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CHAPTER 1

March 1799

The Port of London

Moses Solomon woke with a start and stared out over the Thames. The inky blackness of the night was pierced by the shimmering light of several dozen lanterns on the ships lying at anchor in the Lower Pool.

His heart was racing. Something had woken him.

He struggled onto one elbow, the joints of his thin frame stiff from the damp air. He glanced up and down the narrow passageway that led off Wapping Wall, in a desperate need for reassurance in the loneliness of the night. He could hear nothing except the gentle gurgle of the tideway oozing its way to the distant sea and the low moan of the wind. He looked towards the river where a lantern hung from a wrought-iron arch over Pelican Stairs, spilling its dull, yellow glow onto the steps.

Solomon shivered and drew his threadbare coat about him, turning up the collar and holding it to his throat. Perhaps he’d imagined whatever it was that had woken him. He struggled to stay awake, his eyes drooping.

Then he heard a splash. His looked towards the river. This time there was no mistaking the sound or where it had come from. He shaded his eyes from the faint glare of the lantern and stared into the night. A heavy length of timber bumped against a mooring pole at the foot of the stairs, making him jump.

It spun out of sight and the silence returned.

He remained still, peering at the shifting shadows that were like so many demons in his mind, listening to the sounds of the moving river. Then he stood and crept to the head of the stairs, his heart hammering against the wall of his chest.

A movement cut across the extremity of his vision, a flash of white in the water. He swivelled his head. A man’s face appeared, fleeting and indistinct, seeming to struggle with the fast-flowing tide. Solomon ducked out of sight and pressed his body against the passage wall. He struggled to breathe, felt tightness across his chest. He wanted to run, but couldn’t. Thirty seconds passed; then forty, and still he didn’t move, his eyes riveted to the place where he’d seen the face.

A heavy clump. Close by. Then the sound of laboured breathing and of someone climbing the river stairs below him. Solomon scrambled away, gulping for air, his mouth dry. He reached the top of the passage and turned right, ducking into the porch of the Devil’s Tavern.

Behind him, the footsteps had stopped.

Solomon stood as still as he was able, his body trembling, his ears straining to catch the least sound. From the river end of the passage, a loose stone rolled over a wooden step and thumped onto the tread below, the sound magnified by the still of the night. Solomon eased himself away from the tavern door and crept to the corner of the building from where he could see down the passage. A young man was standing less than thirty feet away. He was bent over, one arm outstretched, braced against the wall of the tavern, his chest rising and falling as though exhausted and out of breath. Suddenly he straightened and looked out over the river. He seemed to have been startled by something.

Then he turned.

The lantern over the arch shone on a face stiff with pain, the young man’s wide-spaced eyes wet with tears, his teeth clamped over his bottom lip, his shoulder-length hair hanging limp about his face. He appeared to gather himself then started up the alley, his progress slow and irregular, his left leg dragging behind him in the dirt. Solomon backed into the doorway of the tavern. The young man drew level. His clothes smelt of fish and sea water. He stopped and glanced nervously over his shoulder, along the way he had come.

Solomon waited, barely breathing, certain he’d be discovered. He felt the sweat forming in the filth-stained creases of his brow and begin to roll down over his eyes to the folds of his thin neck. He knew what to expect if he were seen. The beating would follow as surely as the coming dawn. It had happened before. On countless occasions. He was a hat-seller and ragman accustomed to walking the streets, used to the insults and worse of those that passed by.

He tensed. The stranger had turned west, towards the City, was limping away from him, the scraping noise of his boot fading into the night – the stamp and drag of a man in pain.

He expelled a lungful of air and waited for his pulse to slow. He leaned forwards, out of the doorway, searching the street. There was little to see beyond the reach of his arm. He crept to the corner of the tavern and stared down the length of the alley, the splash of yellow light from the lantern on the arch his only point of reference.

He found himself wondering what had happened to the young man, why he’d been limping. He remembered the look of fear on the lad’s face as he’d turned away from the river and the light had caught the look in his eye. He thought again of the noise that had woken him. An explosion; a sudden burst of noise, like the discharge of a gun. Gunfire would explain the boy’s injury. A knot of fear formed in his stomach. He realised there wasn’t another landing place within a quarter of a mile of where he stood. If the young man was being pursued, his pursuers would have to come this way.

He had to leave.

Then Solomon caught the sound of a voice, low and indistinct. He listened, his head on one side. It had come from the river, of that he was sure. But where, exactly? Perhaps from a watchman on one of the ships. He dismissed the idea. The voice had been too close for that.

He cupped his hands behind his ears and waited to hear it again. He wanted to be sure. There was a soft splash, an oar entering the water followed by the familiar thud and creak of the leather sleeve striking the thole pins.

It was enough. He pushed himself away from the tavern, slipping on wet cobblestones as he did so. He reached out a hand to save himself, the sudden movement dislodging the pile of hats he was wearing. They tumbled to the ground.

He searched for them, keeping one eye on the passageway, his thin pulse racing. He found three. One was still missing. He couldn’t spare the time to find it. He heard the voice again. Much closer. He caught sight of the missing hat, picked it up and hurried away. It was then he realised he was no longer wearing his kippah, his skullcap. His stomach tightened. He thought of going back. He’d no time; would return to look for it in the morning, when it was safe. He scuttled along Wapping Wall, his long black coat flying behind him.

*

Out on the Lower Pool of the River Thames, a skiff slid through the water, its bow wave barely causing a ripple on the smooth surface. In the stern, a tall figure sat hunched over the tiller, his eyes scanning the Shadwell foreshore, his narrow face set in a frown of concentration. He reached up to anchor his battered tricorn more firmly on his head.

Pierre Moreau was not normally troubled by the ups and downs that were, regrettably, a feature of his professional life. Quite the reverse. As a commissaire de police in Paris, responsible for investigating the activities of the enemies of the French Republic, he prided himself on his composure, his ability to get things done with the minimum of fuss. But on this occasion matters had gone seriously wrong. It should never have happened.

He wiped away a trickle of perspiration from his forehead and glanced at the short, thickset frame of his companion who was, at that moment, leaning back on the oars. André Dubois – soldier, thief, assassin – had failed him; the young Englishman had escaped.

Perhaps the fault was his. He had, after all, agreed to Dubois being brought back from the Italian campaign to assist in this operation. No one had compelled him to do so. And he could hardly claim not to have known what he was like: the fellow had been one of his informants.

Moreau shook his head at the memory. He had not long arrived in Marseille when the two of them had met – he a comparatively inexperienced police officer, still in his middle twenties, Dubois several years his junior, a hotheaded street fighter with a volcanic temper, whose weapons of choice were the knife and the garrotte.

It had not taken him long to appreciate the value of someone like the young Dubois in terms of the information that he might provide. And he had accordingly made it his business to cultivate the relationship to what he saw as their mutual benefit. The courtship had, however, seldom gone the way Moreau would have wished, his new protégé making frequent and extravagant demands for protection from the consequences of his freewheeling criminal activity.

And if the policeman in him had hoped that his assistance on these occasions would buy him the information he craved, he was often disappointed. Yet, despite these drawbacks, the morsels of intelligence he was able to extract from his volatile informant were sufficient to make the association worthwhile, at least for the time being.

But with the passage of time, Dubois’s reputation for violence spread and it became increasingly difficult for Moreau not to appear complicit in his activities. In the spring of 1794 the bodies of two men were found by police close to the Marseille waterfront. They had been garrotted and suspicion inevitably fell on Dubois, more especially since he was known to have fought with both men in the days preceding the murders.

The commissaire had not seen his informant after that. Within months he had been promoted and moved to Paris, all thought of the erstwhile Dubois rapidly fading from his mind.

Moreau turned to look at the faint glow of a lantern on the north bank of the river, examining it carefully. It seemed to be in the right position. He steered the boat towards it, his mind still on the subject of his informant. For reasons he’d never been able to discover, his colleagues in Marseille had been unable to find sufficient evidence to charge Dubois with the double killing, despite the very public nature of the offence. No one, it appeared, had seen anything, and there the matter rested.

Now, nearly five years after Pierre Moreau had last seen him, he and Dubois were again working together on a mission that was as dangerous as it was important to the outcome of the war against England. The instructions received from Monsieur Jean-Pierre Duval, the ministre de la police in Paris, had left little to the imagination.

‘Information has been received from a reliable source that requires our immediate action if advantage is to be taken of the opportunity it presents,’ Duval had said. ‘I want you to undertake the operation. It is, I regret, dangerous. If it were not, I should have sent someone less able. Your assistant on this occasion is André Dubois, a person with whom you have, I believe, worked in the past.’

Moreau glanced again at the shoreline. The light was closer now, the buildings on either side looming out of the darkness, the black roofs stark against the deep purple of a pre-dawn sky.

If he had expected the military to have knocked a bit of sense into Dubois, he was disappointed. While active service in Italy had curbed the more obvious excesses of Dubois’s violent nature, it had not eradicated them. A report from his chef de brigade spoke of a determined if insubordinate and quick-tempered soldier whose willingness to engage the enemy was matched only by his ability to take offence, leading to numerous scraps with his own comrades.

The report reminded him of something else Monsieur Duval had told him about his new assistant.

‘Shortly after you left Marseille,’ said the ministre de la police, ‘Dubois’s father died. I cannot recall the reason – the pox, I believe, but it matters not. He was a highly successful captain of a corsair operating under a lettre de cours. Before the war, he would often take his son with him. In the course of his business, they visited Gibraltar where the boy learned to speak English. You may feel this qualification to be of some benefit to the present assignment.

‘After his father’s death, the vessel, still operating under a lettre de cours, passed to his son. As you can imagine, the young Dubois was immediately filled with dreams of riches. Unfortunately, the dreams were not matched by his skill as a commander. Almost immediately he fell victim to a British man-of-war which seized the vessel. The lad spent the following six months as a prisoner in England. To my certain knowledge, Dubois has never forgotten that incident and bears a deep and lasting hatred for the British. From your point of view, then, your assistant has both strengths and weaknesses. He is a useful man to have with you in a fight and his excellent English is an advantage. On the other hand, you will know better than I that he is extremely volatile, a confirmed criminal and, I suspect, may take any opportunity to kill while in England. You will have to watch him carefully.’

Moreau knew he couldn’t have it both ways. Dubois might be the scum of the earth but he would have been worthless as an informant – and as his assistant on this operation – had he not been. He had always known, even before his conversation with the ministre de la police, that with the advantages would come the liabilities. He just hadn’t expected things to start going wrong quite so soon.

He pushed the skiff’s tiller hard over and swung the small craft up into the ebb tide, the swirling water pushing the vessel’s bow towards the base of Pelican Stairs. Another few seconds and the hull was scraping silently against one of the mooring poles at the foot of the oaken steps.

‘Wait here a moment.’ Moreau waved his assistant back onto his seat. ‘If the boy is still in the area I don’t want to lose him for want of a little care.’

Climbing out of the skiff he crept up the stairs and looked over the lip of the river wall. It was, as he had suspected, deserted. A knot formed in the pit of his stomach. The young man’s escape was not going to help matters.

He glanced up into the night sky. The first trace of grey had appeared, low down on the eastern horizon. He shivered in the cold damp air. Time was running out. He beckoned his companion and the two men moved cautiously along the narrow passage towards Wapping Wall.

‘Citoyen Moreau.’

Moreau stopped and looked round.

‘What is it?’

‘It’s still warm.’ Dubois held out a small black skullcap. ‘The owner was here in the last two or three minutes. He may have seen us. Or the boy.’

What Moses Solomon wanted, more than anything else, was somewhere to lay down his head and sleep; somewhere he’d be safe, somewhere he’d not be disturbed. Beyond that, he was too tired to think. He shuffled along a still deserted Wapping Wall, stopping frequently to look over his shoulder, glances that served no purpose but to fuel his anxiety.

And Solomon knew what it was to be anxious, to be followed, tripped, kicked and beaten for the sport of others. The treatment had left its legacy. He walked with a permanent limp where a hurled stone had once smashed his right knee. He’d learned, over the years, to be circumspect about where he went and what he said, yet it wasn’t always possible to avoid trouble.

It was the lot of a Jew, especially one as advanced in years as he was; a Jew who followed the old ways and dressed accordingly. He was often called upon to pay the price for the sin of being different. There had been a time in his youth when he had thought the cost too high, had wanted to abandon the certainties of his forefathers and meld into the fabric of the host community. But he had not done so. He didn’t know why. Judaism had made demands on every aspect of his life, demands that he had often struggled to make sense of and which the world beyond seemed unable to comprehend. It was only with the onset of old age that he had come to value the traditions by which he lived, and learned to accept the disdain of those outside the narrow confines of his faith.

Solomon noted the streaks of grey in the sky behind him. Soon the streets would be full of men making their way to work – the lumpers, coopers, rope-makers, coal-heavers and the rest. He both looked forward to and dreaded the dawn with its inherent perils and opportunities. But for the moment all was quiet, the street deserted. He still had time to sleep, if only for an hour or so.

He had almost reached the junction with New Gravel Lane when he heard the sound of rapid footsteps approaching from behind. He slipped into a doorway and listened. The footsteps were getting closer. They belonged to more than one person. He stared into the gloom. It was too early for anyone to be going to work.

The seconds passed. Then the dim outlines of two men appeared. The shapes became clearer. They were looking for someone, their heads turning this way and that as they drew closer. He was reminded of the injured boy he’d seen by the river stairs, the hunted expression in his eyes as he’d turned away from the Thames. He’d been frightened of something. A shiver of apprehension ran down Solomon’s spine. He closed his eyes. The footsteps stopped close to where he stood. He shrank back into the doorway. Beads of cold sweat ran down the side of his face. He fought down the urge to reach up and wipe them away.

A voice spoke, low and guttural, in a language he didn’t know. He peeped through half-closed eyes, his knees threatening to give way from under him. He could see two men. One taller than the other. They were standing with their backs to him, conversing. No, not conversing – arguing. He could hear his own breathing, loud and rasping.

The men stopped talking. They had turned and were looking at him. The taller of the two came towards him. He was holding something in his hand. It was a kippah. His kippah. Solomon stared at it in shocked silence. The man spoke.

‘Is this yours, old man?’

Solomon nodded.

‘What were you doing by the stairs?’

Solomon didn’t answer, too afraid to speak.

‘I asked you a question, old man. What were you doing by the stairs?’

‘It’s on account of where I sleep.’ Solomon’s eyes remained fixed on the roadway. He’d learned not to meet the gaze of others, to challenge their authority.

‘Why did you leave?’

‘I heard someone coming and I were afraid.’ Solomon swallowed, his throat dry.

‘We’re looking for a young friend. Did you see him?’

‘No, your honour, I regret I did not.’ Solomon ducked as he saw the shorter of the men take a step towards him, a knife in his hand. The man stopped, prevented from coming any closer by his companion’s arm across his chest. Solomon closed his eyes again. If he was to die he wished they would get it over with. He could hear them talking to one another. Then the sound of retreating footsteps. He opened his eyes. The men were leaving. His kippah was on the ground at his feet. He stooped and picked it up, his pulse still racing.


CHAPTER 2

‘Mr Pascoe, sir?’ Tom Pascoe was dimly aware of a man’s voice outside the door, calling his name. He pulled the blanket over his head, turned over and settled back to sleep. With any luck whoever it was would go away and stop bothering him.

‘Mr Pascoe, sir?’ The same voice. It had an insistent quality.

Tom opened first one eye, then the other and stared at the door of his room, a deep scowl of hatred on his face. The bastard just wasn’t going to give up.

‘Can you hear me, sir? It’s me, sir. Kemp.’

‘Hear you?’ grumbled Tom, pulling the blanket free of his face and swinging his tall, athletic frame out of the bed. ‘I’ll warrant the whole of fucking Wapping can hear you.’

He pulled on a pair of breeches, still damp from the previous night’s patrol, and drew out a watch from one of the pockets. A little before eight in the morning. He’d been asleep less than an hour. Still scowling, he crossed the room and opened the door.

‘I regret this intrusion, sir.’ Waterman Constable John Kemp raised a hand in salute, his bear-like frame filling the doorway. ‘His honour Mr Harriot sends his compliments and says if you is at leisure he would be pleased to see you, sir. Hart and Ruxey are already on their way.’

‘If I’m at leisure?’ said Tom, raising a sarcastic eyebrow and running his fingers through a tousled mane of yellow hair. ‘Don’t Mr Harriot know we’ve been up all night?’

‘Aye, sir, he knows right enough. Says the matter won’t wait, sir. Seems a lugger’s been sent to the bottom. She’s in the Lower Pool, sir. Could be the crew’s still on board.’

‘A lugger?’ Tom was suddenly awake. ‘Did Mr Harriot say any more about it?’

‘I regret it extremely, sir, but that were all he said.’

‘Very well,’ said Tom, stifling a yawn. ‘Present my compliments to the magistrate and tell him I’ll be there directly.’

He nodded as Kemp knuckled his forehead and turned to go. Closing the door he wandered over to the window. The early morning sunlight was streaming through a thin layer of ice covering the panes, the fractured shards of brilliant white, spilling onto the bare boards of his room. He scratched away a patch of the ice with a thumbnail and peered out over the rooftops of St Catherine’s. Columns of grey-black smoke curled into the sky from a thousand chimneys. Beyond them, the silver thread of the Thames wound its way down past Wapping to Limehouse where it swept south, past the King’s fleet at Deptford and on to the distant sea. Even from this distance he could hear the dull roar of the port and see the ant-like comings and goings of wherries, lighters and bumboats weaving in and out of the ships in the Lower Pool. He turned away, remembering what Kemp had said about a sunken lugger.

‘It could be the same one,’ he murmured. He wasn’t one to jump to conclusions. But the coincidence was too great to be dismissed. He wouldn’t normally have been surprised by the failure of a particular vessel to materialise, particularly when the information had come from an informant. He’d learned, since becoming a river surveyor with the marine police, not to place too much store by what those irredeemable villains told him. They were only ever as good as the source from which they got their information – the garbled stories exchanged in smoke-filled rooms, the muttered snippets of private conversations never intended for the ears of others, the second rumours that were the currency of idle chatter.

He knew only too well that few snouts ever checked the accuracy of what they’d been told, even if they had a mind to. The risk of asking questions far outweighed the benefits, at least so far as the informant was concerned.

But on this occasion the snout had been one of his more reliable sources, the details quite specific. The lugger was to arrive shortly before midnight at a wharf on the Southwark shore, not far from London Bridge. Even the absence of the name of the wharf or any information about what was being carried had not caused Tom to doubt the veracity of the claim. It was enough that the man had assured him the cargo was valuable.

And unlawful.

Tom walked over to the basin in the corner of his room and poured in some cold water from a pitcher. He splashed some onto his face and then towelled himself dry. Shaving would have to wait for another time. He searched for his shoes and the white silk blouse he’d been wearing last night, eventually finding both behind the door where he’d tossed them an hour before. Finally, slipping on a battered and faintly grubby blue uniform coat with white facings, he headed out.

Twenty minutes later he was knocking on the door of the resident magistrate’s room at the police office at 259, Wapping New Stairs.

‘Come in.’ John Harriot sat frowning at the pile of papers on his desk. Tom smiled in spite of his tiredness. He knew that, at fifty-five years of age, Harriot still preferred patrolling the river to wading through the never-ending stream of demands emanating from the Secretary of State for the Home Department. The magistrate’s grim-faced expression softened as Tom’s head appeared round the door.

‘Ah, Mr Pascoe. The very man. Thank you for coming in. I’ve got something I need you to deal with as a matter of urgency. Do help yourself to coffee.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Tom walked over to the polished mahogany sideboard opposite the fireplace, picked up the silver coffee pot and poured himself a cup. Spooning in a generous quantity of sugar, he turned to face the magistrate. ‘How can I help?’

Harriot did not answer immediately. He reached for his pipe and lit it, the deep lines of his forehead cast in shadow by the flickering flame, his broad face drawn in concentration.

‘Early this morning,’ he said, ‘a fishing lugger was discovered on the bed of the river, a little upstream from Shadwell Dock. The sinking appears to have been deliberate.’

‘Do we know anything about the vessel?’ said Tom. ‘Where she comes from? Who owns her? That sort of thing.’

‘No, nothing at all. Why d’you ask?’

‘It may be nothing,’ said Tom, sipping his coffee. ‘But I spent most of last night keeping watch on the south bank, close to the Bridge. I’d been told to expect a fishing lugger at around high water. The information suggested she’d be carrying something of particular interest to us.’

‘And she didn’t show up?’

‘No, she didn’t.’ Tom leaned forward and put his coffee on the floor beside his chair. ‘Do we know what happened to the crew of your lugger?’

‘That’s the point, sir,’ said Harriot, sucking his pipe. ‘There’s every reason to think they may still be on board.’

André Dubois stood at a second-floor window of one of the numerous warehouses lining the south side of the Thames below London Bridge, the property of a merchant sympathetic to the Revolution. Dubois knew nothing about him. If the fellow had a name, he was not privy to it. He gave a dismissive shrug and let his eye follow the forest of masts down through the Pool of London towards the Isle of Dogs.

He couldn’t see where the lugger had gone down; didn’t need to. It was enough that he knew she was at the bottom of the river with the bodies of her two crew. He had no regrets about what he’d done. Once the argument had begun, it would not have been safe to let them go. He stole a glance at Moreau. The latter was sitting at a small, square table, his head in his hands. The commissaire did not look happy.

Dubois returned to his thoughts. The incident with the boy was an altogether different matter. Once the decision had been made to kill the other two, it naturally followed that the boy would also have to go. And Dubois would have succeeded if only he’d been given sufficient time to take aim. As it was, he’d merely inflicted a wound.

The potential consequences were serious. The lad knew where they had come from and had seen what had happened to his two friends. It didn’t require much imagination to guess what he would do with the information. And once the authorities knew of their presence in London, the whole operation would be at risk – not to mention their own lives. He blamed Moreau. The commissaire had effectively prevented him from killing both the boy and, later, the old Jew.

He’d never been able to understand Pierre Moreau’s reluctance to take a life. He didn’t dislike his colleague. He had a grudging respect for the man who’d often protected him from the consequences of his behaviour. And he’d needed that protection in an existence that, despite the occasional periods of high exhilaration, had been filled with more than his share of darkness. Indeed his life, both in Marseille and at sea, had seemed to comprise a constant, churning fear that led to repeated and violent confrontations with those who crossed his path. No, he didn’t dislike him. He just wished the fellow would recognise that it was sometimes necessary to take a life.

He remembered the day he and Moreau had met, when the latter had caught him crawling out of someone else’s home with a handful of silk handkerchiefs and a pocket full of francs. Dubois smiled sardonically. He’d made the mistake of assuming his greater bulk and physical strength would quickly overcome the tall, slightly stooped figure of authority standing between him and freedom.

It hadn’t taken long for him to be disabused of the idea. Almost before he knew it, he was lying face down in the dirt of the Marseille waterfront, a calm voice prevailing on him to stop struggling.

He’d not enjoyed the experience but had been relieved to be spared the customary beating meted out to recalcitrant felons judged unable to see the error of their ways. Moreau had, in that regard, been different from the norm, and had instead sought a mutually beneficial bargain with his new prisoner.

Yet despite the difference in approach, Dubois had found it hard, if not impossible, to trust the policeman, more particularly when the terms of the bargain had included becoming an informer. He’d bridled at the notion of providing information almost as much as the implied expectation that he would, somehow, mend his violent ways.

He shook his head. He’d not been ready – still was not ready – to give up the life he had been used to. Violence and all that it entailed was so much a part of him that he could not begin to contemplate the possibility of forsaking it. Apart from any other consideration there was the attitude of those with whom he consorted to be reckoned with. Giving up violence as a means to an end would certainly have been regarded by them as a sign of weakness and an opportunity to settle old scores.

The result had been a difficult relationship between the two of them that had often teetered on the point of collapse, only to be rescued with the occasional pieces of information that Dubois had felt able to provide to his police handler.

Perhaps predictably, he had only begun to appreciate Moreau’s influence on his life when the latter had been transferred to Paris in 1794, three years before he himself was drafted into the army.

Those three years had been amongst the roughest of his young life. The almost simultaneous death of his father and the departure of Moreau for Paris had exposed him to the pent-up anger of those amongst whom he plied his trade. In consequence he had felt obliged to hone his skills with the knife and the garrotte as never before. His only escape had been aboard the corsair he had inherited from his father, an escape that was soon to be snatched from him.

To this extent his relationship with Moreau had changed nothing except the ability to evade the consequences of some of the less serious of his escapades – that and the rather more dubious reputation amongst his fellow travellers, of enjoying police protection.

From that perspective, the army, when it finally arrived in his life, appeared to offer some respite from the fear and drudgery of his existence. Even the imminent prospect of battle in the mountains of northern Italy had seemed preferable to the state of constant anger and regret that were so often a feature of his life in Marseille.

But discipline, and the respect for rank that was its bedfellow, did not sit easily on Dubois’s shoulders. In the early months of his army service he came close to forfeiting his life in front of a firing squad as one incident of insubordination followed another. Yet out of the chaos of his existence, the army began to recognise and harness those peculiar skills that the new recruit had cultivated on the putrid streets of his youth. To his undoubted abilities with the knife and the garrotte was added training, by the army, in the dark art of silent murder. And with this talent he was sent behind enemy lines to wreak such mischief as his fertile mind could devise.

The order to report to the office of the ministre de la police in Paris, a year or so after his arrival in Italy, was as unwelcome as it could be. But then any missive containing the word police was likely to cause serious concern in his mind, particularly where the reason for the order was not explicit. His sense of relief at being told he was to work to Pierre Moreau could then have been more the product of a temporary absolution for his tortured mind, than any real happiness at the prospect of rejoining his former handler.

‘Just for a change, you’ll do what you’re told, Dubois,’ hissed Moreau. ‘Killing the old man would have achieved nothing. He knows nothing and even if he did, it is extremely unlikely he would go to the authorities. What could he say? That two men stopped to talk to him in the middle of the night? Killing him would only draw attention to ourselves at a time when we need to concentrate on our operation.’

Anger welled up in Dubois’s throat and his fingers gripped the length of twine he always carried. He did not like being told what he could and could not do.

A bitter north wind swept through the Lower Pool carrying with it a light drizzle of freezing rain. Tom wiped the damp from his eyes and looked over to the Shadwell bank. A clutch of watermen and their skiffs was gathered around a large, tub-shaped lugger of about sixty feet in length, lying on the hard, directly off the Devil’s Tavern on Wapping Wall.

‘In the King’s name, lay away there,’ cried Tom, his hands cupped round his mouth. Heads turned and the skiffs fell back, leaving a channel through which the police galley made its way. A minute later it was alongside the stricken vessel.

‘Your honour?’

Tom looked at the slight figure of Joe Ruxey seated at the bow thwart of the police galley. The lad could be no more than about twenty – perhaps a year or two less. He’d joined the marine police fewer than three weeks previously from the East India Company where he’d spent the last eighteen months on the China station. Tom realised that was all he knew about him.

‘Aye, Ruxey, what is it?’

The boy jutted a pale, pointed chin to where a hole had been punched through the lugger’s strakes, just below the waterline. Tom nodded.

‘Anyone know anything about this?’ he said, looking round at the watermen and gesturing to the damaged hull.

For a moment, no one said anything.

‘Saw her anchored in the channel last night.’ The voice caught Tom unawares. He turned to see a man of about sixty, lounging in the stern sheets of his boat, his lined, weather-beaten face staring out from behind a white nicotine-stained beard, an old nor’wester jammed down round his ears. ‘A little after sunset, it were. She were all right then.’

‘See anything of her crew?’ said Tom.

‘Can’t say as I have.’ The man paused and looked around at the men in the other boats. In a younger man his hesitation might have seemed the result of uncertainty. Tom waited for him to continue.

‘Some say they’s still aboard but there ain’t no one as wants to look. I were out again afore dawn this morning.’ The man spat out a plug of tobacco, watched it hit the water and then turned back to Tom. ‘Saw the tips of them masts – just the trucks, see – above the water. It were a mercy she weren’t rammed by nobody.’

Tom glanced at the still ebbing tide. Soon it would turn. He reckoned on less than three hours to do what needed to be done before the lugger was again submerged. He ran a practised eye over its bluff bow, the bulge in her hull amidships and the overhanging square transom. There were no markings aside from her name – Mary-Anne – painted in large white letters on her stern. Nothing to indicate her home port.

‘Where’s she from?’ said Tom.

‘Don’t rightly know,’ said the man, stroking the underside of his beard. ‘But if I had to guess …’ He pointed at the hull. ‘I only ever seen luggers built that way on the south coast. Somewhere around Hastings would be my guess. I reckon if you was to look, you’d see she’s got a triple keel an’ all.’

‘What d’you know about the damage to her hull?’

The man’s eyes narrowed. ‘Naught, your honour, and that’s the truth.’

Tom stood up and leaned his hands against the lugger’s damp strakes, his head peering over the rail at the thin layer of slime coating the deck and what was left of her sails. The deck itself was on a single level, sloping up towards the bows but levelling out midships and continuing aft on an even plane. Between the two masts were the hatches – one large, one much smaller – each raised a few inches clear of the deck. His eye fell on the forward, smaller hatch, its cover held in place by a series of timber wedges.

‘Poor bastards.’ Tom hauled himself over the rail and looked back into the police galley. ‘Lay along there, Ruxey. I want the forward hatch cover off just as soon as you like.’

The boy didn’t move, his eyes turned towards the shattered strakes, his face paler than usual.

‘Bear along there, lad.’ Tom’s voice was sharper.

Slowly, the boy slid off his seat and clambered unsteadily up onto the lugger’s deck, his eyes avoiding the forward hatch, his head bowed.

‘You all right lad?’

Ruxey nodded mutely.

‘Best you get back down,’ said Tom, jerking his thumb at the police galley. ‘Send Hart up in your place and tell him to bring a lantern.’

The boy turned away, his head still bowed. He looked close to tears. Tom raised an eyebrow. It was scarcely credible that the boy had not dealt with death before; not after eighteen months at sea. There had to be some other reason for his reluctance. A clattering of boots told him Sam Hart was on his way.

He and Sam had worked alongside one another since the earliest days of the new police. The friendship had grown despite the cultural and religious differences that separated them – Tom an Englishman with the King’s commission as an officer in the Navy, Sam a Jew and an immigrant, forced to adapt to a way of life that was at once alien and threatening to his survival.

Tom didn’t wait for his friend’s arrival. Knocking away the wedges, he lifted the hatch cover and dropped it onto the deck. The strong smell of fish and damp clothing rose through the opening. He waited a moment for the air to clear, grateful it was not a deal worse, before dropping to one knee and peering into the black void of the crew’s cabin. Behind him, he heard Sam approaching.

‘I’m going down, Sam,’ he said, without looking up. ‘There’ll not be room for both of us. I’ll let you know what I find. Did you bring a lantern?’

Taking the light, he swung his legs over the cross-coaming and descended the ladder. Nearing the bottom, he looked around the cramped, low-beamed space measuring no more than seven feet in length and about six feet at its broadest point, narrowing to about a foot at the bows. On either side of the companion ladder, fixed to the hull and running parallel to it, were two narrow bunks separated from one another at the bow by a crude table. Above this hung a storm lantern.

Tom stepped off the bottom rung of the ladder and into about a foot of water, his foot brushing against something soft. He bent down and held the lantern close to the surface of the water, the light reflecting back into the cabin. He stretched out his free hand, his fingers coming into contact with material of some kind. He caught hold of it and drew it towards him. It was heavy and difficult to move. He let go and moved his hand further along. Suddenly, he stopped, his fingers grasping strands of human hair.

Again he shone the lantern. This time the light fell on the body of a man. It was lying face down, its arms outstretched above the head as if, in life, the man had been reaching for something, his fingers curled inwards. He turned the body over, letting the light spill onto a grey face, the skin wrinkled like that of an old man, the mouth open, the pale lips drawn back over the black stumps of what remained of his teeth. He swung the lantern along the length of each arm, then the torso and finally the legs. There was no sign of any injury.

He was about to turn away when he again noticed the claw-like shape of the man’s hands. He lifted one of the arms and examined the hand, noting the roughness of the skin, the ingrained filth and the broken fingernails he’d seen so often before amongst his former shipmates. But there was something else. He picked up the lantern and shone it onto the tips of the fingers. All five digits showed signs of recent damage to the skin. For a moment he continued to look at them. There was no obvious reason for the injuries. Turning the hand over, he looked at the nails. Nothing. Then he noticed a sliver of wood lodged under one. He took a knife from his belt and eased it free.

He stood up and looked round the rest of the tiny cabin. A second body lay on the larboard bunk, curled up, foetuslike, its head pressed hard against the after bulkhead. Like its companion, the body was of a young man of around twenty, dressed in the red and white striped, three-quarter length trousers and canvas jerkin of a fisherman. Tom bent over him for a closer look. Here, too, the only signs of injury were to the fingertips, slivers of wood below several of the fingernails.

Tom turned away and climbed up the companion ladder into the daylight, gratefully filling his lungs with the cold air of a late winter’s morning.

‘Two of them,’ he said, in answer to Sam’s questioning look. ‘Pass me the hatch cover, will you?’ He examined the underside. ‘Thought so,’ he muttered. ‘They were still alive when the lugger was sunk. They tried to get out. You can see scratch marks, where they tried to escape.’

Tom glanced over the side to where bits of driftwood were floating slowly upstream. ‘Tide’s on its way in. We ain’t got time to wait for the next low tide to have a proper look round. We’ll have to float her in towards the bank.’

‘How are we going to do that, sir?’ said Sam. ‘There’s a bleedin’ great hole in her side.’

‘I’d not forgotten,’ said Tom. ‘We’ll put a barge either side of her, pass three or four lines under her keel and wait for the tide to lift her. Soon as that’s done we’ll take her to shallower water.’

It took a further four hours before the tide had risen sufficiently to manoeuvre the Mary-Anne into position a little way downstream of Pelican Stairs and for
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