


Chapter Eight
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Supper on the Standard. Eight bells. Early, but Coxon retired at ten and he would need the hours to prise from his officers their pasts and any futures that differed from his own. He started lightly, over tongue and potatoes greased with a salty gravy the consistency of pitch, making comment on how he wasn’t sure whether to eat it or brush it on the shrouds. Monday a banyan day for the men, no meat; not so for the captain’s table. His company chortled through the gravy. Pease, potatoes and bread for those below. He lulled the table more, caused snorts into their wine, as he described his last steward, Oscar Hodge.

Hodge, pitifully amusing in that he had a disorder of the nerves which caused one or the other of his eyes to be half-closed and always made him appear deep in thought. Coxon never sure, he told them, when Hodge was silent, whether the man was having some grand epiphany or passing wind.

He studied them over his glass as they roared. He had them now.

‘Drink up, gentlemen,’ he said, ‘for I will hold to the rule that officers shall only drink in company. And I will hold you to the tradition that you will be expected to bring your own wine tomorrow.’

‘No strap in our beds, sir?’ This from Doctor James Howe, corpulent and scarlet. Coxon had already surmised that he was not long for the world. Every breath was nearly a gulp, every bite of food scooped and swallowed was barely chewed. The man obviously accepted that indigestion was now the natural state.

‘As I say, Doctor Howe, no drink without company.’ He watched the man drain his glass and reach for the carafe, a belch held back through puffed out cheeks.

‘But no less for that I assure you, Doctor.’ Coxon smiled.

Each man stifled his amusement with napkin or glass, with the doctor the last to laugh and just polite enough not to query what the joke was, and still managing to pass the port to Coxon on his left after pouring for young Thomas Howard at his right.

Coxon’s glass was as full as he intended and he sailed the carafe on to Lieutenant Manvell, who topped up and offered the toast: Monday, so the glasses raised to their ships at sea. The table repeated with a rap to the wood, no glasses clinked for that would cause the death of a sailor, and no standing – for the beams overhead and several dead soldiers of wine might cause unfortunate injuries. Even the sovereign had to deign to permit his captains to sit when saluting his health as per the tradition. Coxon, not privileged to ever have been in a king’s presence, wondered if such a right was ever asserted and voiced this to test what company his table had kept before he came. But this sitting was not wide enough. There was Howe, a sot of a doctor, no doubt only aware of the blue and the black draught that settled most problems or at least stopped men coming back for seconds. Thomas Howard, no dissatisfaction there, but Coxon knew his own weakness for sentiment. Judge him by his actions. He had thought Devlin as loyal as a dog once but carried a star-shaped scar on his forearm from when the pup had bit the hand that fed him.

Sailing-Master Richard Jenkins. Quiet, another one in his fifties creaking towards pension like Howe. God, how will I fight with these men? He looks like his hair is that of a horse stuck on with glue of the same. No captain for the dozen marines, only a sergeant, so no seat for him here.

Manvell then. Feign a giddy openness due to the Oporto you have only sipped. Coxon put down his glass.

‘I should like to know how you entered the service, Mister Manvell.’

Manvell cleared his throat as he dabbed at the corners of his mouth. ‘Well, sir, I must admit it is not the most honourable of appointments.’

‘Explain.’ The humour fallen from Coxon. He sat back with his hands entwined across his waistcoat and stretched his feet beneath the table until they touched Manvell’s. He felt Manvell’s pull away as he hemmed again.

‘My stock is not the greatest, Captain. My father is a Deal publican, but a tremendous man with a sword. I have fenced by his instruction since I was seven. I know not where or why he acquired such a habit and I thought it ordinary for all boys. Fortunately, due to my father’s humble nature, I have not boasted of this aptitude, which I’m sure has led me to be a modest and healthy sort.’

‘No shame in being an honest publican’s son, Mister Manvell. I myself am a parson’s second. Had one pair of trousers until I was twelve and the queen gave me another. Go on. When did your service begin?’

‘I am afraid I am a bit of a late bloomer, sir. Not that I should wish for the Standard to consider me less for it.’

Coxon shook his head and Manvell gave up his journey like a confession.

At eighteen he had fallen into a romance with the Duke of Beaufort’s daughter. This was not to the duke’s pleasure and the prospect of his dearest and his lineage living with a tavern-keeper’s son was beyond the pale.

Coxon winked to all the table: ‘Both, Dove-like, roved forth beyond the pale to planted Myrtle-walk.’

Manvell saluted with his glass and carried on.

He had fortunately relieved the duke of this embarrassment by providing him with another scandal to remove it completely. Foot followed foot and Alice, seventeen, tripped and fell pregnant, which surprised everyone except the birds on the bough who witnessed the act beneath their tree.

At first the duke considered a duel until he considered better the advice given that young Manvell could peel the skin off an apple while it was still in your pocket with any strip of steel you gave him.

So marriage then, and a commission for Manvell so that he might at least have some future.

‘Unfortunately our daughter was not born, sir, but, as is the way, the Lord is apt to plan these things to bring love closer. I am in two families now. The duke has mellowed to me, and I am blessed to say that Alice is expecting again. Although I am considerably nervous on my part as twins do fairly run in the duke’s family. I’m sure I believe we will be successful this time.’

The table was quiet, forks were laid down.

It is difficult to commiserate and congratulate in the same voice even though all men share at least some of the same paths. The only relief is the hope that the path when you meet it will be just that. A path. A short tread through the dark, and not a road.

Coxon kenned Manvell shy of what he had said: the man had come to terms with his loss and now did not want to embarrass others. Coxon locked only two words away for when the time came to measure him.

Manvell had said ‘daughter’ not ‘child’. There was a terrible shared day there. And he had said the name ‘Alice’ to strangers as if they all recalled her. As if anyone could not know her. Coxon had only ever spoken of his first ship in the same voice. He almost felt envy at the tone of it.

‘Then we will make the duke proud of his son-in-law,’ he said. ‘And your father will have your portrait above the hearth of his tavern.’

The bell outside rang once and Coxon glanced at the clock. Eight-and-a-half hours since they had set sail. The Lizard and even Brest at their stern. Lonely water now to the Verdes. Eleven days he planned to Cape Coast Castle, the trade winds at their back. Worthless to consider the pirate before then. But Manvell had not forgotten the noon address.

‘Captain?’

Coxon sniffed himself out of his thoughts. ‘Yes, Mister Manvell?’

‘This pirate, this . . . Devlin, you mentioned, whom we are to chastise. You indicated that you knew him.’

Coxon played his fingers on his full belly. ‘Has Mister Howard not told you of our experiences together?’

Manvell explained that Howard had only come into company the day before and that he was confident that neither of them trucked in gossip.

‘Very well,’ Coxon said. ‘For some years this man was my steward.’ Elaboration on those years was not tasteful to Coxon and his embarrassment well known. But they needed to know about the pirate.

‘I would like to say that he is a drunken, misanthrope idiot. But that would give you the impression that all you will have to do is walk into a tavern and lift his head up from a table.’ He watched them all shift in their seats, study him judiciously. The tradition of Aesop was his duty.

‘What I can tell you will be meaningless against what he may show you. And if you give him the opportunity to “show” you . . . it will be too late.’

Howe scoffed into his glass. ‘You make him terrible, Captain! I’ll wager he doesn’t even wear shoes!’

‘He will be wearing your shoes if you continue to appraise him so, Doctor. Make no mistake, Devlin is intelligent and bold. He has not survived so long by mere luck and nor is he a great warrior. If he were in this room now you would not see a remarkable man,’ he pointed to the door, to the deck. ‘You would see one of them. The men we trust to follow us, who rely on our instruction to bring them home. And I guarantee that a similar discourse is flowing below. Only they will show a little more respect, some of them even awe. And you may live longer if you gain the same.’

Manvell was intrigued.

‘You sound as if you admire him, sir.’

Coxon leant on the arm of his chair, pitched forward so that Manvell could see nothing else but his face and taste the meal on his breath.

‘And so I should. If I did not admire a man who has bested me twice, that would make me a fool who any boot-wipe can lick. And I take pride in the knowledge, gentlemen, that the one time I was not there to break him he triumphed over the royal houses and governments of two countries, sirs!’ Coxon fell back. He had said too much. He looked at his glass. Wine proved always the culprit. Devlin’s grin piercing him was always the spur. He blurted an apology.

‘But I can say no more on that, gentlemen. Forgive me. But, yes, the part of me that knew him would be foolish to not admire.’

Thomas Howard had been conspicuously quiet. He cut his meat silently and sipped his wine as Coxon had spoken. He had seen pirates fight. Seen the boarding axes fly with blood, seen the cannon fire two to their one, and the green veil of smoke that heralded their coming from their cauldrons on deck. He shared a glance with Coxon who now sank in his seat.

Doctor Howe smirked.

‘Admire, sir? You sound positively proud!’

Coxon tapped his glass on the table.

‘And should I not? I taught him everything he knows. Shame and praise me.’

Silence around the table and the sound of music, an agreeable Cheshire voice and a fiddle, from far below, gentle as whale song. Something about lasses and fairs as always. Coxon picked up the decanter with a chime, poured for Howe and himself then passed it on.

‘Shame and praise me. I am the fox and he is the crow.’ He raised his glass to the table. ‘And we are both equally hated.’



Devlin entered the cabin and threw his coat onto a chair; the relief of his men’s acceptance was as heavy as the twill. Dandon watched him from the locker seat, an amber bottle between his legs. He watched him limp to the rope beckets that held back the wine from falling when the deck pitched. Neither of them had sought a light first. Just the liquid. Drinking in the dark and alone was what counted for privacy on a pirate.

Dandon watched him pour a fist’s worth of wine. He knew Devlin had seen him. He would wait to be acknowledged and listened to the wine rush and bubble into the mug.

For four years now Dandon had known Patrick Devlin. They had both been near thirty then – old for pirates at even that age. Devlin had once saved Dandon from a drunken Blackbeard’s rage on Providence island, where Dandon had fancied himself a barber-surgeon. In truth he had joined Devlin’s rag-tag crew for the drink and the joy of it and, besides, he had nothing better to do.

It took little more than that to become an enemy of mankind.

But Dandon, in yellow wide-brimmed hat and justacorps, asides from the scraping off of arms and thighs what did not belong and cauterising that which he could and offering laudanum when he could not, was not fully of the crew.

He took no part in boardings and no share and only asked that someone bring him back any powders, draughts or chest of medicines that might aid them. He was Patrick Devlin’s friend, and counted himself rare to be it. Rare to be anything alive around Devlin for long.

Devlin did not even know Dandon’s real name – one of the ways of the pirate. Sign the articles and be baptised anew. Your name belonged to the old. You were on the account now and born again. The purpose was two-fold: Protect your family and your old crimes, or the past that tied you to a king’s ship and the regular.

Dandon’s name came from ‘Dandelion’, a mockery of his bright yellow coat and hat worn when he had first arrived on Providence and dreamt of operating a saltern and selling gout pills to fat rich men and romancing their soon-to-be widows. He had ended up a pox-doctor in Mrs Haggins’s brothel, and then Devlin had entered his world.

He lived amongst murderers and thieves but being secure in himself he never carried pistol or sword. He had no need. The pirate Devlin was his friend. No-one could keep count how many times one had saved the other.

‘Are we well, Patrick?’ he enquired when the first sup had been sighed away.

‘Aye,’ Devlin said. ‘Well enough. We have a new game.’

Dandon had not seen him since the hours when he had given the men their needed speech. That time was for the planning of a course, the listing of sailcloth and cordage, the counting of hogsheads and sacks and as ever the bottles of brandy, rum and wine to keep the men hot, fit for the Devil. Dandon did not belong when those plans and lists were made; that was for Peter Sam, the quartermaster, and for John Lawson, once the bosun and now sailing master since the death of Bill Vernon. That death had come when the ship had been taken by the great René Duguay Trouin.

But Devlin had taken it back.

All for the taking of a diamond.

They had stolen the first magnificent diamond of the world, the great Pitt diamond, originally stolen from the Regent of France himself, to save a kingdom from the collapse of a company that had valued itself more than all the coin in Europe. There was nothing small in Devlin’s world any more. Once his horizon had been brushing shoes and cleaning plates, steward to John Coxon for four years after Coxon had taken him prisoner from a French ship. He had run to France when the murder of old man Kennedy had made London no place for an Irishman to be found near a corpse. He ran for the second time, as first he had run from Kilkenny to London when his poacher’s shot cracked the wrong tooth and a magistrate swore against him.

But running was not in Devlin’s nature now. That image was all done.

Dandon saw the drain of enough wine for him to question further.

‘What “game” is it now, Patrick?’

‘The old one. All the gold in the world.’

‘How is that now?’

Devlin moved to look out of the small window closest to him. Dusk now, the best time to be on the sea. Anchors soon, the smell of hot stew, the last cries of the petrels and then the stars softening the whole world as if nothing evil ever happened or would again. Until the dawn.

‘I’m going after Levasseur. He took a Porto carrack in April. Loaded to the gunwales with gold from Goa. The pirate Roberts is also after. He knows the island where he may be but not how to get there. He’s been abandoned by his captains. I reckon he needs a friend.’

‘And you feel you can find that which Roberts cannot?’

‘Give me a map, a star and a rule and I’ll show you your mother’s belly.’

Dandon saluted with his bottle.

Before becoming the pirate, Devlin’s master, Captain John Coxon, had taught him the art and intricacies of navigation. Coxon had hoped to help the young man. After all, he had stepped forward from his captured ship of the Marine Royale to speak for his officers in strange Irish vowels under his French tongue. Saved their lives. Gave information that had made Coxon a post-captain.

On finding he could read and write Coxon had given the Irishman study and measure. Perhaps an instructor he could be? Or an hydrographer’s assistant? There would be no officer for the Irishman despite his brains. Coxon and the world were both now paying the price for his teaching of the Irish upstart.

Most of the pirate’s contemporaries were now dead. The Lords of Providence, the Kings of the Caribbean and the Pirate Republic that they dreamt of had been wiped from the earth under King George’s proclamation of Hostis Humani Generis. Enemy of Mankind. Pirates were placed beyond the law as far as fair trial and punishment were concerned. Kill on sight. Devlin was no longer an antagonist.

He was a survivor.

Only Roberts seemed able to douse the fuse lit against them. As underestimated as Devlin, a seaman from a slaver, almost forty, a forgotten man until Howell Davis found him and Roberts turned pirate.

In two years he had taken nigh on four hundred ships. That did not make him a pirate, that did not make him an admiral – that made him Poseidon himself, and the most wanted man on the sea.

‘Though every soul will be looking for the treasure. And for Roberts too,’ Devlin said, to the window more than to Dandon.

‘And us to swim into the middle of it all. As always.’

Devlin cocked his head.

‘I swear Dandon, sometimes I thinks you want to live forever.’

A cry from outside snapped them upright like gunfire.

‘Sail! Deck there!’

They both sped outside and straight into the backs of dozens all straining for a glance. Peter Sam stood to Devlin’s side.

‘There,’ he pointed off the starboard quarter, and Devlin called for a spyglass.

He saw a snow through the glass. The smoky blue lens was dark in the falling light as if it too, and not just Devlin’s eye, were squinting . There, under his gaze, two masts and the jibs. Low in the water.

‘She be fast,’ Devlin said. ‘And three miles from us.’

He passed back the scope to the hand that gave it. ‘Lawson!’ he called for the bosun. ‘Close up on that ship before dark. An hour now, John.’ He climbed the five steps to the quarterdeck, Peter following, Dandon gone back to his bottle. No worth for him outside.

Here be pirates.

Devlin looked to the coast. They were three miles from land, the snow a further three miles away. If you attacked a vessel within five miles of land it was an act of war not piracy and that would not do. He had enemies enough already.

‘She’s ours,’ Devlin said. ‘Stores are low even after taking Cracker’s lot.’ He had a lectern by the helm with a map always out and marked their place now and where an hour would put them at five knots.

‘No more than five, John!’ he called to Lawson. ‘She’s making three. But she’ll raise when she sees us coming.’

‘Aye, Cap’n!’ and Lawson yelled at his mates to move like apes into the rigging. One more square of sail.

‘What you reckon on her?’ Peter Sam asked. No flag, but then ships rarely sailed with colours until they closed for news.

‘A snow. Out here. Too small for Spain. Porto, maybe.’

Devlin pushed Peter Sam to his work.

‘We’ll ask them when we catch them.’





Chapter Eleven
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Olivier Levasseur had captured the Virgin of the Cape, a Portuguese ship full of nobles and priests.

He burned the ship.

She was holed and grounded and he sailed in his caravel, Victory, taken with Taylor months before. He left the ship. He had the Virgin’s treasure. That would do.

The pirate and his crew delighted in using the priests’ backs to shift his new wealth. Porto Catholics fresh from their inquisitions in India. Let the bastards sweat. With Taylor he discussed the dividing of their haul.

John Taylor, English; Levasseur, French. The Portos would understand French and Spanish so they spoke in English as the captives ferried past with their goods.

‘That is how I know, Captain,’ O’Neill declared. ‘The wretch did not suspect that there was an Irishman within his earshot. I know where he is going.’

‘But not how to find it,’ Devlin said.

O’Neill waved his arms over the books.

‘The trinity. Together we will find it. You your treasure, and I my cross.’

‘And why would I do that?’

‘But why would you not?’ O’Neill displayed himself the priest amongst the rogues, gave the glare that shamed.

‘Would you not see some worth for yourself in being an instrument of the Lord? Is your soul so wretched, my son?’

Devlin said nothing. He took up the bottle and moved around the priest out onto the deck and slammed the door behind him.

O’Neill looked at Dandon who did not appear puzzled at all.

Dandon sighed.

‘He will need to contemplate,’ he offered. His words did not remove the confusion from the priest’s face.

‘There are the men to consider. Patrick is not the master of their fates. Every decision must be agreed. He has lost many good men on the whims and motives of others.’

‘So more the need to gain some redemption.’

Dandon closed his eyes and shook his head.

‘You do not understand. His contemplation is not on whether to help you or not. It is on whether to cut from you what you know. Or – and this the more probable – how to convince the crew to not do so.’

O’Neill paled for the first time since he had come into the company of pirates.


Devlin took himself to the gunwale, his bottle hanging over the sea as he leant over to study the black water below. A few men were smoking above, lost in their own memories, and the ship was slumbering at anchor for the night.

A song arose from under his feet but not a great chorus, just one or two with a fiddle and a shared voice, a spoon rapping against a stool; ‘Jack Hall’ the song, a variation of the Kidd ballad that the pirates often sang.

‘And my neck will pay for all,’ they sang, and Devlin spat to the sea.

‘When I die, when I die.’

‘When I die!’ Devlin drank and laughed into the bottle.

But he pondered as he played the bottle against the wood in time to the song.

If the priest knew the name of the island they could forego having to find Roberts. Go straight for the gold and the ridiculous cross. That would save time. And time was of the moment; the money all of the moment, for the world was poor.

The South Sea collapse had been bad for all. Devlin recalled himself throwing the diamond up and over the heads of Walpole and the Prince of Wales, no less.

It had felt good then but now the trade on the waters had slowed, the ship’s holds were thin, and him with a hundred men to feed, the purse lower every month and a pirate captain’s tenure only as happy as the bellies he filled.

Their gold was low, their silver already broken into pieces of eight. The years of fat were dwindling down to a scraggy stew.

He had thought the coin would last but avarice surprises even the richest of men, but the thief and the viscount were both only a bad month or two away from the compter.

He had met dozens of vagrant pirate captains who had once been gods. He had never seen himself as toothless and tobacco-stained like them, begging rum for their tales of past glories.

He weighed one hand with the other, not seeing it as palms closing for prayer, and he did not hear Peter Sam come to his side.

‘What ails, Captain?’ The rough quartermaster stood with his hands tucked into his broad belt, a pipe drooping from his mouth.

‘Nothing,’ Devlin said. ‘The priest has surprised that’s all. How go the rest of them?’

Peter Sam breathed in the night air.

‘They ate. They don’t speak English but it’ll be good to have some holy luck on the ship for a while. The men are pleased about it anyways. The parsons seem mighty calm for captured men.’

Devlin offered his bottle without a word and Peter Sam swigged short for its liquid was in the last quarter. You can’t drain a man’s last.

‘We’re almost broke, Peter,’ Devlin said, taking back the wine. ‘Every ship we come across is thinner than water.’

‘But we’re after The Buzzard’s gold. That’ll do. The ship talks of nothing else.’

‘Aye. But I feel like a gambler on his last coin. Going broke for the toss.’ He drank until he choked and went on.

‘It’s desperate. A myth. Chasing a fortune. We could be starving by the end of it. Never find a thing.’

Peter Sam had never heard his captain talk so. He was older than Devlin but they had both seen the end of the Spanish war. The boy was no pup.

Peter Sam had killed more, had seen more, and learnt to judge his day by what he had drunk and ate, by full belly and bleary eye













































































Chapter Eighteen
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Extract from the journal of Renaud Rennefort, first governor of Bourbon, 1665.



The Isle is situated between twenty-one and twenty-two degrees of south latitude; is of a round figure and sixty leagues in circumference. The sick who were landed there recovered in a very short time from the purity of the air and the excellence of its refreshments.

The turtle doves, the wood pigeons and parroquets, were so far from being alarmed at the sight of man that they flew about him as to suffer to be taken without any exertion. Cattle and goats were seen in great numbers. Hogs also were in great plenty, and fed on the land turtles, which were seen crawling about in every quarter. The sea turtles visited the shore during the evening and were easily taken.

The land animals were inexhaustible, as well as the fish which were found in pools or inhabited the beautiful rivers that flowed through the island. Almost all the trees wept benzoin and other precious gums. The soil is so rich as to be made capable of producing two harvests in the year, and the water, which is excellent, does not nourish any venomous and mischievous animal. Ambergris, coral and the most beautiful shells in the world are found upon the coast.

One half of this island was formerly consumed by fire which has left very dreadful proofs of its violence. The anchorage is not good off any part of the island, nor are hurricanes infrequent. When they arise, trees are torn up by their roots, houses are blown away, and, if the ships are not driven on shore, they are sunk by its fury.



It cannot be seen from Madagascar and in truth it was part of the Mascarenhas Archipelago, as, of course, discovered by the Portuguese and a sister to the Île de France; but to Christopher Manvell it seemed conceivable that the island’s peaks could be seen from India.

Bourbon. Named after the royal house. For one year it had not held a French governor and although the pirates had enjoyed a peaceful relationship with the old one the absence of any law suited better.

Manvell stood at the fo’c’sle as the bowsprit bobbed up and down over the green mountains that stretched out of the sea. Cloud shrouded the whole of the island, the wet heat already in the air over the ship and the rise of smoke from her volcanoes created an emblem of places imagined only by sailors – a remnant of the earth before time. A place to be avoided. All the promise of new worlds, all the dangers of the savage tropics. Every sight reminded them how far they had come, how foreign they were. Even the sea was different. Yet the sound of the ship ploughing through it remained reassuringly the same, and the sight of the brigs and sloops curving around the coast was the same, if less reassuring.

The pirates, Manvell thought. Wherever God has thought an island in this ocean there be pirates and crows.

They advanced on St Denis, the main town, from the north, the wind to larboard. There was no port, nor any port on the island. The other three French settlements, St Paul, St Mary and St Susanna lay also in the island’s north. The mountains and volcanoes kept the south secret. If there were towns there the French were not interested. If the French were to make the island a success it would be the north shores that the ships would divert to.

No port, just beach and shore, so the Standard anchored near a league distant amongst the dozens of others whose crews rubbed their chins and counted the bodies in the rigging and measured the worth of the twin gundecks. A naval ship, a bold captain flying his Union Jack from the ensign and mainmast. A visitor only.

He had better be.

Coxon, Manvell, Kennedy and two marines were quickly to the shore, Kennedy blabbing all the way. The names that he knew. The faces best not met. 

‘Captain England, naturally. He always favoured these waters. Sorely miss Captain England, I do. Davis and I never agreed on him, and Roberts never agreed on anybody!’ He laughed, alone, then sheepishly turned his face to the beach.

Coxon called from his seat afore the coxswain.

‘What is the best place to pay a visit, Walter?’

Manvell cut across the pirate’s answer.

‘Would we not introduce ourselves to the governor first, Captain?’

‘There is no governor at present,’ Coxon said. ‘We’re on our own, Manvell. No office to protect us.’

Another chip at Manvell’s valour. His concern for propriety had come across as hiding behind duty or perhaps Coxon pricked at him for other purpose. The captain did not strike Manvell as the bullish or petty type. Another purpose then; just not perceptible. Manvell thought of questioning direct, imagined it in his head. Demanding. Accusing.

He looked at Coxon’s old silk coat; green across the shoulders and in the creases where the black had faded. Cuffs, wax-stained and balding. The thick black belt cracked and limp. The aged grey shirt and steinkerk, the hat bleached with salt.

He passed down at his own suit, a suit befitting the son-in-law of the Duke of Beaufort. Aye, Coxon had another purpose. He did not see the Kent publican’s son. He saw the clothes and manners and privilege of marriage and commission. The burden to prove worthy to stand on Coxon’s quarterdeck was not weighed in ink or patronage. Manvell settled to watching them break to the shore, the oars brought up, Kennedy giggling again as he leapt from the boat to heave her in with the marines.

Manvell stood with the spume bubbling over his shoe buckles. Dark volcanic sand, the beach surrounded by vibrant cliffs, their majesty hundreds of feet straight up in the air and so resplendent they might have risen only yesterday. Palm trees seemed to shoo them back with their fronds, and in the distance, wild mountains pierced the clouds. Just green. Just never-ending green rolling on and on. Except at the ground. Except at head height. Black rocks, ash, the gritty sand underfoot; a paradise not quite finished.

‘The town is up aways,’ Kennedy waved them to him as merry as if he were at a horsefair. The sailors dragged themselves out of the sea.

‘Manvell,’ Coxon said. ‘This could get lively.’ He looked down at the sword on Manvell’s hip.

‘Can you use that against anyone other than your father, or did he teach you with a wooden one?’ He did not wait for a reply and sharpened his pace away from Manvell and the marines who had heard their captain’s disdain for his lieutenant.



A winding jungle path, a dust track and the squawks and whistles of the birds colourfully stark against the green like shards of stained glass. Kennedy was the only one suitably attired, shoeless and coat free. The others drowned in sweat but it was necessary to show superiority. No uniform for the officers, but the cloth of a gentleman and the chink of weapons and coin might be worth more than a scarfed head and slops.

‘It is like Providence again,’ Coxon said to Manvell as they came onto the edge of town. ‘For all their talk of freedom pirates always strive for the same wherever they go. Not one has tried to improve the world.’

They strolled through the dirt and grass that made up the thoroughfare. Stucco buildings, some three stories high, built purposely as if to create and let fester dark alleyways. Blanket awnings at every wall covered baskets of fish and fruit where homes had become stores.

A rush of people, no-one paying them any mind, a sadness on the faces Manvell thought, the women especially. Naked children in doorways stared at their passing, their eyes questioning and their smutty chins wet with juice.

The pace went slower as the road climbed, always the way in any Catholic place. All roads led up towards the church, and dutifully Kennedy beckoned them away to a slope between two plastered walls that came out on a canal path. Manvell saw a watermill on the side of a house, a wooden bridge. The French were trying to work here. But above them the mountains. You can’t break mountains. Their smallest chagrin will crush your civilisation. A shrug and your mills and workshops are gone, washed away like an ant’s nest.

Another quarter, more timber and plaster dwellings, almost to scale like an artist’s maquette of a town, a village for dwarves. Manvell sure now that he could never make it back to the shore alone, lost as he was.

A square of buildings appeared, a small stream running through it, red and muddy. Kennedy pointed to a two-level building, the largest they had seen.

Coxon approved.

‘Such grandeur would be the tavern,’ he said. He posted the marines where they stood and he and Manvell walked on.

Manvell could hear music now and women’s drunken screeching.

‘What is our course here, Captain?’

Coxon did not hesitate.

‘Kennedy will see if there is anyone worth speaking to. We’ll throw some coin about. An anker of brandy for information on Devlin’s whereabouts.’

‘Or Roberts?’

‘Either will suffice.’

‘What if Devlin is in there?’

‘He’s not,’ he said, and nothing more.

The door was flimsy and crashed open but the room was used to it and few heads turned. Manvell had not spent much time in taverns. His father’s inn was a country coach house. Food, beds, travellers. Coxon’s confidence in striding amongst the tables and benches hinted that he had seen such debauchery before.

The stench of roasting fat, the boucan kitchen, tobacco and stale beer mixed the colour and taste of the hanging air and Manvell coughed, put back the door and put out the day. The shutters were closed, the room vague by lamplight and candles. Coxon and Kennedy already stood at a crowded table. Manvell weaved through the raucousness and kept to Coxon’s back.

Kennedy whispered into ears, slapped backs and cocked his thumb to Coxon who stared down all the eyes studying him without a word.

Kennedy had deftly become separate from them. In seconds he was no longer Coxon’s prisoner. Manvell was unsure exactly what he was, but sure that word of the naval men was spreading around the room and surer that Coxon would have to do something to stop their mission ending here and now.

Coxon had read his mind.

‘Two jugs here!’ he grabbed the arm of a Creole girl with a jug on her hip. ‘The best you have. And a hen and wine as soon as you can for this table.’ He put a guinea in her palm, making sure that the table saw the gold.

He pulled a stool, flapped aside his coat to sit, revealed his sword and pistol.

‘Is there not a local drink of some sort of mead? Would you fellows prefer?’ There was no preference given, a couple of salutes was all, and Coxon shuffled his stool closer to the table and did not waste time.

‘I’m looking for word on the pirate Devlin. Any word.’ The table shared lowered looks.

‘I don’t expect it without cost. I reward information. With brandy and gold. And I’m not saying that any of you gentlemen know anything. Just pass the word that I’m paying for any word on Devlin. Any word that I don’t already know.’

‘And what do you know?’ A young face, too young to be halfway across the world.

The rum came – came with a lascivious look and one mug for Coxon. The others filled their blackjacks and listened hard over the row all around them.

‘I know that Taylor and Levasseur took the Virgin of the Cape in April off these shores. Taylor has gone to Panama, Levasseur is in these waters. Roberts and Devlin are seeking Levasseur, hunting his treasure. I’m after Devlin.’ He took a drink. ‘For nothing more than that we have scores to settle. I hold no interest in any other man of fortune.’

The oldest of them, the blackest of them, with hands and face as gnarled as bark sucked at his rum through a bamboo straw.

‘And what does Cap’n Kennedy have to say of this? Him of Cap’n Roberts’s lot. Helping the king?’

Kennedy put his hand on Coxon’s shoulder.

‘The good Captain Coxon here comes and gets me out of a hanging to have my revenge.’

‘What revenge?’ Another voice.

‘Against Devlin,’ he borrowed Coxon’s mug for a drag as Coxon shifted from under Kennedy’s hand.

‘That dog killed my old man back in London. Lived together so we did. Like brothers we were. My father his father. And kill him so he did, in his gratitude. That’s revenge to me.’

Coxon’s lips thinned at the exaggeration and doubted the table took in any of it. It was possible that Devlin could have done the deed. Kennedy and he had lived together. Every dog is capable of biting. But a man knows his own dog.

‘I freed Walter from the noose,’ he said. ‘I have that power. I’m after a murderer not a pirate.’

The older one sat back.

‘Ain’t no pirates here anyways that I know of, Cap’n.’

‘Nor I,’ said another.

A finger pointed out from the edge of their conclave to the tailored Manvell.

‘And who’s this ponce keeping an eye?’

The finger belonged to a fellow in waistcoat over bare flesh, a skeleton of a man, impossible to judge the age of him but not his humour.

It was a long pause before Manvell noticed he had been brought into play. Coxon raised his hand.

‘He’s with me,’ he said. ‘My man.’

‘He has a disapproving stance about.’ The pirate whistled at Manvell. ‘Too good to sit with us, lad?’

‘Me, sir?’ Manvell squeaked. ‘Not at all. No, sir. There is no room to take a seat. That’s the only ounce of it.’

The young one threw his bait.

‘He looks like he’d enjoy sitting on your lap, Samuel!’

Samuel’s teeth showed.

‘Would that be right, lad? Would you be wanting to take a rest on my lap, is it?’

Coxon rapped the table.

‘My business, gentlemen?’ The hen and wine slapped down in front of him. ‘Eat. And see if you can remember something I can use.’

‘Your business can wait, Cap’n,’ the pirate winked and began to rise.

Coxon watched the amusement grow around his company. This was tavern sport. It went ever only two ways. It would be up to Manvell to decide which and then it would be Coxon’s turn to be tested. He expected something like this. He moved his wrist to rest on the pistol in his belt, assured that the rest of them saw.

Manvell stepped back as the pirate drew a dagger slow, and a cutlass slower.

‘You think my arse for quim, lad? Sodomy your curse?’

None of what he heard made sense to Manvell – he was unsure even if he was hearing English – but there was steel. That he understood, and his captain still sitting.

‘I beg your pardon?’ he said, convinced that the music of lute and fife had addled his senses.

The pirate came on.

‘You having any of it?’

Manvell was not familiar with the appropriate response. He imagined this was how children experienced torment when outnumbered and cornered in London’s streets by bullies for a handful of marbles. There was no rationale to any of it.

‘Captain?’ he said.

Coxon half-turned.

‘Well, Manvell?’ he said. ‘Are you having any of it?’

Manvell set his mouth, ignored the grinning Kennedy and his complicit captain. He turned on his heel, the door directly in front of him, the bright day beyond cutting through its frame. He marched towards it.

The pirate exploded with laughter and the room followed, as even those who had not seen the altercation saw a smart back walking away from a brother’s pitted cutlass and guessed what had transpired.

Coxon made a white fist beneath the table. He took some rum to cover his disgust as the table and Kennedy roared and even the musicians lost their detachment.

Coxon, above all the jeers, could hear the door open and close – a coffin lid slammed.

The pirate put back his cutlass, stabbed a breast of the hen with his dagger.

‘Fine men you have there, Cap’n!’ He slipped the greasy white flesh into his mouth as he sat. ‘What Roberts will make of them will be a horror!’

The door opened again. The bows slid off the fiddles with a whine and the room stilled in mid-pour, and suddenly the only sound was the urgency of the rats inside the walls.

Manvell stood in the doorway, sans hat and coat, his hand on the door.

‘Perhaps I am misunderstood?’ His voice thrown across the room to hit one face.

‘In my association a gentleman settles his reputation outside, sir.’ He put out his hand and beckoned.

‘I will of course accept an apology if you wish to reconsider.’

Coxon did not turn but raised his mug to his lips again. His smile remained hidden as the pirate cursed and pushed himself up from the table.



Dandon pulled on his boots, then leant back for several breaths to let the blood drain from his head. He sat on a fragile cot in the white rooms of the cathedral of Bourbon. He scratched his face where his short beard had once been. He had removed it months ago but still mused by working on a beard that was not there.

It had taken two days to sleep well, the ship still swimming in his head, but now it was if he had never left bed and land. He woke late every morning, and at night found the chirrup of the insects comforting despite the lack of drink from the priests, which made him question their vocation.

Dandon’s days had been dry. He had little rattling coin to slake a thirst which was also his hunger. He had lived with Patrick Devlin for four years and summed up that living as corks thrown to the sea and hens picked clean. Maybe he had lived beneficially on his friend and it seemed just so now that his own purse came short.

He stood and looked in the mirror over his basin. It had been one year to the next since he had looked in a mirror and he combed his hair with his fingernails and questioned why his beard had not grown back.

‘’Tis the drink,’ he declared aloud, and examined his gold teeth in the smoky glass and picked the unleavened bread out of their corners.

‘And it is not the drink,’ he said and put his wide hat on and brushed down his eyebrows. He looked at his purse by his pillow. No need to weigh it any more than he had done for the last week. Not enough for a bottle, but why not just a coin or two for some relief? Four or five Dutch tin won’t buy a house or a week’s food so why not let it serve some purpose every day?

He heard footsteps coming down the long stone corridor and sighed.

The priests. The damned priests.

Five days Devlin had left him here with O’Neill’s Porto brethren and the Santa Rosa. Five days of cornmeal and honey-wine.

Devlin had abandoned him it seemed, and when he thought deeper on it there were many ‘occasions’ when Dandon had not been present at the culmination of Devlin’s plans. No matter. If Devlin felt him too inclined to drink, too useless for conflict, disliked his notion to go unarmed, so be it. Maybe the one had outgrown the other. Dandon would only add that to the list of things to drink to and for.

The footsteps towards his door were running now and Dandon steadied himself for the blast that was about to burst into his room. The door flew. A priest skidded in, his breath rasping.

‘What is it?’ Dandon said. ‘The captain has returned?’

‘Señor . . .’ he waved Dandon to follow. ‘A fight . . . there is a fight at the inn about to begin!’

Dandon crossed the room unimpressed.

‘Is there not a fight every hour?’

‘There are English there. And soldiers too.’

‘. . . Soldiers?’

‘Redcoats. And smart men with smart clothes.’ He sped ahead. ‘Come. Hurry, señor.’

Dandon followed. Redcoats? And smart, orderly clothes on Bourbon? That meant naval men and none of it could be to the good.

Dandon straightened his coat and plucked his shirt-cuffs to his knuckles, confident now that this was why Devlin had left an unarmed, drunken loblolly boy behind. Dandon went always unarmed save for his head and his tongue. Dandon was trusted to do the wisest thing. Trusted. Aye, that was it. Trusted. Not left behind at all. And that would do until the end of days.



Dandon looked through the shoulders of the crowd at the scene. A young man stood in shirt and waistcoat. A rapier-point to the ground, right foot behind, left arm across the small of his back and his left side angled to the figure opposite. The other hunched, cutlass flinching, dagger loose in his second fist. They were given a wide circle. Empty mugs held wagers, full mugs pointed and laughed at the prim statue of the gentleman.

‘That is not one of my companions,’ Dandon informed the priest. ‘Do we all look alike to you?’

The priest pulled Dandon’s sleeve and stabbed a finger to the two marines and the pirate’s opponent.

‘See!’ he whispered. ‘Englishmen! They come for Devlin!’

Dandon studied the young man with the rapier and the marines leaning on their muskets holding the young man’s coat and hat.

‘Not necessarily, Father. Even priests can’t be that unlucky.’

Just two marines. No fear in two marines. A ship come for victualling, nothing more.

The pirates jeered both duellists, their fight slow to start and mugs already empty and the sun too hot. Manvell cleared his throat.

‘First blood?’ he offered, loud enough for the crowd to hear. ‘That will satisfy me.’

‘Aye,’ agreed the pirate. ‘But you won’t mind if I slice something.’ The pirate squinted with the sun over Manvell’s shoulders, and then snarled his way into Manvell’s reach.

Coxon came out from the door shielding his brow from the sudden whiteness of the square and beheld the cockpit before him.

No longer did Manvell seem to be the gangly, clumsy lieutenant who dropped instruments and apologised for his slipping shoes. For a moment Coxon could see the fortitude that had suffered a dead child. The constancy in him was about to be exampled and the anger discharged through his debole.

Manvell, motionless, recalled his Capoferro:



If you have an encounter with a bestial man, that is, one without measure and tempo, who throws many blows at you with great impetus, there are two things that you can do: first, adopting the play of mezzo tempo, you will strike him during his throwing of a thrust or a cut, alternately allow him to go into empty space, evading backwards with your body, then immediately give him a thrust in the face or chest.



But there would have to be subtlety here. Only a scene not a final act, so perhaps Liancour for a touch.

Capoferro and Liancour: the treatises his father made him read after every failed prima stretta, and which Manvell then borrowed to memorise when his father was not looking. As a boy he had never questioned why a Deal publican had insisted on such a practice for his son. He thought it natural for all children. Manvell was pale and thin, not tall or impressive in any aspect. As a boy he had cut a feminine and sickly shape. But he feared nothing and had never lost a fight in his life. He bumped into every door and tripped on every stair. But with a blade placed in his hand he could only be merciful. The dead would pile up else. A Deal publican had wanted his beloved son to survive.

He turned his breast to the pirate, opened his sword arm. The pirate grunted and lunged at his offered prize.

Manvell appeared to do nothing, yet the pirate’s cutlass became trapped under Manvell’s left arm and his wrist wrapped around the pirate’s as if it had always been.

Cutlass and man in a vice. The surprised face Manvell’s reward.

He moved then.

His rapier dashed and sliced across the pirate’s dagger and severed the webbed flesh between thumb and palm which opened to drop the blade. The pirate gaped at his treacherous hand.

Then the rapier up, across and behind the cutlass’s guard before the dagger hit the ground, and he had dragged and disengaged the cutlass from the other hand.

Manvell swept back, the cutlass now his. He held both weapons high. Became the statue again.

The crowd’s cheers for their brother still rolled, the action too fast for drunken eyes to catch.

Then the lull as their brother stood naked of any blade and bled, and the gentleman somehow had two pieces of steel. ‘First blood,’ Manvell said.

The pirate looked to his hand, to the statue, to his dropped dagger and lost cutlass. He clutched his hand and shuffled to the shelter of the crowd where laughing hands pushed him away.

Manvell stuck the cutlass into the dirt and bowed to his combatant and the crowd. Whores applauded, pirates belly-laughed and John Coxon reappraised his lieutenant.

This was good work, he thought. Manvell had shown his honour and ability in a manner that suited the pirates’ temperaments and virtues. No real harm done. The pirate’s wound? A paper-cut in his trade and he would be mocked if he complained otherwise. Manvell had done well. The tavern would listen to them now. He nodded to Manvell across the shoulders of the gathering and Manvell returned the nod and scraped back his sword.

The crowd began to filter back to the tavern, an equal number set around Manvell and the embarrassed pirate, congratulating one, building up the other. Coxon began to turn back with them. He sought the heads that had been around the table and wherever Kennedy had got to.

He stalled at a flash of yellow.

Across the square a dandy was fanning himself with his wide hat and flashing his gold capped teeth as he bent to a priest’s ear. The years melted away from John Coxon’s life.

Dandon, he thought. Dandon from The Island. The pox-doctor that gamed to be French.

Devlin’s man.

His hand went to his pistol, slowly, as if the angels were watching him and might shriek a warning.



‘That was most impressive,’ Dandon put back his hat. ‘But has little to do with me I’m sure.’

‘Not your man?’ the priest asked.

‘No,’ Dandon said. ‘But at least I am come to where I can partake.’

The priest still held onto a portion of Dandon’s cloth and plucked his attention.

‘But the redcoats? We are in trouble, no?’

Dandon stiffened as the unmistakeable jolt of a pistol in his back reminded him of his wound from last year; a good square of flesh carved out by one Albany Holmes, its inflicter dead now but still it woke him every morning.

The voice that came with the pistol he had thought forgotten.

‘Dandon is it not?’ it said, and the pistol jabbed. ‘Don’t move.’

‘I am unarmed Captain . . . Coxon?’ Dandon raised open palms in supplication.

‘You were unarmed when you took my ship, pirate.’

He grabbed Dandon’s collar and jerked it to his face.

‘Your priest friend can come with. We have years to catch up on and I’m sure he would like to hear your confession!’





Author’s Note

[image: ]

The story of Olivier Levasseur is one of the greatest tales of pirate lore. It is also probably one of the most fictitious.

For those who don’t know the legend (I mean the one after this story) the myth is that at his execution Levasseur rips from around his neck a small metal tube and yells to the crowd something along the lines of: ‘My treasure! To those who can find it!’ at which point he tosses the capsule into the baying horde.

Inside is a cryptogram, a code of Enigma style proportions which has baffled treasure hunters ever since.

And it’s all nonsense.

Well, mostly nonsense.

In between writing the other books in this series I was constantly researching this one as I always wanted to tell it, and others actually asked me if was I planning to do so because it is a pirate fan favourite, so in many ways it has been the book I have spent the most time on and the more research I did the less satisfied I became on any of the ‘truths’ attached to Levasseur.

The Portuguese treasure ship was real but if we start from Charles Johnson’s account(1) the pirates are Taylor, Condent, England and La Bouche. I reduced it just to Taylor and Levasseur for simplicity. In Johnson’s work a letter from a Captain Mackra names a pirate called Oliver(sic) de La Bouche and Johnson only refers to the pirate as La Bouche throughout. Also the story has different accounts from different sources but we will stick to Johnson’s for ease of understanding.

Johnson makes no mention of a pirate called Olivier Levasseur and it seems supposition to presume that the pirate that Johnson calls Oliver La Bouche is Olivier Levasseur. More confusion is that if we take for fact that Olivier Levasseur is nicknamed ‘The Buzzard’ or ‘The Hawk’ and is referred to elsewhere (outside of Johnson) as such why does Johnson not mention this fabulous nickname? This could be because Johnson’s work concentrates on British and colonial pirates but the supposition that Johnson’s La Bouche is Levasseur is probably Johnson’s atypical error in mistaking La Buse as La Bouche, or they are two entirely different pirates; especially as in his introduction Johnson says that La Bouche was eventually ‘castaway’ when at the time of Johnson’s writing La Buse would have been happily retired.

The largest French account of the story lists the the same pirates except that they name Captain England ‘La Buze(sic)’ and make no word on a French pirate at all, and another French account only mentions a French ‘Corsair’ and no others. Yet when Olivier Levasseur is executed almost ten years later he is called Olivier Levasseur ‘La Buze(sic)’. All very confusing.

Johnson mentions that the ship contained three to four million in diamonds as the most significant treasure and no mention of a huge gold cross encrusted with jewels.

And there’s the rub.

The Flaming Cross of Goa may be purely apocryphal; certainly there doesn’t seem to be any reference to it outside the legend or outside the 20th century and unfortunately most Portuguese records of the period were destroyed in the devastating Lisbon earthquake of 1755. Flaming crosses do exist and certainly a great deal of treasure would have left India for Portugal but obviously as the treasure has never been found it is all just legend and perhaps better for it. I am happy to take the legend of the cross and place it in the story as I felt that the cross had a certain metaphorical use in Devlin’s fourth tale.

The Levasseur that I use is as accurate as I found it to be but it is his connection with the treasure for which he is famous that I wish to elaborate on.

Firstly we have to imagine the circumstances for French pirates at the time of the story. Like their British counterparts the French forbans were offered amnesty if they turned themselves in and were allowed to ‘buy’ their way into comfortable positions and even settle down with land and homes, if they were – ahem – able to afford it. But added to this was the fact that the great René Duguay Trouin was sent out to the Indian Ocean to hunt them down. That was certainly a more persuasive argument and French piracy on the African and Indian seas all but disappeared. Levasseur certainly seems to have taken this opportunity to retire and is known to have been the captain of a pilot for merchants entering the ports of Madagascar. The mystery is that although Levasseur would have bought his amnesty to become French once again he doesn’t appear to have done so with millions of pounds worth of gold and jewels, but then again why would he? Pirate remember.

And so we come to Levasseur’s buried treasure and the tantalising cryptogram thrown to the crowd. If you don’t know the story look it up, I’m just going to settle a few myths on it.

Throwing his secret into the crowd at his hanging.

An Olivier Levasseur was executed as a pirate on July 17th (not the 7th as is often reported) 1730 on Reunion (Bourbon) island. The letters of the governor at the time record this but there is no account of such dramatic an event as the prisoner declaring his treasure for those who are smart enough to find it and flinging a code to the crowd.* I think that would have deserved a couple of words. Any mention otherwise outside the records of Governor Pierre Benoit Dumas is just as apocryphal as the gold cross and again purely seems to exist in the early 20th century.

What is the most confusing thing about Levasseur is the vast amount of non-information about him. Even his grave which many people cite as evidence is a fiction. The cemetery in St Paul, Reunion, was not created until 1788. Only the swinging sign next to the grave attributes it to Olivier Levasseur, La Buse, and since when did authorities bury pirates? The tradition on the islands was to dispose of them at sea. This grave has the trappings of a tourist creation (especially as you are encouraged to put coins on it for luck). There is a pirate cemetery, on St Marie, but this is for those that died naturally and were buried by their own kind.

Putting on my detective hat for a moment I (and others) conclude two circumstantial possibilities. The cryptogram that appeared in the 20th century is either a hoax, as it is not mentioned by the governor who hanged Levasseur or any eyewitness account or it is a confusion with a genuine series of cryptograms by a French naval officer, and bit of a pirate himself, called Bernadin Nageon de L’Estang.

L’Estang died forty-five years after Levasseur, on Mauritius (Île de France) and left in his will to his two nephews and his brother several cryptograms indicating caves where he had buried (or had known to be buried) treasure from English and Spanish ships, scattered throughout the islands.**

L’Estang’s story is mostly forgotten as it doesn’t have the glamour of the pirate attached to it and at least two of the treasures, mostly consisting of goblets and coins have been found.*** Nothing is as romantic as undiscovered treasure from a pirate treasure map so Levasseur’s story rings louder. I find that having two stories involving codes and treasure within fifty years of each other too much of a coincidence and perhaps the two stories have converged with the distinct plausibility that the cryptogram supposedly attributed to Levasseur is actually one of L’Estang’s.

Either way there would certainly be a case to suggest that somewhere in the Seychelles or the islands of Madagascar there is a considerable pirate treasure waiting to be found, and waiting for nearly three hundred years. Certainly there have been, and still are, several treasure hunters who are convinced that there is, as are the Seychelles’ governments themselves. The islands have a Treasure Act due to the enormous pirate activity in their history. This act states that any treasure found is subject to a fifty-percent levy unless the period of three hundred years has passed since its ‘burial’. I believe that the hunters out there now know where the treasure is (you might be able to piece the most likely location together yourself from some of the clues I have put in the book) and they are just waiting for the period to pass. That happens in 2021. Wait and see.

It is a modern cynicism that people scoff that pirates even buried treasure despite the fact that two of the most infamous pirates, Kidd and Blackbeard both claimed to have done so. They believe it belongs to Treasure Island and Hollywood, yet they seem willing to accept that after the Romans left Britain many people buried their gold and silver in fear of being robbed without Roman rule as we read from time to time when it’s dug up by some boy with a trowel and a magnet. I have a standard argument for this pirate scoffing:

‘Do you carry all your money around with you?’

‘No.’

‘Where do you keep it?’

‘In a bank.’

‘And if you couldn’t keep it in a bank? Would you carry it in your car? What if you had an accident? Would you keep it in your house? What if you didn’t have a house?’ (You see where I’m going with this.) By the end of the questioning I have them in the garden with a spade and a torch.

The irony is that it is the very real treasure of the islands themselves that might mean that the haul of Levasseur and many pirates will never be found. Almost every desolate area where pirates might have buried their booty in the islands is now protected by worldwide treaty and I don’t mean protected by signs I mean by full-on machine-gun-armed sea and air patrols. The only Shell in the Seychelles is the . . . er . . . shells, and for the sake of all our children we should make sure it stays so. The survival of the Earth will depend on her undamaged lungs. But please, if this is your first hearing of Olivier Levasseur, Oliver La Bouche, La Buse, La Buze, or the other half-dozen assortment of names attached to the man, check out the story for yourself and if it doesn’t stir something of the child in you and make you consider, just for a moment, of jacking it all in and buying a shovel and a connecting flight then you should check your pulse.



The pirate Walter Kennedy finally makes an appearance in this book, although he is hinted at in all the other books. A highly unpleasant character, even for a pirate, and I have changed history in order for him to have an equally unpleasant end, but I hope someone will appreciate that I did plot and time this adventure so that when Coxon reveals that he has arranged for someone else to be hung in his place it was on the actual date. Thank you. I do find a certain sadness in his final fate and something that often sums up the very heart of being a pirate. A young man who had seen half the world and had participated in the sacking of forts and towns from one side of the ocean to the other and sailed with some of the greatest pirates of the age ends up being hanged a few streets from where he was raised.

And so to Devlin. Over the course of the books I hope you have noticed that Patrick Devlin has been getting darker. He’s still the same crow and even if crows don’t moult, this one has, and his rougher plume is growing out. What becomes of that is down to him and, hopefully, his loyal partners. But we’re moving into 1722 now and I’ve made mention of the Great Pirate Roberts (we don’t say Black Bart in the 1700s) so that might indicate where we are going.

I’ve killed John Coxon and I hope that is one of the marks of a Devlin tale. When you open it you’re never sure who’ll still be alive when you close it. But I’ll promise you this:



‘Them that die’ll be the lucky ones.’



(1) ‘A General History of the Robberies & Murders of the Most Notorious Pirates’ 1724.

*There are also issues that condemned men would usually have their hands tied (though not necessarily behind their backs) and in the islands it was customary to do so with a 2lb weight tied around the wrists. Not easy to pull off a necklace and throw something into the crowd, but, granted, not impossible.

**It is also possible of course that L’Estang got hold of Levasseur’s cryptogram thus further clouding the issue.

***Not all treasure found gets declared. Almost every noble or well-to-do family in the islands has a rumour about how they got their money and there are a few stories of ambassadors and governors suddenly quitting their posts and returning to their countries with suspiciously good fortunes.





Mark Keating, November 2012.
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