaker is an honest trade,” said Crowe. “At least Madison will always have the benefit of light…to scrub her floors by. Is this all you thinks she’s worth?”

			“Look at that sunset! What a beauty, hey?” I tried to deflect the conversation and the Terminator eye lock they had on each other.

			“Do you doubt the extent of my care and concern for my sister’s welfare?” said Riley.

			“I believe you place too high a price on the so-called ‘honesty’ of a trade. Would you rather she be honest and poor, working her fingers to the nub, or that she had comfort, security and fine things befitting a fine lady? As the wife of a successful pirate, Madison would not have to scrub floors nor wear rags. She could have the best clothes and belongings that could be acquired from lands near and far across the seas. Could a simple candlemaker provide such things?”

			“At least she wouldn’t have to spend her life on the run, with the worry that she’d be hanged if you were caught,” said Riley.

			“With a truly skilled pirate, she need never have such fears.”

			“No pirate is that skilled,” said Riley.

			“Oh!” I yawned and stretched theatrically. “I don’t know about you two, but I’m so sleepy. So, if you don’t mind? We’ve got a big day ahead. Good night.”

			I lay down and squeezed my eyes shut. The stillness felt heavy around me; I assumed they were still glaring at each other. Shuffling and movement followed. I took a quick peek to find both Crowe and Riley lying down to try to get some sleep.

			I did NOT want to hear any more of that ridiculous argument, about the pros and cons of pirate or candlemaker husband. Though, I had the strangest feeling none of this was really about me—not directly anyway.

			Oddly, despite the bad vibes, it didn’t take long for me to doze off. I was wiped out.  

			 My eyes snapped open a few hours later. It was dark. Starlight lit the island with a ghostly light. 

			I wondered why I’d awoken when I felt the lightest brush of a hand on the side of my face. I looked up to see Dustin smiling down at me.

			“Captain Crowe, you’re awake!” I got to my feet and stumbled down the incline to the fresh sand below. He followed.

			“You address me formally tonight? There’s no need for that, Madison, when it’s just the two of us around.”

			I could see Riley asleep up there near the palm tree. He couldn’t save me now.

			“Your brother sleeps deeply.” Dustin smiled, observing my eyeline. “He will be well rested in the morning.”

			He advanced slowly. I backed away, matching his pace. A dance of sorts. Wolf advancing, prey retreating. I couldn’t see his eyes. They were in deep shadow. The moonlight painted him in black and white tones, which suited him well. The guy was way too hot for comfort.

			“Is Riley really your brother?”

			Smart too. Too smart. 

			“Yes, of course. Why do you ask?”

			“He spoke so passionately of your betrothed, I thought maybe he himself was the candlemaker.”

			“No!” I said. “He only wants the best for me, his sister.”

			I took a step too far back and splashed into water. I’d retreated as far as I could. 

			Dustin stopped.

			“Family is very important,” he said. “Riley has your best interests at heart. But I have your interests in mind too.” The wolf’s tone was velvety, hypnotic. 

			Oh no.

			“I would never hurt you, Maddy.” He stepped forward as he spoke and I went to step back again and would have fallen into the water, but he clutched my arm and pulled me back, close to him.

			“You’re trembling,” he said.

			“I’m cold.”

			He wrapped his arm around me and smiled down on me. I felt so warm and comfortable there, close to him. NOT good!

			“Please, Captain, I’m very tired,” I said. 

			“It has been a fatiguing day.” He stepped back. “Go, sleep beside your brother. Take the rest you require.” Was he letting me go?

			I took a dozen steps back towards the palm tree. Then stopped. This was, perhaps, our last night together. My last chance to speak to him.

			“By the way,” I turned back, “thanks for helping us, Captain.”

			“It’s been my pleasure, Madison.” He bowed his head. “My thanks to you for saving me from drowning. Again.”

			We stared across the sand at each other, the emptiness between us full of something…dangerous. “Well, good night, Captain.” I started up the hill.

			“I wonder,” he said, “if I had not been crimped and forced into a life at sea that night, if I had become a master turner as I was expected to do, would your brother have considered me worthy of your hand?”

			“Err...well, I guess so.” 

			“Then again, we two would never have met.” He looked away. “A life at sea has been difficult at times but it has had its rewards. None greater than making your acquaintance, Madison.” And he smiled.

			Nonono!

			“Well, thank you, Captain. It’s been interesting meeting you too.”

			“During my time at sea, I have done things I regret, Miss Bryant.” He sighed and frowned. “But we can’t change the past or what we, through our actions, become. No matter how desperately we might wish to.”

			I knew there was some deep darkness behind those words and, for once, I didn’t want to know what it was. 

			“Well, you can’t blame yourself for how things turned out,” I said. “You didn’t ask to be carried off in the night, away from everyone you loved.”

			That brought a small smile to his lips. A few strides and he closed the gap between us, taking my hands in his. “I just hope that you, Ms Bryant, never regret meeting me.”

			“Well, no, overall, you’ve been a help to us, and—”

			He moved in for a kiss, but stopped, his lips so close to mine, I felt his warm breath on my face before he pulled back again. 

			“I’m sorry. I said I would not force myself upon you. It was a promise I swear I intended to keep. I apologise for my lapse in—”

			I cut his speech off with a kiss—that I initiated. His lips were soft and sweet but hesitant at first. When that was done, he kissed me back. Then I returned the favour. And so on. Till I was lost in sea of dreamy sensations. All clarity and sense floated away after that, like a paper boat carried out with the tide.  

			“Maddy!” A voice filled up the bay. 

			Dustin and I broke apart. Riley stood by the palm tree, looking down. “Are you all right?”

			“I’m fine.” 

			“Rest assured, I would not allow any harm to come to her,” said Dustin. “However, she is tired, so I give her back to your care now.” He released my hand.

			“I can take care of myself, Captain.” I was not some weak creature to be handed from one man to another.

			I stomped back up to the tree and lay down on the ground next to Riley. Captain Crowe wandered off to the blackness and the other end of the sand.

			“What are you doing?” Riley hissed at me.

			“Nothing.”

			“It didn’t look like nothing to me.”

			“What does it matter? As soon as we get the treasure, we’re leaving. And that’s the last we’ll see of him or anyone from this time. We can’t do much more harm here.”

			“I’m thinking about the harm he might do you.”

			“What harm?”

			Riley shuffled about on the sand, trying to find a comfy position to lay down again. “Just that...you think he likes you and truly cares for you but—”

			“He does like me. Quite a lot actually. And he’s not afraid to show it.”

			Riley gave a snort of derision and shook his head. “You don’t think he hasn’t got some other girl waiting for him at the next port who thinks he really likes her too? And who he’s not afraid to show it to either?”

			How dare he say that? What did he know about romance? Nothing!

			“Have you ever wondered why you’re so popular with the guys of each time period we go to?” Riley went on. “You’re used to saying whatever you want because you come from our time. The guys in these times are in awe of you because you’re different from other girls, who don’t have the same freedoms. If everyone spoke like you, well…”

			“Well, what?”

			“It might be a different story. You’re using your time advantage, Maddy. You’re not playing fair!”

			My head was spinning. Up was down, down was up. Was it the motion of the boat still messing with my balance, the confusion of the kiss, or was there something in what Riley said? A succession of guys rolled across my thoughts—Phoenix from Egypt, Jester from medieval England and now Dustin Crowe. They all said I was not like any girl they’d ever met. Which was literally true.

			“I hope you didn’t tell him where the treasure was,” said Riley.

			“I’m not stupid,” I said. 

			“We’ll have to keep a close eye on it. And him.”

			I was furious with Riley, who made me feel foolish and ashamed. I wanted to snap back at him that he was wrong, we could trust Dustin. But, in reality, I wasn’t sure about that. 

			I lay still for a while, pretending to be asleep. I heard Dustin moving about on the sand and wondered what he was up to. Looking for the treasure? Even if he found it, he couldn’t get it off the island tonight.

			“You can’t trust him, Maddy,” whispered Riley. “He’s a pirate.”
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			“Stay away from her, or I will run this knife right through you.”

			“You are her brother, I respect that. But Madison is more than capable of making her own decisions.”

			I awoke to find the island almost completely out of the sea. And Dustin and Riley in a full-throttle row. As my eyes unblurred and brain descrambled, I saw, now on a far broader expanse of sand, the two of them squaring off on the beach. They were half crouched, each clutching a knife and rocking from foot to foot, eyes locked on the other. 

			“What are you two doing?” I hurried down the rocky incline.

			“I am looking after your reputation, sister,” said Riley. “Making sure he keeps a distance of three metres from you at all times.”

			“Your sister can look after herself and her reputation. And what are these metres you speak of?”

			“Captain Crowe, would you excuse us for a moment,” I said, turning to glare at Riley. “I’d like a word with my brother.”

			Dustin nodded, sheathed his knife and jogged towards the other end of the island to give us some space to talk privately.

			“A knife fight? Are you mad?” I said. “You could have been killed.”

			“Or he could have.”

			“Which wouldn’t be good either. And you told him to keep three metres away. Metres? Seriously?”

			“I forgot where I was for a moment.”

			“I see. You thought you were back in Crows Nest. Having a knife fight! Have you had too much sun? Or not enough water?”

			“Both, probably,” Riley sighed. “I just feel…hmmm...”

			“What? Spit it out, brother!”

			“I have to watch you with all these different guys in each time period and I...I...”

			“You what?”

			“I don’t like it.”

			Oh. That took the wind out of my pirate sails. “Because of the no-romance-during-time-travel rule, you mean?”

			“Well, that and—” he paced about, then stopped and looked right at me—no eye-ducking or diving. “At some point, Maddy, you’ll have to decide who you want. Him? Them? Or me?”

			Well, put me in a fish net and call me Catch of the Day! Talk about gobsmacked.

			“But you’re already taken. By Samantha.” (Why could I never say her name without sneering?)

			He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. Then looked up at me. “You’re supposed to be good at knowing what people feel,” he said. “Do you have any idea how I feel about you?”

			“I know that we’re friends. Good friends. Or we were.”

			“Maddy, I should have told you this a long time ago. You see, the thing is, I—”

			“Ship ahoy!” cried Dustin.

			Riley looked at me and huffed. “I love you! There, it’s out. I love you.”

			O.

			M.

			G.

			At the far end of the beach, on a small rise of sand and scrub, Dustin turned back. “I see a ship on the horizon. It’s headed this way.”

			Of course it is! Of all the times! 

			“What kind of ship?” I called.

			“I can’t say as yet...”

			Riley and I raced across the island, up onto the rise beside him to look out at the channel where we saw a tall ship sailing towards us. It was too far away to see what flag it flew. 

			“It occurs to me now might be a good time to unearth any treasure that may be here,” said Dustin. “Before anyone else tries to.”

			“Good idea, Captain,” I said.

			It would give me time to think about what Riley had just said. And how I should answer that. He’d shocked me there. But first things first.

			“Maddy,” said Riley, “what do you remember about the treasure location?”

			I thought about the map, straining my brain to draw out every detail. All the marks on the material, it seemed, had some significance. “There was the shark picture and some dots in a line leading to it.”

			“How many dots, Madison?” said Dustin.

			“Err, ten, I think.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“What do the dots mean?” said Riley.

			“They’ll be steps,” said Dustin. “A guide to the number of paces to take away from the rock with the shark’s likeness upon it. In which direction did the footprints go, Madison?”

			“They went south from the shark, I think. Straight down.”

			“We need to find the rock with the shark on it,” said Riley.

			“I’ve found that already,” said Dustin.

			He showed us a small pile of rocks on the northern edge of the beach. On a large, flat-faced one, beneath patches of vibrant green moss, was a faint outline of a shark carved into the stone. It would have been easy to miss if you weren’t looking for it. All around the rock, the sand was churned up from where the pirate captain had been digging.

			“I couldn’t sleep last night,” said Dustin. “I thought I’d start the search early.”

			We were all thinking it. No-one said it. What would he have done if he had found the treasure? Taken it and hidden it, planning to return later? Or murdered us while we slept so he could keep it all?

			“Ten paces south from here?” Dustin said.

			I nodded. 

			He paced it out with giant cartoonish strides. 

			“Are you sure the paces are meant to be that big?”

			“No,” he said. 

			By the eighth step, he was at the water’s edge. The tenth step would have had him waist-deep in the sea. 

			“Maybe if you took smaller steps,” I said. “Or perhaps the tide still has a way to go out?”

			“No, this is as low as it goes,” he said. “We need to dig at the water’s edge, and then, further out, beneath it somehow?”

			That sounded like no fun at all. Better get started then.

			We spent the next hour digging, coated in sludgy wet sand, and growing ever more dehydrated, exhausted and frustrated. 

			Dustin kept rushing back to the top of the rocks to update us on the ship’s progress. He thought it looked like a British privateer vessel, which wasn’t good news. Not only would they take our treasure, but our lives as well for being pirates. Quite soon, though, we lost sight of the vessel. It disappeared into a route to the left—behind a group of islands. We wouldn’t be able to see it again till it was practically upon us, though Dustin thought that might take a few hours. We had to get that treasure out and clear off before then. 

			We dug furiously, clawing at the wet sand till our nails tore. When that failed, I moved higher up to explore the dry sand while Riley and Dustin went out deeper to dig under water. They wouldn’t let me help them, insisting I needed to keep a clear head to remember map details.

			At first, they squatted down, water up to their chins, digging as deep as they could. But that only churned up the sea around them. They worked together, taking turns digging underwater and holding each other down with a foot on the mid-back. It looked dodgy to me.

			At one point, Riley burst through the surface, gasping. “I gave you the signal. Why didn’t you let me up?” he demanded of Crowe.

			“I didn’t feel it,” said the captain. 

			“I could have drowned down there.”

			“You don’t think I did it intentionally? What would be the point of killing you before we found the treasure? Then I’d have to do all the digging myself.”

			“Argue later, dig now,” I said.

			“My apologies, Riley,” said Dustin. “I will try harder to detect your signals if you endeavour to make them clearer to me.”

			As the sun rose higher, the temperature did too. Till I felt like I was steaming inside my damp pirate clothes. It was worse for the guys. All the underwater time was sucking up their energy. Each time they emerged, it took longer to catch their breath and go back down.

			“Let me do some digging underwater,” I said.

			“No,” they said.

			A short time later, Dustin came up, gagging on seawater. He staggered up to the dry sand and flopped down on his back, wiped out. Riley sat down beside him.

			“I’ll just rest here for a minute.” Riley lay back and closed his eyes.

			“And then we’ll begin again,” Crowe murmured. 

			The captain fell asleep immediately. Which was not good. The tide was turning and, at any minute, the British ship might show up again. I raced over to the rocks and peered out but saw no sign of it. But I knew it would be out there, getting closer by the minute.

			I walked back to the guys, stretching my arms and back. Everything was sore from hunching over to dig.

			“Do you think the treasure even exists?” I said, not expecting either to answer.

			“Someone went to the trouble of making that map,” Riley said. “Chances are it was there at one point.”

			“At one point,” I said. “Not necessarily now.”

			“Are you sure it was ten circles you saw on that map?” Riley opened one eye to look up at me.

			I decided to give that some more thought before we continued as I suspected we didn’t have much more dig left in us. 

			I went back up to the palm tree—the island’s highest point—where I sat down in a small circle of shade to think. Was it ten circles on that map? Or...what? I pictured myself back in that cramped cabin on Broadbent’s boat committing the map’s details to memory. I could almost feel the hard, lumpy mattress beneath me, the soft material of the map in my hand, smudged with black ink. The lines, the shark with the cheeky look, winking. And the small circles, more like dots really. Yes, there were ten of them—like pins in a bowling alley, I remembered thinking. 

			“Yes, it was ten steps,” I said.

			Riley gave a light snore in reply. 

			Think. There was the smiling shark. Ten steps south. I tried ten normal-sized paces but ended up in a mess of sand we’d already dug. I tried ten large paces—and number nine took me, again, to the water’s edge. I saw the tenth would be another spot already explored.  

			So, I went back to the etching on the rock. It would have taken quite a bit of work to carve it—possibly using a knife and a stone to bang on the end to chisel into the hard mass. Someone must have been here quite a while. They were a pretty good artist too, to be able to draw a smiling, cheeky shark. Hang on. It was smiling, not winking. 

			And it hit me. This was a shark, but not the shark—the one on the map.

			I rushed about the island checking out all the rocks that had emerged overnight. I had to brush sand and crabs away, claw through moss, rip out sprouting greenery. At the northern side of the island, I found a rock that was black—blacker than the others—almost as if it had been placed there. On it was a carving of a shark winking.

			I took ten paces south of it. And there in the sand at my feet was another, smaller black rock with an engraving so faint I almost missed it—of an X. This was the X that marked the spot of the treasure chest.
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			Dustin and Riley were up to their chests in the wide hole before Riley hit something solid beneath the wet sand. 

			By the time they lifted the wooden box out, they were soaked with sweat and panting. But their eyes gleamed like jewels with excitement about what might be inside. The box had the traditional curved lid with studded leather strap, dried out and brittle. The wood was grey and gappy from where bits of it had rotted away or snapped off. It smelt of fish and the sea, unsurprisingly.

			The lock on the box had long since corroded away; there was nothing to stop us opening it and looking inside. However, we paused first, savouring the moment. 

			“It really was where the map said it would be,” said Dustin.

			“Seems like it,” I said.

			“Wow!” Riley shook his head.

			“You open it, Miss Bryant,” said Dustin. “You were the one who got us here. That privilege should be yours.”

			“And if there’s any poison inside or booby traps, she’ll get hurt first?” Riley glowered at the captain, as if this had been his plan all along.

			“I’ll do it then,” said Dustin.

			“No, I will,” I said.

			I knelt down and raised the lid. It creaked like old arthritic joints and a piece of wood splintered and snapped off. Thankfully, though, the hinges still worked. I was able to push the lid right back. The sun hit the contents, bright light flaring on the gold and silver necklaces, goblets and shiny jewels—red, green, pink. I couldn’t see anything aqua, though. 

			Dustin sank to his knees, plunging his hand into the clump of treasure, lifting the booty high up and releasing it. He relished the feel of it running through his fingers, the sound of it clinking against the rest of the contents. He looked up at me with a crinkly smile. I felt myself smiling back.

			We sifted through necklaces, jewels on chains, rings, goblets, brooches, smooth shiny stones. 

			I spotted movement in the bottom of the box and reeled back. “Something’s alive in there!” 

			“Probably just a few crabs that crawled in through holes in the box,” said Riley. 

			Dustin reached in and pulled out a diamond. The diamond. Huge, with a thin streak of red inside like blood, giving it a pinkish hue. It was the pink diamond from Peterson’s story—the Moghul emperor’s stone that had driven the Spanish captain mad. 

			“Oh, my stars!” Dustin held it up to the light. “This is a jewel beyond compare.” 

			“It really did exist,” Riley said.

			“Who’d have thought it?” I shook my head, amazed.

			Riley pulled out a string of grey unevenly shaped beads—nothing you’d look at twice in a haul such as this. He moved them around in the light. 

			“Are they...?” I said.

			Dustin glanced up, a crooked crown perched on his head. “Be they the pearls you’ve searched for? The aqua pearls?”

			I was surprised he remembered their name. As Riley shifted them a particular way, they did seem, briefly, tinged with aqua.

			“That’s them,” he said.

			“How many are there?” I asked.

			“There’s...fourteen on the chain.”

			“Is that enough for our purposes?” I asked. 

			Riley nodded slowly.

			“Thank you, I’ll take them, Riley.” Dustin pointed a knife at the two of us.

			“What?” I said. “What are you doing?” Was this a joke?

			“Give me the pearls,” he ordered Riley, no trace of humour in his voice or expression.

			“I thought we had a deal,” I said. “We take the pearls. You get the rest.”

			When Riley didn’t give him the pearls, Dustin grabbed my arm and yanked me back violently. He gripped me in front of him, like a shield, and held his knife to my throat. I felt the steel tip press against my skin. For a moment, I struggled to grasp what was happening. 

			“The pearls please, Riley,” said Dustin. “I don’t want to hurt your sister.”

			“Don’t give them to him,” I said. 

			I saw Riley fiddling with the string before throwing them high over Dustin’s head. They landed somewhere on the sand behind him. A pause and we all ran for them. I got there first, snatched the pearls and took off. Dustin chased me for a bit, then grabbed Riley’s hair and yanked him back into the shield position, knife against his throat.

			“Give me the pearls or I will kill your brother. If that’s what he truly is,” said Crowe. 

			I didn’t really think he’d do it, but I had to admit it was possible. And that maybe I didn’t know Dustin Crowe as well as I’d thought. 

			Had he been pretending he liked me—more than liked me—just to get this treasure? The answer, it seemed, was a resounding yes. Which made me feel a complete fool. Especially as this wasn’t the first time he’d tricked me like this. 

			But then, something else hit me like a king wave. 

			“Crowe, are you the Recall agent?”

			“The what?” he said. “I do not know what you’re asking, Madison, but I assure you I have killed men before. For far less.”

			I tossed the pearls high into the air. Dustin’s eyes followed them upwards till he lost them in the sun’s glare.

			With his attention diverted, Riley elbowed him in the stomach and got away. Dustin doubled over with the pain as the pearls dropped to the sand behind him, whereupon he dived onto the sand, crawling over to snatch them. I watched this, shaking my head, feeling an absolute idiot for imagining him to be anything more than this—a greedy, grasping pirate. 

			“Why do you even want the pearls, Crowe?” I said. “How much extra could one string of pearls get you when divided between a large pirate crew?”

			“Captain Drednought was offered a huge sum to look out for this particular treasure on his travels,” he said. “A sum that would give him the freedom to leave the sea and take to land in comfort for the rest of his days.”

			“So, that was the cost of selling us out?” I said.

			He had the decency to look ashamed at that. “That was unfortunate,” he said. “But I’m a pirate. Treasure’s what we do. I am really fond of you though, Madison, and glad I didn’t have to kill you.” 

			That fond.

			“Maddy!” Riley signalled me from the top of the rocks overlooking the bay. I clambered up beside him to see a ship anchored nearby. 

			“Oh, that figures!” I said. The boat was not a British privateer vessel—but a pirate boat. The Black Tide.

			We’d come all this way, gone through all we had only to lose the treasure because I’d trusted and fallen for the wrong guy. Because I’d been a love fool. 

			“Shame your mother and sister can’t see you now,” I said, trying to hurt him. “How proud they’d be! Captain Crowe, liar and thief unparalleled on the high seas!” 

			His twinkle ebbed briefly. In its place was something I hadn’t seen before—the cold gleam of threat. “Do not speak of them to me.”

			“Maddy, look!” said Riley.

			Two rowboats filled with pirates stroked their way to the island. Drednought sat in the centre of the first one with Knox commanding the rowers. Charly, Mistral and Rocco were in the second boat. 

			But there was worse. Behind the pirate ship, a second boat sailed into view—a British ship. It must have followed the pirates through the north end of the bay. I saw its anchor being rolled out and blue-coated British sailors climbing into rowboats. 

			Thankfully, the low tide meant the ships couldn’t get too close to the island. They had a distance to cross. We had time to psych ourselves up for the fight.

			The downside was (a) we’d have to stay here longer with Captain Despicable Crowe and (b) oh no—now I saw a third ship—a Spanish one, entering the bay. 

			Our little island paradise was about to be invaded.
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			“We have to activate the tracker Peterson gave us and get out of here,” said Riley.

			“We need to get the aqua pearls first,” I said. No way was I leaving without taking those back from Crowe!

			Riley nodded. “We get them off him and then go.”

			Crowe was on top of the rocks, watching the approaching boats, knife brandished to keep us at bay. I stood, trying to catch his eye, channelling hate in his direction. Oh, stupid, stupid! I would NEVER, EVER let a guy dupe me like that again. 

			The air filled with noise, screaming and gunshots as the British, Spanish and pirate boats in the bay fired on each other. There was a loud high-pitched whoosh of cannon fire, followed by an almighty splash as it missed its target. Then more cannon shots and gunfire—till the air was thick with noise, all boats shooting at each other and their respective lifeboats. 

			It was a real mess. And it was coming right to us.

			As I turned away, I caught Crowe watching me with this weird expression. Lips soft, eyebrows drawn together. Was it regret? Oh, get over yourself, Maddy! The guy lied to you, stole your treasure and held a knife to your throat! Does he need to slit your throat for you to get it into your thick skull that he’s just not into you? 

			“We’ll have to rush him and grab the pearls,” Riley whispered. “Do you know where they are?”

			“Right coat pocket.”

			“Okay, when he looks away again.”

			“Throw sand first. Aim for the eyes.”

			We slowly squatted to grab handfuls of sand. “I’ll go first,” said Riley.

			“No, let me. He’s less likely to stab me.” I hoped I was right.

			“I’m going,” said Riley. “On three. One, two...”

			On “one”, I raced up to Crowe, saw him flinch and his hand tighten round the knife as I hurled sand at him with both hands and made a grab for the pearls in his coat pocket. I never got there. Blindly, he kicked and shoved me. I fell back down the rocks, landing heavily on my left arm. That hurt—in more ways than one.

			Riley charged him then, and the pirate captain whipped round in time to slash at him. Riley staggered back, clutching his cheek. Blood ran through his fingers, trickling down the back of his hand.

			“Oh no, Riley!” I said.

			“Stay back,” said the captain. “Please don’t make me hurt either of you. I have to have these pearls when Captain Drednought gets here or things will be difficult for all of us.”

			“More difficult than my friend bleeding to death from a knife wound you just gave him?”

			“It’s not deep,” said Crowe.

			I looked over at Riley, walking in circles to control the pain. He nodded, yes, he wasn’t seriously hurt.

			“And you called him friend just then,” said Crowe. “Not brother. I knew there was something more between the two of you. What are you to each other?”

			“Not that’s it’s any of your business,” I said, “but we’re very good friends. I don’t expect you to understand that.”

			The pirate rowboats arrived first with the British not far behind and the Spanish coming a clear third. As soon as the pirates hit the sand, they turned and lined the shore, preparing to repel the navy. 

			Except for a couple who wanted to settle scores with us. Flowers, a tall Frankenstein kind-of-guy with a permanent sneer, headed straight for Riley. “Tried to steal treasure from the crew, did you? I’ll cut your heart out and feed it to the crabs!” The two began circling each other.

			Knox came for me, skin eczema red and scaly from the sun. He grabbed my hair and yanked my head back. I saw clouds floating across the pale blue sky and felt cold metal against my throat. “Thought you’d outsmarted us, did you, Missy? That you—a girl—had outsmarted Captain Ezekhiel Drednought, the fiercest pirate in the Caribbean?” He leaned real close, treating me to a ghastly view of his open mouth. “Well, you were wrong!”

			“Leave her be!” came a cry.

			Dustin Crowe stormed over to the pirate. “She may have more useful information about treasure, which she will not be able to give if her throat’s been opened!” Crowe spoke to him in a real “what-an-idiot” tone and totally owned the guy. 

			Knox released me with a growl.

			By this time, Flowers had Riley backed up almost to the other edge of the island. He thrust his blade at Riley, who ducked, snatched a handful of sand and flung it into the guy’s eyes. As Flowers rubbed the grains away, Riley kicked the guy’s arm and he dropped the weapon. The first thing the pirate saw when his blurred vision returned was Riley holding his sword to his throat. Then—crunch—Riley rammed the handle into his face, knocking him out. I gave my friend a little smile. Wow! He was not someone to be messed with anymore.

			When the second pirate rowboat hit the shallows, Charly and Rocco were first over the side and raced straight over to me. “Maddy, you’re alive! We thought we’d lost you.”

			Rocco handed me a spare sword from his belt. “Take this. You’ll need it.”

			Side by side, we gripped swords and knives as a British rowboat approached the shore.

			A dozen of our guys fired at them—a half dozen of theirs went down. The water around them turned red with blood. We ran out of shot after that, which was the problem with these guns. Each one had only one shot, less if the powder got wet.

			Now the British fired upon us. We dropped to the sand and stayed there as gunshots sliced the air above us. Riley was next to me, sand clumped in his torn and bloodied cheek. When all went silent, we jumped to our feet, the spent gunpowder floating like mist in the air, and hurled insults at the British.

			“I’ll cut you up to spice up me supper!” roared Knox.

			“Blaggards!” 

			“Vermin from the deep!”

			“I’ll have your guts for garters.” That was me. I’d always wanted to say that.

			Crowe was on the front line, his dark hair swinging, as the first British sailor came onto our island—or tried to. He cut the guy down in less than a minute. Captain Crowe was definitely not someone you wanted as an enemy.

			“Did you see who was on the British boat?” I said to Riley beside me. “Hastings Broadbent and Christopher Lord.”

			“That privateer captain and first mate Drednought threw overboard?”

			I nodded. “Obviously they survived!”  

			Which was bad news. This would be personal for them. As the British fanned out to take on the pirates, we got ready to fight.

			“Stay safe, Maddy,” said Riley. 

			“You too!” 

			The first British guy came at me with a long sword. I fended him off with sword strokes I’d learned from the medieval period, and a splash of pirate cunning. He had a lot of strength and was at least a foot taller than me. 

			“Better beat me or your captain won’t be pleased you were bested by a girl,” I said to rattle him. Up till then, he probably thought I was a small guy. He baulked for a second, then came at me harder. As he did, he made his legs a target. I slashed at them, he screamed in pain. Then I hit him in the face with the handle of my sword, as Crowe had taught me to do. He dropped to the sand. A kick to the head and he was unconscious.

			I looked up to see Crowe watching me, smiling with something like pride, before another fighter came at me. This one was young and skinny, probably not fed well by his captain. But he was agile and driven by desperation. The two of us were evenly matched. Bang, clash, bang, clash.

			I felt my muscles tiring and, as he began to get the upper hand, I had to think pirate. “Better not make a slip, if you want to see your mother again,” I said.

			His face was not difficult to read—his mouth fell open with surprise. He roared and tried to hit harder. I stepped back, he overbalanced, I pushed him from behind and he sprawled face first in the sand. Rocco, fighting nearby, slammed his heel into the guy’s head. 

			“Thanks,” I said.

			“You’re welcome.”

			Two down, who knew how many more to go. The Spanish boats pulled in now, pretty much unchallenged as the rest of us were busy. Their red coats flooded the scene like a wave of blood. Leading them was the good-looking Spanish captain we had marooned on the island. He drew a pistol from his waistband and—boom—shot the first man he encountered—a British sailor.

			There were more pistol shots, the clash and squeak of metal scraping metal, grunts of exertion, shouts, insults, screams of pain. 

			I fought a couple more British men, who already seemed to be running out of energy and inspiration. Behind them, near the water’s edge, I spotted Christopher Lord fighting a pirate and beginning to get the better of him—even though, I noted, he now had a wooden leg. Lord dispatched the pirate in grisly fashion, spilling his innards for sheer pleasure. 

			“Ahh!” I wasn’t paying close enough attention to my rival, who landed a blow on my shoulder. It stung like mad. I felt sticky ooze inside my sleeve. Luckily, the cut wasn’t too deep. My tough pirate coat had saved me from what could have been a worse injury.

			With the pain came a surge of adrenalin. I threw myself at the guy, driving him back further and further, until he backed right into Riley, who elbowed him in the head.

			And then I found myself in a headlock. “Miss Bryant? So, you turned pirate?” I recognised Christopher Lord’s voice though I couldn’t see his face. “I can’t decide whether to slice your pretty throat now or take you prisoner and watch it stretch later.”

			“What happened to your leg?” I asked, trying to wriggle free.

			“That was the work of a shark that came by when the captain and I were thrown overboard by pirates. As you can imagine, this makes me very keen to see every pirate on the seas hung or killed. Including you, my lovely.”

			I felt his callused hands tighten around my throat. I coughed and couldn’t get any air. I reached around, trying to push him away, but couldn’t connect. The bright day began dimming at the edges. And then my throat relaxed and air flooded in again.

			“Are you okay, Maddy?” It was Charly. Christopher Lord lay at her feet, unconscious. She’d knocked him out. But how? How could an English girl from this time be such a good fighter and climber and so at ease with such rough living? 

			Answer: she couldn’t be.

			“You’re the Recall agent, aren’t you?”

			Charly paused, then nodded. “Yes.”

			OMG! It was Charly. It was obvious when you thought about it.

			“But I don’t want to work with them anymore,” she said.

			“Can I ask why?” I asked, still suspicious.

			A British guy swung his sword at her. She ducked and kicked back at him martial arts style. I snatched the pistol from his waistband and whacked him over the head with it. Bam, down he went, eating sand.

			“Let’s just say, I’m beginning to question their version of events. They said Riley was a danger to the existence of the world. That he was interfering with the time continuum in reckless ways and needed to be stopped. Permanently.”

			“They wanted you to kill him?”

			She nodded. “I didn’t know if I could do it anyway. But now I’ve got to know you, their version of Riley—as someone driven by scientific ego and not caring who he hurts—doesn’t fit with what I’ve seen of him. Or you.”

			“Who? Who said all that? Who’s behind Recall?”

			“I don’t know,” she said. “I only met my handler and a couple of others. I tried to do my own research into the company and who was behind it but couldn’t find much out. That organisation is swathed in secrecy.”

			“Did you take Riley’s time machine?”

			She twisted her lips to the side, then nodded. Mystery solved. 

			“I’ll see if I can give it back to him.”

			At our feet, Christopher Lord moaned and stirred. Charly pounded her boot in his face, and he went still again. Now, she began hacking at the wood on his peg leg. 

			“This should give him something else to think about.”

			“So, your mission was to kill Riley?” I asked.

			“To retrieve the aqua pearls and kill him, or at least stop him from returning to his time,” she said.

			That was weird. It was one thing to suspect Riley’s life was in danger, another to hear it stated baldly like that. 

			“Were you supposed to kill me too?”

			“We had specific orders not to hurt you,” she said. “Just to keep a watching brief.”

			The cattle baron Judd Whalen had said the same thing in the Wild West—that they weren’t allowed to harm me.  

			“I like you, Maddy,” she said. “You and Riley. So, I’m going to help you now. And I have a feeling you’ll need my help. Because I wasn’t the only agent they sent here after you.” 

			“What?”

			Two guys came at us, a Brit in blue, a Spaniard in red. Charly and I swung our swords at them as fiercely as any of the pirates here. 

			“How many other agents are there?” I asked.

			“At least three that I know of.”

			Four agents had been sent after us. Possibly more. This Recall crew were not mucking about. 

			“How did you know where we’d be?” I shouted as I fought. Bang, clash, bang, clash.

			“We had info you’d be in this period but we didn’t know where exactly. We all went to different islands, got on different boats, asked around, to try to find you. I got lucky.”

			Charly kicked the Spanish guy’s knee. Then, as he bent over in pain, she kicked him in the behind. I thought I heard his skull crack at he hit a rock on the sand. The British guy I was fighting heard it too. For a second, he glanced over at the fallen guy. I took the chance to sweep his legs from under him and kick his lights out. 

			“Who are the other agents?” I asked.

			“I never met any of them. But you’ll recognise them. They’ll be the ones going after Riley.”
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			The island was a mass of colour—mostly red: coats and blood. There were now so many bodies on the ground, fighters were tripping over them. It didn’t help that the tide had turned and our island was shrinking. Those at the edge were ankle-deep in seawater. Half a dozen bodies had begun floating away.

			Drednought was up to his knees in water, his auburn hair and earrings swinging about as he fought an epic battle with English captain Hastings Broadbent. Water droplets flew up, catching the sun as they rained down on the two equally matched fighters. Drednought wore his usual cracked smile and laughed heartily whenever he got a good slash in.

			Some of the pirates and privateers stood around watching and calling out for one side or the other. 

			“Captain Drednought!” Mistral shouted. “The creatures of the deep hunger for their supper. Hastings Broadbent is what they desire.”

			Drednought cackled loudly at that.

			“Shut up, witch!” called Broadbent. “I should have slit your throat when I had the chance.”

			“We need to get the aqua pearls and get out of here,” I said to Charly.

			“Where are they?”

			I hesitated, reluctant to give the pearls’ location to a Recall agent.

			“You don’t trust me,” said Charly. “I get that. But there’s no time for this.” 

			She was right. I had to take a chance. 

			“In Captain Crowe’s coat pocket, right side,” I said.

			Charly nodded and waved across the heads of the fighters to Rocco, battling a Spaniard at the time. Spotting her signal, he hit his enemy’s weapon from below, sending it flying upwards. As the guy’s eyes followed his weapon upwards, Rocco plunged his sword into the man’s chest. The two of them froze in that death embrace for several seconds, before Rocco yanked his sword out and the guy crumpled, lifeless, to the sand. Rocco came over to us, his sword dripping with the guy’s blood, totally unfazed.

			“Rocco and I will get the pearls off Captain Crowe,” said Charly. “Does it bother you what happens to him during the extraction?”

			“What? Like, you mean...? No, don’t kill him. No, definitely not!”

			Charly nodded. “Very well. We’ll take them by stealth then.”

			I found my eyes drifting over to Captain Crowe, fighting one attacker after the other, still looking good in his pirate clothes despite sea, sand and blood spatters. And then the Spanish captain from the galleon was behind him. Standing straight and still, he drew out a pistol and raised it to Crowe’s head. Crowe was busy fighting a British guy at the time and didn’t notice. I found myself lurching forward and, as the Spanish captain squeezed the trigger, I whacked his arm down. The shot fired harmlessly into the sea.

			Crowe turned and took in what had happened, then set upon the Spanish captain.

			Now the two captains fought each other. The Spanish captain had this stiff style, with minimal hand and leg movements, no facial expression, like he was conserving energy. Captain Crowe was the opposite. He danced across the sand, legs propelling him, strong arms thrusting and pushing, his expression playful. 

			It was something to see two powerful guys with so much to lose moving up and down a diminishing sandy island in a dazzling bay. Many of the pirates and Spaniards stopped fighting to watch.

			When my eyes began to sting, I realised I’d barely blinked. And that I really, really wanted Crowe to win. Even after all he’d done, I knew I wouldn’t hesitate to rush in and help him if things turned bad.

			But I didn’t have to. He got the upper hand and forced the Spanish captain back into the water, till he was waist deep. Then he lunged—thrusting his blade into the guy’s sword arm. The Spanish man screeched in pain and clutched his arm. I thought Crowe might finish the guy off, but he tipped his head in a bow and left him. A couple of pirates took up the fight as some of the Spanish crew rushed in to protect their captain.  

			As Crowe passed by, he smiled at me. I wanted to scowl back, but the corners of my mouth crept up against my will. Idiot!

			“Captain, congratulations,” said Charly, rushing up to him.

			“Such fighting I’ve never seen,” said Rocco, engaging him on the left side as Charly’s hand snaked its way into the Captain’s pocket on the right. I watched for a moment longer till Charly gave me the thumbs up. Dodging battling and fallen pirates, she came over and gave the pearls to me. 

			“Thanks, Charly.” I guess she really had changed sides.

			It was time to go. Well past time, actually. Especially as, with all the blood in the water and the tide coming in, a fin or two could be seen cruising through the shallows. 
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			“Riley, time to leave,” I called. “Have you got the tracker?” 

			He tapped his chest and nodded. “And the pearls, do we have them?”

			“Yes.” I nodded.

			He turned to deal with a British guy going at him.

			I spotted Crowe taking a break on some rocks at the far side of the island. He patted his coat pockets, looked inside them, frowned, then looked up at me. Bam—when his eyes met mine, he knew we’d stolen them. Haha!

			He started weaving through the crowd towards me. 

			I ran up to Riley. “Crowe knows I’ve got the pearls,” I said. “He’s coming over. Here, you take them.”

			Riley knocked his opponent out, then slipped the string of pearls into his chest pouch, bringing out the time tracker at the same time. “Go up there under the palm tree and activate the tracker,” he said. “I’ll try to slow Crowe down.”

			Crowe shoved people aside to get to me, eyebrows fused into a dark line. I crouched low so he wouldn’t see me heading for the palm tree at the island’s far end. Riley suddenly appeared, blocking the captain, and they crossed blades. But within a few strokes, Crowe had kicked Riley’s feet out from under him. My friend dropped to the ground, but the captain didn’t kill him, just kept moving forward, looking for someone. Me! 

			I made it back up the rock mound to the foot of the palm tree, then pressed the sequence of buttons Riley had shown me on the tracker. The lights on the control flickered to life. So far, so good. All going well, Peterson would fix our location and five minutes from now, we’d be relocated from this spot to wherever he was. I looked across the sea of dark heads and battered naval hats and spotted Riley’s blond hair. He was back on his feet. But—damn!—caught up in another fight. 

			Quick scan. I couldn’t see Crowe anywhere. Perhaps he’d been challenged by someone else too. Only a few minutes till blast off; I’d have get Riley quickly. I climbed down to the sand again and was a few yards from Riley when arms encircled me from behind. 

			“Where are the pearls?” Crowe whispered in my ear, pulling me close.

			“I think Charly has them.”

			“Why would she have them?” he said.

			“She’s a pirate. Stealing treasure is what pirates do, isn’t it?” I echoed his own hateful words.

			His lips tightened but he didn’t relax his grip on me. I turned to look into his dark eyes, not sure whether I should be afraid. 

			“You’re not going to hurt me,” I said. “You might as well let me go.”

			“What if I don’t ever want to let you go?”

			The fight raged around us.

			“I have no more treasure maps you can trick out of me.”

			“If you gave me another chance, I would not lie to you again,” he said.

			“Third time lucky, hey?”

			Another rowboat pulled into the shallows, spilling out a fresh batch of blue-coated privateers. Behind that, another lifeboat full of red coats. But where were the pirate reinforcements? 

			Riley was still fighting. There was no way we’d get back up to the tree in time for the relocation. I looked towards the spot. A couple of wounded Spaniards had dragged themselves up there to rest. There they were, one minute, then gone. Transported to wherever Peterson was. He’d expect us but get two freaked-out Spaniards instead. Oh, well! He could handle himself.

			And I still had the tracker. We could try again. 

			Crowe watched Broadbent and Drednought, still fighting on. 

			“I must go to the captain’s aid,” he said, relaxing his grip on me. He hesitated to move. “I do not wish to leave you here, Madison, unguarded and unsafe.”

			“Go! I can take care of myself.”

			He grinned. “Indeed.” And hared off.

			I ran over to the rocks at the edge of the island and peered out at the boats in the bay. The Black Tide had taken a hit. The front mast was half down and a longboat dangled loosely off the side. No pirate reinforcements would be coming our way any time soon. Though I saw more rowboats with red- and blue-coated sailors being lowered from their ships to the water. 

			Weaving through the fighters up to the palm tree, I activated the tracker again, then came down, determined to get Riley out of whatever fight he was in and to the extraction point in time. 

			He was fighting two guys in blue coats. “Bit greedy,” I said. “How about sharing?” I drew my sword and took on one of the guys. 

			“Riley, I’ve activated the tracker. We have four minutes to get up the hill with the goods.”

			“That ain’t gonna happen,” said the guy I was fighting. His voice was familiar. 

			Taking a closer look at the red hair and green eyes, I realised I’d seen them before. And they weren’t a guy. 

			“Jodie?” I said. “Is that you?” It looked like the girl who’d attacked us at the scout hall in Sydney. She looked different but there was no mistaking those green eyes, like space lasers. 

			“You work for Recall,” I said, spotting the R badge on her navy blazer. “And excuse me for saying this, but you look...older.” Because she was, probably. At least a few years older than when I’d last seen her—a month ago. 

			“You don’t look so crash hot either, sweetie,” she said. 

			But how had this come about? Silly question! With a time machine, I knew, anything was possible. Recall couldn’t get into the first eighteen years of Riley’s life as Peterson’s time net had kept them out. They must have waited for that time to pass, then recruited Jodie—years after the scout hall incident—and sent her back in time to get the aqua pearls.

			“I know you have orders not to hurt me,” I said, remembering what Charly had said. 

			“I’m not allowed to kill you,” she said. “But nobody said you couldn’t have a few bits missing. Like a hand or an ear. Or that pretty nose of yours.”

			“Go for it.”

			She slashed at my head. I blocked. She tried to hit at my thighs. I anticipated it and repelled her.

			I glanced at Riley’s opponent and realised we knew him too. It was the Night Stalker—the guy from the scout hall who’d almost taken Riley’s finger. He was older too, with grey hairs among the dark. But he’d lost none of his power.  

			The two of them were working together now. As what? Assassins? Bounty hunters travelling through time, after us? Diabolical. Especially if their target was Riley.

			In the brief period it took me to work this out, my concentration wavered. Jodie flicked her sword at my cheek, making a short but deep cut. Ahh. It stung sharply and I tasted blood trickling into my mouth. I couldn’t afford any more lapses. Focus, focus. 

			“Riley, two minutes,” I said.

			Though, I knew we wouldn’t make it. Jodie and Night Stalker were more than a match for us and not nearly as tired. Thankfully, Captain Crowe shouldered his way between us. 

			“Need a hand?” he said, slashing at the Stalker’s arm.

			“Not from you,” I said. 

			He ignored me and fought on. Three against two did make a difference. We began to get the upper hand, pushing the pair further and further back towards the water.

			Until a British officer behind Crowe shot him in the leg. 

			He went down, howling in pain. 

			“Captain!” I cried. 

			Blood gushed from the wound. It was a red mess within seconds. I wanted to get down and take a look, but I needed to block Jodie’s strikes. 

			“Charly!” I shouted, waving her over. Minutes later, she and Rocco took our places in the fight so Riley and I could tend the captain. I watched long enough to be sure they didn’t need our help; they had all the skills necessary to battle the time-travelling assassins. Then I tore strips from my sleeve to tie around Crowe’s wound.

			“You’re going to be okay, Captain,” I said, fearing this was a lie. 

			“I’m sorry, Madison,” he whispered, eyes drifting shut as he lost consciousness.

			The noise level cranked up a notch as a new load of blue coats swarmed the shrinking island. I glanced out and saw the Black Tide leaving the bay, fleeing, and leaving their captain and crewmates behind.

			All pirates remaining on the island were now dead men.
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			“Let’s get out of here,” I said.

			Riley and I carried Captain Crowe—he took his arms, I took his legs—towards the extraction point by the palm tree.

			“Move or I’ll run you through!” I screeched at anyone in my path.

			We’d never have made it if James Bolt—aka Mr Johnson, one of the late arrivals from the British boat—hadn’t turned up in time to help us.

			“Mr Bolt, I mean Mr Johnson,” I said. “I’m glad to see you. I’m so sorry about everything.”

			“It’s okay, Maddy.”

			“We have to get up to the palm tree and activate the time tracker,” Riley said. 

			For the third time—we’d missed two chances already. 

			“How can I help?” he asked.

			At that point Riley and I were set upon by two more Spaniards. Johnno helped Riley fend them off. I propped the captain up, supporting him under the arms to try to walk him up the rock hill. It was slow going. Johnno managed to knock his opponent out quickly, then picked up the captain’s legs and helped me carry him up to the foot of the tree. 

			“Riley, stop mucking about and get up here,” I shouted.

			Riley lowered his sword and, as the Spanish guy lunged forward for a final strike, gave him a martial arts kick to the head. The guy dropped like a bag of rocks.

			He began to climb up the rocks to us. But, halfway up, he stopped, jerking a few times as if trying but unable to progress. Peering over the rocks, I saw the Night Stalker, on hands and knees, clinging to Riley’s ankle, trying to yank him back to the sand again.

			Riley kicked at him, hard, connecting with his jaw, his arms, his skull. The guy didn’t let go.

			A roar came from the left. “Come for me, you demons from Hell!” 

			Over at the water, Drednought was overwhelmed by British sailors. Mistral was waist-deep beside him, waving her knife at Broadbent to keep him back. Rocco was trying to help as Charly fended off a dozen British sailors coming to their captain’s aid. But it was hopeless.

			“Come on, Riley!” 

			The Night Stalker gave a powerful yank and dragged him back down. Riley jumped to his feet and they began to fight. Riley got a good strong hit in with the handle of the sword followed by a kick to the jaw. The Stalker staggered back. 

			With maybe a minute to go, Riley started up the rocks again.

			When he was halfway, I leaned down and offered my hand to speed him along. He reached out to take it. Over his shoulder, I saw the Night Stalker draw out a knife—and fling it. Riley groaned and jerked, then fell backwards, arms windmilling as he went down. 

			“No! Riley!”

			I was about to leap down the hill after him, but everything went strange and echoey. And silent. Almost in the instant, we were somewhere else.

			On the beach at Destiny Island where we’d begun our journey. Peterson was there, James Bolt (aka Mr Johnson) and Dustin Crowe, unconscious. Riley was not.

			“Peterson,” I said. “We have to go back for Riley. I think he’s hurt.”

			Peterson pressed some buttons on his device, then frowned. He pressed some more. His frown deepened. Over his shoulder, I saw that the colourful lights, usually pulsing with life, were still.

			“What does that mean?”

			“We can’t get back into the location,” he said. “Someone’s blocked us out.”

			“Blocked us! Who?”

			He shook his head—he didn’t know. Though I could take a wild guess.

			We were here, safe. While Riley was trapped, as a pirate, on an island overrun by Hastings Broadbent and his crew.
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			London. 1717. 

			The Thames was disgusting. Mud brown with things floating in it—waste, dead rats, dead people! The banks were piled high with garbage, which ravens and pigs foraged through. 

			It was here that twelve pirates would be hanged tomorrow. 

			One of them was Riley.

			Twelve weeks had passed since the fight on the Vanishing Island. Twelve weeks for everyone else, but for us—Dustin Crowe, Peterson, Mr Johnson and me—it had been only three. We space-jumped to Destiny Island after that fight and holed up at the Lost Virtue inn for the first week until Captain Crowe got past the worst of his injury. Then we did a time and space jump to London, two months in the future, taking rooms at the Salt and Anchor inn not far from Newgate Prison where Riley and the other pirates were being held. Held, before being hanged!

			Crowe was lucky as the shot hadn’t hit his major arteries. With Johnno’s first-aid help and a course of antibiotics Peterson had brought from the future, the pirate captain was much better quite quickly. We told Crowe he’d been unconscious for weeks during the journey back to London. “I can’t remember a single thing about it.” He shook his head, weirded out. Peterson had tried numerous times to get back to that beach on the last day to rescue Riley. But Recall had locked us out. So, we’d come to London to save him.

			During our first week here, we’d spent quite a bit of time planning a complicated time-travel heist to lift Riley out of the ship as it docked. But at the last minute, Captain Broadbent—as wily as any pirate and fearing some attempt would be made to free the prisoners—set down at a secret location. Our plan was a bust. As was time travelling into the prison to snatch him out. Peterson tried that over and over, frowning at the screen. 

			“There’s some kind of block on the building,” he said.

			“Recall again?”

			We tried to get inside the jail, old-school. I disguised myself and applied for a job as a cleaner at the jail. But the hirer didn’t like my looks or Johnno’s and sent us away. And no visitors for the pirates were allowed until the day before the hangings, for security reasons, I suppose.

			Peterson had been searching for the aqua pearls through “private channels”—whatever that meant. And Captain Crowe had been slipping away for hours at a time to attend to “business”.

			“What business do you have in London?” I asked, not bothering to hide my suspicion. 

			“A few errands, and I’m making my own enquiries on Riley’s behalf,” he said.

			“What kind of enquiries?”

			“I don’t wish to say until I have something to give us all hope.”

			When we first got to the Salt and Anchor inn, I told the innkeeper we’d come to watch the hangings. Since then, he’d been sending a stream of pirate-related news and grisly gossip he’d picked up around town. Some I was sure he made up, like how one of the pirates had a forked tail! But amid the rumours and nonsense, he mentioned a young blond pirate “with an angelic air and princely looks that belie his wicked heart. It is said he will break all the ladies’ hearts in London before he kicks his last”.

			If Riley did kick his last, my heart would break for sure. 

			I love you, Maddy.

			His words on the island haunted me. To think he’d finally said something about his feelings and I didn’t get the chance to respond. How would I have responded? Did I love him too? I couldn’t begin to think on any of that till I got him back.

			Though, on the day before the hanging, we still had no solid rescue plan.

			Captain Crowe knocked on the door of my room and swanned in wearing a new suit of clothes and carrying two dresses he’d had made for me. The dresses were lovely—if you liked that sort of thing (which I didn’t). The more casual one was cream with a floral panel down the centre. The other was of shiny gold fabric with a full skirt and lace-up bodice. Quite fashionable for the time. More so than the faded and grubby green dress I had on at the time, supplied by Nelly at the Lost Virtue. But I could hardly go around London in my pirate gear.

			Crowe wore a long brown coat with embroidery around the pockets, lapels and cuffs. With it went a crisp white shirt, its central flap secured with a heart-shaped clasp, some cream-coloured hose and fancy shoes. Dressed like that, no-one would suspect he was anything but a wealthy gentleman. It must have cost a bit.

			“Did you manage to hang on to some of that treasure before we got off the island?” I asked. 

			“No, I made a good trade for my gold earring,” he said. 

			Oh. Now I noticed his ear was bare. Strange. It must have been real gold. And he’d spent some of what he got for it on me. 

			“We need to be convincing as well-to-do people,” he said, regarding himself in a small mirror on the wall, “so nobody suspects we’re pirates. Else we might find ourselves strung up alongside our crewmates.”

			He took my hand and looked into my eyes. “I can’t wait to see you in these dresses, Madison.”

			I yanked my hand back and gave him my habitual scowl. 

			“I see you’re still angry about the pearls,” said Crowe. 

			He was right about that. If he’d played straight, Riley and I would be back home and all would be well with the timeline. Instead, my friend was in dire straits and the pearls, which Riley had had in his shirt pouch when we last saw him, were probably with Hastings Broadbent and the British.

			“Can you blame a pirate for being a pirate?” He shrugged.

			“A lot of the other men on that ship would have kept their word to a fellow crewmate and not betrayed them,” I said.

			“Perhaps. But they would never be captain. Or not for long, anyway. I didn’t understand the significance of those pearls to you when I took them. I still don’t.”

			Well, that was a mystery he’d have to live with, because I couldn’t fill him in—time travel secrets and all. Though I’m not sure I would have anyway. I could see he wanted me to explain, which was reason enough to keep him in the dark. To punish him some more, I made no reply.

			He fiddled with some shells in a bowl decorating the bedside table. “I have betrayed my fair share of seafarers in my time, Madison. But you’re the only one I felt guilty about.”

			“Whatever!” I said. “I wonder how guilty would you have felt if you’d cut my throat? Or Riley’s?”

			“I would never have hurt you, Madison,” he said. “It was a bluff, a gamble your brother would care more about your wellbeing than the beads. Though, of course, he’s not your brother. He’s a friend.”

			The brother lie we’d told him still grated, I could see, which I was happy about.

			There was a knock and Peterson and Johnno barrelled in. They’d been out at the jail to see if they could visit Riley. But from their strained looks, I guessed the news wasn’t good.

			“There was such a long queue of people bribing the guards to gawk at the prisoners,” Peterson said. “I’m afraid there’s no hope of getting in.”

			I tried not to be crushed by this, but found I instantly couldn’t get enough air and had to take great gulps of it.

			“Perhaps I may be able to help there,” said Crowe. “I have stood watch on the jail over the past few days and have learned that one of the guards was a former shipmate of mine. His name’s Cole. We were crimped into service on the same boat and helped each other survive a difficult journey.”

			“When did you stand watch at the jail?” Peterson’s question had a cold edge. “You never mentioned that.” 

			“If I can speak to Cole—” Crowe ignored him, looking at me “—perhaps he can arrange for you to have a private moment with Riley. If we’re lucky and you’re among the last visitors for the day, Riley might slip away with you at the end of the visit.”

			“Really? You could do that?” I asked. 

			“We would need a large purse of coin to bring it about,” said Crowe, looking at Peterson.

			“How much?” Peterson demanded.

			“Who cares how much—whatever it costs we’ll pay it.” I glared at Peterson, daring him to disagree.

			“What if they recognise Maddy while she’s at the jail?” he said. 

			“They won’t,” I said. “Not in one of those dresses.” I pointed to the new clothes laid out on my bed.

			Peterson picked them up and examined them, then shook his head. “It’s too risky. They’ll be on the lookout for fellow pirates who got away. I don’t think you should go near that jail, Maddy.” He shot Crowe a death stare.

			 “Whatever the risk, we have to take it. For Riley.” I felt my mood turning volcanic. It happened a lot when I was around Peterson.  

			“I will accompany you to the jail, Madison,” said Crowe. “If necessary, we three can fight our way out of the prison together.”

			“Great. That sounds like a plan!” 

			“No, it does not! It sounds like a way to get yourselves hanged,” Peterson said. “And Captain Crowe hasn’t even spoken to this guard yet.” 

			“What if your friend turns you in, Captain, for the reward?” Johnno asked. 

			“Reward?” I said.

			“There is a large bounty offered for my capture,” said Crowe. “Fifty guineas for information on my whereabouts. A goodly sum.” 

			“A sum that might tempt a friend to betray you?” Peterson raised an eyebrow. 

			Crowe chewed on his lip as he considered it. 

			“Well?” I prodded.

			“I’d need to see his face to know his heart,” said Crowe. “Peterson is right. You should stay behind, Madison. Until we’re sure.”

			“I’ll go with you, Captain, as back-up,” said Johnno.

			“What about you, Peterson?” I said. “Are you going to back him up too?”

			“I’ll stay with you.”

			“What back-up do I need here in a respectable inn?”

			I was furious with him. 

			“Give him the money,” I said.

			This was Riley’s life we were talking about. From where I sat, he wasn’t nearly keen enough to save him. Whatever risks we had to take, we’d take. Hang the expense! And the danger!

			Slowly, he pulled a bulky purse from his coat pocket and passed it to Crowe, who nodded to me.

			Crowe and Johnno left just before dusk. The captain had observed that Cole usually took a supper break around this time and returned later for night shift. The pair planned to wait in the streets and, when he came out, put our proposition to him. 

			I was super restless as I waited for them to return. Images of Riley in jail, hungry and sick and scared of what the next day would bring, whirled round in my head. 

			“I’m going for a walk,” I said.

			“I’ll come with you,” said Peterson.

			“I’ll be okay on my own.” 

			He followed anyway.

			London’s streets bustled with all sorts of people from the rotund, rich lady with flouncy skirts to the small boy so filthy the dirt seemed tattooed on. We passed low doorways into gloomy residences and taverns where golden lamplight glowed through smoky glass. Pedestrians shared the road with horses and carts, dogs, pigs and rats.

			It was hard to walk on the cobbles, dodging manure, in my high-heeled shoes. A trickle of water flowed down the gutters in the centre of the road. In the dim light, I detected a golden tinge. The odours were pungent—smoke mingled with waste and death—the reek wafting up from the Thames. 

			Peterson and I didn’t say much as we threaded our way through streets and alleys to the river. It was the last place I wanted to go but, somehow, I felt drawn to it. And I wasn’t the only one. Crowds milled about the muddy riverbanks. Like colourful flies on a rotting carcass.

			When I saw It, I actually gasped. The gallows. Standing at the end of a wooden dock, ready for tomorrow’s spectacle of death. The dark wooden frame was black with grime. The hemp noose in the centre swayed a little in the evening breeze. Most people around thought it was a hoot, laughing and chatting excitedly about the next day’s event. When a few street kids nearby made gagging sounds and googly eyes, pretending to be choking on a noose, I almost vomited.

			“Let’s go back,” I said.

			Shutting the door to my room, I closed my eyes and leaned against it. The world seem to spin behind my eyelids.

			“What else have you been doing to get Riley out of here?” I asked Peterson.

			“I’ve been making enquiries.”

			“‘Enquiries?’ What does that even mean?”

			Peterson’s eyeline dropped to the dusty wooden floor. “I’m hopeful things will work out.”

			“Work out...for who? Who the hell are you, Peterson? What are you doing here? And whose side are you on?”

			“Maddy, look, I—”

			“Just tell me the truth! No more evasions!”

			Peterson huffed. “The truth is...I definitely have Riley’s interests at heart. You have to trust me on this.”

			Trust him? That was a laugh. He’d never trusted us with the truth. They would have been the next words out of my mouth, but just then Crowe and Johnno came in.

			“It’s all arranged.” The captain bounced around, pleased with himself. “I spoke to my friend, Cole. He’s happy to help, to honour the bond between us.”

			“Really?” Peterson said drily. He looked over at Johnno for confirmation. My teacher shrugged.

			“But you must go to the jail now, Madison,” said the captain. “The time for the public viewings of the prisoners draws to a close. Cole will arrange for you to be admitted as a guest and have a few minutes alone with Riley.”

			“What about the escape? Was he able to arrange that?”

			“He will see what he can do. I gave quite a bit of coin to spread among the guards with the promise of more to follow should he succeed. If it’s possible, he’ll give you a signal.”

			“Captain, that’s great!” I said. “I’ll get ready.” 

			“I’ll go with you, Madison,” said Johnno.

			Peterson advanced on Crowe, clutching his collar, pulling the pirate towards him till their faces almost touched. “If this is some kind of trap, you’ll have me to answer to.” They glared at each other for a bit, then Peterson threw Crowe back against the wall. Hard. I’d never seen Peterson angry before. 

			“Have we met before, sir?” Crowe asked, rubbing his head.

			Peterson couldn’t answer; his jaw was too tightly clenched.

			As we headed down the stairs, Peterson caught up with us. “Johnno, did you overhear Crowe’s conversation with that guard?” 

			“No, I saw them talking, but I was fifty yards away at the time.”

			“Please don’t go, Maddy,” he said. “What if it’s some kind of trap? What if he’s set you up to be captured?”

			“Why would he do that?”

			“Same reason he does everything else. For profit.”

			“No. He’d do a lot of things. But I don’t think he’d set me up to be hanged.” 

			“Are you prepared to bet your life on it?” Peterson asked.
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			The jail was grand from the outside—a pale stone building with classical columns, like a lot of museums I’d been to. But even before you got to the entrance, the stench made you choke.  Of waste and desperation.

			The captain’s guard friend, Cole, was waiting for us at the entry. A thin man with an eye patch, he placed us at the back of a queue of mostly wealthy folk who’d paid good money to see “notorious pirates” in their final hours. As each person entered the jail, they handed a clutch of gold coins to a sweaty-pored guard on the door. Johnno gave him a handful of coins too. I’d like to have rammed them down the guy’s throat. 

			We followed Cole through a narrow corridor, which was dark except for the sickly yellow glow of wall torches, past barred cells with barely any light or movement inside. The smell of human waste was overpowering. The lady in front of me held a lace handkerchief to her nose and I heard spluttering and gagging from people in the line ahead.  

			After a time, my eyes adjusted to the dim light and I made out the shape of prisoners slumped in the corners of cells. One whole family huddled together, owl-eyed and gaunt. 

			Johnno rubbed my shoulder in a reassuring gesture and, for once, I was glad to have him with me. The knot of fear in my gut tightened the closer I got to Riley’s cell. What state would my friend be in?

			Behind me, Cole whispered: “Perhaps, for a few extra coins, madam would like to talk to one of the prisoners?”

			Johnno slipped him two more coins. Cole sorted through the keys on a black ring tied around his waist. The key crunched as it turned in the rusty lock and the door squeaked open. He tipped his head and stepped back, indicating I should go in.

			I hesitated, afraid for a moment, before forcing my feet forward into the dark cell. When the door clanged shut behind me, panic, like nervous birds, fluttered up inside me.

			The cell was small and it felt like there wasn’t enough air. Several bodies were slumped inside but one sat straight, his back against the wall, staring out.

			“Riley?”

			He looked over at me, taking a moment to register who I was. He was thinner and really pale. He still wore the same clothes he’d had on the beach but they were so dirty you couldn’t discern a colour. And he smelt terrible. Poor boy. I wanted to gather him up in my arms, take him back to the inn for a bath, a good meal and a new set of clothes. With luck that’s what we’d do after this.

			“Maddy, what are you doing here?” His voice cracked from lack of use.

			“I’m getting you out of here.”  

			“No, you can’t. It’s too dangerous. If they catch you, they’ll hang you too.”

			I crouched down beside him. “Have they been feeding you?” I noticed how thin his arms were.

			“Sometimes,” he said. “Just as well it’s not that often. The food’s terrible.” As he tried to smile, a wave of emotion hit me; it took all my strength to hold it back. But this was no time to break down.

			“Do you have the aqua pearls?” I asked.

			“No. I did have them for a time…” He stared into mid-air as if trying to remember.  “Everything I had is now with Captain Broadbent.”

			“Don’t worry about that,” I said. “Let’s get out of here first, then we’ll get the pearls. Okay?”

			“I can’t leave,” he said.

			“Why not.”

			A pause. 

			“You have to, though, Maddy. It’s dangerous for you here.”

			When I saw his hand shaking, I nearly lost it. I took it in both of mine and looked into his eyes, which seemed watery and unfocused. 

			“I will be leaving in a minute,” I said, “and you’re coming with me. We’re going home together.”

			“Home?” he said, as if trying to make sense of the word. The worry lines faded away and he smiled. “But wouldn’t that be good? I’d see my family again. I’d see Samantha.”

			That hurt. I was surprised by how much. But now was not the time to be petty.

			“Samantha. Yes, you can see Samantha,” I said. “She’ll be really happy to see you. We just have to wait for the guard’s signal, then we can go.” 

			“But—” his eyes darted about wildly “—how did you manage that?”

			“Captain Crowe arranged it.”

			“Crowe?” He reared back.

			“He has a friend who’s a guard here,” I said. “He’s going to help you escape.”

			“No, no, no,” he said. “It’s a trap. You can’t trust Crowe, Maddy.”

			“I think we can,” I said, “this time.” Or, at least, I was desperate that we could since we’d run out of options. 

			Riley tilted his head and looked—really looked—into my face. “You like him, don’t you?”

			“Not as much as I like you. Not as much as I...love you.”

			He smiled broadly at that and squeezed my hand, then carried on as if he hadn’t heard the last part. 

			“Captain Broadbent keeps asking about you,” he said. “Someone told him I was your brother and he keeps saying it was a pity my sister couldn’t be here and how much a pretty female pirate would add to the proceedings. You have to get out of here. Now.”

			Cole clicked the gate open, gesturing for us to come. He handed me some dark material. “It’s a cape—he should wear it. Pull the hood up.”

			I pushed it towards Riley. “Quick, put this on,” I said.

			“No, it’s a trap.” He backed further into the cell, shaking his head. “Captain Crowe’s been giving up the pirates on his crew, one by one. I heard someone say he’d done some kind of deal with Broadbent for his freedom. Now he wants to give you up.”

			“No, that’s not right,” I said, not totally sure. “Put this on. Quick. We’ll talk about it later.”

			“You’re walking into a trap and you can’t see it,” he said.

			“Riley, please! I can’t lose you.”

			Now came a hint of a smile and he held my face with both his hands and touched his forehead to mine. My cheeks felt cool from tears I couldn’t hold in. 

			“Let’s go,” I whispered.

			“I won’t let them take you.” He staggered forward, gripping the bars and shouting along the corridor. “Captain Crowe, I know you’re out there!” 

			“Riley, no!” I hissed.

			“Shut it,” Cole warned from the corridor.

			“If you lay a finger on her, I’ll kill you!” Riley screamed, rattling the bars. “Do you hear that, Dustin Crowe? I’ll cut your pirate heart out!”

			In the distance, I heard footsteps hurrying our way. No doubt, guards were coming to check on the commotion.

			“Maddy, come on,” said Johnno. 

			I moved to the door. “Come with me, Riley.” I held out my hand but he moved back further into the cell. 

			Cole grabbed my wrist. “Sorry, Miss, but I’m afraid Broadbent will want a word with you.”

			“Yeah, well, I don’t want one with him.”

			I elbowed the guard in the chin, Johnno kicked him from behind and he collapsed to the floor. 

			“Come on, Riley!” I held my hand out again. He stayed where he was and kept shaking his head rapidly. “Please.” I leaned in further.

			He turned his head away and shut his eyes.

			“We have to go!” Johnno pulled me into the corridor and we ran, past the cells, as other prisoners called out for help and tried to touch us. We took a few turns, here and there, not knowing where in this hellhole we were going. A group of guards barrelled along the corridor straight for us.

			“Quick, a dangerous pirate is on the loose.” I pointed behind us. “It’s Captain Crowe! All our lives are in danger!”

			They thundered along the hallway past us. We carried on. A few twists and turns later, we’d caught up with the line of gawpers leaving the jail the back way. We exited with them. 
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			As I went back to the inn, I kept going over in my mind what had happened with the jail visit and how it all went so wrong. Did Crowe set us up? Or was the guard just taking advantage of a bad situation Riley had created with his shouting? I couldn’t be clear on that.

			Crowe was at the bar, sharing a drink with a well-dressed couple. The woman was an exotic beauty with long dark hair. I could tell from the captain’s too-loud laugh and his light-filled eyes that he was flirting with her. 

			“Oh, hello,” he said. “You’ve returned. And you’re well?”

			“Yes,” I said, coldly. “Does that surprise you?”

			“And what of your friend? Is he with you?”

			“No, he couldn’t make it.”

			“We hear that you have been to the jail to see the pirates?” said the woman. “How exciting! So much strength and danger. An almost irresistible combination, do you not agree?”

			“Personally, I don’t find liars and thieves to be all that attractive.”

			Dustin Crowe shifted in his chair.

			“Excuse me,” said the innkeeper. “But I have more news regarding the pirate hangings.”

			“Yes?” I said. “What have you heard?”

			“Do tell!” said the woman.

			The innkeeper waited awkwardly till Johnno produced a silver coin. “I hear there’s someone very interesting in town. Captain Dustin Crowe. Have you heard of him? Hellfire itself on water. He’s rumoured to be somewhere close by, ready to rescue his shipmates at tomorrow’s event.”

			“Really? That sounds terrifying!” said Crowe. “Do you think we’ll be safe here tonight? This Crowe character won’t try to murder us in our beds?”

			“Rest easy, sir,” said the innkeeper. “Captain Crowe will not get in here this night. And you two should be especially careful.” He pointed to the woman and me. “For Captain Crowe is said to be one for the ladies. Watch out he doesn’t steal your heart as well as your jewels.”

			Crowe had the grace to look guilty at that.

			“If you’ll excuse me, I’ll say good night.” I stomped upstairs to my room and slammed the door behind me.

			A few minutes later, there was a knock. 

			“Madison,” Crowe whispered. “Where’s Riley?”

			“Where do you think?”

			“What happened?”

			“I don’t want to talk about it.”

			I expected Crowe to beg me to let him in, but all fell silent. I paced in my room, sick with sadness and fear for what might happen now. Was that it? Riley’s last chance of escape? Gone?

			And where was Peterson? He wasn’t in the bar. Was he asleep? Or out doing who-knew-what shadowy business? 

			I mulled that over for a while as my despair morphed into anger. Dark, furious anger. I heard my own breathing shallow and fast. What was Peterson up to? I needed to know EVERYTHING. NOW!

			When I heard footsteps on the landing outside, I flung the door back. Peterson was about to unlock the door to his own room but, one look at me, he changed course and came into my room. 

			“Where have you been?” I asked.

			“Out and about,” he said.

			“Where...exactly?” 

			“I’ve been tracking down all the time travel signals in the area. I’ve managed to neutralise three potential threats.”

			Neutralise? That was an interesting word, especially the way he used it. 

			“You found three signals? From Recall agents?” 

			“I found four. But the last signal is sketchy. I haven’t been able to pin it down yet.”

			“Have they switched their machine off, perhaps?”

			“Maybe. But there’s usually still something I can follow.”

			So, there’d been four agents, four obstacles to Riley’s freedom. But only one remained. One too many.

			“Did any of the signals you tracked come from the man and girl who came after Riley in Sydney—Jodie and the Night Stalker?” 

			A muscle on his jaw tensed but he shook his head. 

			“We can presume they’re still out there, then,” I said. Not good!

			He nodded. “Have you been to see Riley? How’d it go?” 

			I shook my head, unable to verbalise what had happened. Peterson knew better than to push. 

			“And you can’t use the time machine to get inside the jail and snatch him?” I asked.

			Peterson shook his head. “If I had the aqua pearls, I’d have more power to work with.” 

			“Riley did have them, but he says Broadbent has them now.” 

			Peterson sat on the bed, deflated. “Johnno and I have been trying to reacquire them from Broadbent since we arrived.” They’d kept that quiet. “But we haven’t given up.”

			That was good, at least.

			He rubbed his chin, glancing over at me warily, as if not sure whether to tell me more.

			“If you know anything at all,” I said, “you’d better say. I won’t take it kindly if you’re holding out on me. Not even if it’s for my own protection. I need to know everything!”

			He nodded. “Just that, with regards to Broadbent’s pearls…we’re not the only interested buyer.”

			“You mean Recall are negotiating with him too? And if they get the pearls...?”

			Peterson didn’t reply. He didn’t need to. We couldn’t let that happen.

			“We’ll just have to offer Broadbent more than they do,” I said.

			Peterson nodded but didn’t look hopeful. I hesitated to ask why, not sure if I could handle more bad news.

			“If we don’t get the pearls, we can still save Riley from being hanged, right?” I said.

			“We should be okay.”

			Should be? Now I was officially freaked out.
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			I felt like a prisoner in that tiny airless room, with everything whirling round in my head—Riley’s disturbing behaviour, Crowe flirting with the woman in the bar, Peterson finally giving me some information…that I didn’t want to hear! There was no way I would sleep tonight. I had to get out, somewhere I could move and breathe. 

			I couldn’t roam the streets this late dressed as a girl, so I got back into my brown coat and trousers, still smelling of the sea, tucked my hair into my tricorn hat and headed off. 

			The streets were much quieter now and the few people still on them seemed dodgy or desperate. A couple of old men lurked in a dark alley, studying something in a piece of cloth. They glared a warning not to look too closely as I passed. Further along, a group of small kids made a bonfire of bits and pieces, huddling around it to keep warm.

			The cobbles reflected the moonlight, so I could see where I was going. As I walked, I went over things in my head and tried to stay positive. I told myself we’d been in tighter spots before and had got out of them. We’d get out of this too. When a carriage thundered past, not caring who they hurt, and I had to leap out of the way, I ran after it, shouting: “Watch where you’re going, you jerk!”

			It felt good to vent my anger on someone.

			“Language boy. You’re not at sea anymore!”

			I turned to find Crowe behind me in his casual black gear. He was taking a risk being out here, looking like that.

			“Come on,” he said.

			He took my hand and we ran through streets and alleys. I wasn’t sure where we were going but it felt good to burn up some energy. We stopped at a quiet spot on the river where, thankfully, I couldn’t see the gallows. Moonlight skimmed the dark water and a breeze carried away the worst of the reek. 

			“It is good to have fresh air again,” said Crowe. “After being at sea for so long, I have grown accustomed to being outdoors.”

			I had to agree. And how I wished Riley was here, sharing the fresh air with us. 

			“What happened this afternoon, Madison?” asked Crowe. “Did something go wrong at the prison?”

			“Yeah, something went wrong,” I said. “Your friend tried to sell me out to Broadbent.” 

			“What?” Crowe stopped dead, then hurried to catch up with me. “Why would he do that?”

			“For the money, I suppose. Pirate spirit and all.”

			“That was not what I paid him to do.” His brow furrowed. “You must believe me.”

			“Must I?” I shook my head at him and sped up.

			“I know I have not always been honest,” he said, “but I swear I would rather lose my life than let any harm come to you.”

			“Is that why you held a knife to my throat on that beach?”

			“I knew if I did not hand over the aqua pearls to Captain Drednought, he would use more dangerous means to extract them from you.”

			“Oh, I see,” I said. “You were trying to save me. My hero!” 

			I didn’t bother watching his reaction, just kept striding ahead. I was beyond caring and didn’t want to hear any more lies. 

			“Did you see Riley?” he asked, hurrying behind me. “How was he?”

			A creak overhead made me look up. Hanging on a wooden beam was a metal cage, human-sized and empty just now, moving in the breeze.

			I gasped and Crowe held me, pushing my face to his shoulder. “Shield your eyes, Madison.”

			“Is that what I think it is?”

			I’d heard enough gory details from our innkeeper over the past few days to be pretty sure of its purpose. After being hanged, some of the pirates’ bodies would be given to medical science, but a few would be painted in tar and hung in these cages and left to rot as a warning to others not to join a pirate crew. The thought of Riley in one of those....

			“Let’s speak no more on it.” Crowe squeezed my hand and we ran fast along the shore.

			Voices travelled across the water, the words muffled like ghosts of pirates past. When the cage was out of sight, Crowe stopped and pulled me into his arms. I began to sob and thought I’d never stop. Oh, Riley. What have we done?

			When I’d cried all I could, I stepped back, feeling like I’d betrayed Riley, clinging to the captain like this. Crowe’s usual cheerful expression was pinched with worry. Genuine, I think. Then again, what did I know? I liked the guy and that always made me see what I wanted to see in him.

			“Perhaps there’s still a way to save Riley,” he said.

			I pulled back. “How?”

			He removed my hat, tidying a few rogue strands fallen across my face. “If you were to offer an exchange,” he said quietly. “Someone Broadbent wants more than Riley.”

			“Like who?”

			A pause. “Me.”

			“You?”

			“To hang me would be a feather in the man’s cap. I believe he would accept the exchange.”

			What the—? I looked into his eyes. Was he serious? Would he really give himself up for Riley? 

			“Thanks for the offer, Captain,” I said. “But we can’t do that.”

			He looked down. “For what I did, for the trouble I’ve caused your friend…it is the least I can do.”

			There was definitely some truth to that. But…“I don’t want you to die either.” 

			“Do you mean you still care for me? Despite, everything?” He drew my face into the light to study it. “You are the most forgiving person!” He kissed my cheek but I pulled back. This was not happening. Not tonight. Not ever again.

			“Perhaps if they believe such a swap is possible,” said Crowe, “we may, through careful arrangement, be able to save both Riley and me.” He had my attention now. “We could send James Bolt to negotiate with Broadbent first thing in the morning. Then, at the point of rendezvous, arrange for—”

			 “No,” I cut him off. “It’s too late for that.” And way too risky. These were not clowns we were dealing with. They were dangerous and ruthless people, protecting their hold on power. A bait and switch scheme could easily backfire and get us into more trouble. “I thank you for your offer, Captain. But I still have hope something may save my friend before the end.” 

			“I will be there in the morning, Madison, to do anything I can to assist you,” said Crowe. “On the lives of my mother and sisters, I promise I will not let you down again.”

			Without warning, he turned and ran, top speed, into the shadows near a mound of rubbish on the bank and yanked someone out of the dark. The person was dressed all in black with a hood covering their face. 

			“This vermin has been following us since we left the inn.” Crowe pressed his knife to our follower’s throat and in a slash of light, I glimpsed the face of the Night Stalker. I looked around to see if I could see a red head anywhere belonging to Jodie, his colleague. But he seemed to be alone. 

			“No-one needs to die here tonight, Captain Crowe,” said the Night Stalker. “I just want Madison and I’ll be off.”

			“Why would I give her to you, instead of just spilling your blood right now?” said Crowe, cutting him a little with the knife.

			“I can offer you money—a lot of it—and jewels. And a ship to command. If you just give me the girl. I am authorised to negotiate with you on behalf of a third party.”

			Crowe’s eyes flicked my way and he grinned in that pirate way. Was he considering this?

			“What kind of ship?” he said, feeling around in the guy’s pockets. “And what’s this?”

			He pulled out what I recognised as some kind of time travel device. As Crowe frowned in confusion, the Stalker kicked at the captain’s knee and, turning, took a martial arts stance, hands protecting his face, his eyes fixed on Crowe and the device. He got a couple of quick punches in, then tilted and kicked high and hard at the captain’s shoulder. But Crowe, sharper than he imagined, anticipated this and shifted away at the last second. The guy’s leg powered through the air and with nothing to stop it, he overbalanced. The captain got a couple of his own kicks in, sending Stalker face down into the mud.

			And, without warning, the captain hurled the time device in a giant arc, like bowling a cricket ball, into the Thames. We heard the splash as it landed in the murk. The Stalker lurched to his feet and began wading into the river. As I watched him dive into the murk, black cape swirling behind him like an oil spill, I turned to Crowe and giggled. 

			I could hardly believe what had happened. By disposing of the Stalker’s time device, he had wiped out the biggest single threat to Riley’s life.

			“Come on.” He grabbed my hand and we ran along the riverbank, hard and fast until we were panting and out of breath and I called for him to stop. 

			“Just so you know,” I said, giggling, “I would have helped you in that fight before but I could see you had it covered.”

			“I know,” he said, taking my hands in his. “For you, Madison, are a woman like no other I have ever known.”

			An echo of Riley’s accusation came to me—that I was using my time advantage over other girls of the time.

			“We will make a fine pair of pirates, you and I,” he said. “The salt on our lips, our ship’s hold full of treasure. People will write of our exploits, sing songs about us. We will be the king and queen of the high seas.”

			He lifted me off my feet and twirled me around, a boyish grin on his way-too-handsome face.

			“Such a life we will have. You, and me, together.” 

			He drew me into his arms, holding me close. Cruising the Caribbean with Captain Crowe...was tempting. Except for the smelly boat bit and the killing people for treasure and the lack of plumbing. Hmmm. Pirating was not all that appealing really. 

			But Dustin Crowe was. For a moment, I had a flash of him in modern clothes—jeans, leather jacket maybe. He’d have to get another gold earring; it had looked so good on him. 

			As we drew apart, an icy breeze swept between us.
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			We got to Execution Dock early. A huge crowd was already there, staking out the best position on the bank to view the hangings. 

			All our hopes for Riley’s escape now rested with Peterson and his time device. We were gambling that, with the press of a button, he could whisk Riley three hundred years and ten thousand miles from this awful scene. 

			Peterson looked as tense as I’d ever seen him. His eyes constantly sifted the crowd, searching for something. Or someone. Our Recall rivals, I suspected. 

			“I don’t think that fourth signal will be a problem,” I said, struggling not to grin.

			I gave him a few details about our encounter with the Night Stalker the previous evening, complete with sound effects of the guy squelching through the mud and splashing into Muck River after it. 

			“So, he went after the machine?” Peterson said. He wasn’t smiling. 

			“Yes. But how likely was he to find it in there? Pretty unlikely, don’t you think.”

			Peterson’s demeanour didn’t change. He continued scanning as intently as before. 

			“What about the aqua pearls?” I said. “Did you get them?”

			“Not yet.”

			“What’s the problem?”

			“Broadbent wants more.”

			“Give him more then.”

			Johnno, dressed as James Bolt in his period finery, stood to our right. Captain Crowe was about ten yards to our left. Today, he wore a fabulous pea green silk coat, his hair tied in a warrior’s tail, cream hose and fancy footwear. The guy looked good in anything but he was so well turned out today, no-one would suspect he wasn’t a wealthy English gentleman. He’d certainly fooled the young woman next to him, who gave him way too much fluttery attention, which he seemed to enjoy. But when she wasn’t looking, he gave me a wink. 

			Pirate captains! What are they like?

			At least I could rest easy that he would get over me quickly when I was gone. From the looks of him, he’d started the healing process before I’d even left the time zone.

			Fast forward a couple of hours and the riverbank was packed. We were all pretty much wedged into our positions—no crowd safety control or emergency exits here. The gallows sat on the end of the dock like a grotesque puppet theatre. The water was busy with boats, the people in them as excited as if they were waiting for New Year’s Eve fireworks.

			One man pushed through the crowd with a basket of mini-gallows made of twigs, complete with straw hanged man, for sale as souvenirs. Several pie sellers shouted about their wares, calling them “blood and guts pies” in honour of the occasion. 

			The thought of people enjoying Riley’s suffering made me incendiary. Any minute now, I might seriously lose it. If so, the first one who’d feel my wrath was the woman in the bonnet and flowery dress in front of me betting with her friend on how long the pirates would take to die. 

			“Stop glaring at everyone,” said Peterson. “You’ll draw attention to yourself. Take some deep breaths.”

			It was only mildly warm but we seemed to be cooking in this crowd. The rubbish on the Thames was baking too—the scents of rotten fish and putrid meat were strong. If it hadn’t been for a slight breeze coming off the river, the overdressed men and women in the crowd would have dropped like ten-pins. 

			“Maddy!” came a voice to my left. A pretty, slim girl threaded her way through the crowd. She had blonde hair and wore a pale green dress with matching cap. Her face looked familiar. “It’s me, Charlotte,” she said, then whispered, “Charly!”

			“Charly,” I said. “I’d never have recognised you.” I’d only ever seen her in rags.

			“Hi, Peterson,” she said.

			“You two know each other?”

			“We met the other night,” said Charly. She must have been one of the Recall agents whose signals he’d tracked down to “neutralise”. It would have been interesting to witness that meeting for sure. “I gave him Riley’s time machine.”

			Peterson nodded but continued surveilling the crowd.

			“What are you doing in London?” I asked.

			“We’re here to free Drednought.”

			“Really? Who’s ‘we’?”

			She tipped her head to the left. About twenty yards in, I spotted Mistral and Rocco, also dressed up. Mistral looked soft and pretty—so different from the witchy girl hanging on the sails. Rocco had his hair tied back and looked quite dashing, though he tugged at his collar as if it choked him. 

			I asked the obvious question. “And why would you want to rescue Drednought?”

			“We three plan to sail around the Caribbean searching for treasure and freeing slaves along the way. And he seems like someone it would be useful to have along on that mission.”

			“You’re not going back to your own time?” 

			She shook her head: “This seems like a period when I can do some good. And, anyway, I’d kind of miss Rocco.” From the sizzling looks they sent each other, I could believe it.

			“How did you get off that island? Did you time jump too?”

			“No. I haven’t told either of them about time travel yet. The pirate articles we signed with Drednought—do you remember, when we first joined his crew? They stated that we had been forced to serve aboard the ship. So, Broadbent let most of us go.”

			“Why didn’t he let Riley go then?” Riley had signed those papers, too, and he held no pirate rank—there didn’t seem any special mileage to be gained out of murdering him.

			“Perhaps it was to make up the numbers?” Charly grimaced.

			I seriously doubted that. More likely someone wanted Riley dead and they’d gone to a lot of trouble to make sure it happened. 

			“How are you going to get Drednought out?” I asked.

			“You’ll have to wait and see,” she said.

			When the carts bearing the prisoners reached the back of the crowd, a cheer went up. 

			“Rot in Hell, demon pirates!”

			“Say hi to the Devil for me, blackhearts!”

			“God have mercy on your souls!”

			A small boy of about ten with a shrill voice pushed his way through the human mass, shouting: “Get your rotten fruit and veg ’ere!” People slipped him a coin and grabbed a handful of decaying matter from his basket to hurl at the pirates as they passed.

			I waved him over. Worming his way through the tightly wedged crowd, he raised his bucket over his head for me to pick at the scraps. I pulled out a handful and threw them in his face. “Get away, you little maggot.”

			The boy reared back, confused. Everyone around me stopped talking and looked over—wondering what my problem was. Peterson leaned across and gave the kid a coin and took a handful of muck. 

			“Deep breaths,” he whispered to me. Across the crowd, Crowe shook his head in warning. 

			Okay, I’ll keep my cool! 

			Four carts clattered along the pathway, bearing the pirates to their date with death. As the first rolled past, my throat felt thick with grief. In it were Knox, Roland and Dunns, hands tied, sitting blankly as the crowd hurled abuse and mouldy vegetables at them. The three of them looked emaciated and pale. Meeting Knox’s eye, I saw no recognition there, nor spirit either. His inflamed skin was shiny with vegetable juice. 

			The girl next to Crowe babbled excitedly. But the pirate captain no longer smiled at her. Witnessing his old shipmates facing death gave him no joy. 

			I couldn’t see who was in the second cart. But from the noise, I guessed it was Drednought. Everyone pressed forward, hoping to see England’s most feared pirate. In the cart with him were Flowers and Crane, Knox’s cronies. Crane was unconscious or already dead. Flowers seemed oblivious to the activity around him.

			Drednought was gaunt and thin but still managed a grin. As people hurled vegetables and fruit at him, he gave a feeble “Arrgh” and licked up the scraps on his face. I wondered if he truly felt so brave or if he was just doing it to shape his legend. I glanced over at Charly, Mistral and Rocco, who whispered intently among themselves. 

			As the third cart approached, I spotted a blond head bobbing among the others. Riley’s. Thankfully, most people had used up their vegetables on Drednought so he only had to suffer mean words—though they were bad enough. 

			Unlike the other pirates, he seemed alert. He spotted me in the crowd and his blue eyes creased in a smile.   

			“He’s actually quite handsome, isn’t he?” a girl nearby said. “What a shame he’s a pirate.”

			The sun emerged briefly from the clouds and seemed to shine on one section of the crowd ahead, illuminating a particular head of vibrant orange hair—Jodie’s? If she was here, that was bad news. 

			I pushed and shoved and squirmed past a dozen people till I was standing right behind her, slipped my knife out from my sleeve and felt the wooden handle press into my palm. Then tapped her on the shoulder. She turned. But it wasn’t Jodie. It wasn’t even a “she”, but a man with long red hair and a big curly moustache.

			“Sorry, I thought...”

			Slipping the knife away in my sleeve, I wormed my way back to my spot and passed Johnno talking to someone in a blue naval uniform. As the guy turned his head, I saw it was Christopher Lord, Broadbent’s shipmate. I held a hand up to cover my face so he wouldn’t see me.

			“Where did you go to?” Peterson asked as I came back.

			“Nowhere. Johnno’s talking to Christopher Lord over there,” I whispered. “What’s that about?”

			“Lord is acting on Broadbent’s behalf in the sale of the aqua pearls.”

			After a short chat, Johnno pushed through the crowd to speak to Peterson. I squatted down to attend to my shoe in case Lord glanced around and saw me. I couldn’t hear what they were saying but I saw Peterson nodding and looking grim.  

			“What is it?” I whispered, rising halfway. 

			“They’ve agreed to sell us the pearls.”

			“Well, that’s great news. Isn’t it?”

			“But they have a condition,” he said. “They want Captain Crowe.”

			“What?”

			He didn’t repeat it. He didn’t need to. “We can’t give up the captain,” I said.

			Peterson nodded slowly. As he turned to relay the message to Johnno, I squeezed his arm. “Wait. If we don’t get the pearls, what will happen?”

			“Possibly nothing,” said Peterson. “But with the pearls, I can use all the power we have to save Riley and still maintain the other time nets around your lives and travels, to stop Recall getting to you. But without that extra power…” He sucked in a breath. “And we have to assume there may be an extra drain on our reserves today from external attacks.”

			“External attacks? But we threw the Night Stalker’s time device into the water. I heard the splash myself.”

			“You said he went after it,” Peterson said. “If he retrieved it, chances are it would not have sustained significant damage. All our devices are fully waterproofed.”

			“Nothing could be that waterproofed, could it?” 

			Peterson’s lips twisted to the side. Damn you, Riley, and your way-too-clever science!

			Johnno whispered something more to him. “Just a minute,” Peterson replied.

			He turned to me. “Bottom line...without the extra fourteen aqua pearls, I’m not sure we’ll have enough power to get Riley off the dock when the time comes.”

			Oh no! It came down to a choice between Riley and Dustin Crowe. I had to save one and betray the other. 

			I looked over at Captain Crowe, laughing with the girl next to him. Sure, he’d lied to me in the past, more than once. But in the end, I think he genuinely wanted to help Riley. For me. Not to mention offering himself up as a swap. Giving him up was something I really didn’t want to do.

			On the other hand, if he hadn’t taken the pearls from us in the first place, Riley would not be in that cart now.

			“It’s up to you, Maddy. We give them Captain Crowe or Riley. But we have to do it right now.”

			I squeezed my eyes shut, took a breath and released it slowly before opening them again. There was nothing to think about. “Give them the captain.”

			Peterson leaned down and spoke to Johnno, who went back to talk to Lord. I saw him pointing across the crowd at Crowe and Lord’s evil smile, like a shark who’d spotted his next meal. He signalled over people’s heads to a couple of blue-uniformed officers nearby and they pushed their way through the crowd to flank Captain Crowe.

			As they dragged him off, Captain Crowe twisted around to look at me—as if somehow he’d guessed this was my doing—with a look of shock and hurt I’d never forget. 

			What had I done?
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			I stood, stunned, as they took Captain Crowe away. It was like the moment when you leapt off a cliff and floated through the air feeling nothing, knowing any second you’d hit the ground and experience more pain than you had ever imagined. Peterson was talking to Lord; they seemed to be arguing. When he’d done, he pushed through the crowd to me, his skin pale despite the heat, making the scar on his left cheek seem more prominent.

			I thought of Riley’s face and the cut Crowe had given him at the beach. As my friend went past in the cart, I’d noticed it was red and weepy. Probably infected. It would likely scar, though that was the least of his problems. Riley’s scar was in much the same spot as Peterson’s scar and of a similar size. And shape. Now that I looked at it again, I saw it wasn’t similar: it was exactly the same. 

			Oh. My. God!

			“What is it, Maddy?” said Peterson. I stared at him as though his mask had been removed and saw him clearly for the first time. 

			“I know who you are.” 

			He closed his mouth and turned away. 

			“You’re Riley. Future Riley.” 

			He didn’t deny it.

			Mind melted, blown into a million pieces. Nuked. 

			Everything made sense now. Him being around all the time. The weird way he always seemed to know what was coming next. 

			“You know what’s going to happen in the future here too,” I said. “Please won’t you tell me?”

			“I know what happens in a future. Not necessarily this one.”

			I studied his face. It wasn’t exactly the same—the nose was a little rounder at the peak, the cheeks were higher. It wasn’t just differences of ageing.

			“Are you wearing a false nose or something?”

			“Prosthetics. I have a friend who’s good at them.”

			When he said he was concerned with Riley’s well-being, he wasn’t joking. 

			“What happens to you if Riley...” dies. I couldn’t say the word. 

			“I won’t disappear in a puff of smoke,” he said. “But it could make my continued existence more precarious.”

			He looked down at his hands and frowned. Nestled in his palm were the greyish beads we’d dug up on the beach that day. They were no longer together on a string, but loose. In this light, I could see the aqua tinge.  

			“Are they the aqua pearls?” 

			He nodded and two deep lines appeared between his eyebrows. Riley had that exact same look. It always meant trouble.

			“Riley!” I said, and Peterson looked around at me. (So weird!) “Then what’s the problem?”

			“We found fourteen on the beach. I only have seven here.”

			“So?”

			“I can only assume Recall has the other half.”

			One by one the pirates were hanged. Each was asked if they had any last words. When it was Roland’s turn, he said: “I’m sorry, Ma.”

			With each one, there was the familiar sound of the box being kicked away and the creak of the wooden frame as the body dropped down. I was too far away to hear, but I could easily imagine the gagging sounds each man made as they kicked their last. The kicking slowed, then stopped. The crowd cheered each time, though less so with each hanging. They were getting bored, I guess. 

			“This is brutal,” I muttered.

			Every time I thought about Captain Crowe and the choice I’d made, my eyes filled with tears. Would they hang him here today with the rest, in his newly made suit? Or keep him in Newgate Prison till he’d lost that pirate twinkle? And to think, we’d traded his life so cheaply, for only half the pearls. Now, our enemy had as at least as much power as we did. 

			When Drednought’s turn came, a great cheer went up like a rock star was on stage. I looked across at Charly, Mistral and Rocco and wondered what they had planned to get him out of this.

			“Get thee to the Devil!” someone shouted. Something about the voice was familiar—it was a weird hybrid of posh and gutter speak. Following the voice, I saw a large man in a fancy golden coat holding a white lace handkerchief to his nose. His hand had only two full fingers; the rest were stumps. Bastion Tarwell had come to London to farewell his old “friend”. 

			“Any last words?” said the hangman in a booming, theatrical voice. The crowd hushed—they really wanted to hear this. 

			“Arrgh,” Drednought began. “I’ll see you blighters in Hell. I’ll be the one with all the gold.”

			The hangman kicked the crate away and the weirdest thing happened. Drednought began to fall and then...disappeared. He didn’t fall to the mud below or twang the end of the rope. He just vanished. A few seconds’ silence followed, then everyone went...crazy.

			“He’s a demon!”

			“Hell is coming down to earth.”

			People screamed and ran. Knocked each other down. Mud churned. It was a stampede. I saw Charly scratching her head. I caught her eye and pointed at her—was that you? She shook her head.

			“What just happened?” I said. “Did Recall do that?”

			Peterson snuck a glance at the control in his pocket. He shook his head. “It doesn’t appear so.”

			What the—?

			It was almost an hour before things settled down. By then, there were a half dozen dead bodies on the riverbank—spectators who’d been trampled to death. Most of the crowd ran off in terror. All that remained were about a hundred die-hard execution groupies, Charly, Mistral and Rocco among them.

			Peterson, Johnno and I moved closer to the gallows. I was afraid to get too close and bear witness to their suffering, but if it would make the time signals clearer and Riley’s extraction easier, I’d deal with it.

			The two pirates in the cart with him were hanged, to moderate applause. And then...it was Riley’s turn. I gripped Peterson’s arm. 

			Hands tied behind his back, Riley slowly walked along the creaky dock.

			“Can’t you lift him out of there now?” I said.

			“I’m trying. There’s interference.”

			No.

			“Can you tell where it’s coming from?” I asked.

			“Somewhere nearby.”

			I raced frantically about the crowd, turning people around to inspect them, ignoring the protests and abuse that followed. 

			As the hangman slipped the noose over Riley’s neck, I stopped breathing. No! I’d checked the whole crowd and couldn’t see anyone from Recall here! At least, not that I could tell.

			I looked back at Peterson stabbing his finger and frowning at the device. 

			Scanning the crowd again, I realised I hadn’t checked everyone. Beneath the gallows was a group of desperate beggars who were easy to miss as their rough clothes were grey-brown, the same colour as the mud they squatted in. But now there wasn’t enough time to check each one. Unless…

			“Who wants a free pie!” I shouted.

			The eyes that turned my way were vague and pale, but for two pairs—one blue, the other ice-block green, belonging to the Night Stalker and Jodie. The Stalker, I saw, was fiddling with some kind of time device.

			I charged at him. Jodie jumped up to block me as he kept tapping. I tried to ram my elbow into her neck but she deflected my arm up and away. She kicked at the side of my face, but I grabbed her leg and yanked it up violently. Down she went, hard, in the mud. But she was so well trained, she bounced back up again seconds later. Then she drew her knife and I drew mine.

			People around us gasped. They’d never seen the likes of it—a well-dressed lady fighting a woman of the gutter. Thankfully, the hangman paused to watch too.

			I pretended to lunge at her and, as she came at me, pulled back and slashed at her arm. (Thanks for that move, Captain Crowe!) She shrieked and backed up.

			Behind me, I felt Charly and Rocco moving in, knives out. I let them take over the fight with Jodie as I went for the Stalker.

			For a second, I glanced towards the gallows. Behind Riley, the sky was a pale grey, the mud around him was grey, the wooden dock, his clothes...all grey. But his blond hair seemed vibrant and his eyes a vivid blue as he looked over at me, a slight smile on his pale lips.

			Roaring, I launched myself at the Stalker, but before I even touched him, he and Jodie both disappeared. 

			“Where’d they go?” I heard Rocco say, unnerved.

			Peterson was beside me, helping me up as the hangman asked Riley: “Any last words?”

			“Peterson...do something.”

			“I can’t. They broke through my time net and put up one of their own. I can’t get through.”

			No!

			There was a crunch as the executioner kicked the box and a thunk as Riley dropped down heavily. All went still and silent around me. My friend did that terrible thing—legs scissoring back and forward like he was running for a school bus. Running hard. Then gradually, he slowed down and stopped running altogether. 

			“No-oo!” I cried.

			“Come on!” Peterson grabbed my arm as Lord’s officers moved in to arrest us. We took off along the banks. I glanced back and saw the brown mud fill up with men in blue coats. I looked up, half expecting Riley to jump down and join us. But he just hung there, limp as washing on a line. 

			I ran and ran, splodging through the mud, not knowing where I was going. I heard shouting and pistol shots. Peterson’s mouth was moving, saying something. But I couldn’t understand him. The world seemed too glary and noisy and then...eerily silent.

			I didn’t care about any of it. My mind was full with just a single thought—one I didn’t want to face but couldn’t turn away from. That my good friend and time travel companion, Riley Sinclair, who had escaped death and saved me from it more times than I could remember...was gone. 

			Historical Note

			This is a time travel novel with a pirate era setting. It is not, nor is it intended to be, an accurate historical account of the period in world history. 

			I did a good deal of research on the golden age of pirates, in the early 1700s, focusing not on historical figures but on the lifestyle—what they ate and drank, what they did for fun, the laws and general way of life on a pirate ship. 

			My aim was, as ever, to give readers an immersive experience, so you feel like you’re on that ship, with the wind in your hair, the salt on your lips, listening to the creak of the ship’s ropes and tasting the food—good and vile—while sailing around the Caribbean Sea in search of treasure. 

			I stuck to facts where I could, but, when it served the story, I happily diverged from them to create the most exciting time travel tale I could. This is why it’s historical fiction and not a history book. The characters and place names are made up, but I tried to base them on the types of places and people found in the history books. You could say I created a pirate “fantasy” world that blends reality with fiction. I did a similar thing with my previous three books set in the Wild West, medieval England and Ancient Egypt.

			It’s my hope readers will enjoy the stories for what they are—not a reworking of history, but a fast-paced, high-stakes time travel tale with a light tone and an abundance of historical detail to evoke the feel and spirit of the times.
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			Of all the bad experiences I’ve had in my time travels and high school life so far, going to Riley’’s funeral was the worst. 

			It was at the cemetery where we’d buried Grandpa a few years before. But today there would be no burial as there was no body. It was just the setting of a headstone to commemorate Riley Sinclair, an extraordinary seventeen-year-old boy who’d vanished, without trace, five months before. 

			His family needed “closure”, Mum said. They’d been going insane wondering what had happened, hoping every knock at the door was him coming home, every phone call would bring news of him.

			But in their darkest moments, they could never have imagined how bad the truth really was. Every night I saw it, as I closed my eyes to sleep—my friend dangling, lifeless, from a gallows on the river Thames, London, 1717, after being hanged as a pirate.

			It was a warm day in the Serenity memorial gardens. Sunshine filtered through the weeping willows, making light dance on the well-tended lawn. The air was perfumed with just-cut grass and roses. A pretty place for such a grim gathering.

			More than a hundred people stood around the headstone. Riley’s mum and dad were up front. Mr Sinclair had his arm around his wife’s shoulders, their personal problems set aside for the day. Riley would have liked to have seen that. 

			Our high school class was there, uniforms freshly pressed, with a dozen teachers. A group in white tunics from Riley’s martial arts class stood next to some scientists from a government science laboratory where he’d worked on a few projects. 

			A knot of older men and women, shabbily dressed, were on the right. They were clients at the soup kitchen where Riley and I worked. Sid, one of our regulars, had cut off the long grey plait he’d spent a lifetime growing in tribute to Riley. 	

			Gran and Gus stood with my parents. Dad had come back from an overseas business trip especially for the ceremony.

			I was up front, with my friends so tightly crowded around me I could barely breathe.

			Everyone was locked into their own memories of Riley, the amazing boy with the surfer hair and super-scientific mind. He was a student, a classmate, sparring partner, colleague, friend and beloved son. Sobs and sniffles peppered the air. Most cheeks were wet with tears. Some, like our maths teacher, Mr Gleeson, stood stiffly by trying to contain their sadness, only to be overwhelmed by a tsunami of grief. The sight of that chunky all-logic man slurpy with tears almost made me lose it.

			Almost.

			My eyes were as dry as the Sahara in summer. And I was determined they’d stay that way.

			“Are you okay, Maddy?” whispered Lauren, beside me. 

			“Fine,” I said.

			In the silence that followed, I felt my friends exchanging dubious looks.

			“If you need to go and get a drink of water at any time,” said Jamie Fletcher, on my other side, “just let me know.”

			“I’m okay.”

			And I was. Because Riley was not dead. He couldn’t be. 

			I’ll admit that after witnessing his hanging on that day in the pirate era, I had believed he was gone and I fell into a pit of sadness so dark, so deep I thought I’d never resurface. But when I thought about it later, in a cooler moment, I remembered what Sherlock Holmes used to say: that when you eliminate the impossible, whatever remained, however improbable, must be the truth. The fact was that Riley, working with Peterson, was way too clever to be outsmarted by the likes of Hastings Broadbent or any organisation of clowns from the future trying to steal his time machine (aka Recall). So that “show” back there in the pirate era and Riley’s continued absence from our own time had to be part of some bigger plan—one he and Peterson hadn’t let me in on. Which was slightly insulting. Does he think I am a leaky lips who couldn’t keep a secret?

			Conclusion: Riley wasn’t really dead.

			The principal, Mr Harding, spoke first, about what an extraordinary student Riley was and how much he might have achieved in the field of science, the good he might have done, if he hadn’t been “taken from us too soon”. 

			A couple of teachers talked of his “gentle nature” and “great potential”.

			Ms Robotham, our English teacher, sobbed into her hands and accepted a clutch of tissues from a box held by the new Head of Science beside her. 

			Which reminded me...I glanced round at a cluster of trees behind us to see if Johnno, our old science teacher, might be lurking behind a tree trunk. I couldn’t see him. He’d want to be here, I knew. Riley was his favourite student. But the police were still looking for him after the jail breakout we’d arranged before the Wild West trip. And they were very keen to question him about Riley’s disappearance. Though, I knew he had nothing to do with it.

			When all the teachers and science colleagues had spoken, Tanya, Riley’s sister, got up on behalf of the family. Looking frail, in huge sunglasses covering half her face, she talked about how much she loved her brother but how, being his sister, she never really told him. “Now I’ll never get the chance to say it.” At that, she broke down completely, along with three-quarters of the people there. 

			But not me. 

			I clenched my jaw and repeated the mantra in my head: Riley is not Dead. He’s not Dead. At least he’s not dead now, but he will be when I get hold of him. 

			A cool breeze on my cheek was the first I knew about the tears sneaking out of my eyes. As I wiped them away, I felt Jamie watching me.

			“I think I’d like that drink now,” I said.

			He laced his fingers through mine and led me away from the gardens to some buildings in the centre of the grounds. There, I went to the bathroom and splashed my face a few times.  

			“Where are you, Riley?” I leaned over the basin and whispered to my reflection. “This has gone on long enough. Show yourself.”

			The click of a toilet stall opening and footsteps approaching made me catch my breath. I was half-smiling by time I looked up. But it was a dark-haired woman who began fixing her makeup at the mirror beside me.

			Not Riley.

			“Who are these shady people all around the place,” my friend Courtney asked as we had tea and cakes in the Comfort Cafe after the ceremony. “Riley wasn’t a spy, was he?” 

			I shook my head. “As if.” 

			Courtney was an aspiring journalist and editor of the school’s news website. And way too observant these days. 

			I knew what shady people she was talking about. There were half a dozen of them in black suits, expensive-looking, not seeming to belong to any particular group. Once or twice, I saw one of them scratch their heads and move their lips like they were communicating through earpieces. I was pretty sure they were agents of Recall, the mysterious organisation trying to seize control of time travel. Presumably, they were here to see who turned up and make sure Riley really was dead.

			But I couldn’t tell Courtney any of this. She wasn’t clued into Recall or the whole time travel thing. And the fewer people who knew about it, the safer the world would be. 

			“What an imagination you have, Courtney! They’re probably scientists he worked with at the government lab.” Though I knew there was no way a scientist could afford a suit that nice.

			As I reached for an egg sandwich, I had this weird feeling, like a tingling at the back of my neck. I spun around, expecting to see Riley there in disguise. My eyes combed the crowd. Once, twice, three times. But there was nothing. 

			“Are you okay?” Jamie touched my shoulder.	

			“Fine.” I tried to summon up some annoyance that Riley wasn’t here, or that he was but so well-disguised I couldn’t spot him. In that moment, my usual irritation deserted me. I shoved the sandwich in my mouth and chewed but the grief swelling in my throat wouldn’t let it go down. I began to choke.  

			“You know, Riley was your friend,” Jamie whispered. “It’s okay to let something out.”

			At those words, I crumbled, like a castle built on sand. Spluttering out sobs and egg sandwich. Mum swept in swiftly and scooped me away with Dad trailing after us.

			“Oh, Maddy!” She hugged me.

			I cried and cried. And couldn’t seem to stop. Where does all the water come from? When I’ve barely drunk anything all day. I spluttered out a laugh as I realised I was starting to think like my scientific friend, Riley.

			Who was, for whatever reason, no longer with us. 

			About the Author

			Paulene Turner lives in Sydney, Australia, with her husband, twin daughters and twin pugs. A graduate of the Faber Academy, she writes novels, short stories, and scripts for the stage and screen. Her short stories have appeared in magazines and anthologies in the UK, US and Australia. As well as writing short plays, she directs them for Short and Sweet, Sydney. She has worked as a journalist in Sydney and London.

			Black Tides is her fourth novel with two more to come in The Time Travel Chronicles series.

			If you wish to hear more about Paulene’s writing, you can visit her website or sign up to her mailing list at www.pauleneturnerwrites.com

		

OEBPS/image/Black_Tides1.png
PAULENE TURNER





OEBPS/image/Samurai_Steal_Title_Text.png
THE TIME TRAVEL CHRONICLES

Secure the blade or we’re history

AMURAI
TEAL,

PAULENE TURNER





OEBPS/image/Samurai_Steal_Chapter_Header.png





OEBPS/image/Black_Tides_WEB_large.jpg
\ \ “‘;‘;\

“_FHE TIME  TRAVEL CHRONICLES

Find th/e treasure, control the timeline

PAULENE TURNER





OEBPS/image/Black_Tides.png
THE TIME TRAVEL CHRONICLES

Find the treasure, control the timeline

LACK
IDES





OEBPS/image/Shoot_Out_At_Death_Canyon_.png





