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Chapter One

ON THE TINY island of Merryapple, not far from the Cornish coast, almost every frost-kissed window was cheered with the light of a solstice lantern. Made of brass or copper or tin, each lantern was set with coloured glass, each one was polished and cared for, and each one was unique. Joyously lit were they with a red candle for the duration of the Midwinter celebrations, starting at the winter solstice and continuing through to New Year. Always red, that was the tradition. Red for blood. Red for life. Red for love. Every member of the household had their own lantern skilfully engraved with their name. When a person died, their candle was removed and cast into the sea—their light taken from the lives of their loved ones.

Robin Shipp never liked that part of the tradition. From the age of ten, his solstice lantern stood alone on his windowsill, his father’s candle swallowed by the waves, just as his father himself had been. Whenever the lantern’s tinted glass flooded the room with cheer, he tried to remember the good times with his father, tried not to think about being alone. And he managed it, for the most part. Robin was fifty years old and the past summer had seen a great many changes in his life. He’d discovered who his mother really was, cleared his father’s name, won the acceptance of the village, and started a relationship with a man he cared deeply for. It was December, 1780, and Robin was set for a Midwinter celebration to remember.

The little fishing village of Blashy Cove was shrouded in a chilly haze and the people were trying to remember how to walk on icy, cobbled roads. The previous night had seen the first proper snowfall of the season and the whole village was powdered, from hilltop to harbour, with the low, slate sky holding the promise of more to come. A mist clung tightly to the quiet sea.

In the ancient tavern named the Moth & Moon, Robin used the sleeve of his chunky, woollen jumper to rub frost away from one of the dozens of little panes of glass which formed a spacious bay window. He was a colossal man—tallest in the village—and wide to boot, with a jolly face and thick limbs made hard from a lifetime of oyster dredging in the bay. His solid, round belly rose when he laughed, and he laughed readily. His cap, with its unusual anchor pendant sewed to the band, sat askew, revealing a little of the single tuft of white hair which sprang from his otherwise bald head.

He peered out through the thick glass and across to the newly built and bustling market hall in the harbour. Just a roof held up by heavy wooden poles, but it helped keep the rain off. It was market day, and the traders hadn’t let the snow and ice put them off. Stalls selling fish sat next to ones loaded with goods from the island’s only farm. Others sold all manner of clothing and trinkets from the mainland and beyond. Under the cover of their new roof, the traders stamped their feet and hugged themselves to stay warm, their laughter and singing turning to fog in the frosty air. The smell of the morning catch mixed with that of the hot spiced brews they drank to keep their spirits up. It was the last market day for the duration of Midwinter and so the villagers were stocking up on the essentials.

“Never mind the sightseeing” came a voice from behind Robin. “Get those beads up or we’ll never get finished before nightfall.”

Mr. George Reed—the bearded innkeeper—was directing his staff and volunteers with a series of points and barks.

“Right you are!” Robin called back.

With meaty fingers, he tied one end of a long string of colourful but mismatched glass beads to an errant nail above the window frame. As he reached up to secure the other end, he tugged too hard and the string snapped, casting beads across the floor and seats. They ran under chairs and behind booths. A cerulean bead ran over the uneven wooden floorboards and came to rest at the foot of George Reed, who stood with his hands on his hips, shaking his head. Robin tipped his cap back and looked sheepish.

“Ah, sorry, George,” he said.

“No, it’s my fault, I should have known better,” George said with a laugh, “but you’re the only one tall enough to reach without a ladder. Why don’t you go and help move those tables?”

Robin slapped George on the shoulder as he lumbered towards the bar where some men had grabbed each end of a bench and were clearing a space. With a great heave, he single-handedly picked up a heavy oak table and swung it about, almost knocking over one of the other helpers. With a mighty thump, he set it down by the far wall, knocking over several tankards of beer in the process. He lifted a cloth and began moping it up as best he could, but he was just making it worse, spreading the foamy liquid out ever further. The bar steward he almost knocked over took his own cloth and pushed the much taller Robin out the way, with a polite-but-firm: “Yes, thank you, Mr. Shipp.”

“Is this your idea of helping?”

Duncan Hunger stood at the door of the inn with a tall object covered with a blanket and resting in a cart.

“It is, as it ’appens!” Robin replied.

Duncan was a very short, very stocky man in his late thirties. He had a full head of thick, black, wavy hair, with sideburns down to his jaw and he wore a pair of spectacles of his own design. Small, gold-rimmed and circular, they had an extra array of little lenses on movable armatures. They were an enormous help in his work as toymaker.

“Give me a hand with this,” Duncan said.

Robin grabbed one side of the object’s base and Duncan took the other.

“’Eavier than it looks,” he said.

“Aren’t we all?” Duncan said.

Together, they lifted it out of the cart and manoeuvred it to the space the staff had cleared.

“Careful, careful,” Duncan said as he slid the object into place.

Robin pulled his hands away too quickly and the item hit the wooden floor with a heavy, jangly thump, as if someone had dropped a box of cutlery.

“What part of ‘careful’ did you find the most confusing?” Duncan asked.

Robin stood bolt upright, clenching his fists and biting his pale lower lip as Duncan glanced under the cloth to satisfy himself nothing had been damaged. Relieved, Robin went to lift the material at his side, but Duncan quickly slapped his hand away.

“No peeking! You’ll spoil the surprise.”

“This is the Midwinter centrepiece you’ve been workin’ on all these weeks? What is it?”

“I told you, it’s a surprise.”

“Yes, but what—”

“You’ll see at Midwinter’s Eve!”

“Why don’t you take a break, Robin?” George said. Then leaning in to Duncan, he muttered, “Sit him down before he does any real damage.”

“I ’eard that. Nothin’ wrong with my ’earin’,” Robin said, laughing and wiggling his little jug ears.

He and Duncan sat in their usual booth by one of the numerous staircases, underneath a rousing painting of two ships blasting cannons at each other. It was named The Battle in the Bay.

“He’s only teasing, you know,” Duncan said.

“I know, but I really am doin’ my best,” Robin said.

“And I’m sure he appreciates the help. The place looks nice.”

The labyrinthine inn was being decorated in the traditional fashion—evergreen boughs were strung across the ceiling joists and hung from the bannisters of the myriad stairs riddling the tavern. Holly wreaths bursting with red berries adorned the pillars, and jars filled with colourful beads of glass worn smooth by the tides sat in most of the nooks and niches in the walls. The sea glass caught the candlelight and glistened merrily. Being such a big space, the inn always had plenty of candles dotted about, either in lanterns or in candlesticks. Usually, they were left to drip where they may, but at that time of year, when the nights were long and cold, they took on new importance. They were arranged a little more carefully, kept a little neater, and to Robin’s eyes, they burned just a little brighter.

“This must be quite a change for you,” Duncan said.

Robin nodded, reminded of all the years he’d spent as an outcast from the community because of his father.

“Everyone knows the truth about Dad now. Knows he weren’t a murderer. This is the first year I’ve felt included since I were a lad. And it’s the first time I’m spendin’ it with Mum! Properly, like. And my first with Edwin, an’ all. I’m finally goin’ to ’ave a family gatherin’ ’ere at the inn, just like everyone else. It’s goin’ to be somethin’ special!”

All around them, villagers were drinking and eating and talking. Some of them were helping with the decorations, a few were there just to relax, but a good many were conducting business of one kind or another. A carpenter was being paid for his work repairing a boat, a fisherman was setting out a price for a catch of Pollack, and a sculptor was haggling over a shipment of sandstone. Children ran around squealing and giggling, and in front of the massive inglenook, a couple of old brown dogs slept peacefully. The crew from a cargo ship recently docked were eating their fill and warming themselves by the massive crackling fireplace. George Reed was puffing on a clay pipe, telling one of his ghost stories and making the hardened seafarers jump every now and then. In the village of Blashy Cove, the Moth & Moon was where all life happened.

A visibly pregnant and noticeably buxom serving girl named Arminell Pinch dropped off two glasses of whiskey at Robin and Duncan’s table. She was being followed by a strikingly attractive young man with long, flowing blonde hair and wearing an elegant periwinkle overcoat. Mr. Archibald Kind was trying to assure his lover that his upcoming trip with his friend, Mr. Penny, was necessary and would take but a few days. She said she didn’t believe him.

Robin and Duncan shared a pie made of pilchards, eggs, and potatoes. Duncan always complained about the fish heads which poked up through the crust but admitted it tasted better than it looked.

“I thought Edwin was joining us?” Duncan said between mouthfuls.

“’E should ’ave been ’ere by…oh, ’ere ’e is!”

Robin wiped crumbs from his lips and waved to the man who had just walked in. Mr. Edwin Farriner—tall, broad, handsome, with tightly cropped ginger hair—slumped onto the bench next to Duncan. There wasn’t much room beside the larger-than-most Robin.

“’Ello, gorgeous,” Robin said with a smile, before noticing Edwin’s sombre mood.

“What’s the matter?” Duncan asked.

Edwin said nothing, but from the pouch of his leather apron, he produced a letter. Robin held it at arm’s length and squinted, slowly mouthing the words as he went.

“Oh, for…” Duncan said, snatching the letter from Robin’s hand. He pushed his little round spectacles up and scanned it quickly.

“Oi, I were readin’ that,” Robin said.

“We haven’t got all day…” Duncan murmured.

“What’s it say?”

“It’s from Hester. She’s your sister-in-law, isn’t she?” Duncan asked.

“She says Mum is making her life difficult,” Edwin said, “Calling at her house at all times of the day and night, banging on the doors and windows, demanding to see her grandchildren. Apparently, she’s taken to calling her names in the street, spitting at her.”

“Sylvia Farriner, delightful as always,” Duncan said.

“Hester wants me to go to Blackrabbit Island and talk to her. Talk to Mum, I mean,” Edwin said, clearly distracted.

Robin tipped his cap back and clasped Edwin’s freckled hand.

“’Ester lives in Port Knot. I thought your mum were livin’ with your auntie on the south of the island?”

“In Heron-on-the-Weir, wasn’t it?” Duncan added.

“So Mum said in her last letter. She must have moved, but where is she living now?”

Neither Robin nor Duncan had an answer.

“Are you goin’?” Robin asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t want to just leave the bakery. I asked Dad if he might be better off going instead.”

Robin paused for a moment, sharing a knowing glance with Duncan and considering his words carefully.

“Edwin, you know your dad can’t cope with ’er; ’e never could. She made ’is life a livin’ nightmare at times.”

Edwin ran his hand across the back of his own neck.

“I know; he said as much. He shouldn’t be making a journey in this weather, anyway.”

“Well, Bucca’s Call is still in the water, so don’t worry about travel arrangements.”

“Robin, I can’t ask you to…” Edwin started.

Robin held up a massive palm. “Not another word. I’m takin’ you an’ that’s that. I wouldn’t ’ave you goin’ there alone. Mind you, Port Knot is a warren, all them streets, an’ roads, an’ laneways, filled with all sorts o’ ruffians and cutthroats…!”

“No,” Duncan interrupted.

“No what?” Robin asked.

“No, I’m not going to Blackrabbit with you.”

“’Ang on, we ’aven’t asked you anythin’ yet!”

“You don’t need to. You’re not exactly subtle, Robin Shipp. Plus, you’ve got that look on your face.”

“What look?” Robin chuckled.

“That look,” Duncan said, pointing. “The one you get when you want something and you’re building up to asking for it. I know neither of you know Port Knot very well and you’re thinking to yourself ‘Who could show us around and make sure we don’t wander into any unsavoury back alleys? Oh, I know! Duncan will do it! ’E won’t mind coming with us to Black-bleddy-rabbit Island, even though ’e ’ates the place and swore time and time again ’e’d never go back! ’E’ll do it because we’re all such good friends now!’ Except I won’t, because we’re not.”

Duncan sat back in his seat, exhaling loudly, with his short arms stretched out stiff, hands pressed on the tabletop.

“Feeling better now?” Edwin asked.

“Much,” Duncan sighed. “When do we leave?”




Chapter Two

MRS. MORWENNA WHITEWATER sat, sewing by the warmth of her little fireplace. Around her, dozens of unmounted canvases, large and small, hung on every wall. Portraits of the villagers, landscapes of the island, and seascapes of the cove—all aspects of island life rendered in oil and hung with pride. A few still had damp spots from where they’d been damaged during the hurricane which had swept through the island during the summer. All of them had one thing in common—they were works by her late husband, Barnabas. Above her was a portrait of him wearing his favourite emerald-green jacket. The dancing firelight gave the illusion of him smiling down at her.

She was jolted from her wool-gathering by the sound of her garden gate suddenly being slammed shut with unnecessary force, followed by a loud thud on the door of her small cottage which noisily dislodged some icicles from her thatch work. She called out for Robin to let himself in.

“’Ow did you know it were me?” he asked.

“Lucky guess,” Morwenna said with a smile.

Her cottage had been decorated for Midwinter and a single lantern sat on a windowsill. Robin ducked to avoid the hanging greenery. He carried a parcel under one arm.

“Evenin’,” he smiled.

“Good evening, Robin,” Morwenna replied, returning her attention to her needle and thread.

“What’re you’re workin’ on?”

In her hands, Morwenna held a deep-green strip of fabric, patterned with golden leaves. She quickly tucked it away.

“Never you mind,” she said.

“Fair enough. I just wanted to let you know, I’m goin’ away for a few days, with Edwin and Duncan. We’re leavin’ first thing tomorrow, an’ I wanted to make sure you’d be able to cope without me.”

Morwenna set her hands in her lap. Ever since the revelations of the past summer, Robin had been slightly overprotective of her.

“I’m sure I can manage for a few days without you, Robin,” she said.

It was on the tip of her tongue to say she could manage a good deal longer, but she didn’t want to hurt his feelings, and truth be told, she was still ashamed for lying to him for most of his life. She expected she’d feel the same way for the rest of hers.

“It’s just…it means I’ll prob’ly be away for the solstice,” Robin continued.

“Oh,” Morwenna replied, fumbling with her sewing again. Then with one hand, she fussed at her grey curls, ensuring they remained tucked beneath her lace cap.

“So, I wanted to give you your gift early.”

The parcel was shabbily wrapped in rough linen and tied with a complicated knot. Her stiff fingers struggled with the string until Robin pulled at it, snapping it easily.

The linen slid to the floor revealing the dazzling gold-leaf gilt work underneath.

“Oh, it’s lovely,” Morwenna exclaimed. “It’s…it’s an empty picture frame.”

She held her gift up, lining Robin’s big, round face in the gap.

“I thought you could put the paintin’ o’ you an’ Barnabas in it. ’Ad it made special!”

“It’s beautiful, thank you, dear. Duncan’s handiwork?”

Robin wore a big sappy grin as he nodded.

“And how does Edwin feel about you and Duncan spending time together?”

“’E’s fine, they get along like an ’ouse on fire!”

“Mmm, well, if you say so. But don’t take him for granted, Robin.”

“I won’t, I won’t!” Robin chuckled. “I’m tryin’ not to make the same mistakes this time round, I promise. I’m sorry about goin’ away, I was lookin’ forward to visitin’ Dad’s grave with you this year, as a proper family, like. Well, not lookin’ forward exactly. You know what I mean.”

Morwenna lay her hand on Robin’s knee.

“I know exactly what you mean, Robin,” she smiled. “But don’t you worry, you do what needs doing. Would your trip have anything to do with Edwin’s mother, by any chance?”

“’Ow’d you guess? She’s been upsettin’ ’is sister-in-law.”

“Sylvia always upset Hester, backalong. From what I remember, they never saw eye to eye. She’s a terrible liar, is Sylvia. You can’t trust a word out of her mouth. They don’t like us Merryapple folk over there, Robin,” she said. “You look after yourself.”

“I will; don’t worry yourself, Mum,” he chuckled.

Mum. She still wasn’t used to hearing him say it, wasn’t used to being called it. It had only been a matter of months since the hurricane ripped through their village, through their lives. The one which had exposed the lie she’d told Robin for his entire life. So much time wasted. Even after such a deception, Robin had forgiven her. She never understood where he found the strength to do it, when she could never truly forgive herself. But now, of course, Robin also had Edwin to take care of him. In the four months the men had been together, Morwenna had witnessed the care and devotion Edwin had shown to her son. Blackrabbit could be a menacing place, and Robin was big enough to protect himself and his friends from any threat, but only Edwin could protect Robin’s heart.

 

THERE WAS STILL a mist upon the waves and a bite in the air as the three men loaded up Robin’s beloved little boat, Bucca’s Call.

Most of the village’s fleet of fishing boats had been hoisted out of the water for repairs and sat on posts in the harbour, looking entirely ill at ease and thoroughly out of place. Robin’s boat had recently been completely overhauled and so she sat happily on the dull waters, ready to depart at a moment’s notice.

They set sail before dawn, waved off by Robin’s mother, Morwenna, Edwin’s father, Nathaniel, and his apprentice, young May Bell who would be caring for Duncan’s kitten, Bramble. She waved the cat’s stumpy, deformed paw after them and Duncan held his own stomach to ease a sharp pang.

“What’s the matter, missin’ your cat already?” Robin teased.

“No. What? Of course not. No,” Duncan said. “By the way, you can both consider this little excursion my Midwinter gift to you. Now, Edwin before we get too far out, did Robin give you his lesson in ropes? Wasn’t it simply fascinating? So many different ways to tie a knot, each one more unnecessary than the last!”

“Oh, now, I’m sure he’s got a good reason for knowing them. All ten thousand of them,” Edwin said.

“You may joke—”

“Thank you, we will,” Duncan interjected.

“—but they’re all useful,” Robin finished

“Of course they are, of course. Mmmhmm.” Duncan nodded.

“Don’t make me capsize this boat, little man.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

Robin just laughed and waved to the keeper who stood atop the blue-and-white striped lighthouse as they passed by. An hour into the journey saw a flurry of snowflakes whip round them as they huddled together on the tiny craft for warmth. She was a unique design, based on the common lugger, and she sliced gracefully through the winter waves, her scarlet hull gleaming. Her immaculate white sails caught the faintest of breezes and pushed the men onwards. Duncan had suggested they book passage on a larger vessel for the crossing, but Robin had taken mortal offense at the very notion. His boat had been bequeathed to him by his father and became Robin’s home away from home, his best friend, his pride and joy. He’d even been born in it and he’d die in it if he had his way. He sang as they sailed. Songs his father had taught him, shanties he’d learned at sea. His singing voice was deep and hearty, if not altogether in tune.

Blackrabbit lay northeast of Merryapple, between it and the coast of Cornwall. Duncan was glad to be avoiding the little deserted island to the west. Named the Isle of Forloren, Mr. Reed had told many a ghost story about how it had come to be abandoned and it had put Duncan off the place for life.

The journey across the rough winter seas was hard going, but Robin loved every minute of it. Duncan had always thought Robin only truly came alive on board Bucca’s Call, with the constant checking of the lines, his little jug ears tuned to each flicker and flap of the sails, his sky-blue eyes following the break of the waves and always, always, the odd, faint, ghost of a smile of his pale lips. The one Duncan had only ever seen on the boat. Until Edwin. Then Duncan saw the same exact smile on land, always when Edwin was near.

Robin and Edwin both wore flaxen smocks to protect them from the cold and spray.

“I wish you’d worn ’eavier clothes,” Robin said. “It’s goin’ to get a lot colder out ’ere.”

“These are the best I’ve got,” Edwin replied.

Duncan hugged his plain charcoal overcoat tighter around himself.

“How come you’re not wearing your fancy coat?” Edwin asked him.

Duncan was renowned in Blashy Cove for the splendid midnight blue overcoat with gold filigree he wore day in, day out, a gift from Robin from back when they had been lovers.

“I thought this one would be less conspicuous than the other. Wouldn’t do to draw too much attention to myself over there.”

He nodded in their general direction of travel.

“Are you really so worried about returning?” Edwin asked.

“Best not to take chances,” Duncan shrugged.

Though he tried to downplay it, he knew he couldn’t hide the worried expression on his face. Duncan rarely spoke of his time on Blackrabbit and had given Edwin and Robin only the sketchiest details. He’d been involved with a local politician and their relationship had ended badly, prompting his decampment to Merryapple. He’d never revealed more, not even when he and Robin were together. But circumstances had changed. The nature of his relationship with Robin had altered significantly, and he’d grown closer to Edwin in recent months, was at ease around them both—a rarity for him. Perhaps Duncan could, at last, unburden himself.

Edwin rummaged in a sack by his feet.

“Anyone hungry?” he asked, as he produced a loaf of bread and a block of cheese, followed by hevva cake—small, raisin-filled squares which were Robin’s favourite.

“Here you go,” Edwin said, handing one over. “Robin, pay attention, don’t drop it.”

Robin’s mind was clearly elsewhere. He fiddled constantly with lines and checked knots. Robin was known to be clumsy, and unless he engaged his full attention, he had a tendency to let things slip from his grasp.

“I won’t,” Robin replied. “I’ve been sailin’ and eatin’ since before you were born!”

Edwin gave him a look. “Something of an exaggeration.”

“Only a little ’un,” Robin replied, innocently.

“You take such good care of us, Edwin,” Duncan said with a laugh. “You know Robin only loves you for your cakes.”

Edwin squirmed in his seat a little.

“Oh. Right. You two haven’t said it yet. Good job, Duncan, you blundering dolt,” Duncan said, cringing.

Robin cleared his throat as he checked the main line again, for the hundredth time.

“Um, may I ’ave another cake, please?” he asked.

“Did you eat yours already?” Duncan said. “That was fast, even for you.”

“You dropped it over the side, didn’t you?” Edwin said.

“I did, yes,” Robin replied, sheepishly.

Some hours later, they began to notice an increase in the number of vessels passing them by. Huge cargo ships, mighty schooners, whalers and even red-sailed luggers, all moving to and fro, their masts like a forest in the briny mist, their sails rippling and flapping, all going about their business, leaving little Bucca’s Call and her three passengers bobbing about in their wake. Finally, they began to see a shape forming from the mist. Gulls began to caw overhead and the noise of a harbour filled their ears.

Blackrabbit Island was in sight.




Chapter Three

BLACKRABBIT ISLAND STRETCHED for miles in either direction, filling the horizon as they moved closer or closer. The quickest way to their destination was to skirt around the east of the island, passing the huge, chalk-white cliffs, so blinding on a sunny day but were then bared like immense teeth amid the veil of mist. Once past the highest point of the island and its ancient circle of standing stones, Robin sailed Bucca’s Call westward, aiming for the local lighthouse. Then he made for the bustling harbour town of Port Knot. He expertly picked his way between the larger vessels surrounding them and navigated through the crowded port, going closer to shore than the larger boats dared. Edwin found it thrilling to watch Robin at work in his natural environment. He was so powerful, so commanding and so at ease.

Finding a space on one of the many piers, Robin tied up Bucca’s Call before stomping off to negotiate a price with the harbourmaster. It was a busy place, not like the little harbour at Blashy Cove, and space was at a premium. Duncan stood by the waterside, rubbing his stubby legs which had gone numb either from the cold, or sitting too long, or both. He pulled up the collar on his overcoat and yanked the peak of his tricorne cap down low over his forehead. His eyes darted around his immediate vicinity.

Edwin stood next to him, slack-jawed. He’d never seen anywhere so congested. There were likely more people in the harbour right then than on the entire island of Merryapple. All around the water’s edge, massive wooden cranes creaked under the strain of loads lifted from ships, their ropes pulled so tightly they were sure to snap at any moment. Dockhands pursed their lips, singing out to one another in their harbour whistle. Every harbour had one, Robin had once told him. A unique sound, the language of the port.

Horses dragged packed carts through the crowd, itself an unending tide of people walking, running, shouting, laughing, crying, calling and even singing. Sailors scrambled high across rigging, bellowing at each other and hooting down at the sea of flat caps, cocked hats, bonnets and shawls rippling below. Gulls swarmed and fought over the tiniest scraps, children screeched, dogs barked, and somewhere in the distance bells were ringing.

“I’d forgotten how hectic it can be at this time of year,” Duncan said. “Everyone’s trying to stock up for winter. It’s different to how I remember it. What’s…”

He trailed off and Edwin followed his gaze to the cliffs.

“There’s a chunk of it missing,” Duncan said. “It must have been the storm.”

He explained how last time he’d been in Port Knot there was a cluster of buildings built into the cliffs themselves. It was named Pharebluff after its founder, an infamous local criminal named Thomas William Phare. What started as a simple covered bridge spanning a cleft in the rocks quickly became a hodgepodge of half-timbered structures built on top of one other and intermingled in a bewildering, haphazard way. No planning, no forethought, just a convergence of money, need and opportunity. It had been, in so many ways, Port Knot in miniature. The vast construction had housed all manner of merchants, traders and residents, but it was all gone, leaving only scars on the rock face. Edwin shuddered when he imagined the hurricane tearing the settlement from its roots.

Robin returned from the harbour master’s cabin and bent down to pick up his bag when a young boy of perhaps six or seven years old approached him. He wore dirty, tattered clothing and had sallow cheeks.

“Carry your bags, sir?” said the boy, reaching for the handle.

“Carry them off, you mean!” Duncan said. “Get out of it, go on. Shoo! All of you!”

Three other children of a similar age appeared from behind Robin and Edwin and all scarpered off through the crowd, laughing.

“Duncan!” Robin said. “They were only lookin’ to make a livin’!”

“You’re too bleddy soft, Robin. This place will eat you alive if you don’t toughen up.”

“You’re exaggeratin’.”

“Remind me again what happened the very first time you came here looking for the woman you thought was your mother?”

“Ach, that were years ago!”

“What happened, Robin?” Duncan insisted.

“I ‘ad my money stolen ’alf an ’our after I arrived and nearly got stabbed twice, but…”

“But nothing. Eyes sharp and follow me. The sooner we get off this island, the better.”

 

FARTHER ALONG THE docks, a circle of people were gathered, shouting and calling and laughing. In the centre of them were two men with their fists up, pacing around one another. The younger of the two was brawny, sweaty and wore a soiled undershirt. He sported a moustache which curled up at the ends and twitched nervously. The other man was taller, older and stronger. Silver haired and short bearded, his extensively tattooed torso was shirtless. Money changed hands among the spectators.

“Go on Vince, get ’im!” called one woman.

“Lay ’im out!” called another.

Vince, the older fighter, was distracted. He’d caught a glimpse of three men arriving in a little red boat and was peering to see through the crowd for a better view. The younger fighter took the opportunity to land a couple of punches on Vince’s generous-but-firm stomach. Vince staggered back a step. Then, still trying to see through the crowd, he laid a single heavy blow to his opponent’s jaw, knocking him to the ground. The crowd cheered. Vince walked out of the circle and took his top shirt from an associate—a spindly man named Percy Penhallow—and stood facing the docks.

“Cart’s almost loaded up,” said Percy. He followed Vince’s gaze. “Who’re you looking at?”

“Someone who shouldn’t be here,” said Vince.

There was a loud crash from a cart in an alley behind them. Vince spun round to see a barrel on the ground.

“Watch it, you dimwit!” he bellowed, his voice deep and hoarse.

He darted over and shoved a hugely muscular young man out of his way as he checked the barrel for damage.

“Get these loaded quick as you can, and be more careful or you’ll get my boot up your arse,” he growled.

“No need to get nasty,” Percy said. “Where’s your Midwinter spirit?”

Vince glowered at him and then stormed off in the direction of the dock. He stomped past the sailors uploading their cargo, his attention never leaving the newly-arrived men. From a safe distance, he watched them head towards the town. Vince followed them along the cobbled streets, pulling his battered tricorne cap down over his eyes and tucking his chin low, his short, grey beard rubbing against the rough wool of his claret overcoat. So intently was he watching his prey he didn’t notice the elderly woman until he almost tripped over her.

“Watch yourself!” he growled.

“I beg your pardon?”

His eyes widened and his shoulders slumped. “Oh. I didn’t—”

“Didn’t what? Didn’t mean to knock me over? Didn’t mean to almost kill me?” the woman said, her eyes like steel and her tone sharp.

“Don’t exaggerate, Mum.”

The little round woman straightened her bonnet and fussed at her skirts.

“Where are you going in such a hurry?” his mother asked.

He glanced halfway up the street. The three men were still in sight.

“Nowhere. Business, that’s all.”

“Oh yes, business. I know all about your business, boy. It’ll be the death of you.”

Boy. He was fifty-two years old and she still called him boy.

“I have to go, Mum.”

“Stay out of trouble,” she called out after him.

“You never taught me how!” he shouted back.

 

THE TOWN OF Port Knot, with affluent Barley Hill to the south and run-down Gull’s Reach to the west, lay mottled with snow and spread out before them, curving upwards as if set to tip back upon itself. Roads ran in a topsy-turvy, haphazard fashion, doubling back on themselves, running over on bridges, through tunnels. It was possible to walk the entire length of a street and by the end find yourself high above where you started, or far below. Indeed, it was the tangle of roads which gave the town its name. The tan-hued buildings—half-timbered and jettying wildly—were made with blocks of sandstone hewn from the islands quarries and sat at every angle. They sat neat as pins, side by side. They sat facing each other, so close a person could stretch out from a window on either side of the road and touch hands. They sat turned and twisted, big and small, new and old, squished in wherever there was space and all threaded with copper pipes on every corner from road to roof, rattling and banging as the hot water they carried battled against the cold climate. And perforating all of these cramped, bewildering streets was a series of mostly covered, entirely cobbled laneways named the Entries. The skinny arteries of the town and no place for decent folk to walk at night.

The men passed by all manner of shops stocked with a mesmerising variety of goods from across the known world. People in shawls and bonnets pressed their noses against the glass, oohing and aahing at the glittering trinkets inside. Almost every business was decorated with at least a garland of holly or a sprig of mistletoe. The winter solstice was approaching, and there was excitement in the air.

First order of business was securing lodgings. Mr. George Reed—the landlord of the Moth & Moon—had recommended they stay at his sister’s inn, located on Pebbleshoe Way, towards the centre of the town. It sat at the foot of a steep hill, near a tall clock tower. It was, in fact, three different buildings, each one taller than the last, arranged in a triangle. They were somewhat crooked, with upper storeys poking out and were sprinkled with balconies. The three buildings were connected via a series of covered bridges set with small, stained-glass windows cast in oranges and yellows and greens. It was named The Lion Lies Waiting, and the men found it dimly lit, cold, and unwelcoming.

They entered into a dark antechamber between two set of stairs. In front of them was a countertop and behind it an imperious older woman stood. She wore a frilly bodice of musty lavender and her face was powdered bone-white, in what Duncan understood to be the fashion on the mainland. However, the powder, ill-applied as it was, dusted her hairline and a good stretch beyond, as if she had prepared for her day by simply planting herself face-first into a bag of flour. She held in her arms a tiny pug who yipped excitedly at the men.

“You must be Mrs. Reed. Sorry, I mean Mrs. Firebrace. We’re from Blashy Cove, we know your brother?” Edwin said.

“Oh, yes. How is George?” she asked.

“He’s well, he sends his love.”

“Does he?” she said, raising an eyebrow. “How nice.”

Duncan was standing closest to the front desk, with the two great forms of Edwin and Robin flanking him on either side. Duncan didn’t even come up to their shoulders. When they were all together, it looked as if they were his bodyguards.

“We’d like to rent two rooms, please,” Edwin said.

“How long for?”

“Well, I’m not sure at the moment.”

“We only have one available,” she said, setting one key on the counter.

Duncan picked it up and pointed at the shelf behind her.

“But there are two keys,” he said.

Mrs. Firebrace glanced at the second key, covered in a thin layer of dust.

“I prefer not to rent that room, especially not at this particular time of year.”

“Whyever not?” Duncan asked.

“It…gets very cold.”

“It’s fine, Duncan can ’ave it. ’E’s so ’airy ’e won’t even notice. Keeps ’im warm, y’see.”

“Yes, thank you, Robin,” Duncan said, flatly.

“We don’t use the room often. Hardly ever, in fact,” she said.

“Well, you’re just going to have—” Duncan started before being interrupted by a swift tap on the leg from Edwin’s boot.

“Please, Mrs. Firebrace,” Edwin said. “It’s getting late and we’ve had a long, cold journey. We won’t be any trouble, and we probably won’t be staying for more than a night or two. If you could let us have that room as well, we’d be ever so grateful.”

Duncan noted the impact Edwin’s twinkling sea-green eyes, dimpled chin, and charming smile were having on the innkeeper.

“Fine,” she said, handing the key over. “But don’t think batting your eyelashes at me is going to work every time. This close to Midwinter, you’re lucky I’ve got any rooms left at all.”

Duncan made a show of looking around the dingy space, at the cobwebs and chipped furniture.

“Yes. Lucky,” he said with a hollow grin.

“I suppose you’re here for the parade?” she asked.

“What parade?” Robin asked.

“The Tar Barrel parade.”

“That’s right,” Edwin said, avoiding the look from Duncan.

“Oh yes, we love the parade,” Duncan said entirely without sincerity. “Dozens of people carrying wooden barrels filled with burning tar through crowded streets of drunkards? What could be better?”

Her eyes narrowed.

“Will you be attending it yourself?” Edwin asked quickly.

Mrs. Firebrace fidgeted a little and stroked her pug’s head. “I shall be watching from the doorway, as usual.”

She pointed to the staircase. “Fifth and sixth floor.”

There were signs of disrepair everywhere. Loose steps rattled underfoot and wallpaper wilted in dank corners. The scent of mould filled the stagnant air. They opened the door of the first room, finding it tidy enough and almost spacious by Moth & Moon standards. It even had a small water closet, something the Moth had yet to install in its rooms.

“Well, this’ll do us,” Robin said, setting his and Edwin’s bags down.

“Hang on, I might want this one,” Duncan protested.

“Oh, Duncan, you wouldn’t make an old man walk up an extra set of stairs, would you?” Robin said theatrically, stopping over with one hand on his back and the other on Duncan’s shoulder. Duncan was having none of it.

“You’re not that old, Robin,” he said, eyes narrowing as Robin laughed.

“The one upstairs might be nicer if it doesn’t get used as much,” Edwin offered.

Accepting the possibility, and hoping he was about to bed down in a luxurious, barely-touched suite, Duncan raced up the suspiciously smaller and even more decrepit set of stairs. There was only one room on the top floor and his heart began to sink as he swiped away the cobwebs from the door handle. Unlocking it, the door creaked open to reveal a cramped, low ceilinged room with a single bed and a ramshackle collection of wood and hinges he assumed was trying to be a wardrobe. He set his bags down carefully, fearful they might fall through the ancient floorboards and crash into Robin and Edwin’s room below. He slumped onto the bed and sighed heavily when he realised the room would be much too small for them.

“I’ll only be here for a couple of nights,” he said to no one in particular. “It might not be so bad.”

 

“HURRY UP WITH those bags! Careful! If you scuff them, I shall have them repaired with your hide!”

“Eva! There’s no call for that.”

Lady Eva Wolfe-Chase lowered her rabbit fur-lined hood and smoothed out her raven-black hair.

“There absolutely is,” Eva said to her wife, “it keeps them on their toes.”

She wrinkled her nose at the bounty of aromas wafting across the busy harbour. The sea voyage from Merryapple had been particularly rough and she was glad to be on solid ground once again. She stamped her expensive boots on the pier, partially to warm up her feet and partially to assure herself of its rigidity. When Lady Iris Wolfe-Chase reached the bottom of the gangplank, Eva held out one long, splendid arm for her and the pair walked away from the water’s edge, followed by four young men. Each one struggled to keep the many, many cases and boxes they carried between them from becoming in any way tarnished. They loaded up the waiting closed carriage and stared wide-eyed at the grandiloquent image of a ship’s wheel intertwined with a beautiful curling letter “C” inlaid in gold leaf on the door. The symbol of the Chase Trading Company.

Eva’s family owned a huge number of the ships passing through the harbour, and indeed most of the harbour itself. The enormous warehouses stretching away into the distance all bore the company symbol, as did the tallest building at the waterside—its drawing office and official headquarters. Fabrics, minerals and spices from all four corners of the globe were transported on a Chase ship at one point or another. They had offices in all the major ports, but it was from Port Knot the company had sprung. It was from Blackrabbit Island that Lord Marley Chase—the beating heart of the Chase Trading Company—ruled with an iron fist. And it was to an audience with him at the renowned Chase Manor that his daughter and her wife would soon travel.

“How do you think he will take our news?” Iris asked.

“Marley Chase? The great Swan of Blackrabbit Council? Quite badly, I should think,” Eva responded with a wicked smirk. “Quite badly indeed.”




Chapter Four

EDWIN AND ROBIN stood outside a splendid tearoom overlooking the harbour. Its glass walls were set between thin black iron rods springing up from the ground, dipping and climbing like the shoots of delicate metal plants reaching for the sun. Inside, finely-dressed men and women enjoyed their cakes and sandwiches, fully aware they could be observed by all who passed by. Edwin surmised that to be the entire point of visiting the Frost & Thaw Tearoom. Ornate birdcages hung from pillars, their brightly coloured inhabitants twittering as they bounced merrily about on their perches. Edwin leaned in for a better look realised the stationary ones were automatons—clockwork devices, caked in bright enamel paint, softly ticking and clicking. An utter, shameless extravagance.

He gave his name at to a server and was told they were expected. They were shown through to a semi-private conservatory at the rear. Semi-privacy was all one could hope for in a building made of glass. Inside, Ladies Eva and Iris Wolfe-Chase stood to greet them.

“Mr. Farriner! Mr. Shipp!” Eva called, with her usual grandiose yet genuinely warm tone. She laid a hand on Edwin’s shoulder as her diminutive wife hugged his broad waist.

“Edwin! Robin! I’m so pleased to see you both,” Iris said.

“It’s lovely to see you, too,” Edwin replied as he waited for the women to be seated. He then pulled out a chair and sat at the round metal table. The furniture would have been more at home in a country garden than in a fancy town tearoom but placed as they were under facsimiles of wide-leafed trees and plants, the effect of bringing the outdoors indoor was quite striking.

“How did you know where to find us?” Edwin asked, holding up the little card left for them at the Lion Lies Waiting.

“Mrs. Whitewater told us,” Eva replied, referring to Robin’s mother. “We had plans to come to the island and we heard you’d be here too. We surmised she would be aware of the particulars.”

Her eyes usually gave one the impression she knew more than she was letting on, but the effect was increased tenfold today.

“You’re here to see your father?” Edwin asked.

“Yes, we’ve not long arrived and we’re on our way to the manor, but thought we’d stop and see you first,” Eva said. “Oh, but before we get to that, you are invited to dine with us tomorrow night at the manor—I won’t take no for an answer—and you must tell us your plans for solstice evening.”

“Oh, um, thank you,” Edwin said, turning to Robin. “And solstice. We haven’t thought about it. We’re not even sure if we’ll still be here by then.”

“If you are and you’re not doing anything, you simply must join us here for the masquerade ball.”

“Here?” Edwin said. The idea of attending the kind of soirée Eva and Iris would be invited to made his veins run cold. They were friends, but he was always keenly aware they moved in different social circles.

“Ball?” Robin said. He sat a little dumbfounded at the prospect. Edwin knew all too well Robin found it difficult to move ten yards without knocking into something, and the idea of being crammed into a room full of well-to-do people likely filled him with dread.

“Our dear friend Ms. Clementine Frost owns this place,” Iris said. “She always closes early for the parade and decorates for the most marvellous event!”

“There’s a Ms. Frost, so does that mean there’s a Ms. Thaw as well?” Robin asked.

“It’s Mr. Thaw,” Eva replied. “Or it would be if he actually existed. Clementine invented him because she was terribly amused by the wordplay. She has since realised the imaginary Mr. Thaw is a useful ploy for removing herself from unwanted company. She simply claims to have spotted him across the room and dashes off to speak to him.”

“But she is tremendous fun!” Iris said. “You’ll be able to watch the procession from the balconies, there’ll be drink, food, all manner of entertainments! Oh, say you’ll come.”

“Um, well…” he said, turning again to Robin, but then he noticed Iris pouting, “…yes, I’m sure we’ll be able to come. If we can bring Duncan as well?”

“The more, the merrier!” Iris exclaimed. “And please, extend our invitation for dinner to him as well. I do so enjoy his company. It’s nice to be able to speak to someone with having to strain my neck!”

She and Eva had invited Edwin and Robin to dine with them at Wolfe-Chase Lodge—their Blashy Cove residence—several times in recent months, and Duncan had accompanied them on the last two occasions. Iris often said she delighted in his directness, for it was the same quality her wife possessed. She liked to joke about how, much like Duncan, she was a good deal shorter than the company she kept, so having a person in her eye line made for a nice change of pace.

A server arrived and placed a teapot in the centre of the table, followed by four patterned china cups with saucers. Edwin watched Robin frown as he tried to lift the dainty little cup by its handle, only to have it instantly snap off from the force of his grip. Edwin’s hand quickly shot over to Robin’s and gripped it, rubbing his thumb across its surface, feigning a romantic gesture. He smiled at Iris and Eva and pointed at some innocuous architectural detail on the ceiling behind them. While their heads were turned to the balcony overhead, he quickly palmed the broken cup handle and slipped it into the pocket of his corduroy trousers.

Robin looked embarrassed and mouthed the words “Thank you.”

Edwin winked and patted him reassuringly on the knee.

“Edwin,” Iris said, “you know we think the world of you, and we have, well, something of a favour to ask. More than a favour actually. It’s, well, the thing is—”

“We want you to father a child for us,” Eva interrupted.

“I beg your pardon?” Edwin spluttered his tea over himself.

Robin dropped into his lap the cake he was ever-so-carefully lifting to his mouth.
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