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A Tricky Situation

By Ellie Thomas


Chapter 1

Bristol, 1785

Kit ran for his life. He cursed how his
smart, buckled shoes clattered noisily over the slimy cobbles of
Back Street, close to the harbour. In his frantic escape from a
hellish fate, even the sound of his laboured breath and the
pounding of his heart might be heard by his pursuers.

Having evaded their evil grasp and raced
away, he could not keep up his headlong pace and fearfully looked
around for a hiding place. He spied a dark alleyway, almost too
narrow for two men to walk abreast, and squeezed his way into it,
waiting for the approach of his tormentors. As he caught his
breath, his sweat-soaked shirt clinging to him, he berated his
stupidity. On this dark October night, he had been tricked as
easily as a child. He risked forfeiting his life for a moment of
unwariness.

He was on full alert for the clumsy steps of
those who chased him. In his imagination, they transformed from
humans to distorted gargoyles that adorned the ancient churches
surrounding the port. Kit wretchedly thought how his life had
degenerated from virtue to vice in these autumn months.

That spring, he’d graduated from Oxford
University. His widowed father was immensely proud since Kit was
the first of the family to achieve such an honour. Kit’s older
brother was in waiting to take over the reins of the family
business, and as the younger son, Kit seemed to embody all his
father’s ambitions for him to be a gentleman, at least until he had
gainful employment.

The summer had passed in harmless daylight
pursuits with his family and a few childhood companions. But once
that season was over, Kit kicked his heels until the start of the
new year when his indenture with a local solicitor began.

Now, as he waited in the godforsaken
darkness, listening to the drunken shouts of sailors and the
cackles of dockside whores, he traced his rapid decline into
ungodly pursuits. Bored and at a loose end, he had been taken up by
a group of rackety young men about town. Although his family
background was in trade, as a Varsity man, he gained their
acceptance. Despite their reputation and expensive ways, this
acquaintance had been encouraged by his wealthy merchant father, as
they were sons of the landed gentry and provided valuable social
connections.

Unlike Kit, rather than enjoying a brief
spell of respite between studying and a profession, these gallants
were training for an indulgent life of costly leisure and pleasure.
Kit had soon realised they were a fast set, with deeper pockets and
wilder tastes than his, which he had to admit was part of the
attraction.

Accordingly, as the days shortened with the
change of the seasons, his nights grew longer, frittered away by
mindless pursuits until the early hours. When they required Kit’s
presence, he received an imperious note to join the young bloods in
the city. Then, after some rowdy entertainment such as attending
the Theatre Royal in King Street, they inevitably drifted to one of
the low taverns near the docks. Here they enjoyed dubious pleasures
not to be mentioned in front of Kit’s sisters in his family’s
splendid new drawing-room. The gaggle of gentlemen stood out due to
their careless arrogance and their fashionable clothes. They were
tourists to establishments frequented by the dregs of port
existence, including sailors, dockers, whores, and robbers.

Kit was enough of his father’s son to remain
an onlooker to the more debauched, outrageous, and ruinous
pastimes. As a respectably brought up young man, until tonight, Kit
was rather thrilled by these the excursions to the seamier side of
the harbour.

At first, the men who had come to sit at
their table in the crumbling tavern of The Llandoger Trow, although
rough types, seemed amiable enough, insisting on buying drinks all
round and telling tall stories. It seemed a harmless enough way to
spend an hour on a chilly autumn night.
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