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Prologue

QUINN CHECKED HIS APPEARANCE in the mirror. He liked a well-cut coat, but summer in Port Royal was far too hot to wear one.

The length of Persian silk about his waist, green to match his neckerchief gave his plain shirt and breeches a dashing touch, and the baldric across his chest told the world he was one of the Brethren of the Coast. He tucked in a stray strand of hair that had escaped the riband at his nape, and smoothed the queue hanging down his back. Turning slightly, he smiled at his reflection. He would never outshine Beau Ashburn, famed for magnificent clothes and impeccable grooming, but Didi was sure to approve.

He loped down the two flights of stairs from his attic quarters to the front hall. His boots, polished within an inch of their lives, waited by the press. Hopping from foot to foot, he pulled them on.

The door knocker crashed.

“I’ll get it, Martha!” he called to the housekeeper, busy in the kitchen.

On the front step stood a vision clad in rose-coloured satin thick with gold thread and trimmed with fluttering ribbons. Ostrich plumes curled from a Cavalier chapeau, and beneath this monstrosity was a flushed and sweaty face. The man panted heavily, a hand pressed to his side.

Quinn raised his eyebrows. “Look at you, all pranked out like a peacock.”

His visitor’s mouth twisted into more of a grimace than a smile. Sweeping past Quinn, he strode into the parlour.

“Oh please, do come in,” said Quinn.

He shut the door with a decided bang and cast the pink brocade back a suspicious look. Something urgent had brought his childhood friend, the Brethren captain known as the Black Wolf, running across town. To his doorstep. And that something boded ill for his plan to while away the evening in a lover’s arms.

In the parlour, the captain collapsed into the only cushioned chair and fanned himself with his feathered hat. “Need…a favour…” he panted out.

“Do you, now?” The magnificence of his friend’s outfit took on a new—and sinister—meaning. Quinn narrowed his eyes. “If you think I’m coming to whatever ball you’re swanning off to, you can forget that.”

Waving a negative, the Black Wolf took a couple of deep breaths. “Governor’s ball. Escorting Charlotte.”

The cream of Jamaican society, eager to meet the new governor, would flock to the King’s House tonight. All the more reason for Quinn to avoid the place. Every man on the Jamaica Council would attend the event, even those who resided across the harbour in Spanish Town. And if Charlotte Roussel—known amongst the Brethren as La Calotte Rouge—bumped into a certain council member…

“Is taking herself wise? If you’ve forgotten what happened last time she met Sir Francis, he won’t have. An inch higher, and he’d have been singing soprano.”

“Water under the bridge. Sir Francis has his eye on another lady now.”

Quinn sniffed, not convinced. “You know how feisty she gets on French wine. She might take another stab at him, so to speak. Better not to be dragging her along, Kit.”

“Boot’s on the other foot; she’s dragging me along. Every captain in port received a personal invitation, and she accepted on my behalf.” The Black Wolf’s mouth drooped. “I cannot decamp now without giving offence.”

“To the new governor or to Charlotte?” said Quinn drily.

“I see you understand perfectly,” declared his friend brightly. “But some rather important business cropped up, and…” He trailed off, a hopeful gleam in his eyes.

Quinn sighed. “And you need me to be taking care of whatever that is.”

A glimmer of a smile peeped. “I’ll make it up to you, Gabe.”

“You’d better; the Sophie made port this evening. I was planning to find Didi.”

“Ah.” The Black Wolf’s smile transformed into a sympathetic grimace. “I haven’t spoiled your night after all. He’s found himself a matelot. I’m surprised you haven’t heard; it’s all over the port.”

The news was a bit of a blow—at least to his pride. Usually he was the one who broke off liaisons. But if Didi had found a man he wanted to swear that oath with, he deserved to be happy.

“Well, ’tisn’t as though we had a commitment,” Quinn replied, trying to keep his tone light. Not that he could fool the Black Wolf into thinking the news meant nothing to him. “So what’s this favour?”

“Mr Peregrine plans to leave the ship tonight.”

“And…?”

“And I need you to keep an eye on him.”

Jaw clenching, Quinn drew a long breath through his nose. The sheer nerve of asking him, of all men, to look out for Thomas bloody Peregrine… “He’s a man grown, last time I checked,” he said in an even voice.

The Black Wolf grinned. “I don’t mean nursemaid him. I want to know if he meets with anyone to pass information. Especially Killjoy.”

That made a lot more sense, and Quinn unclenched his teeth. “Soothly? But he has naught to pass on to anyone—’tis why I changed berths to the Defiant. Anyway, I always doubted he was sent to spy on us. Too honest, curse the little maggot.”

“I’faith, I cannot make up my mind if he was or not.” The Black Wolf rubbed his beard. “He’s a hard man to read, but something in him changed since we set our sails for Port Royal.”

Quinn shrugged. “Two months since we were last in a port with a brothel, or with a lady of any sort. Belike he’s itching to lay a leg over.”

“Mayhap. I want you to follow him, but don’t let him see you lest you raise his suspicions.”

“If I can find him,” he said caustically. “Sure he’s balls deep in a woman by now.”

“Nay, he’s still aboard the Audacious. Or he was. When I realised what he was about I gave orders to the crew to tarry in getting him ashore and hurried here. If you run, you’ll catch him at the landing place—Honey Lane.”

“Curse it, Kit, why did you keep me talking so long?” he exclaimed, and dashed down his front steps.

The humid night air was enough to put a man into a lather of sweat even without running. Quinn slowed to a lengthy stride. Damned if he would stink up a clean shirt, even for the Black Wolf.

Not that he could run through the crowded streets. With hurricane season fast approaching, dozens of ships descended on Port Royal every day to sell or buy goods and get out before the inevitable storms hit. And dozens of ships meant hundreds of sailors—pirate, merchant, naval—lurching from tavern to gambling den to brothel.

He dodged squeaking carts and hawkers shouting their wares. He shouldered past a meandering group of drunkards, wincing as they roared out a ditty with no regard for the tune or for his ears. He nearly tripped over a man dropped to his knees right in front of him. He leapt to one side with a speed born of practice, saving his boots from being heartily vomited on.

The King’s Street was less busy, and there was no sign of Mr Peregrine on the dock. He swore under his breath. Missing his quarry might be the Black Wolf’s fault, but he would wear the consequences. Namely, finding whatever hole the lieutenant had disappeared down. Or up. His friend would expect no less.

Ach, crows’ curse on both men. He had better things to do than search every bloody brothel in Port Royal. Time to give up and spend the rest of the evening in the Black Dog with a jug or three of Nan Blackater’s punch.

He was turning away when movement in the harbour caught the corner of his eye. He squinted in the faint starlight. That black shape in the water could be a boat. After a moment, he recognised the Audacious’ longboat, heading straight for the landing place. An unmistakable figure sat in the bow. Even in the chancy light, Quinn knew the shape of Mr Peregrine as if it were carved onto his curst eyeballs.

Devil take it, the Black Dog would have to wait. And he needed to get out of sight. Whilst the harbour was dark, the dock was well-lit by cressets and lanterns from nearby shops and taverns. He ducked behind a pile of goods waiting to be loaded onto a ship.

The boat beached. Waving his thanks to the longboat crew, Mr Peregrine leapt ashore and strode past. Quinn lifted his eyebrows in surprise. Instead of that drab woollen doublet—his Sunday best, by the Holy Mother!—the lieutenant was wearing a jerkin. Sailing with pirates must be rubbing off on the prig for him to dress so informally. But with all the colours of the rainbow to choose from, why had he chosen to purchase a jerkin in mud brown?

Bloody Puritans—as dismal as their curst clothes. Dull hues, plain buttons, modest garments. Not a speck of lace or ribbon to distract from Mr Peregrine’s face with its permanent expression of disdain. Did the miserable turd even knew how to smile?

By Christ and all the saints, how he loathed the man. So what if those grey eyes flashed like moonlight on the water? If a pouty lower lip invited a man to reach out and brush it with a fingertip? If a strong, lean body, once held so fleetingly in his arms, tempted a man to pull him close? Thomas bloody Peregrine was still the most arrogant, conceited ass in the Caribbean.

Quinn waited a few moments before stepping out. His quarry was cleaving a path through the workers and idlers who thronged the docks. Quinn hung back before following him down Honey Lane and into the High Street.

The lieutenant crossed the road. Straight towards Mistress Meg’s, a place frequented by the cruellest of men. 

Bloody Puritans—unable to fuck unless punishment was involved. Quinn’s lip curled. He should have known Mr Peregrine was that sort. And to seek it from a brothel, too. True mastery only came with a willing partner. How could anyone take pleasure in thrashing someone who was paid for their pain? Worse than thrashing, if the rumour about one girl who had disappeared—supposedly gone to Boston—was true.

But if the ladies were not safe from the clientele, neither were the clientele safe from the ladies. Mayhap the lieutenant desired to be on the other side of that anguish. Quinn’s eyes widened. The notion had never occurred to him before now, and damn if it did not fit the man’s character much better. An image of Mr Peregrine, bound and helpless, silver eyes filled with tears as he begged for the whip, flashed through Quinn’s mind. His groin tightened and he shifted uncomfortably.

What the hell was he thinking? He despised the man. Yet when Mr Peregrine swerved by the brothel to walk up the High Street, disappointment flickered.

He shook himself sharply. Nonsensical imaginings were not why he was here. If the lieutenant was not going to Mistress Meg’s, then where? He had already ignored another couple of premises. Papillons was the next nearest. And if that was his destination, his share of the Audacious’ prize money must be burning quite the hole in his pocket. Papillon girls were the priciest in Port Royal. But his long stride did not even falter as he passed its entrance and turned into New Street.

Flitting from doorway to doorway, Quinn kept the lieutenant in sight. Which place did he deem worthy of his custom? The Dovecote? No. Lady Kat’s? No. One by one, Mr Peregrine passed every brothel and rounded the Lime Street corner.

He stopped outside a punch house, staring up at the sign before resuming his progress. When he stopped at another drinking hole and did the same thing, Quinn pursed his lips. The lieutenant was after rum. Quinn snorted. Probably trying to work up the courage to flout whichever of the ten commandments forbade him from seeking out a fuck. But which tavern was he searching for?

The lieutenant reached the Ingleside, a punch house known for its cock-hungry patrons. He tugged his jerkin as if to settle it, and strode through the entrance. Quinn’s jaw dropped. Then he burst out laughing.

“Sure you’ve got the wrong place there, boyo!” he said aloud, still chuckling.

He waited for a hurried exit, a fox pursued by the hounds. A minute ticked by. And then everything clicked into place. The lieutenant had taken pains to choose this tavern, which meant someone had arranged to meet him here. Quinn grimaced with… Disappointment? Vexation? He could not identify exactly what he felt. And damn the Black Wolf for being right that Mr Peregrine was a traitor after all.

Hoping he had not already missed a meeting, Quinn cautiously stuck his head through the doorway. The lieutenant, purchasing an onion bottle from the bar, had his back to the room. Quinn slipped inside, blinking to adjust his eyes in the smoke-filled tavern. A pair of empty settles stood at right angles in a dark corner. He snagged the one facing the wall and sat sideways, peering over its high back to watch the room.

This early in the evening, the tavern was half empty, but the patrons were a rowdy lot: chattering and laughing, dancing jigs to the music of fiddle and flute. The lieutenant found himself a table out of the general hubbub, poured a drink, and knocked it back.

Over the next hour, Quinn refused a few advances whilst the lieutenant drank the entire bottle. It must be rum punch—not even a hardened drinker could down a full glass onion of Port Royal’s kill-devil rum without passing out. Or dying. No one, however, tried to join him or even paused to speak with him. That surprised Quinn. For all he detested the man, he had an arse ripe for tilling, and surely the Ingleside’s patrons had sized him up. It must be his thundercloud of a face keeping them at bay.

He was a little tired of fending off would-be lovers himself, and he hoped someone would approach his quarry soon. He was starting to think Mr Peregrine really was here to get drunk, but as he scanned the crowd, he noticed another man watching the lieutenant from afar. Diver Pete, sometime sailor, most-of-the-time thief. Could he be the contact? Surely not. Quinn’s mind boggled at the notion of Killjoy—or anyone—hiring a man like Pete for such a purpose.

Something smashed. His attention snapped back to Mr Peregrine, who was staring at a starburst pattern of clay shards on the floor. The clumsy fool had dropped his mug. Seemingly unperturbed, he lifted the glass onion to his lips and tipped it back. And back. And back. He set down the empty bottle and looked around, face twisted in that all-too-familiar scowl.

Diver Pete, pitcher in one hand and mugs in the other, sidled up to the table. He sat uninvited, leaning into Mr Peregrine in a most familiar manner as he poured drinks. A tingle ran over Quinn’s skin to his very fingertips. The thief offered a toast, but set his mug down untouched when the lieutenant drank.

Quinn narrowed his eyes. Mr Peregrine smiled—a wavering smile, to be sure—but did not so much as flinch when Pete’s hands disappeared below the table.

Irritation rose in a hot wave, and Quinn was on his feet before he knew it. Despite the Black Wolf’s instruction not to let himself be seen, he shoved through the crowd. How dare that curst thief lay hands on Mr Peregrine? Little worm that he was, trying to rob one of the Brethren of the Coast. The lieutenant was not, properly speaking, a buccaneer, but Pete must know he was the second mate on the Audacious. That impertinence could not go unanswered.

Quinn thought quickly of a ruse, one that would not let on he had followed the lieutenant here. Bending, he dropped a hand on the lieutenant’s shoulder. A fresh scent flooded his nose, one he recalled well from their first disastrous meeting. He ignored the leap of his pulse.

Lips to the man’s ear, he said softly, “Captain’s asking to see you.”


Chapter One

Aboard the Audacious

THE MAN SLEPT ON HIS BACK in the wide berth. A secret smile curved his lips as he lay with one hand thrown above his head, the other resting on his chest. Such honest, capable hands that last night had gripped with desperate strength. Such provocative, seductive lips that last night had pleaded for glorious punishment.

Ah yes, last night. Following him through the streets. Watching him drown his sorrows in a tavern. Saving him from a thief, catching him as he fell. Carrying him to his bunk. Staying after he begged, so very sweetly, to be mastered.

A little smile to match his lover’s quivered at the corner of Quinn’s mouth. Never had a man surrendered to him so completely. A pity he had taken so long to guess the truth. But then, how could he have imagined the punctilious and reserved Lieutenant Peregrine had such intriguing depths?

It was tempting to wake him to test those depths again, but after their night of fierce passion, Perry deserved to rest. And Quinn needed to think. Quietly, he pulled on his drawers, blew out the lantern, and let himself out of the cabin.

The anchor watch, Polly and Ty this time, sat on the quarterdeck. Ty flashed a friendly grin, and Quinn gave a silent nod of greeting in response. Polly, mouth quivering on a mischievous smirk, cast a pointed glance at the deck. It was also the ceiling of the cabins below, and those planks of wood were too thin to block much noise. The two watchmen would have heard enough to guess what had been going on in Perry’s quarters. And Job and Crook, the previous watch, would have told them exactly who was in there. Quinn hid a smirk of his own.

There was no stopping this news from spreading like wildfire. By nightfall the whole of Port Royal would know Mr Perry-grin of the Audacious and Master Quinn of the Defiant had finally ended their savage feud. Or brought to a head their fiery courtship. Smothering a laugh, he strolled to the bow.

Dawn was not far off, but night still shrouded Cagway Harbour. Anchored ships were visible only by their watch lanterns. In the far distance, the lights of Spanish town twinkled. Leaning on the gunwale, he stared across the bay. Smoking helped him think when he had a knotty problem to unravel, but his pipe lay unlit in his hand as certain memories of the last few hours stirred his prick. He was more than ready to return to Perry. But there was time. Nearly a week, in fact, before he and Perry set sail on their different ships. Nights they would spend together. And days, if Perry was willing. A frisson shivered across his skin as he visualised both the punishment and pleasure he would deliver to his proud lieutenant. 

Curse it, he was letting himself be distracted by thoughts of Perry’s submission, his hunger for mastery. Time he stopped shying away from what stared him in the face. How much dared he tell this new lover?

And there it was, the very heart of his dilemma.

He had plenty to hide. Deeds both noble and dishonourable, stories that could never be shared. Not that he wanted to before. Ardour for past lovers, even his storm-filled passion for Raphe Ashburn, had never pierced deep enough to tempt him to reveal himself. But now… Perry had given him everything: every shame, every furtive longing, every corner of his secret self. How could he be any less honest?

Impatiently, he tugged open his tobacco pouch. The past was done. The less Perry knew the better.

The sky grew paler with the imminent dawn. Tamping and lighting a pipe usually soothed him. This time, the familiar tasks merely kept his hands busy. He blew out smoke, watching it float on the air and dissipate. If only the squirming doubt he could not quite shrug off would as easily melt away.

Over the pervasive slap of the sea came the plashing of oars, followed by the dull thud of a boat knocking against the hull. Instinctively, Quinn glanced back at the quarterdeck. Polly had unfolded himself from Ty’s arms and was peering over the gunwale. He lifted his hand in a wave and returned to his lover’s side. Whoever was boarding must be an Audacious crewman. Quinn resumed smoking, staring into the distance, his dark thoughts a cold weight in his heart.

A well-known voice called a greeting to the anchor watch. Quinn turned as the Black Wolf stepped through the entry port. Their eyes met. His friend checked with a touch of melodrama, conspicuously taking in Quinn’s sketchy attire. Try as he might, Quinn could not wipe the sinful smile from his face, and his eyes flicked involuntarily towards the quarterdeck cabins.

The Black Wolf followed his gaze. “I see,” he said with a wicked grin of his own. “Our Mr Peregrine is full of surprises.”

“That he is. Quite—er—enchanting surprises, as it turns out.”

“We can trust him, then?” This said in a low tone so as not to be overheard.

“I came to your quarters last night to tell you, but you’d already left,” murmured Quinn. “As you suspected, there’s no love lost betwixt himself and Killjoy. And Thomas is no spy for him, of that I’m sure.”

His friend cocked an eyebrow at Quinn’s use of Perry’s given name. He jerked his head towards his stateroom. “Let’s discuss this in private. Things have moved apace, and your presence is fortuitous.”

The stateroom was empty, its stern lights propped open to let in the cool morning air. Despite this, a faint scent of ambergris lingered. And La Calotte Rouge had left another reminder of her presence: a stain marred one bulkhead, as if a full wine bottle had smashed against it. Recalling the shatter of glass last night, Quinn lifted his eyebrows in unspoken question. The Black Wolf grimaced and shrugged.

Lanterns squeaked softly as they swung from the low-pitched ceiling. Quinn ducked with practised ease and dropped into one of the chairs that flanked the desk. The Black Wolf lit the lantern that hung above them and pulled a pamphlet from his pocket. Tossing it over, he sat across from Quinn.

“I found this nailed to my door. There were others in the market square.”

Quinn picked it up, and his mild curiosity transformed into astonishment at the first line: The evil year 1666 approacheth and the Antichrist hath arisen… “End of Days? Charles the Beast? What is this farrago of nonsense?” he asked.

The Black Wolf regarded Quinn over steepled fingers. “You never were much of a biblical scholar.”

“I leave that to the priests,” said Quinn with a humorous snort. He skipped to the bottom of the pamphlet. It had been signed, but the name was unfamiliar. “Devoir—’tis French for duty.”

“Or mission. I believe our pamphleteer fancies that he proclaims the mission of Daniel. Ergo, Daniel Devoir.”

“Daniel as in the lion’s den?”

“Ay, the Old Testament prophet. He foretold the rise of the great empires, each cast down in turn and finally replaced by the glory of God.”

Quinn read the rest of the pamphlet and looked up, shaking his head. “What kind of mind concocts such gibberish? Or believes it. Though I’m in nowise surprised at their slandering the king.” He snorted. “Charles the Beast indeed. A predictable lot, these fanatics.”

The Black Wolf shrugged. “Mayhap one day the Antichrist will rise, and the End of Days will come. But I take leave to doubt our king and our days fit the prophecy. The king’s enemies, however, won’t hesitate to pervert the Bible to pursue their aims.”

“This Devoir’s dangerous, then?”

“How dangerous, I know not, but I must discover who he is. Beyond a peradventure he’s part of whatever mischief is being hatched.”

“Or she.”

“Do you know something I don’t, Gabe?”

At that, Quinn burst out laughing. “God forfend! But don’t overlook the gentle sex. A woman can be as dangerous as a man.” He jerked his chin at the stain on the wall. “I’m just after reminding you.”

The Black Wolf grinned openly. “I need no reminder. But whilst Charlotte has plenty of fire, she’s no danger to me.”

“Only because she missed!”

“For shame, Gabe!” exclaimed the Black Wolf, laughing. “Have you no faith in your own captain? Had she meant to hit me, she’d never have missed.”

Quinn acknowledged the truth of that with a rueful twist of his lips. “A pity to waste a bottle of wine, though.”

“Nay, it came from Tortuga. Had she not thrown it, I might have! But enough of that.” He lounged back in his chair and folded his hands on his chest. “Tell me of last night. Did Perry meet anyone after he left the ship?”

“He did not. Like a bee to the hive, he flew direct to the Ingleside. And there, he downed some doctored rum. I had to carry him back here.”

The Black Wolf sat up straight, his eyebrows snapping together. “Tell me he consented, Gabe,” he said in a forbidding tone.

Quinn’s nostrils flared at the implicit accusation. “Sure you’d never be thinking I’d force myself on any man. I made bloody certain he knew what he was doing.”

His friend held up his hand in wordless apology. “What was he drugged with?”

“I’ve no notion. He drank a fair amount of rum beforehand, which made him sick as a parrot. All down the side of the ship, alas. But it got the best part of the poison out of his system.”

“A strange coincidence,” mused the Black Wolf, rubbing his chin. “And I’m not a great lover of coincidence.”

“Nor I.”

Sharp eyes flicked up to meet Quinn’s. “You must be sure of him, then. Or did you think to test his innocence by fucking him?”

Quinn pursed his lips, trying not to look as smug as a cat with a bowl of cream. But the Black Wolf laughed, telling him he had failed miserably.

“Mayhap a little of both,” he admitted. “Thomas doesn’t deny there are Dissenters in his family, but there’s no sign he’s one himself.”

The Black Wolf raised a sceptical eyebrow. “I’ve heard him myself sermonising on the evils of demon rum and rampant buggery.”

“I think we’ve seen an end to that prating nonsense.” Quinn’s self-satisfied grin widened. “Rum aside, he was intriguingly rampant with buggery last night. I’m hoping he’ll be rampant this morning when I return to him.”

The Black Wolf’s lips twisted into his most wicked smile. “Anon, Gabe, anon.” He put one booted foot up on the desk, a habit deplored by his steward, and tilted his chair back. “But what’s bred in the bone comes out in the flesh. He’s overly nice in his habits. Jesu, he keeps clothes on to swim. Even to wash himself, I’m told.”

Quinn’s smile faded suddenly. “That has naught to do with religion.” He passed his hand over his hair, tugging its length tied at his nape. “They abused him, you know, on Royal Covenant. I know not who bloody Killjoy thinks he is, but he had Thomas flogged.”

The Black Wolf’s brows shot up. “Faith, ’tis against all tradition to punish a lieutenant thus. Did he say why?”

“He’s shamed by the scars and would fain not speak of it. I had no wish to press him. I’ve a suspicion it was… Well, those who preach hardest against buggery are oftentimes fighting their own desires, and Killjoy fits the mould. Thomas is a most attractive man.”

“Perchance ’twas something different.” The Black Wolf rubbed his beard. “Our commodore called Perry useless, but someone must think well of him, for he’s a commissioned lieutenant. Certes, I’ve found the boy to be capable and effective. The crew name him a proper seaman, and you know how high a compliment that is.”

“I know what lazy sods they are! Sure he makes them work hard.”

The Black Wolf laughed. “By the by, since you left the ship, he’s volunteered for night watch at every port. Certes that has sweetened the crew towards him.”

“He has? I thought you’d assigned him the watch permanently, to curtail his activities.”

Eyes dancing, the Black Wolf folded his hands on his chest. “Nay, I’m no Billy Killjoy! And how shall we discover whether he’s an intelligencer if we don’t give him the freedom to betray us? You know I’ve been watching him closely since he came to us.”

“Then what of this fellow he’s been meeting in Bread Street?” Quinn bared his teeth, suddenly very interested in this gentleman’s identity. A rival?

The Black Wolf waved a dismissive hand. “Naught but a sword master, retired from the army,” he said. “Captain Weedon was one of Prince Rupert’s men, off the Honest Seaman. Shipwrecked here in ‘52. He makes his living taking students and hasn’t the nature for intrigue. Too straightforward. And, to be honest, too stupid.”

Quinn’s hostile posture relaxed a little at this news. “And the Spaniard in Baracoa?”

“Another retired soldier. The most sinister thing about the old man was his passionate romance with rum. He had a reputation for knife fighting in his day, and it seems our lieutenant persuaded the man to teach him a trick or two. Considering his prowess with the blade, I’m not surprised Perry learns from whoever he can. ’Tis the hallmark of an enthusiast.”

“The navy boys I’ve known are proper sailors but not true fighters. I saw him at practice every day aboard ship, but I still thought we’d be nursing his arse through battles. I’ve not seen him in action, but the marines say he’s a genius.”

“I doubt I’ve seen better amongst the whole of the Brethren. Certes I’d think twice—thrice, even!—before taking him on.”

Quinn’s chest swelled with pride for his lover. “High praise, coming from you.”

The Black Wolf sat up, leaning an elbow on the desk. “And did you discover what wrought the change in our Mr Peregrine? Last night was the first time he’s gone carousing since he joined us.”

“Nick Watson’s death hit him hard. Thomas has few friends.”

“He was as cool as a glacier when he carried poor Nick from the enemy ship. Face like a stone. But so it always is.”

“A first crack in the ice, I’d hazard. Sure the rum melted those walls he hides behind, for it all came tumbling out last night.” Quinn smiled, half reminiscence, half anticipation of what was yet to come. “He’s not cold at all.”

“Evidently not! I had no notion he was disposed to men.”

“Nor I. I laughed when he entered the Ingleside, never dreaming he meant to go there. He got himself entangled with Diver Pete,” added Quinn, his lips thinning. Irritation stabbed him anew at the memory of the cutpurse with his hands halfway inside Perry’s breeches. “The man was groping at him like a monk in a whorehouse.”

“That scurvy cur is naught but a pocket diver. He may know more than he ought of the odd murder, but he hasn’t the balls to do the deed himself.” The Black Wolf tapped his lips in thought. “On the other hand, a petty thief might be trusted as a messenger boy. You’re certain Perry didn’t meet with him to pass information?”

Quinn shook his head. “’Twas Diver Pete who drugged him.”

“Not his usual style—he entices his victims to a private place and then hits them over the head.”

“Perchance he’s trying out a new method.”

The Black Wolf pursed his lips, thinking for a moment or two. “Perchance.” He gave Quinn a speculative look. “I didn’t tell you, but I have additional reasons for keeping a close watch on our lieutenant. Killjoy gave me a mouthful of shit about a change in naval policy towards the Brethren and then handed me
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