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  CHAPTER 1


  September 1799, the River Thames off Deptford Creek


  Tom Pascoe sat in the stern sheets of the police galley and stared at the thick blanket of fog enveloping the River Thames, the usual noise and bustle of the port reduced to a dull rumble. He didn’t see the shape in the water. It was doubtful he would have seen it even if the fog had not blanketed everything in its grey embrace, so slightly did the curved form protrude above the surface.


  The force of the collision threw him forward.


  ‘Floater on the larboard bow, sir,’ said John Kemp, leaning over the gunwale from his position at mid-thwart and hauling a man’s head clear of the water.


  ‘Is he alive?’ Tom pressed his fingers to his temple and tried to concentrate. It made no difference. His head was throbbing from the effects of a night spent drinking. He closed his eyes for a second, then tried to focus on the bedraggled shape slumped half in and half out of the galley. The hammering inside his head continued unabated.


  ‘No, he’s gone, sir,’ said Kemp, examining the face with less than total interest. ‘Ain’t been dead long, though. I reckon less than an hour. Looks to have drowned. No, wait…’


  Kemp pulled the body further into the galley. ‘Belay that, sir. The cully’s been shot.’


  *


  John Harriot, resident magistrate at the police office at 259, Wapping New Stairs, regarded the slouched figure in a chair on the opposite side of the desk, with a concerned frown. Tom Pascoe did not look well; his face was drawn and unshaven, his eyes bloodshot, his clothing dishevelled. It was not, Harriot had to admit, a sudden change in the man he had once regarded as his finest officer.


  He sighed. It was easy to look back. With the benefit of hindsight, he could see the moment when Tom’s destructive slide had begun. The drinking had begun soon after Peggy’s death, the warning signs there for all to see. In the months since then, the magistrate had, more than once, been forced to consider his subordinate’s dismissal from the marine police. What stopped him was a belief in Tom’s ultimate ability to overcome his malaise.


  ‘You were about to tell me about the body you found this morning in Greenwich Reach,’ said the magistrate, getting to his feet and limping over to the sideboard, on which stood a silver coffee pot. ‘I believe you said he’d been shot.’


  ‘Yes.’ Tom rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. ‘Hadn’t been in the water long. Probably less than an hour. Weren’t your usual floater, though. Dress was too good for that. Looked to have been a gentleman.’


  ‘Any idea who he was?’ Harriot waved the coffee pot in Tom’s direction and raised an enquiring eyebrow.


  ‘Thank you, sir. I think I will.’ Tom forced a weak smile and, with an effort, seemed to gather his thoughts. ‘No. He had no papers on him and his pocket book had either been lost or taken.’


  ‘A bit out of the way for a gentleman,’ said Harriot. ‘What d’you suppose he was doing down there?’


  ‘I don’t think he was killed there,’ said Tom. ‘There was a strong ebb tide which would have brought the body down from somewhere like Limehouse. We found a couple of folk who said they’d heard what sounded like pistol shots. But neither of them was sure.’


  Harriot grunted. ‘Where’s the body now?’


  ‘Deptford. The Navy’s looking after it until we can get the inquest sorted. In the meantime I’ll get some posters printed. Might help identify the man.’


  ‘Good,’ said Harriot. ‘By the by, talking of the Navy, I had a lieutenant in here yesterday asking me to back an impress warrant. Seems they want to send out the press gangs along the waterfront. I think we can expect trouble over the next few weeks.’


  ‘Aye,’ said Tom. ‘I’ve seen them. The fights have already started.’


  ‘Where are they keeping the pressed men?’


  ‘The Black Boy and Trumpet down by St Catherine’s Stairs,’ said Tom. ‘Leastways, that’s what I think, judging by all the bunting they’ve strung up over the door.’


  ‘Keep an eye on things, will you,’ said Harriot. ‘And let me know how you get on with the body down in Deptford.’


  ‘Very well, sir.’ Tom gripped the side of his chair and climbed unsteadily to his feet, a line of perspiration visible across his forehead.


  Harriot watched him head for the door, his sense of unease about his subordinate’s condition deepening. There seemed to be nothing that the fellow would or could do to put himself onto the road to recovery. Perhaps nothing short of the capture of the man responsible for his condition would achieve that.


  But there wasn’t much chance of that. André Dubois was safely back in his native France and unlikely to want to return.


  *


  The fog of early morning had cleared by the time Tom left Harriot’s office and descended the river stairs to the waiting patrol galley. He nodded at the crew and climbed into the stern sheets. For a moment or two, he sat looking about him, shielding his eyes against the reflected glare of the sun. It seemed as though the entire width of the tideway had disappeared under the press of brigs, snows, barges, skiffs and lug boats, the tall masts of the ships adorned with patches of white canvas brailed up like so much bunting. He suddenly wished himself back on the quarterdeck of his own command, surrounded by a vast expanse of blue water, the wind tugging at his coat tails, the salt-laden spume in his face.


  ‘Cast off fore and aft. Let fall. Give way together.’ Tom’s orders came in rapid succession as the galley slipped its moorings and creamed away from the pontoon, the sweeps dipping and pulling in long, powerful strokes, the backs of the crew bending and straightening in perfect unison. Soon they were amongst the fussing tangle of lighters and wherries jostling for position at the legal quays in front of the Custom House.


  ‘Where’s we heading, sir? Somewhere special?’ asked Sam Hart, seated at stroke oar.


  ‘Limehouse.’ Tom smiled for the first time in several days as he caught sight of the surprised expression on his friend’s face. ‘It’s time to find out more about this morning’s floater.’


  CHAPTER 2


  Sam Hart chose his moment with care. It didn’t do to upset Tom these days. He glanced at the passing shoreline and then back at Tom seated in the stern sheets, a person he’d long regarded as his most particular friend. They had had their ups and downs, of course, but that was only to be expected, given the work they were required to perform and the circumstances under which it had often to be carried out. But this was different. Tom’s behaviour had nothing to do with the stresses of their professional lives, or even those of personal differences.


  ‘Begging your pardon, sir,’ said Sam. ‘But ain’t we going the wrong way for Limehouse?’


  He watched as Tom turned his head from side to side, as though waking from sleep. Then, without a word, he drew down on the larboard guy and brought the galley round to face the way they’d come. No one spoke for the rest of the journey. Sam kept his eyes focused on the tip of his oar, wondering if he had done right in publicly drawing attention to his friend’s mistake. It wasn’t the first time in recent months that Tom’s judgement had failed him. So far, the consequences had not been serious and Sam had been able to cover for him, but for how much longer? He felt the galley swing towards the stairs at Ratcliff Cross.


  ‘Way enough,’ said Tom.


  Sam glanced over his shoulder and waited for the soft grinding noise of the boat’s keel touching the bottom. A moment later, they jolted to a halt, and Tom clambered over the gunwale into shallow water. He turned to look at Sam.


  ‘Get yourself down to Limehouse Reach,’ he said. ‘I want every ship between St Anne’s and Deptford Creek checked to see if anyone saw or heard anything that sounded like gunfire.’


  ‘You want us to meet you back here, sir?’ said Sam.


  ‘No, I’m going to see an informant. I don’t know how long I’ll be.’ Tom paused as though considering something. ‘See me at the Devil’s Tavern about six. I should be done by then.’


  Sam opened his mouth to object– the tavern would only bring further temptation– but thought better of it. He’d deal with the consequences, later. Meanwhile, he had work to do.


  *


  Tom’s anger flared as he noted the concerned frown on Sam’s face. He thought of telling him to keep his opinions to himself, but changed his mind. He waded through the shallows of the gently rising bank, his boots sinking into the soft clay of the river bed. The headache that had been with him all day, the result of the previous night’s drinking, was beginning to subside. He climbed to the top of the Ratcliff Stairs, stopped and looked back towards the Thames. Sam had taken his place in the stern of the galley and was already heading out amongst the maze of scuttling craft. He turned away and walked east along a highway thronged with the usual assortment of coopers, sail-makers, carpenters and sailors, all of them seemingly gripped by the need to shout at the tops of their voices.


  He thought about the man he was going to see. He’d known Jack Morrison for years. They’d been shipmates for a while and Tom recalled the other man’s uncanny ability to gather information on any number of subjects. He was the one man who could nearly always be relied upon to know the ins and outs of every incident on board ship and while invariably discreet, would usually be prepared to indicate a favourable line of inquiry if he were asked. They’d lost touch when Morrison had retired from the Navy.


  They’d met again quite by chance and Tom had, in the months that followed, often made use of his talent. Now he was hoping that Jack would again be able to help. He turned in through the door of the Red Lion on Narrow Street and looked round the almost deserted taproom. It was Jack’s usual watering hole, but there was no sign of him. He nodded at the landlord.


  ‘Seen Jack, have you?’


  ‘Not for a day or so.’


  Tom walked out, unsure of where to look next. He’d not considered the possibility that Jack would not be there with a pot of beer in his fist. It was the only place they ever met. Ahead of him, the street was blocked by a sizeable crowd, its attention focused on something in its midst. He approached and looked over the shoulders of those at the back. He could see two men. One of them was holding a chain attached to the neck of a scrawny-looking black bear. The creature was performing a series of forward rolls in time to the beat of a drum held by the second man. Tom pushed his way through the crowd and caught the eye of the man with the drum. He beckoned him over.


  ‘Awight, Mr Pascoe? Ain’t seen you for a while.’


  ‘Morning, George. I’m looking for old Jack Morrison. Seen him around, have you?’


  George pulled a face and shrugged his shoulders. ‘He ain’t in no trouble is he, Mr Pascoe? Wouldn’t want that to happen.’


  ‘No, just a chat, George, that’s all.’ Tom considered telling him more but decided it was none of his business.


  ‘I ain’t seen him for a while, Mr Pascoe, and that’s the honest truth.’


  Tom was conscious of the watching faces from the crowd. He drew the man to one side and spoke quietly. ‘I need to find him, George.’


  The man hesitated and looked back at the crowd.


  ‘First turning on the left, your honour,’ he said, a hand covering one side of his mouth. ‘The house what’s got caged birds in the window. Only don’t tell him it were me that told yer.’


  ‘I won’t. Thankee, George.’


  Tom continued along Narrow Street, the sun obscured by a dismal blanket of choking smoke rising from the dozen or so glue factories that stood on either side of the street. He put a handkerchief to his face. The stench was worse than he remembered. Passing a chandler’s shop, its yard a jumble of coiled ropes, lengths of canvas, spars, rusting anchors, lengths of chains, and much else besides, he turned sharp left into an alley that led north, away from the Thames.


  Here, a terrace of houses occupied one side of the street, their front doors facing a high wall that ran along the opposite kerb. There was an air of faded gentility about the place, a kind of quiet determination to remain aloof from the decay of the surrounding area; a mood that fitted well with what he knew of the man he’d come to see.


  Tom stayed close to the wall as he walked past the line of houses, inspecting each in its turn. A minute later, he stopped in front of one of them. On a window sill, immediately to the left of the front door, stood a wire cage containing a pair of small birds, chirruping noisily.


  He knocked at the front door. It was answered by a stout woman in her mid-fifties, her grey hair swept back off her face, accentuating her reddened cheeks and the folds of fat below her chin. She ran an appraising eye over him, her hands on her hips.


  ‘Yes?’ she said, her manner brusque.


  ‘Is Jack in?’


  ‘Who is it wants to know?’


  ‘My name’s Tom Pascoe. If Jack is—’


  ‘Who is it, Ma?’ a man’s voice roared out from somewhere at the back of the house.


  ‘A gentleman what calls himself Mr Pascoe, as wants to see you,’ she bawled back, her stout frame still barring the way.


  Jack Morrison was a solid, broad-shouldered man, over six feet in height, his face and hands pitted with innumerable scars, his hair a rough, untidy thatch of grey sitting atop his massive skull.


  ‘Why if it ain’t Captain Pascoe.’ Jack’s voice was loud at the best of times. ‘Come in. Come in. Sit yourself down.’ He pointed to the only chair in the room while he picked up an old wooden box, dusted it down and sat opposite his guest. ‘It don’t answer to stand on no ceremony with old Jack. How did you know where to find me, anygate?’


  ‘Oh, just asked around,’ said Tom. He turned to watch Jack’s wife leave the room. ‘You know how it is.’


  The room was small. No more than about eight feet square, a flight of stairs occupying one corner. Below these stood an iron cage in which a ferret was slinking up and down, stopping every now and again to fix its small, pink eyes on the assembled company. On shelves around the walls were a number of stuffed birds, rabbits, a polecat and a large carp, each one in its own display cabinet. Next to one of these, on a small table, were the tools of what Tom assumed was Jack Morrison’s trade of taxidermy– a pair of leather breeches, a quantity of knives and a bottle containing some sort of liquid. Against the back wall was the door through which Jack had come.


  ‘Still busy, if I’m not mistook, Jack,’ said Tom, nodding at the display cabinets.


  ‘Right enough, Master Tom,’ said the older man. ‘But it ain’t birds no more. Nor even rabbits or fish, neither. Ain’t no money in that. It’s mostly ratting these days. Folk pays me to catch ’em and then I sells the brutes to the sporting gentlemen.’


  ‘Dangerous work, I’ll be bound.’


  ‘Aye, that’s the truth of it,’ said Jack, fingering one of the many scars about his face and neck. ‘Them creatures can bite awful hard. But, the Lord help me, it don’t happen too often, and I’ve still got all me fingers.’


  ‘Rather you than me.’ Tom smiled.


  ‘So what brings you to see old Jack, Captain? If you don’t mind me asking, like.’


  ‘We found a floater in the tideway,’ said Tom. ‘Early this morning, it was. Bottom end of Limehouse Reach. He’d been shot. I don’t think he was from these parts but I need to find out who he is and why he died. Can you help me?’


  ‘Why, bless you, sir,’ said Jack, a sly smile crossing his lips. ‘Why should old Jack know anything about a body in the river?’


  ‘It’s important, Jack,’ said Tom, leaning forward and resting his forearms on his knees. ‘The victim was a gentleman, judging from the way he was dressed.’


  ‘And you don’t know nothing about him?’ The older man stroked the underside of his chin and stared at the ceiling. After a moment or two, he got to his feet, went over to the cage under the stairs and inserted his finger through the bars. The ferret, who had noticed the approach of his master, sniffed at the finger, discovered it was not food and moved away.


  ‘See this little critter, Master Pascoe?’ he said, without looking round. ‘One of the finest ratters I ever did see. I puts him down a bolt hole and he runs, maybe a hundred, maybe two hundred yards, looking for them rats. But he always comes back to me when I call. You know what I’m saying, your honour? This ’ere ferret does his job, and then he comes home. He won’t go to none other. It’s the same with me, sir. I live and I let live and then I comes home. What other folks do ain’t none of my business.’


  ‘You and I know each other very well, Jack,’ said Tom. ‘You know I always play fair. All I’m trying to do at this moment is find out who this man was.’


  There was a long pause while Jack seemed to weigh things up in his mind.


  ‘There is something what I heard…’ he said.


  *


  In the Parish of St George in the East, a mile or so north of the Thames, a phaeton drew up outside the Fox and Hounds, in Rosemary Lane. A tall, thin man got out and went into the premises. After some hesitation, he made his way along a row of booths, looking into each before stopping outside one and pushing open the door. Sir William Bolt was not in the best of moods. He looked down at the man sitting alone at a table, his head bent over a copy of The Times.


  ‘They’ve found it, my lord,’ he said.


  ‘What!’ Lord Camperdown looked up from his paper, half rising from his seat, a look of agitation on his face. ‘How could they?’


  Bolt shrugged and said nothing. He slid onto the bench opposite.


  ‘But it’s not possible. You told me it would sink.’


  ‘It was found within the hour. Another hour and it would have disappeared, and no one would have seen it for weeks, perhaps never.’


  ‘Who found it?’ said Camperdown.


  ‘A police boat.’


  Camperdown wiped the palms of his hands on his breeches and stared at the table. ‘What happens now?’


  ‘I’ve spoken to some people. They tell me a man named Pascoe found the body.’


  ‘Who’s he?’


  ‘A constable. The best there is. Or at least he used to be. I hear he’s seldom sober these days. You’ve got to hope he stays that way. If he gets his claws into you, he could be a problem.’


  ‘But you say he’s a drunk.’


  ‘Best you don’t rely on that.’ Bolt glanced at the steady stream of people moving back and forth across the entrance to the booth, the hum of their conversation rising and falling. ‘There’s more.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I can’t find his pocket book. It had a visiting card inside. I took it from the body but I must have dropped it.’


  ‘Christ, you bloody fool.’ Camperdown looked across at his companion, his mouth tightly drawn, his eyes narrowing. ‘If this man Pascoe finds out what happened, he’ll come looking for us and I’ve no intention of going down for this.’


  ‘Have a care how you speak to me, sir.’ Bolt rose to his feet, pointing an accusing finger. For a second or two, neither spoke.


  ‘You need to stop him,’ said Bolt.


  ‘How, pray, am I supposed to do that?’


  ‘Put him on a ship, why don’t you?’ said Bolt, getting to his feet and moving towards the door. ‘That should save us a deal of trouble.’


  CHAPTER 3


  The sun was dropping towards the rooftops west of Shadwell, before Tom arrived at the Devil’s Tavern. He knew he was taking a chance coming here. There were any number of eating houses within walking distance, where he’d be safe from the temptations of drink. He checked his pocket watch. Just after six. Too late to change the arrangements now. Besides, he was confident he could deal with his demons.


  He opened the door and walked in, a gust of warm, fetid air filling his nostrils. He let the door close behind him and peered through the drifting tobacco smoke, hanging cloud-like below the yellow-streaked ceiling. Sam was standing by a window watching him, a look of mild concern on his face. Tom made his way over.


  ‘Is this wise, sir?’ Sam hesitated, gesturing towards a pot of ale on the next table. ‘Would you not…’


  ‘I’ll be right, thankee, Sam.’ Tom removed a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the sweat from around his neck. He could feel the dryness in his mouth and a dull ache towards the back of his head. Saying no to a drink was going to be harder than he’d thought. ‘How did you get on today?’


  ‘We boarded every ship in Limehouse Reach, like you asked,’ said Sam. ‘Weren’t that many, as it happens. Maybe twenty of ’em. Anygate, to cut a long story sideways, we got nowhere. No one saw nothing. We did find one or two what reckoned they might have heard something that could have been pistol shots but even they was unsure. What about you, sir? Did you have any luck with your snout?’


  ‘Old Jack Morrison?’ Tom smiled. ‘He didn’t say much. I thought he was going to turf me out with nothing to show for my morning’s work.’


  ‘But he did tell you something?’


  ‘Yes, he did in the end,’ said Tom. ‘He told me that someone had found a pocket book on the Isle of Dogs, close to the river. It seems probable it belonged either to the dead man or to the person responsible for his death. Inside was a letter apparently addressed to the owner at the House of Commons, and a visiting card belonging to a Member of Parliament. Jack didn’t have the pocket book with him and couldn’t tell me the name on the letter, only that it was someone at Westminster.’


  ‘What about the visiting card? Did he remember the name of it?’


  ‘Yes, but that doesn’t tell us who the dead man is.’


  ‘So, what now, sir?’


  ‘The serjeant-at-arms at the House of Commons, Sam. If the man in charge of good order and discipline in the place can’t tell me anything, I don’t know who can.’


  *


  It was mid-morning of the following day when Tom found himself walking along the path that ran up from the Thames, parallel to the Privy Gardens of the old Palace of Westminster, to Whitehall. At the top, he turned left, towards Parliament Street and the residence of the serjeant-at-arms.


  The house at number forty-three lay close to the junction of Bridge Street. A narrow three-storey brick building, there was little to distinguish it from its neighbours apart from the pair of Doric columns below a moulded pediment that stood on either side of its black-painted front door. Tom knocked and, a moment later, was shown into a ground-floor room by a uniformed servant.


  Left alone, he looked about him. The room was a large one, its twin casement windows, through which the daylight now streamed, looking out onto the street. Against the opposite wall was an ornate marble mantelpiece, above which hung a large oil painting of a man mounted on a horse. In front of this, and on either side of the mantel, were positioned a pair of high-backed, red-leather armchairs. Tom wandered over and gazed up at the oil. A sudden draught of cool air behind him made him turn. A man was entering the room.


  ‘Good day to you, sir.’ William Watson Esquire, serjeantat-arms for the House of Commons, was slightly built and of medium height, his long, thin face and hooked nose giving him the appearance of being permanently ill at ease. He was dressed in a black coat and breeches, with a white silk stock at his neck, his attire merely adding to the impression of haughty disdain. ‘It’s a Seymour. Lucky to get it.’


  ‘I’m sorry…’ said Tom, nonplussed.


  ‘The picture you were admiring, sir,’ said Watson. ‘It’s by James Seymour.’


  ‘Ah!’


  ‘Now, sir, I believe you wished to see me? My servant tells me you are with the marine police institution at Wapping. Do sit down.’ Watson eased himself into one of the armchairs and pointed to the one opposite.


  ‘Indeed, sir.’ Tom ran a hand over his unshaven chin, aware of his shabby appearance. ‘I’m investigating the death of a man whose body was found yesterday morning, floating in the Thames near Deptford. He’d been shot.’


  ‘Do I know him, sir?’


  ‘There is a possibility that the gentleman had some connection with the House of Commons. A letter found near the scene of the murder was addressed to someone at the House of Commons. I regret we have no name,’ said Tom. He thought of mentioning the visiting card that had also been in the notebook but decided against it. It would serve no purpose. Its owner would have given his card to any number of people. ‘And I regret I don’t know in what capacity.’


  ‘And you are asking… what?’ said Watson, spreading his arms.


  ‘Whether you are you aware of any gentleman from this place who is missing?’ said Tom.


  ‘My dear sir,’ said Watson, looking askance at his visitor. ‘In addition to Members of the House of Commons and the House of Lords, there are any number of gentlemen who are employed in other capacities, such as my own. It is not unusual for Members of either House to be missing for weeks at a time while they return to their homes or their constituencies. Indeed, we have Members who seldom make any appearance at all in the House. Do we know what he looked like?’


  ‘I have a description of him,’ said Tom, handing over a sheet of paper.


  Watson leaned forward in his chair and glanced at the paper. ‘Very well, I shall make some inquiries and see what I can find out. I promise nothing, of course. I can scarce believe that any gentlemen from this house would venture to so godforsaken a place as you describe, but there it is. I will let you know the result of my inquiries as soon as I am able.’


  *


  A day or so later, a man slipped out of the door of a derelict hovel in Great Dover Street, in the Parish of Southwark, and headed across the River Thames. In his late twenties, he walked with an easy, loping stride that contrasted to the shuffling steps of the ragged multitude around him, suggesting a life far different to that of the average person he passed along the way. Yet a stranger seeing him for the first time might have detected an air of nervousness about him, the quick fearful movements of his eyes as he hurried over the slight rise in the surface of the bridge.


  Reaching the north bank of the river, the man turned into Upper Thames Street, and dropped down the gentle slope thronged with a shifting mass of men, horses and carts, making its way into, or out of, the legal quays. He kept to the side of the road furthest from the river, his head down, his hands in his pockets as though anxious to avoid drawing attention to himself. Several times he flattened himself against the wall of a building as a laden cart scraped by.


  Ebeneezer Samson had little knowledge of London or the ways of its inhabitants. During the short period that he had lived within its vast borders, he’d had scant opportunity to explore its intricate web of streets. Only in one small part of the metropolis had he begun to feel at ease with himself and his surroundings. Only there did he feel moderately safe.


  He passed the Tower of London and skirted round the small green that lay on the opposite side of the road. Once on the far side, he continued to his destination. Rosemary Lane lay to the east of the Tower and was a place where strangers might walk without arousing the least curiosity in their fellow humans. Yet it was not a place that it would be wise to take for granted. At times savage and pitiless, it could also offer sympathy and friendship. Thieves, prostitutes, pimps, sailors, watermen, artisans, bearded Jews in long black coats and vendors of all manner of goods, heaved, pushed and shuffled along its broad back. Here one might, on a Sunday morning, buy anything from sea shells to lumps of coal, from old clothes to sailcloth, from cooked foods to medicines.


  It was a place Ebenezer had been to several times before, in the days since his escape. He knew it for its market stalls, its noise and sense of bustle where no one took notice of him, a beggar of alms. He sank to the ground, his back propped against the wall of a house and held out a hand, palm uppermost. With luck he’d garner a few pennies, enough to buy a slice of bread, some cheese and perhaps a pot of ale. He’d not eaten these two days past.


  He must have dozed off. Something struck his outstretched leg and an angry voice swore. Ebenezer’s eyes jerked open, and he shrank back against the wall, suddenly fearful. He peered up from under the brim of his hat. A man of about his own age was standing over him, his long, yellow hair hanging loose about a weather-beaten face. The faint outline of a vertical scar ran down from a point close to his right eye, almost to the corner of his mouth.


  ‘What’s your game, cully?’ The man’s speech was slurred. He was holding a bottle close to the side of his face, his thumb tracing the outline of the scar. ‘Trying to trip me up, were you?’


  Ebenezer’s eyes widened. There was nothing to be gained by embroiling himself in an argument, quite apart from the fact that the fellow looked as though he could handle himself, drunk though he might be.


  He glanced at the man’s coat. It was blue with white lapels and a double row of brass buttons down the front. Though worn and grubby, there was no mistaking the uniform of an officer in the King’s Navy. He’d seen the uniform before, on other men. It was another good reason for avoiding an argument. He’d had a bellyful of men in positions of authority. He started to get up. He’d find somewhere else to beg. A hand fell on his shoulder and held him in a powerful grip.


  ‘Don’t you be fretting on my account,’ mumbled the man. Ebenezer watched in surprise as he slid down onto the roadway next to him. ‘The name’s Captain… No, belay that. Keep forgetting. I ain’t a captain no more.’


  He wagged a finger in the air as Ebenezer struggled to understand what was being said. ‘It’s Mister now. What was I saying? Never mind. Where’s you from? Not from around here, I’ll be bound.’


  ‘No, not from here.’ Ebenezer looked down at his hands, unwilling to meet the man’s gaze. He was beginning to wish he’d never crossed the Thames. He felt suddenly exposed.


  ‘Then where’s you from?’ The man eyed the bottle he still held in one hand, brought the neck close to his right eye and peered inside.


  Ebenezer’s mind raced. He’d never met anyone who’d heard of where he came from, still less anyone who’d been remotely interested in knowing.


  ‘I—’


  ‘There you are, your honour.’


  Ebenezer jumped. A short, slim built man was standing in front of them. He felt the newcomer’s eyes sweep over him before settling on the man next to him. ‘Been looking for you the best part of the morning, sir. We’re due afloat in an hour.’


  ‘Never mind that, Sam. Stay and ’ave a drink. D’you know my friend here?’ The man waved his bottle in Ebenezer’s direction. ‘Don’t know his name m’self.’


  ‘Come, Mr Pascoe, sir, we must go.’ The newcomer bent forward and helped his friend to his feet. ‘Got to get you cleaned up. It would never do for his honour Mr Harriot to see you like this.’


  Ebenezer watched the two men disappear into the crowds. He breathed a sigh of relief. Now he could concentrate on his begging.


  CHAPTER 4


  It started to rain. Not the soft, warm rain of the Caribbean he was used to, but cold sheets of water that came out of a featureless grey sky. Ebenezer ducked his head and walked on, empty-handed after a long day of fruitless begging. The pangs of hunger were sharper now, as he recrossed the Thames and made his way down Borough High Street in the gathering dusk.


  He’d often asked himself if running away from his master had been worth it. At least he’d been fed. Not much, it was true, but enough to keep him alive. All that changed on the day he left the house. From that moment he had become a fugitive in a land he’d not asked to come to, condemned to a state of perpetual hunger– and the constant fear of recapture. He dreaded that more than anything.


  Looking back, he’d come willingly enough. He’d heard the men talking about the land where the bakra came from, and he’d often wondered what it must be like to live there. The men had said there was no such thing as slavery in England, although how they knew that, he couldn’t say. Then, one day, the master had sent for him, given him a piece of paper on which to make his mark and told him he was to go to that far-off land he’d heard so much about.


  The sudden squeal of coach wheels interrupted his thoughts. It was too late for any of the stage coaches to be leaving London. He looked back. A chaise, similar to the one his master owned, was approaching. Ebenezer slid into a doorway, his heartbeat quickening. The chaise drew alongside him and he glimpsed the face of a young man at the carriage window, his head bent forward, as though reading a document or a book. It wasn’t the master. The face was too young. Relieved, he expelled a lungful of air and watched the coach clatter its way to the bottom of the incline and disappear round the corner onto Great Dover Street.


  He stepped out into the busy street and was about to continue on his way south when he heard the clopping sound of more horses approaching. Again, he scanned the street behind him. Less than twenty yards away he saw a rider, his tricorn hat pulled down over his eyes and a scarf hiding the lower part of his face. He’d seen men with their faces hidden before. It had always meant trouble. He pressed back into the recess of the doorway and waited. The horseman was leading a second, riderless, horse and was looking straight ahead of him, as though viewing a distant object. Ebenezer’s stomach tightened, his suspicions heightened. There was something threatening about the man, an aura of menace that seemed to surround him, his attention seemingly absorbed by the chaise.


  Ebenezer wondered if there was a connection between the two. He waited for the stranger to pass, and disappear round the bend, unable to shake off a feeling of dread. He levered himself away from the doorway once more and continued down the street, his pace slower than before. He reached the corner of Great Dover Street. The road in front of him was almost deserted. On either side, the broad avenue was lined with hovels that seemed on the point of collapse, the frames of their windows and doors rotting, the paint long since peeled away.


  In front of him, the box-like shape of the chaise he’d seen earlier emerged out of the gloom. Ebenezer slowed his pace still further, feeling the tension rise in his chest. The carriage was standing at an odd angle to the highway, its nearside door open. Close by, the rider who’d passed Ebenezer was standing facing the open door. He was holding a pistol, and was pointing it at the carriage. Ebenezer shrank back out of sight, suddenly afraid. He watched the passenger he’d seen a minute or two before stumble from the coach and be forced up into the saddle of one of the horses.


  Ebenezer’s gaze shifted to the line of darkened houses on either side of the road. There was no movement, no light, no face at any of the windows. If anyone had seen what was happening, there was no sign of it. He heard the sudden clatter of hooves and looked back towards the carriage. The two riders were leaving. Ebenezer waited. Whatever had happened, it was of no concern of his.


  He had started to cross to the south side of the road when a sudden gust of wind caught the coach door and slammed it shut. The noise had sounded like the report of a gun. Ebenezer started and looked back. High up, on the driver’s seat of the chaise, he saw the slumped outline of a body. He hesitated. The man seemed to be dead. But he might only be injured and in need of help. He looked away, every fibre of his being telling him to keep going, not to become involved.


  Then he walked back. First he checked the inside of the cabin, putting his face to the window and peering into the gloom. It was empty. Then he looked up toward the driver’s seat. The man was lying on his side, his face turned towards the heavens, one arm across his chest, the other hanging limp by his side. Ebenezer had seen death too often not to recognise its occurrence in a fellow being. But it didn’t stop him calling out to the man; softly, as one might do to a sleeping child. There was no response. He’d not expected one, but it seemed the least he could do; a small courtesy.


  He looked up and down the street. It was still deserted.


  He didn’t know why he chose to climb up beside the body, some vague notion of dignity, a wish to place it out of the sight of those who would eventually pass by. He didn’t really think about it. He bent towards the inert frame and caught hold of the dead man’s coat, noticing the livid marks about his neck.


  Someone was shouting. It sounded close by. Other voices were joining in. Ebenezer turned. He could see half a dozen men running towards him. He released his grip on the dead driver and leapt to the ground, ducked his head and ran.


  *


  Sam Hart made his way down an alley off Clink Street, South-wark, a quarter of a mile upstream from London Bridge. There was a sharp stench of urine in the air that mingled with the odour of excrement and rotting fish. Sam wished he hadn’t come. He’d only done so because Mordecai Phillips, one of his snouts, had asked to see him. The scrub had never been a particularly good informant, or even a very reliable one, but he was an informant, a nose, nevertheless. And Sam could never be certain that he would not, one day, produce some worthwhile piece of information.


  The smells got worse as he picked his way deeper into the tunnel-like void that passed for a public road. From time to time, a light would shine from the shattered window of a long-derelict house or he would hear the screams of domestic conflict coming from behind thin walls.


  He passed a group of ragged children playing amongst the rubbish, seemingly oblivious to the evening chill of early autumn. Beyond them, three or four men lounged against the wall of a building, their hands in their pockets, their unsmiling faces turned towards him. Sam tensed. Experience had told him what to expect. His fingers wrapped themselves round the hilt of his cutlass.


  ‘Will it be Master Sam, now?’


  The voice caught him by surprise. Sam looked at the man who’d spoken, a heavily built fellow of above average height, the furrows in his broad, pockmarked face engrained with coal dust. He seemed familiar; doubtless one of the hundreds of Irish coal-heavers that populated the wharfs on the south bank of the Thames. Sam drew closer. Now he remembered him. Shamus O’Connor, a petty villain who was lucky not to have been deported– or hanged– for his many transgressions, a man whose mood could change in the blink of an eye, particularly when he had been drinking. Sam had, on more than one occasion, needed to remind him of his good manners.


  ‘All right, Shamus?’ Sam nodded, warily.


  ‘Never better, Master Sam.’ There was a hint of mockery in O’Connor’s voice. He grinned, exposing a row of black stumps. ‘And yourself?’


  ‘Well, thankee.’ Sam moved on. He had no wish to prolong the exchange.


  A minute later, he arrived at a windowless building, set back a little from its neighbours. At its centre stood a door whose rotting timbers seemed on the point of falling from the frame. Sam pushed it open and found himself in a smoke-filled room lit by, perhaps, a couple of dozen candles. He shivered in the cold, damp atmosphere of the place and waited for his eyes to adjust to the light.


  About a score of men, women and children, some as young as three or four, sat at empty tables as though expecting the delivery of some food or drink or both, their soot-engrained, exhausted faces devoid of expression. The murmur of conversation dropped when he entered and faces turned towards him. Sam glanced round. In the far right-hand corner of the room, a blanket had been nailed over a doorway, acting as a curtain to another part of the building. There was no sign of Mordecai.


  He was about to turn away when the curtain was thrown aside and a short, slightly built man emerged, his hollow face heavily lined, his grey-streaked hair tied at the back of his neck with a soiled ribbon.


  ‘Hello, Mordecai,’ said Sam, catching the man by his elbow. Mordecai jumped, startled.


  ‘As Abraham is our father in faith, Master Sam, you don’t ’alf give a cully a fright.’ Mordecai Phillips– opportunistic thief, fraudster and sometime snout, and Ashkenazi Jew– straightened up. ‘And keep yer voice down, will yer? Don’t want the whole bleedin’ world knowing me business.’


  ‘Sorry, but you asked to see me,’ said Sam, looking round at the curious stares. ‘Let’s get out of here and go somewhere we can talk.’


  *


  Sam had not intended to come to the Blind Beggar, an old, three-storey inn close to St Saviour’s Dock. It stood at the point where Clink Street ended and Church Street began, an ancient structure that should have toppled to the ground years ago. The last time he’d been here was with Tom, the memory of that day still vivid in his mind. He glanced in through the small side window, opened the door, and went in.


  The place looked just the same; small, dark and grubby with tobacco-stained beams too low to allow a man to walk upright. Its once white-painted walls were now lined in black and brown smudges where countless shoulders had rubbed against them. Even the dirty-looking blanket used to divide the room into two was still in place. Sam was tempted to sweep it aside and see who was there, hidden from the rest of the customers.


  He beckoned to Mordecai and led the way through the tightly packed drinkers to one of the benches set around three sides of the room.


  ‘What did you want to see me about, Mordecai?’ he asked, his voice more brusque than he had intended. He looked round for the pot-boy and ordered a couple of jugs of beer.


  ‘Might be something, might be nothing, Master Sam.’ Mordecai nodded knowingly, and looked round at the other drinkers. Then, dropping his voice to little more than a whisper, he said, ‘I hears you’s been putting the word out for anyone what might know of a body what’s been found down Deptford way.’


  ‘Aye, so I have,’ said Sam, surprised that word of the finding should have reached Southwark. He looked up as the door to the tavern opened and several men came in, the group pushing its way through the crowd and seating themselves at a nearby table. Sam recognised one of them as Shamus O’Connor, the man he’d spoken to outside the lodging house in Clink Street. He was arguing about something, his voice growing louder and more aggressive by the minute. Sam tried to concentrate on what his snout was saying.


  ‘The thing is, Master Sam,’ said Mordecai, apparently oblivious to the darkening mood at the neighbouring table. ‘I were at the Isle of Dogs t’other day. Before dawn it were. I sees a carriage come down Limehouse Hole and stop close to the path what leads by the river. Then out gets two gentlemen and they walk down the path. Seemed mighty strange for gentlemen to be there, especially at that hour. They didn’t say nothing. Kept themselves to themselves. Well, it weren’t none of me business, like, so I left them to it and…’


  A loud, belligerent voice drowned his words. Sam turned to see who it was. Shamus O’Connor was staring at him from his place a few feet away. ‘Will you be having nothing to say to old Shamus, Master Sam, you and that villain Pascoe? Too good for the likes of us, are you? There’s folk I knows of what don’t care for the pair of you, and that’s a fact.’


  Sam turned away, ignoring the insult. Mordecai was still talking.


  ‘… it were about ten minutes later when I heard it. Course, I’d left by then, and were almost at Limekiln Dock. Two bangs. Sounded like pistol shots, but I couldn’t be sure.’


  A bench scraped on the wooden floor of the taproom. Sam glanced up. Shamus was climbing unsteadily to his feet, his face florid with drink. Sam readied himself. There was no sense in not being prepared.


  ‘What happened, exactly?’ he asked, still looking at Mordecai while watching the Irishman out of the corner of one eye.


  ‘I couldn’t see. I were…’


  But Sam had stopped listening. He sprang to his feet, ducking a swinging fist from Shamus. He waited a second while the momentum of the punch carried the man round, then kicked his feet from under him, sending him sprawling into the next bench. The uproar was immediate. Men and beer toppled to the floor, the immediate cause of little consequence to those involved. It was enough that they’d lost their drinks. Fists flew and oaths were uttered in a profusion of unbridled violence.


  ‘Time we left, I think,’ said Sam, finishing his beer and heading for the street door. ‘You were telling me you heard some pistol shots.’


  ‘What happened in there?’ said Mordecai, ignoring Sam’s question.


  ‘It’s not important,’ said Sam. ‘Tell me what you saw on the Isle of Dogs. Who was shooting?’


  ‘Don’t know, Master Sam.’ Mordecai threw another anxious look behind him. The fighting had spilled out onto the street. ‘I were too far away to see anything.’


  Sam ballooned his cheeks and stared at the sky.


  ‘But I did see them later.’


  ‘Where?’ Sam swung round and caught his snout by his arm.


  ‘I were in Narrow Street. Saw them pass by. The same two I’d seen earlier.’


  ‘Can you describe them?’


  ‘Didn’t take much notice of them, Master Sam. I know one were a big cully, but that were all.’


  ‘But you said they both appeared to be gentlemen?’


  ‘Aye, they were that all right. Young, too. Not more than about twenty-five, twenty-six.’


  They walked in silence for a moment, listening to the fading sounds of the mêlée in the distance.


  ‘Funny thing is,’ mused Mordecai, ‘it were only later I heard that a gentleman had been turned off.’


  He turned to look at Sam, a troubled expression on his face. ‘After the coach had gone by, I went back and had a look. I were curious, like. Wanted to see what the gentlemen had been doing. Thought they might have done the shooting, like. But there was nothing, Master Sam. No body, no nothing.’


  ‘No, you wouldn’t have found anything,’ said Sam. ‘I reckon the body were already floating in the tideway.’


  CHAPTER 5


  Tom Pascoe stood outside the door to the resident magistrate’s room on the first floor of the Wapping police office and brushed the worst of the filth from his uniform coat and breeches. He wondered if Harriot had heard about the incident in Rosemary Lane this morning when Sam had found him, the worse for drink, talking to a negro. His head hadn’t fully cleared and he wasn’t at all sure Harriot wouldn’t immediately know he’d been drinking– again. He pushed the thought to the back of his mind. He could handle his drink without Harriot’s, or anyone else’s, help. He glanced at his pocket watch. Still no word from the serjeant-at-arms on who might be willing to help identify the body in the river. He knocked on the magistrate’s door and went in.


  ‘I’ve had a note from the Southwark magistrate,’ said Harriot, limping back to his desk with a cup of coffee in his hand. ‘Seems that earlier this evening a coach was stopped at gunpoint in Great Dover Street, about half a mile beyond the Marshalsea. The driver was killed and his passenger abducted. My colleague has asked for our help in investigating the matter. I told him we’d do what we could.’


  ‘Bit off our beat, sir,’ said Tom, relieved to be talking about something other than his drinking habits. If the magistrate had noticed the state of his dress, he gave no sign of it.
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