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PROLOGUE



THE VERY NEARLY HONORABLE LEAGUE OF PIRATES
Servin’ the High Seas for 152 Years 
MEMBERSHIP DIVISION

Master Hilary Westfield:

It is with great pleasure that the League accepts your application to our Piracy Apprenticeship Program. Welcome aboard!

Your application impressed our committee of scourges and scallywags with your remarkable knowledge of pirate lore, your knot-tying talents, and your reported ability to tread water for thirty-seven minutes. We look forward to observing your formidable skills in person when you join the VNHLP.

Today, you are a wide-eyed and innocent young man, but tomorrow—or, rather, at the end of our four-year training program—you will be a swashbuckling, grog-swilling, timber-shivering buccaneer. If you would like to accept this offer of apprenticeship, and we hope you will, please mail a signed statement to VNHLP Headquarters at the following address:

16 Whiteknuckle Lane

Gunpowder Island

The Northlands

Arr! and best wishes,

One-Legged Jones

Membership Coordinator, VNHLP
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Dear Mr. One-Legged Jones,

Thank you very much for your offer of admission to the Piracy Apprenticeship Program. I have dreamed of joining your organization all my life, and I am happy to accept a place as a pirate apprentice.

I have my own sword, but it is a bit rusty. Should I bring it with me, or will weapons be provided by the League?

I do feel I should mention that your information regarding my appearance is not entirely accurate. First, I am not wide-eyed: thanks to the interminable lessons delivered in a torturous monotone by my governess, my eyes are frequently closed. Second, I am not a young man, but a young woman. I would not want your committee of scourges and scallywags to be surprised when we meet in person.

Yours truly,

Miss Hilary Westfield

Pirate Apprentice



 



THE VERY NEARLY HONORABLE LEAGUE OF PIRATES 
Servin’ the High Seas for 152 Years 
MEMBERSHIP DIVISION

Miss Westfield:

We are pirates. We are not easily horrified. We have seen shipwrecks. We have seen sword fights. We have seen men eaten by crocodiles and crocodiles eaten by men. We have, on occasion, hung skeletons from trees. None of these things horrifies us in the least.

Your letter, however, is another matter.
 
We believe our rules are perfectly clear: No woman, young or otherwise, may join our League. You may not set foot on our ships, you may not retrieve our buried stashes of magic coins, and you may not under any conditions hoist the skull and crossbones.

In fact, we are not sure you should even be reading this letter. We will send a copy to your father at once. Admiral Westfield is no friend to pirates, but if there is one thing upon which the VNHLP and the Royal Navy can agree, it is this: permitting girls to prance about on the High Seas
would be entirely undignified.

Under normal circumstances we would, of course, require you to walk the plank. However, our Code of Piracy does not permit us to treat young women in such a fashion, so we will be generous: with your father’s permission, we will forward your application to Miss Pimm’s Finishing School for Delicate Ladies.

With shock and consternation,

One-Legged Jones

Membership Coordinator, VNHLP

[image: images]



 



[image: images]

Mr. Jones:

Don’t you dare listen to a word my father says. He may believe that the only proper place for a young girl is finishing school, but he also believes that the only proper place for pirates is the Royal Dungeons, and I am quite certain he is wrong about both of these things. I assure you that I will walk the plank a thousand times, into cold and shark-infested waters, before I will attend Miss Pimm’s.

I remain,

Hilary Westfield

Really Quite Furious with You



 



Miss Pimm’s Finishing School for Delicate Ladies
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Where Virtue Blossoms 
OFFICE OF THE HEADMISTRESS

Dear Miss Westfield,

We would like to extend a warm welcome to you as you prepare to join the Miss Pimm’s community. It is highly unusual for Miss Pimm’s to accept a new student so close to the beginning of term, but you are clearly talented: our games mistress is eager to recruit you for our water ballet team, and your interest in knot tying will serve you well in our beginners’ macramé course.

We have received a generous sum from your father, so no further payment is required. Enclosed in this package you will find:

Two (2)  green cardigan sweaters embroidered with our dancing-sheep logo,

Two (2)  gray woolen dresses (petticoats not provided),

One (1)  gray woolen bathing costume,

One (1)  white bathing cap with green chin strap,

One (1)  copy of the textbook A Young Lady’s Guide to Augustan Society,

One (1) copy of the pamphlet Waltzing for the Eager Novice, and

One (1) sterling silver crochet hook engraved with your initials.

Please bring these items with you when you report for the start of summer term next Saturday.

Be well, and remember: “A Miss Pimm’s girl is a virtuous girl!”

Sincerely,

Eugenia Pimm
 
Headmistress




CHAPTER ONE
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EVER SINCE THE letter had arrived from Miss Pimm’s, Hilary had spent more and more time talking to the gargoyle.

Her parents disapproved, she knew perfectly well, but she much preferred the gargoyle’s company to theirs. Hilary and the gargoyle did not always see eye to eye, but she found his opinion of finishing school to be thoroughly refreshing.

“A bathing cap!” said the gargoyle as Hilary packed the clothing from Miss Pimm’s in the gold-plated traveling trunk her mother had dragged out from some attic or another. “No self-respecting pirate would be caught dead in a bathing cap.”

“I know,” said Hilary. “And look what Mother’s done to it.” She held up the bathing cap so the gargoyle could see her name embroidered in golden thread around the edge. “She says it’s fashionable.”

“Fashion!” said the gargoyle. “Pirates don’t care about fashion! Although,” he added after a moment’s thought, “I’ve always wanted one of those pointy black hats—you know, the kind with a feather coming out the top. ...”

Hilary closed her trunk and climbed on top of it to reach the gargoyle, who was carved into the stonework over her bedroom door. Before he could protest, she draped the embroidered bathing cap—very fashionably, she thought—over his stone ears.

“But you’re not a pirate,” she reminded him, “and I have a horrible feeling that I won’t get to be one either.”

“Don’t say that.” The gargoyle squirmed and wiggled his ears but couldn’t manage to free himself from the bathing cap. “Just because that dumb One-Legged Whoever said—could you get this thing off me?” The gargoyle sighed. “I wish I had hands.”

“Oh, all right,” said Hilary. “But you do look awfully dashing.” She plucked the bathing cap from the gargoyle’s ears and tossed it onto her bed, where it landed on top of the seven white eyelet nightgowns and twenty pairs of gray stockings her mother had picked up in town that morning. “You’re lucky, gargoyle. No one can make you do anything you don’t want to do.”

“Ha!” said the gargoyle. “And I suppose you think protecting Westfield House is all sunshine and spider legs? Living on a wall for two hundred years isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, you know. How would you like it if people kept leaping up to grab your snout and ordering you to protect them?”

Hilary had to admit that she wouldn’t like it one bit. “I suppose neither of us likes being ordered about,” she said. “At least Father hasn’t ordered you off to finishing school.”

“And he’d better not try,” the gargoyle said darkly. “I’d bite him.”

Hilary’s father was an admiral in the Augusta Royal Navy, which meant, as far as Hilary could tell, that he was required to eat every Sunday dinner with the queen and spend the rest of his time in his study at Westfield House, tossing out sharp and hurried orders at any captains or commodores who happened to be visiting. Even though he hardly ever went to sea anymore, Hilary saw her father rarely and spoke to him even less. Half of the time, when Hilary was dressed in old uniforms handed down from former naval apprentices, her father would mistake her for a staff member and urge her to “fetch me the Northlands file” or “polish that sextant, and be quick about it!” The other half of the time, when someone had been nimble enough to lace Hilary into a dress, her father would kiss her on the forehead and say, “Run along and be a good little girl.” Hilary intended to be a great many things, and a good little girl was not one of them, but she had not quite worked up the courage to tell this to Admiral Westfield.

Hilary’s room was practically bare now—most of her things had been packed in the golden trunk or sent off to Miss Pimm’s by train, as Hilary herself would be the next morning. She was not looking forward to the journey. “Six hours in a private compartment with a governess,” she said to the gargoyle as she folded the dancing-sheep cardigans, “and I’m sure Miss Greyson will make me do lessons the entire time. And she’ll pack those little sandwiches without crusts that young ladies are supposed to eat, and she won’t let me look out the window because young ladies aren’t supposed to smudge the glass.”

“Yes, yes, that’s all very sad,” said the gargoyle. “Little sandwiches, et cetera. But let’s focus on the real tragedy here.”

“The VNHLP is being terribly unreasonable,” said Hilary, “and as for Father—”

The gargoyle sighed. “I was talking about me! What’s going to happen to me when you’re gone? Who will read me Treasure Island? What if your parents host noble guests in this room? What if the guests don’t want to talk to me? Or what if there are no guests at all, ever again, and I get cobwebs in my ears? Oh, Hilary,” said the gargoyle, “what if I’m renovated?”

The gargoyle looked so earnest that Hilary could tell he was really concerned. “You mustn’t worry,” she said. “I’ll come home and visit you between terms; I won’t let anything bad happen to you. You know I’d take you with me if I could.”

The gargoyle wrinkled his nose and let out a noise halfway between a sneeze and a landslide. “I don’t think I’d enjoy that,” he said. “The pirates in Treasure Island didn’t have to go to finishing school, did they?”

“No,” said Hilary, “they most certainly didn’t.”

“Then I’m not interested,” said the gargoyle. “And if you really want to be a pirate, you shouldn’t go, either.”

Hilary sat down hard on top of her traveling trunk. “Of course I want to be a pirate,” she said. “I’ve wanted it all my life.” And why shouldn’t she be a pirate? She was already a better sailor than most of the boys in her father’s Royal Navy, and she cared far more about sword fights and treasure than she did about stitching petticoats and minding her manners. Surely even Admiral Westfield could see that finishing school was no place for her. He disapproved quite heartily of piracy, of course, but perhaps if she had a word with him—if he could only see how fine a pirate she’d be—he might be impressed. He might even convince the VNHLP to reconsider.

“Oh, good, you’re all packed up.” Hilary’s mother poked her head through the doorway. “Must you wear those wretched cabin-boy clothes? They’re far too large for you, and that shade of blue does nothing for your eyes. Something in green, perhaps; a nice new dress—”

“I can’t climb ship’s rigging in a dress, Mother,” Hilary said, “and you know I hate green. Besides, two horrid woolen dresses from Miss Pimm’s ought to be enough for anyone.”

“Mrs. Westfield,” said the gargoyle, bending his head over the door frame to address her upside down, “when Hilary’s at school, do you intend to dust me?”

Mrs. Westfield flicked her hand through the air as though she were swatting away a small and persistent fly. “Ship’s rigging!” she said to Hilary. “I’ve never heard such nonsense. They shall teach you how to dress properly at Miss Pimm’s, and perhaps they’ll take your hair out of that silly braid once and for all.” She patted her own carefully sculpted curls.

“Ahem,” said the gargoyle, who was still hanging upside down. “About the dusting ...”

But Mrs. Westfield charged on. “I always dreamed of being a Miss Pimm’s girl myself, you know. Miss Pimm is quite choosy about her students. You’d do well to remember that not every girl is as lucky as you.”

“If being sent to Miss Pimm’s is lucky,” Hilary said, “then I don’t much care for luck.”

But her mother just laughed. “Don’t be a silly goose,” she said. “It’s very generous of your father to give you this experience.”

Hilary sighed; there was no point in arguing any further. “Do you know if Father’s busy right now?” When Admiral Westfield wasn’t in town on naval errands, he was locked away in meetings; the question hardly seemed worth asking. “There’s something I need to discuss with him—something important.”

Mrs. Westfield looked down the hall. “You know your father can’t abide discussions, dear, but his study door is open. If you hurry, you just might catch him.”

Hilary waited until her mother had wandered away, no doubt searching every inch of Westfield House for a servant to pester. Then she reached under her bed, grabbed her sword, and strapped it to her waist.

“Planning to run your father through?” asked the gargoyle. “It’s certainly a traditional solution, but I wouldn’t recommend it.” The gargoyle swished his tail. “It makes an awful mess.”

“Don’t be silly,” said Hilary. “I don’t want to run anyone through.” Although she wasn’t about to admit it to the gargoyle, carrying the sword made her feel a little bit braver, and walking into Admiral Westfield’s study required every ounce of bravery she could gather.

EVEN WALKING DOWN the main hall of Westfield House was a fairly grand and intimidating experience. The hall was lined on both sides with elaborate stained-glass windows depicting the great heroes of history. Good King Albert, Augusta’s first ruler, peered out from the window nearest Admiral Westfield’s study, looking noticeably more emerald green and rose pink than he had in real life. King Albert’s neighbor in the next window over was Simon Westfield, a long-ago ancestor who had explored the kingdom in his hot-air balloon, and his across-the-hall companion was the Enchantress of the Northlands.

The Enchantress had ruled over the kingdom’s magic ages ago, when magical objects were as common as cooking pots in the households of Augusta. In fact, the gargoyle was fond of telling anyone who would listen that he had been carved by the Enchantress herself. In her window, she wore a long gown and a small, amused smile, though Hilary had always thought the window maker had gotten that part wrong: after all, the Enchantress was holding a heavy-looking wooden chest filled to the brim with magic golden coins, and Hilary suspected she should look less amused and more exhausted. But her window was Hilary’s favorite, swirling with oranges and golds like a furious sunset. Admiral Westfield, on the other hand, referred to the Enchantress as That Meddling Old Biddy and kept threatening to have her window removed.

As Hilary passed by the Enchantress’s window, a tall boy in a blue naval-apprentice uniform stepped out of her father’s study and blocked her way. He glanced down at Hilary and sneered, although because he was the sort of person who sneered at everything, it was hard to tell whether this particular sneer had been created especially for her.

“Hello, Oliver,” said Hilary. “Are you feeling all right now?” The last time she had seen him, he’d been dangling upside down from a navy ship’s rigging. It was entirely his fault, of course: he’d proclaimed that no girl could tie a knot he couldn’t undo, and surely no one could have blamed Hilary for tying two such knots around his ankles. She had finally cut him free with her sword, although she’d genuinely regretted having to do it. On the bright side, she had discovered the interesting, hollow sort of noise that a forehead makes when it connects with a boat deck.

“I’m perfectly fine, no thanks to you.” Oliver brushed his hair forward to cover the purple lump above his eye. “What do you want?”

“I want to speak to my father.”

“Can’t.” Oliver’s sneer looked triumphant. “He’s busy.”

“No, he’s not.” Over Oliver’s shoulder, Hilary could see Admiral Westfield tying bits of rope into intricate sailor’s knots.

Oliver shrugged. “Sorry. Can’t help you.”

Hilary was a good deal shorter than Oliver, but she stood up as straight as she could. Miss Greyson would have been pleased, she thought. “Please move aside, Mr. Sanderson,” she said, brushing by him and rapping her knuckles on the open door.

Admiral Westfield glanced up. “Ah, Hilary.” He brushed the bits of rope into a desk drawer. “Please, my dear, come in.”

“That’s Lieutenant Sanderson,” Oliver said, but Hilary pretended not to hear him as she let the door slam shut between them.

“Good fellow, that Oliver,” said Admiral Westfield, putting his boots up on his desk. “Like the son I never had. A fine sailor, too, of course.” He glanced up at Hilary, as though he expected a reply.

“Of course,” Hilary murmured. It was difficult to speak loudly enough in the admiral’s study, where thick woven carpets from the far side of the kingdom covered the floor, and any noise that didn’t soak into the carpet was bound to be muffled by the ticking rows of nautical instruments that lined the walls. Carved into the wall behind Admiral Westfield’s desk was a row of porthole-shaped windows; after so many years at sea, the admiral claimed that windows of any other shape made him feel uneasy. Books also made him uneasy, because they were generally unavailable at sea and because he considered most of them to be impertinent. As a result, books of all sorts were strictly forbidden with in the study, but drawers upon drawers of maps and charts took up the space that bookcases might otherwise have occupied. A globe spun slowly in its wooden frame beside the desk, and a telescope stood at attention next to one of the portholes. In fact, everything stood at attention, including Hilary, because other than Admiral Westfield’s desk chair, there was no place to sit. The whole effect made Hilary feel slightly seasick.

“Now then, Hilary,” said Admiral Westfield. He beamed at her, and her legs went wobbly. First he’d called her by name—by her correct name, no less—and now he was smiling! Hilary wondered if he was feeling entirely well. “What can I do for my Miss Pimm’s girl?”

Oh dear. That explained it. “Actually,” she said, “it’s about Miss Pimm’s.” She stared firmly at the porthole above her father’s head. “I don’t want to go.”

“I’m sorry, my dear,” said Admiral Westfield. “I can’t hear you; you’ll have to speak up.”

Hilary took a deep breath. “I don’t want to go to Miss Pimm’s.”

“But every girl wants to go to Miss Pimm’s.”

“Not me, Father. I want to be a pirate.”

“Oh, yes.” The admiral picked up a new bit of rope and started tying a half hitch. “That was quite an impertinent prank, my dear, and your mother tells me she’s already scolded you for it. But I’m afraid I can’t play games just now. I’m planning an important voyage, and time is of the essence.”

Hilary’s legs swayed beneath her, and the sword in its scabbard bounced against the side of her knee. “It’s not a prank or a game,” she said. “I’m a good sailor—heaps better than Oliver, in fact.”

Admiral Westfield opened his mouth, but Hilary hurried on before he could protest that such a thing simply wasn’t possible. “I know you’ve never seen me sail, but I’ve been practicing for years. I can row just as fast as your apprentices can, and I know what to do when a storm comes up or a scallywag attacks. I’d be a terrible schoolgirl, Father, but I think I’d be a very good pirate.” She hesitated. “If you’d just come down to the harbor with me—just for a few moments—perhaps I could show you.”

Admiral Westfield sucked in his breath and released it in a tremendous gust. “My dear,” he said, “there’s no need to do anything rash. Let me be clear: You are a young lady. Moreover, you are a Westfield. You will not tell silly tales, you will not ruin your prospects in High Society, and you will never be a pirate.”

“But Father—”

“You know perfectly well that piracy is disgraceful,” Admiral Westfield continued. “Sailing off on adventures at a moment’s notice, digging up treasure without turning it over to the queen, ignoring my orders—why, the kingdom would be far better off without all those pirates sailing through it.” He slammed his boots against the desktop. “Whyever would you want to be one? Is this that governess’s influence, or that wretched gargoyle’s? Is this something you’ve read about in books?”

Hilary enjoyed a good pirate yarn as much as the gargoyle did, but she’d wanted to be a pirate for as long as she could remember—well, nearly as long. She had one bright, long-ago memory of taking her mother’s hand, walking down the cobblestone streets to the Queensport docks, and waving good-bye to the billowing canvas sails of her father’s fleet as he set off on a grand adventure. She’d told her mother then and there that she wanted to join the navy when she was old enough, to sail the High Seas on grand adventures of her own. But her mother had only smiled and laughed. She’d told her father, too, when he’d returned from his voyage, but he’d looked very serious and informed her that the navy was no place for little girls, and certainly no place for a daughter of his.

And perhaps Admiral Westfield had been right after all, for a career in the navy, with its tedious rules and dull assignments, was hardly as interesting as life on a pirate ship. On a pirate ship, Hilary could have all the grand adventures she pleased. She’d set navy boys like Oliver shivering in their fine leather boots, and her father would finally be able to see what a daughter of his could do. She’d be the most fearsome pirate on the High Seas, no matter what One-Legged Jones and Admiral Westfield had to say about it.

Admiral Westfield, however, did not have much more to say to Hilary about anything. “Now,” he said, getting up from his desk, “let’s have no more of this nonsense. I don’t believe they tolerate nonsense at Miss Pimm’s. Or in the VNHLP, for that matter—they were quite right to turn you down.” He put his hands on Hilary’s shoulders and brushed a hurried kiss across her forehead. “Run along now, and be a good little girl.”

Hilary didn’t budge. Instead, she stared at the wall beyond her father’s head. Then she rubbed her eyes and stared again, just to be sure she wasn’t mistaken.

Admiral Westfield cleared his throat. “Run along,” he said again, a bit more loudly, “and be—”

“Father,” said Hilary, “you’d better turn around. Something very odd is happening to your window.”

As they watched, one of the porthole windows behind Admiral Westfield’s desk was growing larger and larger. It swallowed up the surrounding windows and half the wall besides. The admiral’s nautical instruments were knocked off their pegs, and his charts of the High Seas fluttered to the floor, but the window appeared determined to continue growing until it had reached the fringe of carpet below. Hilary had never seen anything like it. She hurried to the window and tried to press her hand against it, but her fingers slipped straight through the frame.

“The glass—it’s vanished somehow.” Hilary poked at the window frame with the tip of her sword. “And I think the frame is still growing.” She turned around to stare at her father. “I don’t understand. Do your windows normally move about by themselves?”

“Stand back, my dear,” said Admiral Westfield, “and for goodness’ sake, put that ridiculous weapon away. I’ll take care of this.” He tugged Hilary out of the way and marched up to the wall, which was now more air than stone. “Look here, window!” he cried. “I’ll have none of this impertinence. I am in charge of this house, and I demand that you shrink yourself at once!”

Hilary rubbed her arm where Admiral Westfield had tugged at it. She was rather pleased to see that unlike most everything else in the kingdom, the window refused to obey her father’s orders. It only stretched farther to reveal two figures standing on the lawn outside Westfield House. They were too far away for Hilary to make out properly, but they seemed to be dressed entirely in black, with black masks around their eyes and black gloves around their fists. Hilary swallowed hard and pointed her sword in their direction.

The window hesitated for a moment, as though it were worried that growing much larger would be rude. It wobbled from side to side. Then, all at once, every drawer in the admiral’s study flew open, and every door burst from its hinges. Hilary yelped and held up her sword to fend off the cabinet doors that swung wildly over her head. Admiral Westfield let loose a barrage of nautical-sounding curses as his desk drawer hit him in the stomach and knocked him to the floor.

A scroll of paper flew out of the open desk and sailed over Admiral Westfield’s head. He snatched at the scroll, but it darted past his fingers, and before Hilary could run over to help, the scroll had traveled out the enormous window and into the waiting, black-gloved hand of the tall person on the lawn.

“Stop, you scoundrels!” cried Admiral Westfield, but the tall person merely gave a cheerful wave. Then, with a great shudder, the porthole window collapsed back to its proper size, and all the drawers and cabinet doors slammed shut.

Hilary hurried to Admiral Westfield’s side and helped him up from the floor. “Are you all right?” she said. Her father looked a little red, but then again, he always did. “What in the world just happened?”

“Magic!” cried Admiral Westfield. “And thievery to boot. Those scallywags magicked a most important document straight out of my house!” He pulled open his desk drawer and fumbled through it. “And what use is that blasted gargoyle?” he muttered. “He’s supposed to protect us, but he doesn’t do a blessed thing unless we run to him and beg him—and I refuse to beg that creature for anything. How the Westfields got stuck with the most useless piece of magic in the kingdom, I’ll never know.” The admiral cursed under his breath and shut the desk drawer with a bang. Then he looked up at Hilary. “Terribly sorry you had to witness all this, my dear. Getting mixed up in magic hardly improves a young lady’s reputation. You’d better hurry back to your room at once while I sort out this mess.”

Hilary frowned. Surely a true pirate wouldn’t hide in her room after a battle. No, a true pirate would pursue the enemy, no matter what her father had to say about it. “But I can chase after the thieves,” she protested. “I might not be able to catch them, but surely I can find out where they’ve gone.”

“No, my dear, don’t be ridiculous. There’s nothing you could possibly do. And wherever did you get that sword?”

Hilary had, in fact, swiped the sword from a suit of armor on display in the Westfield House ballroom, assuming that she could get more use out of it than the suit of armor could—but now was hardly the time to explain this to her father. “Tell me what I can do to help,” she said, “and I’ll do it.”

“You can help,” said Admiral Westfield, “by not breathing a word of this to anyone. The sooner you’re safely off at Miss Pimm’s, the better. By the way, my dear, this type of scandalous behavior is exactly what one might expect to find on board a pirate ship.” He spit the words out onto the carpet. “Shocking, isn’t it?”

Actually, Hilary had found it all rather thrilling, but Admiral Westfield didn’t leave her any time to answer. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to call a few of my men together and set them on the trail of those rapscallions.” He turned back to Hilary. “And for heaven’s sake, give me that sword. It’s dangerous, and you certainly won’t be needing it at Miss Pimm’s.”

He reached out for the sword, but Hilary pulled it away. “I think I’ll hold on to it, Father, if you don’t mind,” she said. “I hear the girls at Miss Pimm’s can be quite vicious.”

“Hilary, I don’t have time for this nonsense. Sword or no sword, all I ask is that you are safely on the train to Miss Pimm’s at ten o’clock tomorrow morning.”

Hilary tried to look solemn. “Yes, Father,” she said. “I promise I’ll get on the train.”

Admiral Westfield nodded and dismissed Hilary from his study. At least he had not made her promise to stay on the train all the way to Miss Pimm’s, for that was a promise she did not intend to keep.

HILARY HURRIED DOWN the corridor, past the kings and the explorers and all the other stained-glass heroes trapped forever in the halls of Westfield House. When she reached her bedroom at last, she slammed the door behind her.

“So,” said the gargoyle, “did you run your father through after all? You can’t say I didn’t warn you about the mess. ... Hey! What are you doing with that thing?”

“I,” said Hilary as she chipped away at the stones around the gargoyle with the point of her sword, “am taking you with me. I’m sure Father won’t miss you one bit.”

“What?” The gargoyle squirmed, and small chunks of doorway fell to the floor. “Are you crazy? I don’t want to go to finishing school! You can’t make me go! I won’t learn water ballet, and that’s final!”

“Hush, don’t worry. We’re not going to finishing school.”

The gargoyle’s ears perked up. “We’re not?”

“No,” said Hilary. “We’re going to sea.”
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YOUR GATEWAY TO THE CIVILIZED WORLD!


MISSING * MISSING * MISSING

One important and valuable DOCUMENT from the personal files of ADMIRAL JAMES WESTFIELD.

Two feet in length and width, rolled into a SCROLL, and tied with  RED RIBBON. Last seen in the  NEFARIOUS GRIP of two  MASKED INTRUDERS clad all in black. Contains  SECRETS of importance to the  ENTIRE KINGDOM! (If discovered, please do not read.)

Please return said document to Admiral Westfield at Westfield House, Queensport, AT ONCE! Simultaneous delivery of MASKED INTRUDERS preferred if possible. Needless to say, successful return of document and/or intruders will earn a significant and generous reward.
 
REWARD.
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YOUR GATEWAY TO THE CIVILIZED WORLD!

NORTHLANDS MINING 
EXPEDITION A COMPLETE 
AND UTTER FAILURE

NORDHOLM, AUGUSTA—In a development that should surprise absolutely no one with an ounce of common sense, the royal expedition to search for unmined magic in the Northlands Hills has failed, just as ninety-four previous expeditions have done.

“We thought we’d found an untapped source of magic ore,” said expedition leader Sir Archibald Trout, “but once we started digging, we discovered that the material we’d spotted was only gold. Better
luck next time, eh?”

No new magic ore has been mined from any location in Augusta for over two hundred years,
and experts believe that this once-valuable natural resource has been completely exhausted. “Every ounce of magic in the kingdom’s been dug up,” Nordholm University scholar Salima Svensson confirmed today. “If the queen is looking for magic, she’d be better off searching for a pirate’s treasure chest.” Ms. Svensson hastened to add that she was not seriously recommending that the queen attempt to recover one of the stashes of magic rumored to
be buried around the country. “Many of us have been living without magic for generations now,” said
Ms. Svensson, “and we’ve made some remarkable technological discoveries as a result. Just the other day, I used the woodstove in my kitchen to warm an entire plate of biscuits. Isn’t it time to give up on the search for magic and start living sensibly?” 

The queen and her royal advisers could not be reached for comment.




CHAPTER TWO
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“I THOUGHT,” SAID the gargoyle faintly from inside the canvas bag, “we were going to sea.”

Hilary reached inside the bag and clapped her hand over the gargoyle’s snout. “What did I tell you?” she whispered.

“You told me not to move and not to make a sound.” It was hard to make out his muffled response, but at least he sounded suitably apologetic.

Hilary glanced across the train compartment at her governess, who was still absorbed in her newspaper. As far as Hilary could tell, Miss Greyson did not plan to move from her seat until she had read every last article, and Miss Greyson was a very thorough reader. Behind her left ear was tucked a single sharp pencil, which she used to make notes in the margins of her paper from time to time, and she was forever quizzing Hilary about the news of the day. “A lady must always be aware of current events,” she liked to say. Hilary didn’t dare sneak out of the compartment for fear that Miss Greyson would suddenly lift her head and ask Hilary’s opinion of mining operations in the Northlands, or of the latest theft from one of Augusta’s grand mansions.

“You’ll just have to wait a little longer,” Hilary murmured into the bag. “She’ll have to get up eventually, and that’s when we’ll make our move.” Running away to sea hadn’t seemed like a difficult plan at first, but Hilary had forgotten to take her governess into account.

“If you are going to chat with that gargoyle,” said Miss Greyson without glancing up from her newspaper, “you might as well do so in a proper conversational tone, so the rest of us can join in if we have something to contribute.”

The gargoyle poked his head out of the bag. “You weren’t supposed to know I was here!”

“You should have kept still, then,” said Miss Greyson. “Your ears wiggle.”

Hilary and the gargoyle looked at each other in dismay. “They went all tingly,” the gargoyle said, “and I thought that maybe if I gave them a good shake ...”

“Honestly,” said Miss Greyson, “you look like a pair of wet hens.” She folded up her newspaper. “Don’t worry, Hilary; I won’t make you send the gargoyle back. I know the first few weeks at finishing school can be lonely, and it will be pleasant for you to have a friend.”

“I am not a hen,” announced the gargoyle, “and I am not going to finishi—hey, cut that out!” Hilary had poked him in the place where she thought his ribs might be.

“But you must take care to keep the gargoyle out of sight, especially on the train,” Miss Greyson continued. “All sorts of people travel on trains, you know.” She said the word people in a way that suggested she really meant scoundrels. “You wouldn’t want your gargoyle to be stolen, would you?”

“No, Miss Greyson.”

“In fact, there’s been another theft from a High Society household just this morning.” Miss Greyson tapped her newspaper with the delicate golden crochet hook she always carried. “Twelve entire place settings of magic cutlery—including dessert spoons! Then again, the Grimshaws have always been far too bold with their magic. When one regularly transforms one’s good linen napkins into flocks of turtledoves, one can’t be too surprised by thievery.”

“How sad for the Grimshaws.” Hilary kicked her heels against the bottom of her seat, knowing Miss Greyson would disapprove. “I’m sure their dinner parties will be utterly dull from now on.”

“What I mean to say, Hilary, is that thieves can be quite unscrupulous. Especially when it comes to magic.” Miss Greyson lowered her voice and glanced from side to side. “If a teaspoon of magic can turn a napkin into a turtledove, imagine what a thief could do if he got his hands on the gargoyle.”

“Just let a thief try!” said the gargoyle. “I’m much more fearsome than a teaspoon, Miss Greyson. And I don’t like to be used; it makes my heart go fluttery.” He grimaced at the thought. “Besides, I’m not allowed to turn things into birds. The Enchantress told me so when she carved me.”

“Really?” said Miss Greyson. “How very specific of her.”

The gargoyle hesitated. “Well, she didn’t say that exactly. But she did say my magic could only be used for protection. Isn’t that right, Hilary? A thief couldn’t make me turn things into birds, could he?” He shuddered. “I don’t like birds.”

“Oh, gargoyle, don’t worry.” Hilary patted his small stone wings until they stopped fluttering. “I promise I won’t let anyone use you, and I’ll keep you safe from anyone who looks even slightly unscrupulous.”

“Much appreciated,” said the gargoyle.

Miss Greyson nodded. “Very good. Now, I suspect”—she consulted her pocket watch—“yes, it’s nearly lunchtime.” She reached into her enormous carpetbag and produced a handful of rectangular packets wrapped in wax-coated paper. “I’ve brought sandwiches if you’d like them. Cucumber or egg?”

“Neither, thank you,” said the gargoyle. “Do you have any spiders?”

Upon learning that Miss Greyson did not, in fact, have spiders, the gargoyle burrowed deeper into his bag, and Hilary wished she could join him there. A true pirate would never eat tiny sandwiches; would Miss Greyson never leave? “Egg, please,” she said at last. Miss Greyson passed her one of the packets and tried to fasten her carpetbag, but the clasps wouldn’t come together.

“Oh dear,” said Miss Greyson. “I always overpack on train journeys. I do so like to be comfortable—and if our train gets delayed, I’ve brought enough supplies to keep us warm and snug in this little compartment for at least a week!” She laughed, and Hilary did her best to join in, but the situation was hardly funny: it appeared that Miss Greyson had no intention of leaving the compartment anytime soon, or perhaps ever again. Outside, along the edge of the tracks, fir trees and wildflowers slipped away into the distance as the train raced toward Miss Pimm’s.

Hilary looked down at the egg sandwich. Then she looked at the gargoyle, who had snuggled down next to her battered copy of Treasure Island. “I’m sorry, Miss Greyson,” she said, tucking the sandwich into her bag, “but I’ve got to leave.”

“Leave?” Miss Greyson’s carpetbag snapped shut. “Whatever do you mean?”

“Just to use the washroom,” said Hilary quickly.

Miss Greyson started to rise from her seat. “Of course. I’ll accompany you.”

“Oh, I’m sure that’s not necessary. I’ll only be gone a few moments.” Hilary stood up and slung the canvas bag over her shoulder. “Besides, I’ll have the gargoyle with me.”

The gargoyle gave Miss Greyson his most charming grin, and she sighed. “He’s hardly a proper chaperone, but very well. You must hurry directly back, though. You are a young lady, not a royal explorer.”

“Please don’t worry, Miss Greyson.” Hilary opened the compartment door, and for a moment she thought she’d caught the faint scent of the sea, though it was quickly overpowered by the scent of egg sandwiches. “If I meet any unscrupulous people, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

IF IT HADN’T been speeding quite so determinedly toward Miss Pimm’s, Hilary thought she would have enjoyed being on the train. She didn’t often get to travel on trains—because they were not boats, her father disapproved of them—and this one was particularly elegant, with velvet carpeting on the floors and gold-painted flourishes on the wall panels. Hilary wouldn’t have been surprised to spot the queen herself in one of the compartments, although all she saw as she walked down the corridor were small knots of gentlemen in dark suits, along with the occasional sticky-faced child pursued at high speeds by a nanny.

“Are we really going to the washroom?” the gargoyle asked from inside the canvas bag. “Are you going to scrub behind my ears?”

Hilary clutched the bag to her chest and smiled at the two gentlemen who were approaching her from the other end of the carriage. “Of course not,” she whispered into the bag once the gentlemen had passed. “We’re escaping! We’ll leave the train at the next stop, wherever that is.” Hilary hadn’t managed to sneak a look at the train timetable stowed away in Miss Greyson’s carpetbag, but she knew the tracks from Queensport to Pemberton followed the curve of the coastline. Wherever they ended up, the sea wouldn’t be too far away, and wherever there was sea, could pirates be far behind?

“Oh,” said the gargoyle. “Well, that’s all right, then. Let me know when we get to the sea.”

Hilary hurried through the train until she felt sure that she was a safe distance from Miss Greyson. She found a comfortable bit of wall to lean against near the carriage door, and she set her bag down on the floor beside her. She was happy to have the gargoyle as a traveling companion, but he did grow awfully heavy after a while.

To pass the time while they waited for the train to stop, Hilary read to the gargoyle from Treasure Island. “‘Though I had lived by the shore all my life,’” she read, “‘I seemed never to have been near the sea till then. The smell of tar and salt was something new. I saw the most wonderful figureheads, that had all been far over the ocean.’” She glanced up to make sure Miss Greyson wasn’t approaching. “‘And I was going to sea myself; to sea in a schooner ... bound for an unknown island, and to seek for buried treasures!’”

The carriage door swung open. Hilary stuffed the book in her bag and pulled the canvas over the gargoyle’s ears as the two gentlemen who had passed her before entered the corridor. They were elegantly dressed, as though they had set out for the opera and accidentally boarded a train instead. Hilary guessed they were members of High Society, though one of the gentlemen—really more of a boy, now that Hilary got a better look at him—kept tripping over his trousers, which covered his feet and a good deal of the floor below. His black hair fell nearly to his collar, and he looked about as comfortable in his suit as Hilary felt in her uniform from Miss Pimm’s.

The other gentleman looked a bit older and didn’t trip nearly as often. He carried a narrow black case under one arm, and he flipped a coin in the air as he walked, catching it again in his gloved hand after every toss. He nodded to Hilary. Then he paused for a moment, and the coin fell to the floor.

“Excuse me,” said the elegant gentleman, “but have we met before?”

Hilary shook her head. Maybe this man had attended a ball at Westfield House—her mother was always planning the next ball or cleaning up from the last one—but Hilary made a point of avoiding her parents’ social events whenever she could. “I’m sorry,” she said, trying desperately to remember the guidelines for discouraging unwanted company in A Young Lady’s Guide to Augustan Society. “I don’t believe I know you.”

“Well, thank goodness we’ve met at last.” The man bowed low to retrieve his coin, tucked it away in his pocket, and stuck out a gloved hand. “It’s a pleasure. The name’s Smith. And this”—he gestured to the boy—“is my ward, Charlie.”

Hilary shook Mr. Smith’s hand as quickly as possible. She tried to shake the boy’s hand, too, but he hung back behind Mr. Smith. “It’s nice to meet you both,” she said.

She hoped that that would be the end of it—that Mr. Smith and his ward would return to their compartment and discuss lawn bowling, or top hats, or whatever it was that elegant gentlemen discussed—but they seemed intent on staying exactly where they were. The boy named Charlie studied Hilary for a moment; then his eyes grew wide, and he elbowed Mr. Smith. “I think she’s a finishing-school girl,” he said. He did not sound at all pleased about it. “Just look at her cardigan.”

Hilary sighed and picked up her bag. If the elegant gentlemen were going to insist on standing in her way, perhaps they could make themselves useful. “Can you tell me where this train stops next? I don’t want to miss my station.”

“Oh, you needn’t worry about that,” said Mr. Smith. “We’re on a direct route, you see. Queensport to Pemberton, with no stops in between. We’ll be in Pemberton soon enough, I expect.”

Hilary stared at him. “But I’ve got to get off the train! I can’t go to Pemberton!” Pemberton meant Miss Pimm’s, and Miss Pimm’s meant bars on the windows, wrought-iron fences, and a whole minefield of governesses. Whatever Miss Pimm’s girls did all day, they certainly didn’t escape.

The corners of Mr. Smith’s mouth twitched into a smile. “As it happens,” he said
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