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These Young Wolves

The Knights of Blackrabbit, Book One

Glenn Quigley


This book is dedicated to the memory of Damian Whyte. I will be forever grateful for his help, his support, and most of all for his friendship.


Author’s Note

From the moment Vince Knight first walked onto the page in The Lion Lies Waiting, I knew there was something special about him. Some characters require a degree of finessing and moulding to reveal their true selves. Not so, Vince. He appeared fully formed and ready for action. It is a genuine thrill to be able to bring you this, the first in his adventures as head of the Port Knot Watch.

The Knights of Blackrabbit series is set in the Pell Isles–a group of islands situated off the coast of Cornwall. The isles and their inhabitants have been heavily influenced by the Cornish language and culture. As such, you will see words such as backalong and bleddy crop up in the dialogue. These are Cornish words which have been adopted by everyday Pellans. Backalong means in former times and bleddy is simply the word bloody in the local vernacular. Other words and phrases have been rewritten to make their meaning clearer, but I felt it important to leave some elements of the local dialect intact.

It is important to note that in this world, an event named “The Illumination” coincided with the fall of the Roman Empire and ultimately led to the abandonment of religious practices across the world. In England, in the year 1141, Queen Matilda passed a law declaring women equal to men with no restrictions placed on their education or the roles they could hold within society. The dearth of religious doctrine led to those who experienced life outside of the traditional to blossom and become accepted as simply another part of life. Prejudice based on gender, race, or sexuality became almost unheard of.

This story begins on 23rd October 1781, the day after the events of We Cry the Sea. It is not essential to have read that book, nor the rest of the Moth and Moon trilogy, though doing so will provide a more detailed insight into how Vince Knight came to arrive at his current position in life.
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Chapter One

HE CLICKED HIS pale, meaty fingers twice, sending Crabmeat running along the narrow Entry while he hurried up the dry, cobbled road. He readied himself at a corner and stuck out the tip of his octopus-handled cane. A young man with a thatch of blond hair slammed into the cane at full speed, turning head-over-tit onto the cobbled road. A necklace and a handful of coins spilled out of his pockets, splashing into a horse-made puddle. Crabmeat—a tubby, short-nosed little bulldog—darted after him, barking furiously.

The young thief rolled onto his back, holding his shin and crying out, before being lifted wholly off the ground and slammed against the nearest wall. Vince Knight spoke with a voice like rolling thunder, “Assume you know the way to the Watch House?”

No one in the town of Port Knot could remember a warmer October than that of 1781. As the hazy sun rose in a saffron sky, the harbour stretched its cranes like waking arms and prepared for another day. Already several tall ships had docked and become targets for hungry gulls searching for scraps.

The briny air, awash with the stench of yesterday’s catch, stung Vince’s nose in a familiar and welcoming way. With his bag over his shoulder, he took the thief by the scruff of his neck, and marched deeper into town.

The crowds of traders, dockworkers, and sailors sundered themselves before him and fell quiet when he drew near. He kept his head down and carried on walking. He no longer needed the aid of his cane but thought it added some sophistication to his appearance, especially given his newest acquisition of a patch over his left eye.

Had he not already towered over the townsfolk, his clothing would still have set him apart. Sartorially speaking, he never truly overcame his brawler beginnings. His cream-coloured top shirt had seen better days and his black trousers had long ago begun to fray their edges. Yesterday, he’d attended his brother’s handfasting on the nearby island of Merryapple, and he’d accidentally left his favourite claret overcoat behind. Not that he needed it that morning. His tricorne cap, cracked and scaly in places, covered his snowy white hair and kept the morning sun from his lone icy blue eye.

Port Knot’s sole Watch House sat at a crossroads on the west side of town. Three storeys tall, it had a low front door painted in cornflower blue and a single window set with rusted iron bars. Above these, the sand-coloured bricks rose to an arch and then to a gable, in a wholly unnecessary architectural flourish. Like most buildings in town, thin copper pipes ran across the surface like veins under sallow skin.

The bridges of Port Knot infested the town like rats. Long, short, arched, flat, and each one different from the last. Lickbeer Bridge connected the road above Vince’s head to the first floor of the Watch House and protruded from the side of it like a hernia. The arch had been carved to resemble the open mouth of a bearded man, swallowing all who travelled through.

As with the rest of the town, the Watch House had been built too close to the surrounding premises, and indeed the entire street had the appearance of an overstuffed bookshelf. Within, Vince found a grimy pit of browns and mustards. The Watch House saw hardly any sun, so a plethora of lanterns fought bravely against the gloom.

Vince all but threw the thief onto a chair. “Stay,” he said, pointing. “Or else.”

Crabmeat sat in front of the thief and growled.

Vince let his bag of clothes slump to the dusty floor. He tapped his octopus-handled cane on the knotted wooden floorboards. “Anybody in?”

A voice from a backroom called out to him and presently a slim, dark-haired woman in her early twenties greeted him. She wore oversized tan trousers held up by braces, a striped shirt splattered with oil, and a pair of goggles perched on top of her head. She gripped a hammer in one hand and scowled.

“Got you a present,” Vince said, nodding to the thief.

“Ah, sure that’s very kind of you, altogether.” She raised the hammer a little and steadied herself. “And who might you be, now?”

“Vince Knight. Watch Commander.”

She recoiled but caught herself and recovered. “Oh. Oh!” She set the hammer on a table and cleaned her hand on an oily rag. She shook his hand, hers so tiny in his. “I didn’t know you were coming today. I’m Sorcha Fontaine, Watchwoman. There’s no one else here; the others don’t start until nightfall. I came in early to fix the plumbing. It’s not very reliable.”

The thief rose from his chair. “I can see you have your hands full; there’s really no point in me hanging around.”

Crabmeat barked at him and he sat back down immediately.

“I must admit, it was a surprise to hear you were taking over,” Sorcha said. “It wasn’t so long ago we were trying to arrest you.” She tried to laugh but it didn’t come out right. Too dry.

“Things change.” Vince strode around the Watch House, taking it all in. It held a few tables, a few chairs, and not much else.

“Well, I suppose it takes a criminal to catch a criminal,” the thief said.

“What did he do this time?” Sorcha asked.

“Helped relieve a woman of her purse and necklace,” Vince said.

“It wasn’t me, I swear! I didn’t do anything!”

Vince rushed over and grabbed the thief’s arm, pulling up his sleeve to reveal a vambrace. “Explain this.”

“I’m looking after it for a friend…”

“Frogblade,” Sorcha said. “Nasty little things, they are. Tool of choice of the Clockbreakers. A twist of the wrist is all it takes for a little arm tipped with a razorblade to flash in and out, quick as a frog snatching a fly. The blade slices the pocket of the unsuspecting victim, their wallet slips out into a hand or an open bag, and the victim is none the wiser. How long did it take you to learn not to cut your own hands open with it?”

“Longer than you’d think…” the thief said. Faded white lines crossed his palms.

“Clockbreakers?” Vince asked.

“It’s what they call themselves now,” Sorcha said. “I thought you’d have known all about them?”

“Been away from town for a while.” Vince had spent most of his fifty-three years living in the town but recent events had taken him to the countryside for a spell.

“All the pickpockets, housebreakers, and shoplifters banded together last year, after you and Councillor Mudge…well…left. They started using all this fancy horological technology, thanks to Flowers and his contacts in the industry. And they’ve been a right pain the arse ever since, haven’t yis?”

Vince wrenched the frogblade off the thief’s bony arm.

Sorcha rooted in a deep drawer and withdrew a set of rusty shackles. “Now, we’ll just trade your bracelet for these and drag him to the magistrates for sentencing. Then it’s off to the gaolhouse with him.”

“Him has a name,” the thief said. “It’s Walter. Not that anybody cares.”

“I already know your name,” Sorcha said. “And if I thought it mattered, I’d have used it.” She clamped the manacles onto his bony wrists. “Who do you report to? Merlin or Flowers?”

“Flowers,” Walter said.

“Know him,” Vince said. “One of my boys, once.”

“He’s moved up in the world since then,” Sorcha said. “He’s one of the higher-ranking Clockbreakers now.”

“Knew he had potential.”

“You taught him well,” Sorcha said.

Vince wasn’t sure if he was supposed to hear that. She was right though. Vince had taught Flowers everything he knew. Taught him how to be a thief, yes, but Vince had taught him how to live in the corners of society. How to make a life for himself in a world that insisted it had no place for people like him. Vince had done the same for so many people, taken so many lost souls off the streets and given their lives purpose and meaning. And now he was going to betray them. Every single one.


Chapter Two

“YES, ALL OF them! Why would I want only some of the ratlines inspected? See to it this deck is spotless by the time I return. I want a full inventory of ammunition and rations, and I expect to see those spars repaired.” Captain James Godgrave descended the gangplank of his ship, the Lancelot Striking, and wrinkled his nose at the odour of the bustling docklands. Overhead, cranes turned, lifting goods from ships and depositing them on carts. Dockhands scurried past, ferrying ropes and other odds and ends. Ahead, market stalls plied their wares to feverish shoppers. A skinny greyhound tied to a butt by a frayed piece of rope whimpered at anyone who caught its gaze.

James’s lieutenant approached, turned out to the nines. “The carriage is just up ahead, sir. As they said it would be.”

Shiny black and with the seal of the Chase Trading Company emblazoned on the door, the carriage stood out from its grotty surroundings like a marble headstone on a muddy grave. James climbed into the plush plum interior and thumped the ceiling with the underside of his fist.

The coachman took them along Quarrier’s Run, the twisting main road leading from the long, curving swathe of docklands to the centre of town. James had been there only twice before and found it busier each time. The roadsides swarmed with people going about their day. A trading town with a busy harbour, Port Knot also had numerous quarries and mines farther inland. The town found itself caught between the land and the sea in more ways than one.

The copper pipes around every building clattered with the water they carried. To his left, workers laboured to tear down a house. To his right, construction continued on a new one. His lieutenant, Pertinacity Hancock, ignored most of the activity.

“Has it changed much since the last time you were home?” James asked.

“Not in any way that matters,” she said.

A man cried out from a side street, evidently the victim of a robbery, and he dashed after two young girls who bundled a coin purse and expensive cane in their arms, giggling all the while.

James leaned his head out of the carriage window. “I say, Perty, shouldn’t we stop and help?”

“No point,” Perty said. “They’ll be in the Entries by now.”

On the balcony of a theatre, a set of horological automata played instruments. Tin mice and copperplate cats blew into horns and plucked strings, seemingly producing the sounds of one of Handel’s operas, albeit greatly reduced.

The carriage took them through the centre and to the south side of town, where the architecture underwent a marked change. The businesses became fewer, the noises quieter, and the houses bigger. Many sat in their own grounds, surrounded by high iron fences. They came to a stop outside one such mansion.

A footwoman with the most remarkable hazel eyes James had ever seen welcomed them. She escorted them through the gates, up the winding flagstone pathway, and through the arched front doors of the buff-coloured mansion. The hallway, a pleasing sea green, held oil paintings of stern-faced aristocrats and oddly thin dogs.

In a cheery drawing room, James discovered a decanter with brandy and poured some into a tumbler. He caught himself in a gilt looking glass and checked the ends of his moustache and the point of his short ducktail beard. Always broad in the beam, he’d put on a little more weight at sea, not an easy thing to do. His uniform bulged slightly at the buttons.

“Captain Godgrave, such a delight.”

He turned to find the nude form of Mrs Dorothea Chase walking towards him, hand outstretched. He grinned widely. “A pleasure to see you again, Councillor Chase.”

“I must insist you address me as Swan, Captain. Standards must be maintained.”

“Of course, I wouldn’t have it any other way. This is my lieutenant, Pertinacity Hancock.”

“Oh, now, you must be a local with a name like that.”

“I am, ma’am.” Perty hovered awkwardly by the window until beckoned to sit. “Port Knot, born and bred.”

A woman in her late forties with a round face and a fuller figure, Dorothea Chase’s inclination towards nakedness was well known but James had never witnessed it before today. Unburdened by prudishness or an overdeveloped sense of shame himself, he found it rather delightful. Perty appeared less than impressed, which came as no surprise. James had always found her a touch stuffy.

“How are you finding your new position on the council?” James asked.

“Chaffing,” she said. “But not without its uses. I hope you both won’t object to my attire or lack thereof? I dislike clothes at the best of times, and I find this heat to be simply unbearable.”

“I believe we should all be as comfortable as possible in our own homes,” James said. “Shall I pour you a drink?”

“It’s a little early… Oh, why not? This is a special occasion.”

Every member of the ruling council of Blackrabbit took on an animal name. As Swan, her responsibilities lay in managing the waters around the island. A very useful position for the owner of a shipping company to be in. James handed her a drink, and they sat facing one another on matching pink satin settees.

“Captain, you probably won’t have seen much of the town yet, but let me assure you it is in turmoil,” Swan said. “For the past few months, we have been held to ransom by the whims of warring criminal cabals. For a time, we didn’t dare to leave our homes after sunset for fear of being caught in their crossfire. Every morning brought with it a fresh body on our streets. Now, rumour has it they’ve settled their differences and have re-organised themselves. No home is safe from thieves. Every road out of town is fraught with highwaymen, and who knows what manner of illicit goods pass through our harbour every day.

“The local Watch is woefully incapable of dealing with this problem and now Rabbit has appointed a criminal to command them. I find this to be a disgrace I cannot long tolerate. A fish rots from the head down. Where Port Knot goes, so follows the rest of Blackrabbit. In short, I believe we deserve a better town protector. I wish it to be you.”

“I’m flattered, of course,” James said, taking a sip of brandy, “but why me? Surely there must be plenty of Blackrabbiters who could fill the post?”

“We have met several times before and I find you to be an upstanding person with a firm moral backbone. And a company man, through and through. I believe the Chase Trading Company is best equipped to protect the town and the island. After all, we practically built it. Without us, this would be a scrub of shale and grass like Merryapple. My family put too much into this town for me to stand by and watch it crumble. Do you accept my offer?”

“I do.”

“Excellent. I will garner support from the rest of the council, and when the time is right I will see to it that you are appointed. Until then, I should like to keep this discussion between us. I suggest you think about who among your crew would be best suited to aid you in this endeavour. Once you’re appointed, the Lancelot Striking will be assigned a new captain.”

“I’ll be sorry to say farewell to the old girl.” James raised his glass and smiled. ”Still, onwards and upwards.”

They sat and talked for another hour or so before returning to the waiting carriage. James rifled in his pocket, lifted some snuff from a silver box, set it on the back of his hand, and sniffed. He offered some to Perty, who declined, as she always did. “I should very much like you by my side, of course.”

“Oh,” Perty said, shifting about in her seat. “I see.”

“Is something the matter?”

“No, it’s just… I joined the C.T.C. to get away from this place.”

“I can always ask someone else.”

“No, no,” Perty said. “It’s just a surprise. It would be an honour.”

“Splendid,” James said. “Keep it to yourself for now. I have some idea of who I’d like to take with me but I’d be interested in hearing your thoughts. Draw up a list of who you think might be best suited. About a dozen or so should do it. I want Spradbery. He’s overdue for promotion.”

Perty picked her fingernails. “Sir, what about the town Watch?”

James shrugged. “We’ll get rid of them, first thing. I assume it’s the usual collection of useless reprobates and old codgers. Hardly a great loss.”


Chapter Three

VINCE HAD LOST his connection to the town. Since last Midwinter, he had been living and working at the newly founded Wolfe-Chase Asylum in the countryside. His mother had been put in charge of running the place, and she’d hired him as a porter, security guard, and general workhorse. He’d kept himself away from society as much as possible. An easier task than he’d expected as his mother had always found plenty of work to keep him busy.

Just before sunset, he leaned against a wall, arms folded, with his one good eye to the door. Sorcha sat at a desk with her head resting in her hands and a massive grin on her face. Within minutes, the Port Knot Night Watch arrived. The group waved to Sorcha who smiled and pointed behind them. They jumped when they found Vince staring back at them, stony-faced and silent. One of them, a stout, tattooed woman in her forties, immediately raised her fists.

“Now, Ruth, there’s no need for that,” Sorcha said. “This is our new Commander. Vince Knight, this is Mrs Ruth Whimple. She’s been here longer than I have.”

Sorcha gestured to a pair of men around Vince’s own age. “Messrs Frank Rundle and Clive Hext are our newest recruits, fresh in from the war with the Dutch. Or against the Dutch. I’m not sure which. Both wounded in the same battle by the same shot, if you can believe it.”

“It went through my hip and into his leg.” Frank Rundle dropped the top of his breeches to show Vince the wound, a round white lump amidst a field of curly black hair.

“Put it away, Frank; we’ve all seen it,” Sorcha said.

“Took my leg clean off below the knee,” Clive Hext said. “Frank kept me sane until help arrived. I lost my leg and my heart on the same day.” He leaned over, took Frank by the hand, kissing it.

“Sappy eejits, the pair of yis,” Sorcha said. “And this here is our stalwart beadle, Mr Jack Norton.”

They all shook Vince’s hand except for Mr Norton, a portly middle-aged man with little hair on the top of his head and none whatsoever on his face. He turned the key on a striker-lantern at his desk, flaring the candle within to life. “So, you’re the one Rabbit brought in to keep an eye on us. The great Mr Invincible Knight.”

Vince straightened up, growing even taller. Already bigger than anyone else on the island, he did it to intimidate people, and it always worked. Well, nearly always.

Mr Norton eyed him up and down, from the tip of his boots to the snowy hair on his head. “We never needed any help before.”

“Never had gangs running wild in the streets before,” Vince said.

“Because you were always around to keep them in line. Shouldn’t you be out there with them?”

Vince lifted his chin, addressing the whole room. “Get something straight from the off. Rabbit put me in charge because you lot failed. Walking around busting up tavern brawls isn’t enough anymore. Gangs ran rampant for weeks. People were scared. Couldn’t rely on you to protect them. Watch is going to have to toughen up or this town is going down in flames. Don’t like it, door’s behind me.”

“I’m not going anywhere, big man,” Mr Norton said. “I’ve been a Watchman for fifteen years, and I’m not about to let a jumped-up lout like you run me off.”

Vince leaned over him, fists clenched. Mr Norton, short and round, barely came up to his chest, but still, he stood his ground.

“Oi, oi, late again,” Ruth said.

“This is the last part of our little team,” Sorcha said. “Vince Knight, meet Mr Alfie Exeter.”

“It’s the third time this month,” Mr Norton said, pointing and ignoring Vince. “I’m docking your pay.”

Alfie Exeter nodded to Vince and scowled at Mr Norton. A young man around Sorcha’s age, with masses of dark hair swept back from his handsome face and away from his piercing green eyes. He winked at Sorcha as he passed by and took his seat. “Mr Norton,” he said, “Port Knot is a pit of iniquity, a cauldron of the criminal class. Whether I arrive ten minutes early or ten minutes late makes no appreciable difference whatsoever in stemming the tide of malefaction breaking over all of us.”

“You can explain it all to the people of the Tangles tonight,” Mr Norton said. “Ruth, you too.”

“What did I do?” Ruth asked, throwing her hands in the air.

“Nothing,” Mr Norton said, “but someone has to keep an eye on him.”

Vince’s brow furrowed as he scanned the room. “The rest?”

Sorcha pursed her lips. “The rest? Oh! No, this is it. We, ah, we had three people resign when they heard you were taking over. All of them had been with the Watch for years. They objected to serving under you.”

“Perfectly understandable, if you ask me,” Mr Norton said.

“Some of us are thankful to have some proper leadership.” Alfie Exeter shot daggers at Norton. “Finally, we’ll get something done around here.”

“It’s not like you to want to do something.” Clive’s accent singled him out squarely as a local. From the south of the island, Vince guessed.

“Not all of us are content to hobble our way round, putting in the time before we fill our grave,” Exeter said.

“Watch your tongue, boy,” Clive said. “We fought wars for you, you know.”

“You fought in one war, and you got sent home after a week,” Exeter said, holding up a single finger for emphasis.

Clive put his foot on a chair and rolled up his trouser leg, revealing a brass pegleg, close to the natural colour of his skin. He clanged it with his fist. “I got this for you!”

“Oh, you really shouldn’t have.” Exeter held his hands open. “I didn’t get you anything.”

“I told you not to bang on it so hard!” Sorcha knelt by Clive and examined the leg. She unlocked a hatch in the calf and checked the pistons inside. “If you want it to keep working, you have to treat it gently. Otherwise, it’s back to the wooden one for you.”

“Any relation to Nurse Hext?” Vince asked.

Clive frowned at him. “My nephew,” he said. “He works at the asylum. He told me about you. How you’d lurk around the gardens and corridors, scaring the patients.”

The patients at the asylum were mostly prisoners transferred from Blackrabbit Gaol who required specialised help. Some of them had a tendency to kick up from time to time. It had been part of Vince’s role to keep them in line.

“Local boy?” Vince asked.

Alfie Exeter stood and straightened his waistcoat. “Born and bred.”

“Barley or Gravel?”

Exeter grinned and licked his teeth. “Gravel. How did you know?”

The wealthiest areas of the town were Barley Hill and Gravel Hill. In Vince’s experience, they bred a singularly cocky type of young man. “Experience,” he said. “Hadn’t you better get going?”

Exeter took Ruth by the arm and marched her to the door where she pulled free of him. “I told you before not to do that,” she said.

“Dammit, Ruth, I love you, and I don’t care who knows it.” He laughed and smiled at Sorcha, who brushed some stray hairs behind her ear.

“You’re a bottle-headed rake,” Ruth said. “And if my husband catches you talking like that, he’ll knock out what little brains you have.” She shoved him in the back, and they were on their way.

“Don’t mind him,” Sorcha said. “He’s only here because his da insisted on it. He wanted him to have some sort of real life experience.”

“Rich people talk for actual work,” Clive said. “He’s slumming it down here with the rest of us before he takes over his family mining business.”

“Thought the name sounded familiar,” Vince said. “Small mine on the west coast?”

“The very same.” Frank lifted a staff and together with Clive, they walked slowly out of the Watch House.

Vince frowned as they left. “Not much use in a fight, those two.”

Sorcha rocked her head from side to side. “Their heart’s in the right place though.”

Vince lifted his hands. “Rather have heavy fists than a good heart in this battle.”
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JAMES TOOK THE list from Perty and quickly scanned through the names. “Yes, these are all who I was thinking of. The perfect roster for this fight. Except for Tresome. Do you believe she’ll be capable?”

“She’s a fine officer,” Perty said. “She hasn’t been given much of a chance to shine on board the Lancelot. I think with the right encouragement she could prosper.”

“I’m sure she’ll flourish under your tutelage.”

A knock at the cabin door stirred them.

“Ah, Spradbery, come in, come in,” James said.

A bony chap, Carter Spradbery had shoulder-length flaxen hair and a sort of wet look about him but had proven himself a thoroughly capable sergeant nonetheless.

James rested his ample backside on the edge of his desk. He took a pinch of seeds from his palm and fed them to his peregrine falcon, Maclaren.

“She’s a beautiful bird, sir,” Spradbery said.

“Isn’t she just? When I last visited my family home in Scotland, I took quite a shine to her. It took me no time at all to train her. I’ve been training birds since I was a lad, you know.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever known a peregrine to be taken to sea, sir.”

“My father assured me the bird would not survive on a ship for months. I must confess how delighted I am in proving him wrong.”

“I saw the drawing Tresome made for you of Maclaren in flight, swooping around the rigging. Truly brilliant work, I’m sure your father agreed.”

James stood and brushed the bird seed from his hands. “You would have thought so, wouldn’t you?” James still took great delight in the bird, but now when she soared around the deck and out over the sea, he found his pleasure tainted by his father’s indifference to the artwork James had sent to him. “Sit, please.”

Spradbery pulled his chair from the desk and slightly away from Perty.

“I believe Perty has brought you up to speed?” James asked.

Spradbery avoided looking at her. “She has, sir. If I might say, I’m surprised at you accepting this role.”

“How so?”

“You always struck me as having saltwater in your veins.”

James smiled and sat behind his desk. “When the order arrived some weeks ago to come to Blackrabbit, it contained no information pertaining to the reason. Now that I know, I find myself relishing the opportunity it presents. I love the sea as much as the next sailor, but there’s no feeling quite like watching the sun set on your own land. Feeling the soil between your fingers when you plant a tree. The stewardship of animals that would otherwise starve without you.

“I can easily picture myself taking a house in the Blackrabbit countryside. Some grand place with acres of rolling grassland and a staff of dozens. I am perfectly at home at sea but the truth is I can make my home anywhere.”

James’s father, an admiral in the royal navy, had instilled in him a drive to succeed, raised him to believe the world was his for the taking. James saw no reason to dispute it. At forty-five, he was a captain. By fifty, he would be an admiral. Sooner, if he impressed in his role as town protector. No matter what it took, he would look his father in the eye as an equal—at last. “It’s an exciting opportunity for a young officer like yourself. I know a hungry heart when I see one. So, do you have an answer for me?”

Spradbery took a deep breath. “I have some reservations, sir.”

James sat back in his seat and rested a hand on the armrest. “Oh?”

Spradbery looked at the desk, the floor, the wall—anywhere but at Perty. “I don’t know if I’m the best person to have on your team, sir. I think… I think I might prefer to remain at sea.”

James furrowed his brow and nodded to Perty. “You mean you don’t relish the idea of working with Lieutenant Hancock?”

Spradbery’s face turned red. “I never said as much, sir, I…”

“You didn’t need to say it,” James said. “Unspoken words can be clearer than any statesman’s speech. I don’t know what’s transpired between you two, but it’s hung over the ship like a cloud for months now.”

Perty cleared her throat. “A simple clash of personalities, sir.”

James’s voice grew sharper. “There’s nothing simple about it. Now look here, the pair of you. You’re two of my best officers. I need you by my side. I want you to take yourselves off to somewhere private and hash out whatever this is between you. Scream at one another, shout, hurl abuse, throw fists, sleep together, whatever it takes to clear the air. Do you hear me? I won’t have my officers behaving like children.”

Perty lifted her chin while Spradbery bit his lip—both of them trying to compose themselves.

“There’s an alehouse I know of,” Perty said.

Spradbery finally looked at her and nodded.

“Splendid.” James shook Spradbery’s hand. “Mum’s the word for now but I hope we won’t be kept waiting for too long. Just between us three, this should grease the palm of the admiralty for us. Port Knot is the home of the C.T.C. This is where we’ll make our names; mark my words. If we do good work here, we’ll be off to bigger and better things in no time.”


Chapter Four

VINCE SAT IN the sickly yellow gloom of the Watch House while his dog slept on the feet of a thief. Not exactly how’d he pictured his first night in his new role. Walter squirmed in his chair, trying to get comfortable without waking Crabmeat. The ticking of the clock on the wall grew louder every hour, Vince would swear it.

“I really do think I should go,” Walter said. “I’m sure you have bigger things to worry about than me.”

“He can’t stay here forever, you know,” Mr Norton said. “He’d be better off in the gaolhouse. At least he’ll be fed and watered regularly. Which is probably more than can be said for his home life.”

Walter rolled his eyes. “That’s the best I can hope for, is it? Just to be fed and watered? Like an animal? That’s all I am to you?”

“Oh, no,” Mr Norton said. “Animals are useful.”

“Gaolhouse,” Vince said. “Learn to be a better thief in the gaolhouse.”

“People like him have to learn it somewhere,” Mr Norton said, “since you will no longer be teaching them.”

“Not as if I trained each and every gang member,” Vince said. “Only the special ones.”

“There goes what’s left of my self-esteem,” Walter said, rolling his eyes.

Mr Norton’s quill scratched across the pages of the book in front of him. The shelves behind him held stacks of similar books, all bound in indigo covers.

“Didn’t know you kept records,” Vince said.

Mr Norton held up his quill. “Everyone who comes through our door goes in here. I expected you to be in here, sooner or later. Though not on the roster, I must admit. Why are you sitting here, by the way? Shouldn’t you be out on patrol?”

“Waiting for the right time,” Vince said. “No sense blundering around, picking off strays. Need to strike at the heart of the gangs.”

Mr Norton rolled his eyes and returned to his writing.

“You lot waste your time on people like me—victims of circumstance—when the real criminals run riot,” Walter said.

“You are a real criminal, Walter,” Mr Norton said. “You’ve picked every pocket in the Entries.”

“But it’s not as if I’ve killed anyone,” Walter said.

The door to the Watch House suddenly slammed open, thumping against the wall. Ruth held one hand on the frame, panting for breath. “The docks,” she said. “We’ve found a body at the docks.”

Vince and Mr Norton glared at Walter.

He held up his manacled hands. “It wasn’t me, I swear!”

Vince leaned in and snarled at him. “Better not have been. Else you’ll be a victim of more than just circumstance. Crabmeat, stay. Keep an eye on him.”

Vince followed Ruth out of the Watch House and down Rope Burn Road, his boots scraping on the cobblestones. It would still be a few hours before the sun rose but every taverner, barber, apothecary, and chandler in town hung candle lanterns outside their doors until daybreak. They provided much-needed light, for even at such a late hour, the town had plenty of life about it.

Bakers struggled with their ovens, bedworkers plied their trade, and drunken people staggered home, had arguments, and relieved themselves in doorways.

“I suppose this is a new experience for you,” Ruth said.

Vince frowned at her. “Don’t understand you?”

“Hurrying towards a dead body, instead of away from one?”

A deep growl rumbled in Vince’s chest. She wasn’t frightened of him in the slightest. “Seen you before,” he said. “From the other side of the law.”

“Oh yes? I can’t say I’ve ever set eyes on you before.”

“By design,” Vince said. “Some of my best people have run afoul of your mace. Always thought one day I’d have to buy you off or put you down.”

Ruth smirked at him. “Pity you never got the chance to try. Down there, between those old barrels.”

Under the pier, Alfie Exeter stood guard. Vince shooed some gulls away from the corpse. A man in his late twenties or early thirties, Vince guessed.

“Poor bugger got drunk and drowned when the tide came in,” Ruth said.

“Not likely,” Vince said, leaning the body forward. “Unless he could sleep with a knife in his back.”

“Looks recent,” Exeter said. “Plenty of blood around. No sign of the knife, though. What about his purse?”

“Gone,” Vince said, checking the victim’s pockets. “No jewellery, either.”

“A robbery, then,” Ruth said. “They can turn nasty, sometimes.”

The dead man wore the black boots, cream breeches, and emerald-green overcoat of the Chase Trading Company.

“Didn’t mention he was a greencoat,” Vince said. “Complicates things. Just stumbled across him?”

Ruth shook her head. “We overheard some men talking in the Tangles. A sailor named Winkleigh said he’d seen a body down here but didn’t want any fuss so he didn’t report it to anyone.”

The sea sloshed towards them, kissing the corpse’s feet.

“Need to speak to the harbourmaster,” Vince said, looking out to sea. “Don’t move the body soon, it’ll be washed away.”

“The harbourmaster won’t be on this late,” Ruth said. “There’s an undertaker on Crowstone Row. I’ll go fetch them.”

“Won’t still be open, surely?” Vince asked

“They’re used to working late these days.”
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THE HALF-TIMBERED town hall, like most places in Port Knot, sat askew, as though it were a cake threatening to topple over. Unlike most places, it had a ring of iron railings and a smattering of marble columns. Not long after dawn, Vince adjusted his eyepatch as he climbed the half-dozen stone steps and passed through its front doors.

Portraits of past council members, each wearing their mask of office and long since dead, hung on the walls with an air of historic significance laced with displeasure. Vince felt they were all disgusted by his presence in their expensive mosaicked hallway.

Mrs Agatha Samble, chairwoman of the island council, had been talking with two dreary men when she spotted him. A sombre woman with grey hair worn in a simple style and with deep wrinkles about her eyes, he addressed her by her official title of Rabbit.

“Mr Knight, this is a surprise.”

“Need to talk,” he said. “Privately.”

She beckoned him to follow her to her office on the next floor. They passed by more than a few council workers who gave them a wide berth. Vince ducked under the beams of the bright hallways.

“Wasn’t expecting a personal welcome.” Vince sat in a leather chair that likely cost more than he could expect to earn in a year.

“And I wasn’t expecting to provide one. But I think it will be for everyone’s benefit,” Rabbit said. “It may take some time before people get used to seeing you about the place.” She sat at a high desk covered in documents. Behind her, a crescent window overlooked Trivia Place, where the three main roads of Port Knot converged.

“Makes my hair stand on end, walking in the front door,” Vince said. “Used to be I had to sneak in through the cellar.”

“Those days are behind us,” Rabbit said, a touch too quickly. She put on her best politician’s smile. “A new start for all of us, Mr Knight. A new start. Now, I hear you’ve already made your first arrest. It must be a nice change of pace, being on the right side of the law.”

“Might get a taste for it. Knocking heads to help people instead of hurting them.”

Rabbit cleared her throat. “I hired you to break the gangs in any way you see fit. I suppose I should have known it would involve violence. But you will at least try to bring them to justice, won’t you?”

“Course. But if some heads get cracked…”

Rabbit templed her fingers and fixed her faltering smile. “What can I do for you, Mr Knight?”

Vince picked some dirt from under his fingernail. “Found a body last night. Displayed under Quither Pier.”

“Displayed?” Rabbit narrowed her eyes. “Talking from experience, are we?”

Vince raised his eyebrows. “Really want to know? Can’t say for certain but feels almost like the killer left him for someone to find.”

She picked up some paper to avoid looking at him. “You don’t need to run to me to report every crime in the town.”

“Don’t intend to. Special case, this.”

“Why? Who was it?”

“Don’t know yet. But he was a greencoat.”

Rabbit tutted and set the paper down. “Damn. The C.T.C. will have to be informed.”

“Thought so. Leave that part to you.”

Rabbit sighed and balled her fists on the table. “They’re going to want to become involved in the search for the killer.”

“Let them,” Vince said, shrugging. “Enough on my plate with the gangs.”

“I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask one further thing of you, Mr Knight. I intend to stop the C.T.C. from becoming involved in the hunt. And I’m going to have to insist the Watch steers clear of them. You must not enlist their help in finding the culprit.”

“Because?”

Rabbit licked her lips. “Can I trust you, Mr Knight?”

Vince crossed his arms. “Seem to be the only one who does.”

“I suspect there are those on the council who would like my time as Rabbit to come to an end. And I believe they are making plans for it to come about sooner rather than later. Having to rely on the C.T.C. to find one simple murderer would make the Watch look…inefficient. Having you fail as commander would go quite some ways to making my judgement appear flawed. Without me to voice support for you, you would be removed from the Watch before you had time to unpack your belongings. In short, it behoves both of us for you to succeed in this matter. And quickly.”
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VINCE HAD BEEN slowly pacing the floor of the Watch House for some time when Sorcha arrived.

“Oh, you’re here already,” she said. “Wait, have you been here since last night?”

“Went to talk to Rabbit, first thing,” Vince said. “And someone needed to keep an eye on him.”

Walter lay fast asleep in his chair, still manacled to a desk, a line of drool on his chin.

“I forgot he was still here. He can’t stay in that chair forever,” Sorcha said. “And you need some proper rest.”

“Don’t need much sleep.”

The rest of the Watch arrived soon after, and Vince gathered them around. “Suppose our first order of business should be the body at Quither Pier,” he said. “Want everyone keeping an eye and ear out for information.”

The Watch exchanged glances with one another.

“What do you mean?” Exeter asked.

“Want to catch who done it.”

“I know but who’s going to tell us?”

Vince sat in a cracked leather chair and frowned.

Sorcha cleared her throat. “If I may? I believe in your day-to-day life, you must have been privy to all manner of information from the underbelly of the town. The Watch never has been. Is it at all possible you haven’t stopped to consider how this new role has cut you off from that sort of information?”

Vince’s icy blue eye darted up and down. He would have liked nothing more than to leave the hunt for the killer to the greencoats. He grunted. “Gangs are what I’m here for. Been running the place since I left. Ends now. Killer is probably one of them. First target—the Clockbreakers. Soft. Should be easy enough to take care of. Know how many there are?”

“As far as I know, there’s only about a dozen left,” Sorcha said.

“Fourteen,” Walter said, wiping his mouth. “We’ve been recruiting.”

“So few?” Vince asked.

“A lot of them didn’t want to sign up to the new structure,” Sorcha said, drawing her thumb across her throat. “They weren’t asked twice.”

Vince paced over to where Walter sat, stretching and yawning.

“Don’t know you,” Vince said.

“I, uh, I know you though,” Walter said, squirming in his seat. “Or least, I know about you. Flowers recruited me a couple of years ago, before you, uh, abdicated. I’ve heard stories about you. I hoped I’d never meet you.”

The window shattered, scattering glass across the floor which crunched under Vince’s boots as he bolted out of the front door. Ten or more people had gathered on the road outside the Watch House. Each one brandished a cudgel of one kind or another—something short, hefty, and easily concealed. In the centre of the group, a man with a horseshoe hairline and red moustache adjusted his spectacles.

“Littletar.” Vince raised his fists.

“It is true, then,” Littletar said. “You are working with the Watch. When I tell you I never thought I’d see the day, I’m underselling it. The thought never even crossed my mind. It’s like finding out King George is pulling pints in the Jack Thistle.”

The rest of the Watch filed out onto the street. Ruth swung her mace, Clive grasped his Watch staff in both hands, Frank threw his staff between either hand, and Exeter pulled a knife from his belt.

“Surrender,” Vince said.

Littletar stared at him, his mouth open. “You’re serious. You think we’re just going to hand ourselves over to you?”

“Know what’ll happen if you don’t.” Vince set himself in place, shoulders hunched, fists raised to his face.

Littletar scratched the top of his own head with his fingernail. “Funny, before, I would have known exactly what would happen. But I keep thinking about the eyepatch you’ve taken to wearing. I keep thinking it means someone got the better of you. I keep thinking that maybe, just maybe, you’re not quite the man you used to be.” He retreated to the back of the crowd as his people rushed forward.

Ruth swung her mace, connecting to the side of a man’s head and sending him clattering to the ground in a quivering heap. Vince swung his fist at the young man advancing on him and missed. The young man laughed, and Vince swung again, and again, missing each time. Clive’s staff found the young man’s throat and made him stagger backwards, coughing. Vince snarled and defended against his next attacker. He swung out again, this time landing a blow on his attacker’s face. And the next.

Exeter slashed furiously with his knife with little regard for who he injured. Indeed, he caught Clive’s woollen cloak in one of his arcs, tearing a hole in it. Exeter pranced forward, cutting all around him. “Who else wants some, eh? Come on, then!”

Littletar had scarpered shortly after the fight had begun. Those of his gang who could, now scattered in every direction.

“After them!” Exeter said.

Vince grabbed his arm. “Let them go.”

Exeter pulled himself free. “Get off me, you coward!”

“Could be a trap. No idea who else is waiting around the corner.”

“I don’t care. I’ll take them all on!”

Vince leaned over Exeter, letting his shadow engulf him. “No.”

Exeter stopped bouncing around on his heels and stood still. “Have it your way…Commander.”

On the road, several of Littletar’s gang lay unconscious, or bleeding, or both.

“Here we go.” Clive helped one up. “Off to the magistrates with you, boy.”

“Wait,” Vince said. “No sense bringing them there. Magistrates use greencoat guards. Know for a fact some of them are on the take. Bribed more than a few of them myself in my time. Want somewhere we can keep an eye on them.”
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