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The Star We Sail By

The Knights of Blackrabbit, Book Two

Glenn Quigley


For my husband, Mark.


Author’s Note

Though this story begins in December 1781, this is not the world as it was, but rather the world as it might have been. 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. Then, 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. These events 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.

In These Young Wolves: The Knights of Blackrabbit, Book One, we saw Vince Knight take his first uncertain steps as Watch Commander for the rough-and-tumble harbour town of Port Knot and, by extension, the whole of Blackrabbit Island. Now, a month later, he’s settling into his new role in life, but the misdeeds of his past continue to haunt him.

This is a world of sailing ships and clockwork marvels. A world of second chances and new beginnings. A world where a former crime lord can become a force for good.

Or try to, at least.
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Chapter One

“IT IS THE waves which break—not I.” Felix Diamond repeated this refrain to himself over and over again as he picked his way through the hustle and bustle of the Port Knot docklands. His personal maxim acted as a lifeline, leading him through any given storm and safely back to shore.

The ship on which he served had arrived at dawn to an already cluttered harbour. Without a word to his crewmates, Felix had stepped off and made straight for town. On that early December morning in 1781, the air was soft and wet, and the light thin. With his breath clouding about him, he pushed through the market, ignoring the stench of fish guts. Bundles of fresh flowers hung next to rows of empty birdcages. Furs from several kinds of animals sat in high piles on salt-rotten tables. Books and pamphlets on all manner of topics—from rumours about revolution in France to condemnations of the town’s new street lamps—cluttered several stalls. Cranes creaked as they unloaded goods from all four corners of the world. At the roofless court house nearby, hammers struck nails and men shouted obscenities and instructions in equal measure.

Felix had not long turned twenty-four and had the pinkish skin of a man who worked at sea in all weathers. He wore a short beard the colour of strong coffee, and a single curl dropped from beneath his woollen cap, coming to rest on his brow. The small gap between his front teeth whistled as he shouted away a mangy dog sniffing about his legs.

On the corner of Bibbler’s Brook, a man in a white frock coat embellished with seafoam-green oak leaves stood under a five-sided street lamp, working a long, knobbly, metal pole into its head. The light within the lamp dimmed first, then disappeared entirely. Two more dogs chased one other along the narrow, cobbled road and ran straight past the lamplighter. He jumped away and shouted at the young boys who, hooting and chattering, chased at full pelt after the dogs. Farther along, someone flapped a sheet out of a high window to give it an airing while a woman with a bony horse and slender cart collected odds and sods she found on the road.

The Star We Sail By stood on a bend in Bibbler’s Brook, not far from the harbour, on the north-eastern side of town. Its slim front doors nestled neatly between two jutting bay windows. Felix lingered at the locked front doors and tilted his head. Above the entrance, the prow of a sailing boat jutted out as a balcony for the first floor. Its masthead, called Atlas by the townsfolk, had seen better days. Shaped like a rotund and entirely naked gentleman whose modesty was halfheartedly covered with only a single, sheer ribbon, its paintwork curled like pages from an old book. Atlas held a murky stained glass star in its outstretched hands as if catching it or perhaps offering it to the weary traveller who stopped by.

Felix hesitated before taking two keys from his pocket. He found the first too small for the lock. The second fitted snugly. He turned it. Several bolts clicked and clanked. He readied himself and pushed the doors open. Inside, cracks of light pierced the rickety shutters. A shiny beetle scurried across the dusty bar. The tables held sticky pools of dried beer and gin. Tankards and glasses lay on their sides, some smashed on the wooden floor. Ashes sat undisturbed in the fireplace, and at the rear of the room, a little stage with tatty purple curtains stood primed but empty, like a broken promise.

“About time you opened.” A scruffy, unshaven man with a grog blossom nose had slipped in through the door unnoticed. He threw open the rest of the shutters in the windows, flooding the room with light, then coughed at the cloud of dust they released.

“I’m not open,” Felix said. “Please get out.”

“I’ve been here every morning for days. Days, I tell you!” the man said. “I’ve been practically homeless without this place.”

“I said get out.” His duffel bag slumped to the floor, and he readied himself to kick the man out if he had to. He hoped the man wouldn’t notice his rapid breathing.

“Don’t get all worked up,” the man said. He held his hands up and sat on a stool by the bar. “I don’t mean any harm. It’s nice to be home again.” He squinted at the sailor. “You’re the nephew, aren’t you? The one that ran away? The seaman. Fenton?”

“Felix.” He relaxed his hands and opened the other shutters. Clearly, this man wasn’t going anywhere.

“I’m Tassiter, since you didn’t ask,” the man said. “Dick Tassiter.” He had beady eyes and straggly hair, and a face like a crumpled shirt abandoned at the bottom of the wardrobe. He eyed the bottles of gin lining a shelf behind the bar. “I’m your uncle’s best customer. Or I was.”

Felix peeked around a corner to the stairs. “He hasn’t been open for a while?”

“It’s been three days since those doors last opened. Three long, dry, thirsty days,” Tassiter said. “I thought I was cursed to wander the world forevermore without a drop to drink.” He pointed to one of the bottles. “Do you mind if I…?”

“Help yourself,” Felix said. He climbed the stairs.

The ground floor of the Star We Sail By held the bar and stage, the next floor had little round tables and a handful of booths with their own privacy curtains. Felix opened the glass doors to the sailboat balcony and stepped out to the briny air. A gull landed on the gunwale of the sailboat for a moment before Felix shooed it away. He leaned on the balcony and surveyed Bibbler’s Brook. The little road had changed quite a lot since he’d last been there. Tall, thin buildings, likely home to dozens of people, had replaced the little cottages which used to stand across from the Star. The road also now held a handful of street lamps, and one of the Entries—the network of crisscrossing alleyways which acted like arteries for the town—now held a clamorous and well-stocked cooperage.

He finished his little tour of the Star in his old bedroom on the third and topmost floor. The furniture was different, the smell was different, but the room’s only window still overlooked a small graveyard and beyond it—across a short stretch of water—the little island which was home to the gaolhouse and lighthouse. He’d grown up in that room though he could tell from the wear and tear it hadn’t stood fallow in his absence. He trod on a loose floorboard by the bed. It squeaked. Some things would never change.

He stepped into his uncle’s room, finding the bed unmade and some clothes strewn about. Nothing unusual about it at all. His uncle had never been what one might call houseproud.

Muffled voices from downstairs caught his ear and he arrived back at the bar to find out who had been keeping Dick Tassiter company. A pair of arms circled Felix’s waist from behind, and he staggered forward with a shout.

“Don’t move a muscle.”

He broke free of the grip and spun on his heels to find a laughing woman his own age, maybe a few years older. She had short, blonde hair, shadowy eyes, and wore a military jacket from the Chase Trading Company, but dyed black instead of the traditional emerald green. In his shock, it took him a moment to recognise who she was and who she had been when he last lived here.

She slunk off and slouched onto the bench that ran across the longest wall. She produced from her jacket pocket a thin pipe. She tipped some tobacco in and flicked open a clockwork striker. Sparks leapt from it, igniting the tobacco. She snapped the striker closed and drew on the end of the pipe. Smoke curled from her nose. “Cousin Felix,” she said. “Or are you still going by Lucky?”

“I never did. You’re the only one who called me that. Well, you and Tenner.”

“He won’t be happy to see you back. How long has it been since you’ve been home? Five years?”

“Ten,” he said. “Give or take.” He sat facing her. He realised he was clenching his fists. “You’ve changed since I’ve been away.”

She laughed and dragged on her pipe again. “We’re supposed to change,” she said. “That’s sort of the whole point, isn’t it? Though I prefer to think of it as outgrowing my old sex, as a blossom does a bud.”

“I take it I can’t use your old name so what do I call you now?”

“Dahlia,” she said, her voice husky but melodic, rusted from too much tobacco and whiskey. “What brings you back our way?”

“Uncle Gregory wrote to me, asking me to come home.”

Dahlia frowned, just for a moment. “When?”

“A couple of days ago.”

Her eyes blazed. “When?”

Felix clenched his fists harder. “I received a letter from him on the thirtieth. I came back as soon as I could.”

Dahlia studied Felix’s face intently. He had the distinct impression she was checking to see if he was lying.

“Where is Uncle Gregory?” Felix asked.

Dahlia inhaled her pipe again. “Rather a good question,” she said, leaning back. “It seems you received your letter just before dear old Uncle Gregory disappeared.”


Chapter Two

FELIX NOTICED DICK Tassiter was already halfway through polishing off a bottle of cheap gin. A short stack of coins rested on the bar by his elbow.

“Who let you in?” Dahlia swiped the bottle from his hand and swigged from it.

Dick Tassiter held his little glass up. “Your cousin was kind enough to grant me access. Which is more than you’ve ever done for me.”

“I told you before, Mr Tassiter, we’re closed,” Felix said. “Permanently.”

Mr Tassiter’s face dropped. “No, no, no, don’t say that. The Star can’t close; it’s a second home to me.”

“It’s a first home to you from what I can see,” Dahlia said.

Felix whistled in air through the gap between his front teeth. “You’ll have to go and drink somewhere else, I’m afraid.”

“He can’t,” Dahlia said. “Nowhere else will have him.”

The doors to the Star banged open and a cocksure young man swaggered in, unshaven and affecting an aggressive demeanour. He swung his shoulders and held his hands away from his sinewy body as though trying to take up as much room as possible.

“Tenner,” Felix said.

“Lucky.” Tenderling Diamond—known as Tenner by the family—led an assortment of boorish men and women into the bar. They spread out, checking around corners before nodding to Tenner.

Last of all came a woman, older than the rest. “Felix!” she said. “Well, at long last.”

“Aunt Alma,” Felix said. “And the whole Diamond clan. What a surprise.”

“Whole? Oh, no, not even half.” Aunt Alma narrowed her eyes.

Cruel as a shark’s, Felix thought. But no, not a shark; on his travels he had once seen a crumbling statue of a vicious Roman emperor which had eyes like hers, sculpted from pitiless, cold marble. Much like her brother Gregory, she had cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass. Her eyebrows arched like arrowheads, and she sat as though attending dinner at a palace. She wore fuchsia, as she had always done when Felix was a boy. Fuchsia ruffles hung on fuchsia sleeves, and fuchsia velvet hugged her fuchsia waist. She’d gathered her dark hair at the back of her head without much thought to appearance. Goosebumps gathered on Felix’s flesh as she bade him to sit. “Tenner, bring some chairs over.”

The cocksure Tenner did as he was told, and soon Felix found himself encircling a table with the family he hadn’t spoken to for a decade. Tenner didn’t join them and instead hurried upstairs and out of sight.

“Clarity, Slate.” He nodded in turn to each of the cousins who now flanked him. “Are you here to stop me running?” He meant it as a joke but Slate set his hand on Felix’s shoulder and pressed down. The angled looking glass on the longest wall revealed some other cousins standing at the bar, keeping a close eye on Dick Tassiter.

“It’s so good to have you back home,” Aunt Alma said. “Back where you belong.”

Felix squinted at her. “Uncle Gregory always had a strict policy against Diamond family gatherings on his premises. Usually because of all the drinking, and the gambling, and the fighting…”

Aunt Alma laughed without warmth. “Gregory is no longer here.”

Felix scanned around the filthy room. “And yet you didn’t seize the opportunity to take over running the Star. The door was locked up tight when I arrived.”

“We’ve been too busy to bother with all that,” Aunt Alma said. “Ever since the Watch did away with all the gangs, there’s been something of a vacuum just begging to be filled.”

“The Watch?”

“You’ve been gone too long,” Dahlia said. “You missed quite a bit.”

“Uncle Gregory always had a soft spot for you,” Felix said to Dahlia, “why haven’t you kept the bar open for him, at least?”

“I am not a taverner.” She hopped up onto the bar. “I am a performer. My place is on the stage.” She pointed a cracked nail to the rear of the room. She took another drink from the bottle and winced. “This’ll make you go blind.”

Dick Tassiter waved his hand in front of his own face. “So far, so good.”

“What happened to Uncle Gregory?” Felix asked. “Where did he go?”

Dahlia shrugged. “No one knows. He just vanished,” she said with a click of her fingers.

“And you didn’t think to look for him?”

“Of course I looked,” she said. “But he never went anywhere else, not really. This place was his whole life. I asked the regulars; no one knew anything.”

“What about the rest of you?” Felix asked.

The Diamonds looked to one another. Clarity crossed her arms. Slate shrugged. One man spat on the floor.

“I told you,” Aunt Alma said, “we’ve been busy.”

“So that’s it, then? He’s just gone.”

Aunt Alma smiled her cold smile and fussed with the sleeves of her floral jacket. “He’s a grown man, and a Diamond. He can take care of himself. He’ll show up eventually. I’m certain.”

Dahlia stared at the floor and said nothing. The circle of Diamonds drew closer around Felix.

Tenner returned and stood behind Aunt Alma. He stared at Felix, desperately trying to appear threatening but looking more like someone who was in dire need of the privy. “I didn’t find anything in his room.”

“You went through my belongings?” Felix’s mouth ran dry, and his stomach twisted itself into knots. Every sound came to him louder than ever—the drip from a jug on the bar, horses hooves on the road outside—his eyes stung from the sunlight gleaming in through the bay windows.

Tenner’s eyes widened and he jutted his head like a chicken at feed, begging for Felix to start a fight. At sea, Felix had known plenty of men to behave that way and been dismayed at how often it provoked a violent response.

“Gregory sent you more than just a letter,” Aunt Alma said. “I want it.”

“You want what, exactly?”

“Please don’t play stupid.” She sharpened her gaze without blinking.

“I’m not,” Felix said. “Here.” He emptied his pocket onto the table in front of her. ”Here is the letter, here is the key to the front door. There is nothing else, I have nothing else.”

Aunt Alma snatched the letter from the table and read it aloud. “Dearest Felix, The Star We Sail By is yours. Come and find me. Gregory.”

Dahlia leaned over Aunt Alma’s shoulder to read the letter, over and over.

Felix sighed and raised his voice as much as he could without it cracking. “You. Mr Tassiter. What do you think happened?”

Dick Tassiter pouted and shrugged. “He was a good man, your uncle. I don’t know anyone who’d want to do him any harm.”

“That’s a lie,” Dahlia said with a snort. “Listen, I owe him a lot, but he was a Diamond. We make enemies like other people make hot meals.”

“Anyone in particular?” Felix asked.

Dahlia’s gaze darted from Felix to Aunt Alma. “Why do you think someone is responsible? Why couldn’t he have just had enough and decided to walk out? Leave it all behind him?”

“Because of this,” he said, pointing to the letter. “He knew something was going to happen to him and he was desperate enough to reach out to me because of it.”

Dick Tassiter retrieved the gin bottle and drained the last of it into his glass. “Why don’t you go to the Knights?”

“The who?” Felix asked.

“The Knights of Blackrabbit,” Mr Tassiter said. “The Watch, lad, the Watch.”

“How can they help? Bunch of skullkickers and decrepit old soldiers.”

“You’ve been away for too long,” Aunt Alma said. “But some things never change. Diamonds don’t ask for help, certainly not from the Watch.”

“You mean you haven’t even spoken to them?”

“There are more Diamonds than there are Watchfolk,” Dahlia said. “What can they do that we can’t?”

Felix sat back and huffed. “They can actually try to find him, for one thing.”

Aunt Alma leaned in so closely the tobacco on her breath stung his nose. “Don’t get the Watch involved, Felix,” she said. “I’m warning you. Now, run along. And leave the front door key here.”

Felix’s mind raced. “I don’t understand. You were just waiting for me to come and unlock the door?”

“It’s called respect,” Aunt Alma said.

Felix knew what she really meant. Aunt Alma was afraid of her brother, Uncle Gregory. She always had been. All the Diamonds were, to a certain extent. Uncle Gregory had been the de facto head of the Diamond family since the passing of some grandfather or other around the time Felix had been born. Uncle Gregory gave them advice when they needed it and a sound thrashing when they didn’t heed it. Aunt Alma and the rest of the family hadn’t broken into the Star because they knew if Gregory ever found out, he’d be livid.

“The Star is the only home I’ve ever known on Blackrabbit,” Felix said. “Where am I supposed to go?”

Aunt Alma pushed the letter across the table. “You can read, can’t you? Your uncle wants you to find him. And you don’t want to let him down.”


Chapter Three

WATCH COMMANDER VINCE Knight sat with his feet up on his desk in his cramped, white-walled office. His bulldog, Crabmeat, lay nearby in a little bed, snoring. Vince usually kept the door to his office open but that morning he needed some peace and quiet, and a chance to shut his eyes for ten minutes. He rubbed the skin under his eyepatch, then pulled his tricorne cap low over his coarse white-bearded face, intending to doze peacefully while a little fire crackled in the hearth.

He had been up all night keeping a close eye on some newly docked sailors who were causing trouble in the Jack Thistle tavern, farther along the waterfront. He’d been asked by the landlord to help keep them in line. A couple of minor fights had broken out, but Vince had quickly put an end to them. As soon as dawn had broken, he’d escorted the sailors back to their ship and watched them sail off.

It had been less than a month since he’d taken over as commander of the Watch. Back then, he hadn’t been wholly sure what his daily duties would involve. His first act had been to expand the Watch not just in numbers but in responsibilities. No longer confined to the hours between sunset and sunrise, the Watch would now operate around the clock. Something the townsfolk had yet to approve of. As far as Vince was concerned, though, the main threat to the town had been the gangs, and since he’d resolutely crushed them, what the people needed now was an organisation ready to step in and help when asked but would otherwise leave people to get on with their day-to-day lives.

“Can we help you?” Sorcha Fontaine’s muffled voice came from the other side of Vince’s door.

“I, uh, I needed to talk to someone.” Vince didn’t recognise the other person’s voice.

“Well, I’m someone,” Sorcha said.

“It’s about my uncle. He needs help. I think.”

“And what’s your name, then?” Sorcha asked.

“Felix,” he said. “Felix Diamond.”

Vince rushed to the door of his office and flung it open. “Diamond?” His voice boomed. “Diamond?” He filled the door frame with his bulk and squinted at the man.

Felix Diamond flinched and stepped back. “Is that…Vince?”

“Get in here,” Vince said.

Sorcha followed them into Vince’s office and gently closed the door.

Vince sat behind his desk and leaned his powerful forearms on it. He frowned, deepening the wrinkles in his forehead. “Diamond comes in here asking for help? Must be serious.”

Felix’s throat had apparently run dry, and he coughed a little as he sat fidgeting with the button loops of his striped shirt. He looked quickly around the room, stopping at the charcoal portrait of Captain James Godgrave hanging above Crabmeat’s bed. Felix frowned, his mouth slightly agape, but he quickly recovered. He licked his own lips. “My uncle Gregory is missing.”

“Landlord of the Star We Sail By?” Vince asked. “Since when?”

“A couple of days, according to my cousin. Uncle Gregory wrote to me, asked me to come home because he thought something bad was going to happen to him.”

“Astute of him,” Vince said. “Enemies?”

“Well,” he said, adjusting his positing in the chair. “You, for one.”

Vince rubbed his hand across his own scruffy, snowy white beard. “Not these days,” he said. “Turned over a new leaf. On the side of law and order now.”

Felix’s eyebrows climbed so high Vince thought they were trying to escape his head entirely.

“Know your family,” Vince said. “Everyone does. Diamonds are troublemakers. Usually only a matter of time before you lot meet a bad end.”

Felix crossed his arms. “Are you saying you won’t help me?”
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IT IS THE waves which break—not I. Felix repeated his refrain over and over again. He kept stealing glances at Vince as he led both him and Sorcha Fontaine out of the Watch House. Felix couldn’t believe it. Vince Knight, the king of Blackrabbit’s criminal underbelly, was the Watch Commander. Vince Knight, the criminal other criminals told stories about, was going to help him to find his uncle. Felix wasn’t looking forward to seeing Aunt Alma’s face when he walked in with Vince. She was going to have kittens.

The Watchfolk wore a uniform, which Felix hadn’t expected. In his day, they showed up for their shifts in whatever clothes they’d been wearing all day. This new Watch wore long scarlet overcoats trimmed with black, tight breeches, and dark tricornes. Felix couldn’t help but notice the scowling faces of the townsfolk they passed by.

“Have you been away for long?” Sorcha asked. A woman around his own age with straight, dark hair and an Irish accent, she smiled readily and all but skipped along the road.

Felix wondered if she was the pleasant face of the organisation. “About ten years,” he said. “It feels like a lifetime.”

The Watch house sat at the edge of the harbour and the walk away from it, back towards town, brought them past the court house. Its tympanum held a relief of muscular, naked fishermen hauling in catch from the sea on one side and athletic, naked women doing the same on the other. The roof was nothing but an exposed ribcage of wooden beams. “What happened to that?”

“Some gang trouble a month ago,” Sorcha said. “They set a few places on fire. The court house was one of the first casualties. It’s all sorted now though.”

Felix eyed Vince. “I bet it is. I heard the gangs had been broken up. Not hard to guess who’s responsible.”

Vince said nothing. He stood a head taller than Felix, at least, and had the bearing of a shire horse. He exuded an air of menace, yes, but also a faint aroma of sweet tobacco. He remembered Gregory and the family talking about Vince in hushed whispers. When they got up to no good, it wasn’t the Watch or the magistrates they feared catching them—it was Vince. Felix had hoped never to meet him face to face and as they approached the Star, he began to wonder if he was doing the right thing.

Dick Tassiter still propped up the bar, having reached the end of the gin bottle. He blanched when Vince entered, tucking his head low and keeping his gaze firmly on the countertop in front of him.

Vince ran his hand across a table, touching some sticky residue. “Clean as ever.”

Aunt Alma all but jumped out of her chair. She squinted at the Watchfolk. “I asked you not to get them involved, Felix. And I didn’t for one second think you’d be stupid enough to bring them here.”

“They said they wanted to check the place,” Felix said. “And since you and the family have done nothing to find Uncle Gregory, I didn’t see the harm.”

Vince marched up to Aunt Alma. He was at least a head or two taller than her. “Alma,” he said, his voice rolling like distant thunder. “Keeping out of trouble?”

“Of course, Commander,” she said. “And may I just take this opportunity to thank you for sweeping away the gangs which had plagued this town since…well, since you first organised them, I suppose.”

Years ago, Vince had taken a bunch of rival criminals and banded them together into a network of gangs which had terrorised not just the town of Port Knot, but the entire island of Blackrabbit. That he had turned on them came as no great surprise to Felix. That he had taken them to the gaolhouse and not to some shallow graves in the woods very much had.

“What’s the point of this?” Dahlia asked. “Don’t you think we’d have noticed any pools of blood or screams coming from the cellar?”

Vince turned to stare at her with his single, icy blue eye. The leather strap of his eyepatch cut into the heavy pale skin of his forehead.

Dahlia licked her lips and laughed. “Uncle Gregory never liked you coming in here,” she said. “Trouble has a tendency to follow you about.”

Vince clamped his meaty hand on Mr Tassiter’s shoulder. “Had such good times here though,” he said, squeezing. “Dick. Seen anything we should know about?”

Mr Tassiter spluttered into his glass. “Not a thing, Vince. Honest.”

Vince leaned around to look him right in the eye. “Not much happens here that you don’t see,” he said. “Expect me to believe you don’t know anything?”

Mr Tassiter whined, just a little. “I didn’t see anything this time, I swear.”

Vince waved his hand at the Diamond clan who sat tensely, ready to spring into action. Or to bolt out the door. “Always heard Gregory didn’t like family operating from his bar.”

“He doesn’t,” Mr Tassiter said.

Aunt Alma shot him a look, and his head sank into his shoulders.

“I knew it,” Felix said, his lip trembling. “Out, all of you. Now, come on, Uncle Gregory doesn’t want you here and neither do I.”

“This was—is—my brother’s alehouse,” Aunt Alma said. “If he—”

“Playhouse,” Felix said quickly.

“If he is dead, then it’s only right for it to pass to me. What makes you think you get to have any say in this whatsoever?”

Felix held up the letter and the key. “These,” he said. “He didn’t send them to you—to any of you. He sent them to me. He wanted me to look after the Star. He wanted me to help him because…because he knows you lot can’t be trusted.” He tried to stop his hand from shaking as Vince took the letter.

Tenner and some of the other cousins took exception to Felix’s remarks and began shouting their objections.

“Would you like to have someone read it to you?” Aunt Alma asked.

Vince ignored her. “Seems clear to me. Rightful owner passed the Star on to Felix.”

Felix thought he might vomit. “And as such, I’m demanding you all leave. Now. Please.”

Alma stared at him. “I could take that letter and burn it.”

“You could but you’d always know what it said. And so would everyone else in here. And if it came to it, I’d testify in front of the magistrates.”

“You’re determined to live up to your black sheep reputation, aren’t you?”

“I’d hate to disappoint you at this late stage, Auntie.”

Aunt Alma held her ground until Vince lifted a glass tumbler and hurled it against a wall, bellowing at the top of his lungs as he did so. “Out! Now!” The tumbler shattered and the Diamonds froze, wide-eyed, until Vince roared at them again. Felix’s cousins almost fell over one another as they darted out of the Star. Last to leave was Aunt Alma, who glared at Vince as she passed by.

“Don’t come back,” Vince said to her. “Mean it.”

“This isn’t Watch business,” Aunt Alma said. “It’s family.” She stared at Felix, making his blood run a little colder.

“Landlord has evicted you,” Vince said. “Landlord has enlisted help from the Watch. Watch will remove you by force if we have to.”

“The widow Knight. How far you’ve fallen.” She tutted and left, not even bothering to close the front doors behind her.

Felix hurriedly locked them again, aware he was locking himself in with Vince Knight. The heavy, elaborate bolts turned and clicked into place. “Why did she call you that?”

“Because it’s true,” Vince said. “Happened a long time ago. Time was she wouldn’t have dared say it to my face.”

Sorcha stared out the window, making sure the Diamonds had left. “It’s a barb crafted to sting. To undermine.”

Vince snorted. “Will take more than that. Someone mentioned a cellar?”

“It’s back here.” Felix pulled on a metal ring set into the floorboards behind the bar. A hatch opened. He took a striker-lantern, ignited it, and carefully climbed down the short flight of stone steps.

Vince stood at the hatch and grunted. “Never going to fit down there.”

He wasn’t wrong. There was no way his enormous bulk would squeeze through the opening.

“Stand back,” Sorcha said. She hopped down the steps.

The cellar had a low, domed ceiling frosted with cobwebs, and contained a dozen or so empty ale barrels. A stack of crates filled one corner, next to some pewter jugs and glass bottles.

Vince lay with his head poking through the hatch. “Anything?”

“Nothing,” Sorcha called up to him. “I don’t…wait.” She pointed to some marks on the ground. “What’re these?”

Felix swallowed hard. “Nothing,” he said. “Just wear and tear from moving barrels about, I expect.”

Sorcha grabbed the lantern from his hand and bent down for a closer look. She followed the marks to an old bookcase filled with rusted tankards, busted bellows, and other bric-a-brac, all covered in a thick layer of dust, save for one dented cannonball, the size of an apple. She grabbed it and pushed. It didn’t budge. So she pulled. The bookcase clicked and swung open. She turned to Felix and raised her eyebrow. “Well?”

“Smuggler’s tunnels,” Felix said with a sigh.

“Don’t mention the bleddy tunnels in front of the Watch, you fool!” Dick Tassiter shouted from the bar.

“Don’t care,” Vince said, his head still poking down from the hatch. “Taxes are the custom house’s business. Watch is here to help people, not to enforce every little rule. Leads to the harbour, does it?”

Felix shook his head. “No, not the harbour.”


Chapter Four

WITH RAINDROPS BEADING on his woollen cap, Felix led Vince and Sorcha to the cemetery behind the Star We Sail By. A piece of land surrounded by a rotting wooden fence, at its core stood a single yew tree. They picked their way among the spherical gravestones. The wealthier the grave’s occupant, the larger the sphere. Family members’ gravestones orbited the older, moss-covered orbs of distant ancestors, like little planets around their own sun.

The cemetery stopped a few paces from the edge of a steep, chalk-white cliff and Felix pointed down to some rocks. “There’s an inlet just there,” he said. “No beach, no place to land but you can sail right in.” He kept back, worried the incessant drizzle of the morning had made the grassy verge slippery.

Vince had no such concerns. He marched right to the edge and peered down. “Chancewater,” he said. “Didn’t think anyone was still using it.”

Sorcha rolled her eyes. “Of course you know about it.”

Felix stood behind Vince, behind the vast bulk of him, and wondered what would happen if he were to put his hands on Vince’s back and shove with all his might. In normal circumstances, Felix likely wouldn’t stand a chance of budging him an inch but with the wet grass and the pull of the cliff’s edge…surely they would do most of the work for him? This might be his only chance to rid Port Knot of its ruin.

“Star We Sail By isn’t the only place to use it,” Vince said, snapping Felix from his daydream. “Used to be a few other alehouses connected to those tunnels.”

“Playhouse,” Felix said.

Vince ignored him. “Dangerous. Small. Been a few cave-ins, as I recall.”

“Uncle Gregory used to make me meet smugglers in those tunnels.” The moment had passed, and Vince had walked back a few yards. Felix had missed his chance. “He used to get salt from Brittany, before the customs house got wise to other people using the tunnels. I can’t imagine he’d given up the practice entirely, though where he’s been hiding the goods nowadays, I couldn’t say. The cellar at the Star is crowded enough as it is.”

“Will have to check the tunnels,” Vince said. “Sorcha, first thing tomorrow, get some Watchfolk in there.”

“You think my uncle is down there?” Felix asked. “I suppose he could have had an accident…”

“More likely he’s dead,” Vince said. “Meeting with a supplier turned violent. Seen more than one person meet a sticky end in there.”

Felix exhaled loudly, whistling a little through the gap between his teeth. He shivered, but not from the rainfall. He found Vince’s stilted manner of speech most off-putting. The way he missed the start of every sentence blunted his words so they hit like hammers.

Sorcha shot Vince a look. “Tactful as ever, aul man.” She put her hand on Felix’s arm. “It’s only been a couple of days. We’ll find him. I promise.”
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LIKE MOST BUILDINGS in the town, the Star We Sail By was tan-hued and half-timbered. Its double doors were sunk between two bay windows and upon entering, one found oneself in a long, high-ceilinged room, cleanly split down the middle. To the left, a long row of benches broken only by a small hearth ran the length of the wood-panelled walls beneath tilted looking glasses, grubby and wearing at the edges. To the immediate right, a clockwork lift granted access to the upper floors and next to it, the bar proper stood in front of yet another looking glass and shelves of liquor. In the middle of the room could be found table after table with chairs and stools. Finally, at the far end of the room, heavy purple curtains adorned a small stage.

“It’s barely a quarter of the size it had been in the Star’s heyday,” Felix said of the stage.

“As the town’s interest in theatre dwindled and its interest in gin rose,” Mr Tassiter said, “the stage shrank, losing prominence, an aging beauty fading and shrinking against the shiny new baubles come to tempt its admirers away.”

Felix trudged across the sticky floor and sat at a grimy table by an unwashed window. Above him, the chessboard pattern of the ceiling he so clearly remembered from his youth had become stained a grimy mustard colour.

“The Star may not be what she once was,” Mr Tassiter said, “but there’s hardly an actor in town who didn’t tread her boards and cut their teeth here.”

Felix had been unable to convince Dick Tassiter to leave so resigned himself to having him permanently installed at the corner of the bar closest to the front doors.

“It used to be a rite of passage, you know,” Mr Tassiter said. “Every young performer—youthful in experience if not in age—would go through the same rituals. Singing in front of a rowdy crowd, monologuing in front of an indifferent crowd, dodging rotten vegetables from a belligerent crowd.”

“Going to open up again?” Vince asked. “People need alehouses. Keeps them off the streets.” He flicked rainwater from his tricorne and slumped onto a bench.

“Stop calling it an alehouse,” Felix said. “It’s not an alehouse; it’s never been an alehouse. At least, it was never meant to be one.” He glanced towards the stage. “This was supposed to be a theatre.”

Vince snorted a laugh. “Hate to break it to you but this place has never been much more than a cherry house. Know many theatres with topless boys and girls hanging off the balcony, beckoning punters inside? Don’t know what memories you have of the nights here, but I bet mine are a damn sight clearer. Want a theatre, go over on Quarrier’s Run. See an opera, some Shakespeare. Want to hear a bawdy song from the tropics? See a puppet show about the council’s dalliances behind closed doors? Want to watch a man try to lick himself? Come to the Star.”

Sorcha threw her hands in the air and stared at him. “Tact. Tact.”

Felix knew the place had a reputation, of course. For every actor, there was the temptation to join the bedworkers plying their trade from the Star’s notorious sailboat balcony. It was good money, better than a young actor could hope to earn, and if one was the kind to enjoy the pleasures of the flesh, why not make some extra money at the same time? It did no harm to one’s reputation, and indeed, knowing about an actor’s past added—in the eyes of the audience—a certain frisson to their performance. The skilled actor, upon embarking on a chaste and innocent role, would learn when to wink knowingly to a crowd well-versed in their history. Blackrabbiters found brazenness endearing. The sailboat balcony was infamous even in his day. He remembered well the sailors who docked had a rite of passage involving their partner of choice and a very intimate act performed on the balcony to the cheers of onlookers.

But he remembered the other nights. The nights when singers with voices of honey and gold sang their hearts out on stage. When actors moved him to tears with their soliloquies. That was how he chose to remember the Star We Sail By.

The Star had been a constant fixture in the life of the Diamond family since Gregory had first opened it, just shy of thirty years prior. While Gregory absolutely forbade any of the family from conducting business within its walls, he did initially allow them to drink there, provided they behaved themselves, which they seldom did. Something about being allowed in drove them giddy with excitement, and they would soon lose the run of themselves. Before long, Gregory closed the Star to Diamond trade.

That said, more than a dozen Diamond children had been sheltered there by Gregory in the years Felix had lived in the place, and he was certain there had been plenty more since. Uncle Gregory had never turned his back on a Diamond in need, and it had been a great source of comfort to the family to know that no matter how far they fell, their children would always have a home to go to. Provided they obeyed Uncle Gregory’s rules.

“Anyone special in Gregory’s life?” Vince asked. “Liked women, didn’t he?”

“There was someone,” Mr Tassiter said. “I saw them groping one another on the stairs a couple of times. Big woman. What’s her name?” He frowned, and squinted, and dredged his gin-soaked memory. “Underhay,” he said. “Briony Underhay. Gregory talked about her a little. I saw them together over Samhain. I teased him about proposing, and he got this funny, watery look in his eye. I didn’t think he’d ever wed again. I thought they were just screwing.”

“Know her. Works on the docks. Will have a word.” Vince slapped his own meaty thighs as he stood up. “Last time Gregory was here? Last time anyone saw him?”

“I came by around sunset,” Dick Tassiter said. “He’d already gone and locked the Star up tight. I met the barmaid on the road outside, and she said he’d rushed out in a hurry but didn’t say where he was going.”

“Barmaid?” Vince asked.
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FELIX HURRIED ALONG the road after Vince. For a big man, Vince moved surprisingly quickly. He dodged and weaved through the crowds, and ducked down tiny alleyways Felix didn’t even know existed.
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